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Chapter 1


Blood dripped from Erik’s fingers and struck the ground in an uneven rhythm, joining a slowly expanding pool. He’d beaten his fists into hamburger repeatedly over the last two days. They would never heal right, and he didn’t care at all. 
From the other side of the reinforced metal door, Brand tried to soothe him. The pulses of wolf energy coiled around him, trying to ease his anger. Growling, Erik pushed back with every scrap of his power until Brand recoiled. They’d been friends for two centuries, and it was Erik’s fondest wish to tear out the treacherous fucker’s throat at the earliest opportunity.
“I want to get you some food, Erik, but I need you to calm down before I can open the door.”
“Fuck you.”
“I understand how angry you are, believe me, but there are members of your brood here and I won’t allow you to hurt them.”
“Fuck them too.”
“You don’t mean that.”
A few days ago, Erik had cared what happened to his brood, and even to Brand, but that had all ceased to matter when his mate never rose from the birthing bed. Nothing mattered anymore but the rage. “I will tear apart every one of you that stood between me and my mate while she died.”
“Bera is still alive. I just left her.”
Erik shut his eyes. Just as he’d done hundreds of times since Bera had stopped screaming, he searched for his link with her and came up with nothing. A gaping hole occupied the place she should have been. “Whatever is laying in that bed is not my mate.”
“I know you heard Ingrid say she would never wake, but I’m not giving up yet. Bera’s too stubborn to leave you and your son without a fight.”
Erik struck the door with his fist, shouting as pain surged up his arm. A sickening crunch reverberated through the room as he broke his knuckles again. He’d lost count of how many times he’d fractured and mended them in the last two days. He gathered his strength and his wolf’s power and punched again.

      [image: image-placeholder]Brand braced himself against the door as Erik’s anguish nearly knocked him over. The rage tore at him until he had to withdraw behind his mental barriers or else he might be carried away by the strength of the emotions. The door and his internal walls trembled under Erik’s onslaught, but both held until Erik stopped. Too broken to act out until his body mended again, Erik lapsed into disconsolate howling. Brand exhaled a long sigh, unsure how much longer they could go on this way. Eventually the door would give, or Brand would—either way, Erik wouldn’t survive the fight. He debated leaving but knew if the door buckled while he wasn’t there, Erik would kill everyone in the house.
To his left, someone descended the stairs and stopped at the end of the hallway. He took a deep breath and turned to see Sigga waiting to be acknowledged. Head bowed, hands clasped in front of her, she radiated uncertainty. He’d chosen her because she’d proven herself trustworthy and fearless, but Erik’s wrath was so potent even she was worried. He wished he could ease her concern, but keeping Erik somewhat contained was taking every bit of his wolf’s power. 
Brand collected himself as best he could before addressing her. “Yes?”
“There’s a human, and–” she swallowed “–something else here.”
“Oh, thank merciful Sigyn.” He trotted down the hallway and stopped next to her, putting a hand on her shoulder. Despite his fatigue, he spared a little of his energy to soothe her as best he could. “He’s done for the moment. Go check on Bera?”
She sighed as her body relaxed somewhat. “Of course.” She turned toward the room where Bera lay in a coma and then paused. “What is he?”
Brand knew at once that she was asking about Leo. He had asked himself that same question since meeting the man, and he still had no idea. “I’m not sure, but hopefully he’s our salvation.” Brand offered as comforting a smile as he could manage, then took the stairs two at a time.
The opulence of Erik’s home barely registered as he moved through the rooms toward the foyer—marble floors, gilded moldings, and vaulted ceilings wouldn’t matter if Bera never woke. He stopped midstride when he caught sight of the two people standing awkwardly in the archway.
Gunni had tried to prepare Brand when he’d called looking for help, but the reality of Leo’s transformation was staggering. An aura of calming energy Brand could almost see surrounded Leo. Even standing several feet away Brand felt better than he had in days. 
“What are you?” Brand blurted out, echoing what Sigga had asked only moments before.
Turning toward Brand, Leo smiled a little shyly. “I don’t really know. Ingrid showed up and did something to me and I’ve been different ever since.”
Brand appraised him again, slowly. Lean and tall, Leo had the broad face and strong features of those who had inhabited the Americas when Brand’s people arrived. Brand had once called him a pure soul, and that part of him hadn’t changed, but he was most certainly something more.
Next to Leo, Cassie laughed. “He’s a freaking bear. Isn’t that the wildest thing you’ve ever heard?” Quick to smile and sharp of mind, Cassie shared a similar heritage with Leo, though she manifested none of his other abilities. According to Leo, he’d been the first shaman born to their tribe in generations.
Absorbing some of Leo’s calming energy, Brand relaxed for the first time in two days. “Thank you both for coming so quickly.”
“Of course, though I’m not sure how much help I’ll be,” Cassie said as she stepped closer to him. “You look like hell, are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” Brand nodded in Leo’s direction. “Better now. Whatever Ingrid did has increased your power. You’re almost glowing.”
Blushing, Leo shrugged. “She said something about finding one of Odin’s chosen and then bit me. While I was–” he looked around nervously “–transforming. She ran off before we could ask her anything else.”
Though Odin’s chosen sounded familiar to Brand, he couldn’t dig the reference out of his centuries-long memory. He was too tired to spend more time thinking about it. “Sounds like her. She’ll show up sooner or later and I’ll try to get answers out of her then. As far as what you can do.” Brand glanced at Cassie. “We can’t call a human doctor, so I was hoping you’d examine Bera and see if you can find anything physically wrong with her.”
“I’m a vet. Human physiology really isn’t my thing.” Cassie exhaled hard and shrugged. “Then again, you guys aren’t really human, are you? Doesn’t hurt to look I guess.”
“Thank you.” Brand held out his hand until she took it. He clasped her hand in both of his. “This means more to me than I can express. If there’s any way to save them, I need to find it.”
Squeezing his fingers, Cassie nodded. “I’ll try.”
“What do you need me to do?” Leo asked.
Brand released Cassie and turned to him. “I’m hoping you can calm Erik where I’ve failed.”
“Oh, I’m sure he’ll love that as much as you did.”
Much as he didn’t feel like smiling, Leo’s dry humor made Brand’s lips twitch. “I’ve learned to appreciate what you can do.”
“I’ll try, but you know him much better than I do, and you have more experience. I doubt there’s anything I can do.”
Brand let his gaze travel over Leo once more. The strange not-quite-visible aura seemed to fuzz the light around him. “You were better than me before whatever she did. Now even standing near you helps.”
“Really? Gun didn’t say anything.”
“Maybe he didn’t notice. You have a different effect on him.”
Cassie laughed and then covered her mouth with one hand. “Sorry, I got an eyeful of that effect at the airport. I thought they were going to get arrested.”
Leo blushed, and Brand put an arm around him, giving him a quick hug. “I’m glad things are going well with you two. Hopefully we’ll get you back to him soon.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Leo walked down the stairs next to Brand. Below them, in the basement of a home fancier than any he’d ever been in, he could sense the tortured presence he knew was Erik. The anguish that was radiating out from that room was unlike anything he’d ever felt. A vast well of grief and anger that had no bottom. He’d felt Disa’s pain when her mate died, and he’d thought nothing could be as raw and punishing to his soul. He’d been so, so wrong.
“He blames himself,” Leo said in a whisper. “That’s why it’s so sharp.”
Brand sighed, soul deep and weary. “I get that.”
Leo dearly wished that there was something he could do to ease Brand’s growing tension, but he needed to save his resources for what was going to be an extremely difficult altercation with Erik. They stopped at the foot of the stairs at the start of a long hallway with heavy doors lining both sides. “It’s not his fault. And it’s not yours either.”
“That’s easy to say and less easy to believe when you’re standing in these shoes.”
“I don’t have time to talk you out of your mood right now, but I’ll follow up with you after.”
Brand showed him a tight smile. “It’s a date. How’s Gun?”
“Good. He said to give you a hug for him, but I don’t think we’re there yet.”
“Sure we are, but you should save it until you’re done with Erik. You might need it.”
They’d both been putting it off as long as possible, but they were only steps away now. “Good point.”
Brand pointed to the first door on the left. “Bera is in there. He’s all the way down on the right. He locked himself in there when her pain got very bad, and we haven’t been able to get in the room yet.”
Leo looked down the hall. He was surprised he couldn’t see the anger drifting, it felt so thick in the air. “Still no change with her?”
“Nope, once I get you settled, I’ll go brief Cass about everything we know so far.”
“Well, I should go and let you get to that.” He started down the hallway, not sure what to expect at all.
“Good luck,” Brand called after him.
Leo was already focused on the pile of anger ahead of him and didn’t respond. He let himself take his time, touching each door he passed to feel the cold metal against his fingers. Heavy doors meant to contain the rage he could feel, more concentrated with each slow step.
The growl started before he drew even with the final door, vibrating through his body like the lowest note of a piano held long. The anger swept around him, threatening to take his legs out from under him like a riptide.
He sent his empathic senses out ahead of him—his touch as light as he could make it—just the barest whisper of power. “Hi, Erik. My name is Leo.”
The growl cut off and there was a brief silence that hung motionless between them. “Gunnarr’s Leo.”
“That’s right.” He closed his eyes and let the anger move through him without trying to do anything but really feel it. It was a breathless and sharp thing. He moved ever so slightly closer. “He says hi.”
There was a pause in what had been a repetitive sort of churning to the rage. Ever so slight. And then it started back up again. “Bera always liked him.”
Leo didn’t want to dull the emotion the way he normally would. It seemed like a misuse of the power he’d been gifted to do that in this circumstance. Erik deserved to feel however he wanted about the bullshit situation he was in. “He likes Bera too. He’s told me a lot about her, and about you.” He took another step. “Has he ever told you how grateful he is to have grown up in your brood?”
There was another pause in the spiral of anger, this one longer, like a breath rather than a hiccup. “It never came up.”
“It meant a lot to him. Growing up in your care. Being raised to know there was another way.” Leo moved closer and rested his hand on the door. He focused on what Gunni had told him about that. How that made him feel. Knowing that the person he cherished so much had been looked after when he was young. That was what he projected the next time Erik’s rage surged. The warmth and affection he had for this man because he had seen to the raising of the one Leo loved.
The next sound he heard was a disconsolate sob. A single heart-wrenching utterance that brought him to his knees next to the door.
Neither of them said anything for a long while. Leo knelt with his hand on the door, unwilling to let the connection go, though it tore something soft and vulnerable inside him to feel the anguish.
“I don’t want to hurt them,” Erik said, barely more than a whisper through the thick door. “But I know I won’t survive it. You have to convince him to take the brood.”
The desperation in Erik’s tone shook Leo to his soul. “He doesn’t want you to be alone.”
“It’s too late for me.” An impact vibrated the door as Erik leaned against it and then slid down until he sat opposite Leo. “I can’t give them to him. Not as wrecked as I am. And none of the others are strong enough to take it from me now that Gunni is gone.”
Leo pressed his hand to the door, the ache within him swelling until he thought it would overwhelm him. “I won’t promise you she’ll be okay. I don’t know the answer to that. But we’re still trying, okay? Nobody has given up on Bera and nobody has given up on you.”
A rough chuckle came from the other side of the door. “Should have known you wouldn’t give up. Gunni wouldn’t have fallen for a quitter.”
“You raised him better than that,” Leo said with certainty he hoped was obvious. 
Erik exhaled a long and bone-tired breath. “Thank you for saving him. He deserves a second chance.”
“I can’t help you the same way, but maybe I can still help.”
A thud that could only have been Erik’s head striking the metal vibrated through the door loud enough to make Leo’s teeth ache. “I’m a lost cause.”
Leo refused to even acknowledge that line of thought. “Let us get you some food. Some water.”
There was a long pause where Leo thought Erik would refuse, but then he finally said, “Okay.”
Leo breathed a sigh of relief and went to get Brand.
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Chapter 2


Erik sat quietly on the single bed in a cell he’d built with his own hands, watching a woman named Cassie he’d only just met clean the self-inflicted wounds on those very same hands. Once he’d calmed, they’d moved him to another room in the basement because everything in the one he’d locked himself inside of when Bera had fallen was in splinters. This tidier version seemed strange, as if the last few days hadn’t happened at all.  
Leo was next to him, not quite touching him, but closer than someone who was technically a stranger should have been. But he didn’t feel like a stranger, he felt like kin. Calm energy radiated off of him, warm and comforting.
They’d brought him some soup and some water, watching him consume both before they moved closer to deal with the mess that was his hands. The ache in them was bone deep now that he no longer had the fury to numb him.
Brand stood by the door to make sure he didn’t try to kill them, but it was unnecessary. Erik was too fucking tired. Now that the anger had been replaced with guilt about his brood, there was nothing fueling him past the exhaustion that weighed him down like an anchor.
Erik turned toward his longtime friend, trying to distract himself from the pain of the anti-bacterial wash. “So her condition hasn’t changed?” he finally made himself ask.
Brand frowned and shook his head.
Despite the well of sorrow he thought he might drown in, he tried to let the fact that she wasn’t yet deteriorating keep his head above water—but hope was in short supply.
Cassie reached for some gauze on the bed beside him. “I did an exam and she seems stable for now, but I’m afraid I don’t know much about the condition she’s suffering from.”
“No one does,” Brand said with more than a little frustration.
Erik grunted. “Alice did. That’s what her research was about.”
Brand stared at him with a troubled expression. “I didn’t know that.”
“You weren’t particularly interested in what she was working on.” That came out harsher than he’d intended, so he returned his attention to Cassie. “It’s way over my head, but I know she thought there was a genetic component to the birthing difficulty based on the fact that it seemed to be isolated to certain family lines.”
Cassie looked up from wrapping his hands. “Is there a way I can get a look at her notes? Any information I can get might help at this point.”
“It’s all still at her lab.” Erik sighed. “I didn’t want to box up her things without Gunni.”
“I know he’ll appreciate that.” Leo nodded with a brief smile. “I’ll call him and ask if he’s okay with us gathering some of her notes for Cass to look at.”
Based on her face, Cassie was already turning over possibilities. “Could I use that lab in order to run some samples if I need to?”
Erik tried not to let her enthusiasm give him too much hope, because the letdown would be even more brutal. “That’s a more complicated question,” he said, indicating Brand with a tilt of his head. “The company that ran her testing was compromised. Brand would have to reach out to a guy and figure something out.”
Brand paused in thought, and a moment later seemed to come to a decision. “Yeah, I can do that.”
Cassie sat up, finished with her work. “Try not to flex your hands too much for the next little while. You guys heal fast, but those joints and bones need a rest.”
“I can’t promise that, as much as I’d like to.” He could already feel the wolf pacing again, and as effective as Leo was at soothing him, Erik knew the effort was already wearing on the man. “Leo won’t be able to curb me for much longer.”
“I could put you in the wolf dream,” Brand offered, though he didn’t sound excited about it.
Erik let his head drop back to stare at the ceiling. The dream would not be a pleasant one, as unruly as his wolf was currently, but it would let the two of them rest for a while. “Yeah, okay.”
Leo picked up on his unease. “Maybe you’ll see her in there?”
How had he not even thought of that? He probably wouldn’t remember when he woke, but the chance was enough to make him jump at the offer. “Yeah, let’s do it.

      [image: image-placeholder]Brand sat behind the wheel of his SUV staring at the building that held Alice’s lab. They were here to collect some of her notes for Cassie, but he hadn’t realized until he actually arrived that he hadn’t been here since Alice died. 
The last time he’d walked into that door, Alice had been inside—alive and working on something that went way over his head that he had never bothered to ask about. The irony that he was now depending on that research to save his friend, and possibly his mate, was not lost on him. 
Leo sat in the passenger seat, not saying a word. Just letting Brand take as long as he needed to.
“I haven’t been here since she died,” Brand finally said.
“I had a feeling.” Leo shifted a bit in his seat. “We don’t have to talk about it, but if you want to, you can. I’ve heard about her from Gunni.”
Of course he had. “Does it bother you? To hear about her.”
Leo watched the building. “No, not at all. Anyone who loved him is someone I want to get to know.”
He let himself think about her for a long, silent moment. What would let someone really know her? “She was the kindest person I’ve ever known.”
Leo smiled a little sadly. “I’m sorry she’s gone. The world could use more kindness.”
“She died saving my life while I was unconscious.” He took a breath to battle back the tears. “Dagny says she was happy and I believe her, but it’s hard to reconcile.”
Leo turned to look at him. “She was loved. And she died saving someone who meant the world to her. I don’t have any trouble reconciling it.”
Brand let out a laugh that was brittle with the edge of tears. “No wonder he loves you.”
“I like to think he never had a choice.” Leo tossed his head.
“You’re right. He didn’t,” Brand said with certainty. 
They sat quietly for another minute before Leo said, “I dream of her sometimes, you know.”
“Really?”
“Gun says it sounds like a wolf dream. I’ve had a couple of them. Always when he was asleep. He’s running with her in wolf form.” When he saw the skepticism in Brand’s face, he added, “She had scars on her right side, where the fur didn’t grow back together right.”
“Did Gunni tell you that?” Brand asked in a rasp.
“No, he never told me she was a white wolf either. And small, half his size. I’d never seen him in wolf form either before I had the first one. But I knew it was him somehow.”
“You always know your mate in wolf dreams, even though you don’t know anyone else.” Brand leaned back in his seat, all of the air gone out of him. “I don’t know what that means.”
“I don’t know that it means anything, Brand,” Leo said in a rush. “But I know that she’s happy in those dreams. She and Gunni are both happy. And I always wake from those dreams feeling content. Like the world is working as it should.”
Brand wanted to argue that assertion. That nothing had been right since she died. That it felt like his life was slowly unraveling because she had somehow secretly been the force keeping it together. But even though all of that was true, he also felt joy unlike any he’d felt in his life before that point. Being linked to others gave him a sense of fulfillment he’d never known before during the long years that he’d been a lone wolf. And he was terrified that all of that was on a timer that was slowly running out because he knew with absolutely certainty that if Dagny died giving birth he would fall to madness. 
“I keep thinking that it’s unfair of me to want Alice to save me again. Even after everything she did, it wasn’t enough, you know? I’m here with my hand out, asking for more. Needing more. Needing a solution she wasn’t even sure she could come up with when she was alive because it will save me.”
“She was doing the research for herself, Brand,” Leo said, his voice calm but firm. “Gun said she never wanted her own, but she loved pups. She always wanted to be an aunt.”
Brand’s throat ached. “She never told me that,” he said, his voice rough.
“Not everything is about you. That research is her legacy. Her life’s work. If someone can finish it for her I think she wouldn’t be anything but ecstatic.” Leo finally turned to look at him. “And I know enough about her to know that she wouldn’t want you to feel guilty for anything. What she gave, she gave freely.”
Brand took a deep breath as the rightness of what Leo was saying moved through him. “Some truths you have to hear from someone else before you believe them, I guess.”
“The deepest ones, I think.” Leo smiled. “The ones that come from somewhere deep in your guts and make you want to shout because you should have known, but for some reason you couldn’t get there without some wiseass Native from the north woods telling you.”
Brand chuckled. “Yeah. Just like that.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Dagny pulled open the door, expecting to see yet another female from Erik’s brood that Brand had sent to look in on her and Bera’s offspring. Instead, her mother stood across the threshold, her arms filled with an assortment of brightly colored infant’s clothing. The sight of Ingrid—terrifying, ancient being she was—awkwardly holding onesies with ducklings and baby sheep overcame the somber mood that had been oppressing Dagny all day. She laughed, hard.
Ingrid lifted an eyebrow. “Something amusing?”
Dagny coughed. “Of course not, Mother. Come in.” She pulled the door open and gestured inside. “Brand’s been looking for you.”
“I’m sure he has.” Her mother entered, peering around the interior of Brand’s home and eyeing everything with a vague sense of distrust.
Dagny had never been certain if her mother’s discomfort with the trappings of the modern world was real or just for show. If it was an act, Ingrid was one hell of an actress. “He also forbade me from seeing you.”
Ingrid snorted. “I can see that served him well.”
Dagny grinned. “He apologized and then strongly urged me not to see you.”
“Good girl,” Ingrid murmured, staring into Brand’s kitchen with wide eyes. “How’s the babe?”
“Sleeping. I just fed him. He seems fine.”
“He’s a hale boy, like his sire. I was there when Eiríkr was born too.” Distraction made her voice dreamy as she walked into the kitchen and dropped the clothes on the table. She touched the ceramic cooktop with reverence. 
“Did his mother die birthing?”
Ingrid shook her head, pursing her lips as she slid her finger over a chrome accent. A leaf tumbled out of her golden hair and floated to the ground. 
Dagny stifled a grumble of annoyance. Displaying irritation with Ingrid never helped, but she wished her mother could focus on what was important for one damned minute. “You’ve never seen a range before?” 
Ingrid swiveled her silver eyes toward Dagny. “Not that I recall.”
“You remember everything.”
Ingrid chuckled. “No one remembers everything, certainly not when you’ve been alive as long as I have. What is it for?”
Dagny rolled her eyes. “Cooking.”
Ingrid pulled her hand away quickly, suspicion tightening her expression. “But it’s not hot?”
“Only when you need it to be.”
“Strange.” Ingrid touched it again, tentatively. “Erik’s sire killed his mother a few months after his birth. He never knew her, though that was no loss. She was a bitch.”
Following a conversation with Ingrid was a chore at the best of times, even though Dagny was almost used to her rapid-fire changes. “People say the same of you.”
Ingrid snapped her gaze back toward Dagny and smirked. “Then aren’t you lucky you were spared my influence growing up.”
Goosebumps rose on Dagny’s skin under her mother’s malevolent appraisal. “Why did you let him keep me?” Her sire had been a bastard to rival any in the broods. After years of abuse he’d traded her away like a prized sheep to Ansvarr, who had been even worse. The memories of her time as Ansvarr’s plaything haunted her, even though he was dead and she’d burned his body herself. Her hand moved to cover the scars on her abdomen before she realized what she was doing.
Ingrid’s face softened for an instant before she turned away, admiring the handle of the refrigerator. “Any answer I give you won’t make up for what happened.”
“But I might forgive you.”
“I don’t need your forgiveness, child. What I did was for the good of the broods.”
“Or maybe you just wanted me out of the way of whatever twisted game you’ve been playing with Brand for decades?”
“Centuries.” Ingrid cooed as she opened the fridge and then closed it, patting the door afterwards. “I had thought to tame him myself once, but after what I had to do to him as a child, he’d never have accepted me.”
Dagny inhaled a sharp breath. “You wanted him for yourself.”
Ingrid whirled around. “Of course I did. There hadn’t ever been a male like him born, with such a capacity for kindness and so much strength.” She moved to the table, picking up one of the small pieces of clothing and folding it delicately. “But the kindness tortured him. He couldn’t live with the beast inside him, so I had to teach him to control it, and in doing so I lost him.”
“You intended for me to be your surrogate before I was even born, didn’t you?” Dagny wasn’t sure if the unease in her stomach was disgust or the babe, but she wished whatever was roiling in there would stop before she lost her breakfast.
A small smile played at Ingrid’s lips. “Long before. I bore ten offspring before producing you.”
Dagny wondered if she should have heeded Brand’s advice about Ingrid after all. Talking with her mother never failed to upset her. She was pretty sure half of what came out of Ingrid’s mouth was a lie, but which half? “You’re insane.”
“So I’ve been told.” She flattened the tiny, folded square with her palm. “You ask so many questions and never like the answers.”
“I don’t believe in fate, and I don’t believe you could have possibly foreseen all this.”
“The Norn don’t care what you believe. And I’m not an oracle, just a planner.”
Dagny groaned. “I’m not talking to you anymore. Brand is at Erik’s.”
“I came to see you and the babe. Brandúlfr will abide until I’m ready to forgive him for calling me names.”
“We’re both fine. Brand needs your help with Bera.”
Ingrid shrugged. “There’s nothing to be done save to let Erik out of his cage and let him grieve her properly. Whether he survives is up to him.”
“Are you going to give Brand the same advice about me?”
“Bera’s line has been riddled with bad breeders for generations. You and my grandson will both be fine.”
Dagny desperately wanted to believe that. “Then why did you look so horrified when Brand said we were mated.”
“It was a risk I wouldn’t have taken with him. Birthing isn’t the only thing that might kill you, and he’s too important to the future of us all to wager for any one of us.”
Dagny swallowed. She’d been nagged by the same thoughts for weeks now, worried what her death might mean for all of them if Brand succumbed to madness afterward. “I don’t regret it. He might never have walked out of the woods that night if I hadn’t.”
Ingrid sniffed and folded another tiny onesie. 
Dagny didn’t think she’d ever seen her mother doing a domestic chore. It made her wonder about all the things she didn’t know about her mother. “Was I the only one you abandoned?”
“You were safer with him than you were with me.” Ingrid closed her eyes briefly. “Though if I had known he intended to trade you to Ansvarr I never would have left you there.”
“You didn’t answer the question.”
Ingrid patted the top of the pile of tiny, folded clothes, looking forlorn. “I raised none of my offspring. You are the only one I’ve ever sought out.”
Dagny watched her mother carefully. It must have been painful for Ingrid to leave her offspring behind while she followed the higher purpose that had consumed her life. Despite having never expressed regret about it, Dagny suspected there must be some. “Why didn’t you come for me, once you knew Ansvarr had me?”
“If I had gone up there we’d both be dead. I had no right to you, and I couldn’t have bested him while he was surrounded with his brood. Not even Brand could have managed that.” She lifted her gaze to meet Dagny’s. “I had to draw him out and give Brand something to fight for.”
Dagny tried not to glare, but knew she didn’t quite manage it. “You gambled with all of our lives. Alice lost hers. For what?”
“For the future of all of us, child.” Ingrid paused to let her words have more weight. “How long do you think we can continue to carry on the way we are? Our numbers dwindle every season. We can’t survive if we continue forward the same way we’ve been going. I had to make Brand take his place, because he didn’t seem inclined to ever move under his own power from the cozy nest he’d made for himself here.”
Dagny wrapped her arms around herself. All of the suffering and death. She just couldn’t believe there was no other way to get the better world her mother dreamed of. “You could have just told him your reasons. This future you’re trying to achieve—it’s the same thing he’s always wanted for all of us.”
Ingrid bared her teeth in a
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