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Dedication

To all those warriors of the written word

who fight back against the gatekeepers

who come between young people and the stories

they love and need. Teachers, librarians, parents,

book lovers—thank you for holding the line.

Politicians and petty despots—make your name elsewhere. 
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The Lost Texts

The Lost Texts of the Jotun

—ON THE CREATION—

In the time before memory, the jotun Ymir

Existed in the void.

He was the first of the jotnar

And from his body

Was built the Nine Worlds

Linked by the tree Yggdrasil.

The Innangard worlds of Asgard and Midgard.

Asgard: fortress of the fierce Aesir gods.

Midgard: home of the humans.

All of Innangard was ruled by the warlike

Aesir and Vanir, gods

With a hard hand.

All else was Utangard,

Beyond the boundary—

Alfheim: home of the elves.

Nidavellir: the cavernous home of the dwarves.

Jotunheim: land of creative chaos and freedom.

Hel: dwelling place of the dead.

Muspelheim: land of elemental fire, home of Surt the fire-jotun.

Niflheim: world of darkness and elemental ice.

Vanaheim: original home of the Vanir gods.

Wild, uncivilized, dangerous.

Creative.

Free.

Seething with magic.

An endless temptation to those

Within the boundary.

A dangerous playground

For the young gods.

The jotnar devised spellwork to charm wolves and all the beasts

On the land and under the sea.

Soft rains to quench the flames of Muspell and

The warm sun to wake the flowers

And trees and every good growing thing.

They turned the Utangard into a garden.

Jealous, the gods crossed the boundaries,

Killing the jotnar, stealing the treasures of the outlands:

The mead of poetry, silver and gold and precious stones,

The runes of magic and

The women of the Utangard

Who knew prophesy and the ways of magic.

Heidin came as emissary to the gods.

She brought many gifts to Odin’s seat:

Garments woven of dew and dreams.

Spellsongs to ensnare the stars.

Spellwork to charm wolves and all of the beasts

On the land and under the sea.

Soft rains to quench the flames of Muspell and

The warm sun to wake the flowers

And trees and every good growing thing.

She turned the barren worlds into a garden.

These things she gave the gods.

She offered good counsel, prophesy, and healing

And brought the wisdom of the dead to serve them.

The gods of Asgard were frightened.

They shaded their eyes against her brilliance.

Called her witch and sorceress.

Envied her power.

Repaid her largesse with treachery.

Three times they slew her in Odin’s Hall.

They stabbed her and burned her, and yet

Still she lived, and took their bloody answer back to the Utangard.

This was the beginning of the end of the world.

—ON RAGNAROK—

Odin Allfadir called the seeress

From her bed beneath the stones

And demanded a foretelling.

The spakona warned

That the web was woven.

The price of foretelling

Is obsession with that

Which cannot be altered.

Still, the allfadir put down his silver

And demanded answers.

The seer spoke of the end of days,

Of the mighty gods brought low.

Brodirs shall fight and fell each other,

And systirs’ sons shall kinship stain;

Axe-time, sword-time, shields are sundered;

Wind-time, wolf-time, ere the world falls;

Neither gods nor men each other spare.

This is the fate of the Asgardians.

After hearing the volva, Odin wandered the Nine Worlds in disguise

Seeking that which would

Prevent the fall of the gods.

He gave an eye

And drank from the well of knowledge.

Nine nights he hung

From the windswept tree

And stole the runes—

the tools of old magic.

The one-eyed god roamed the Midlands, the world of men.

Stirring battle-lust, he claimed the dead

to build his armies in Valhalla.

Heidin weaves her webs and bides her time.

Asgard fed the ravens with

The blood of jotnar, elves, dwarves, and men.

The green forests fall to feed a storm of arrows

And the earth yields up the stuff of swords.

Heidin throws the bones and bides her time.

The time for reckoning arrives.

The sun turns black, earth sinks into the sea,

The hot stars down from heaven are whirled;

Fierce grows the life-feeding flame,

Till fire leaps high about heaven itself.

Now do I see the earth anew

Rise all green from the waves again;

The cataracts fall, and the eagle flies,

And fish he catches beneath the cliffs.

Then fields unsowed bear ripened fruit,

All wounds are healed as Heidin returns.

The jotnar meet on Ithavoll

And regard

The bones of the Midgard Serpent.

They recall

The calamity of Ragnarok,

The betrayal of Heidin,

And Odin’s faithless quest.

There they will find once more

The golden game pieces

In the grass,

Which were theirs

In the earliest days.

The Lady mounts the golden throne.

The mighty past

they call to mind,

And the ancient runes

Now come home.
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Sundgard Saga

ON A MORNING LATE IN autumn, the year he turned five, Eiric Halvorsen was milking the cows in the summer barn when he heard his modir calling him.

“Eiric! They’re home!”

He scrambled to his feet, nearly kicking over the steaming bucket in his haste. He did not have to ask who was home. Most other vessels had already returned to the village of Selvagr for the winter, but his fadir and grandfadir had sailed off alone in late summer and had not returned. Several times a day, his modir climbed the headland and looked out to sea. As the days grew shorter and darker and colder, he’d seen the shadows of worry gathering in her eyes.

By the time he’d put the milk out of harm’s way, released the cow from her cross ties, and run down to the beach, the little ship was already pulled up on the sand, and his grandfadir Bjorn was wading back and forth, unloading. There wasn’t much—none of the usual gold, silver, tools, and trade goods they brought back from summer raids.

Something else was wrong. His fadir, Leif, stood at the water’s edge, holding a little girl by the hand. His modir, Sylvi, faced them, her arms crossed over her chest, a dangerous light in her eyes.

Eiric wanted to greet his fadir and grandfadir, but the tension was so thick he didn’t dare.

The stranger had golden skin, chestnut eyes, and hair the color of comb honey. She was taller than Eiric, so he knew she must be older. In her ragged moss-colored tunic, she resembled a landvaettir—a forest spirit from Bjorn’s stories.

Was this the only treasure they’d brought back after weeks on the water?

Bjorn hung back as Leif led the little girl up to Sylvi. “This is my dottir, Sylvi,” he said. Leif was always a man of few words. He spoke better with his blades and fists. “Her name is Liv.”

“Liv is not my name,” the little girl said, her voice quivering. “My name is Heidin. I brought the gift of magic to Asgard—and they betrayed me. I have returned to make them pay.”

Leif ignored her. “I met her modir the summer after you and I were married. Now her modir is dead.” He gave Liv a little push toward Sylvi.

“She’s not dead,” Liv announced to everyone. “I don’t need another modir.”

“Nor do I need another mouth to feed,” Sylvi snapped, looking at Leif.

Leif stood his ground. “Please, Sylvi,” he said. “She doesn’t have anyone.”

“I don’t need anyone,” Liv said, clutching a pendant that hung from a chain around her neck. But Eiric saw the tears pooling in her eyes, threatening to spill over.

Maybe Sylvi noticed that, too. She hesitated, stormy faced, biting her lower lip.

“The girl has magic in her, Sylvi,” Bjorn said, finally speaking up. “And this world could use a little magic.”

Eiric edged closer so that he could see the magic for himself. One side of Liv’s face was puckered and scarred, to the point that she could scarcely open her left eye. Her left arm, also, was shiny with scar tissue. Had magic done that?

If that was magic, he wanted no part of it.

“She’s been through a lot, as you can see,” Bjorn said to Sylvi’s silence. “She needs a safe haven.”

Sylvi glared at Bjorn, a look cold enough to freeze milk inside a cow. “This is your fault, Fadir,” she said. “You promised me you wouldn’t go back there.”

Then she turned back to Leif. “If I accept this child,” she said, “then you must promise me you won’t return there.”

“Sylvi, I—”

“You must promise,” she repeated. “Or sail away with your dottir for good.”

“All right,” Leif said. “I promise.”

“Both of you must promise,” Sylvi said, looking at Bjorn.

“I promise,” Bjorn said, not meeting her eyes.

“I’ve heard promises before,” Sylvi said. “To make sure that you keep it, you must give me the sunstone.”

“No!” Bjorn protested. “That’s not right. Since when does a dottir tell her fadir what to do?”

“Since her fadir breaks his promises,” Sylvi said.

“I gave you the farm when you married,” Bjorn protested.

“Aye, you did,” Sylvi said. “So I ought to be able to decide who lives here, who I cook for, spin for, plant for, make butter and cheese for. I’d rather live proud and penniless on the streets than be shamed in my own home.”

“All right,” Bjorn said finally. “The stone is yours.”

Sylvi extended her hand. “Now.”

Eiric edged closer to the young stranger. “What’s a sunstone?” he whispered, hoping she might tell him when the adults would not.

“Shut up, barbarian,” she said.

Bjorn fished in his carry bag and drew out a sealskin pouch. Reluctantly, he dropped it into Sylvi’s hand.

Now Sylvi shifted her gaze to Leif. “And the amulet.”

The girl clutched her pendant with both hands. “No,” she said.

“Let her keep it,” Leif said. “It’s the only thing she has from—”

“If she wants to join our household, then that is the price. You say she has magic in her. I cannot risk an eight-year-old sorceress with a grudge in this house.”

It took both Bjorn and Leif to wrest the pendant from Liv. She ran back down the beach to the water’s edge, gripped the prow of the longboat, and attempted to push it off the sand and out into the bay. In the end, Leif slung her over his shoulder and carried her back to Sylvi, setting her on her feet, but keeping one hand on her shoulder to prevent another attempted escape.

“Give it back,” Liv said to Sylvi. “Give it back, or you’ll be sorry.” Something about the way she said it made the threat convincing.

“You leave my modir alone,” Eiric said, stepping between them.

“Such a wee fierce warrior,” Liv said, appraising him.

“Eiric,” Sylvi said, quelling him with a look. “Liv has lost her modir and she is far from home. Think how frightening that must be.”

“I am not frightened,” Liv said, glowering. “You detain me at your peril.”

Sylvi stowed away the sunstone and the pendant, then knelt next to Eiric, putting her hand on his shoulder but speaking to the stranger. “Hello, Liv. Welcome to Sundgard.”

“My name is Heidin,” Liv said.

Sylvi searched her face. “You have an old soul, and no doubt countless names. But here at Sundgard, your name is Liv.” She paused, and when Liv said nothing, continued. “This is my son, Eiric. He could use an older systir.”

Suddenly, Eiric found himself pinned by those chestnut eyes. Liv lifted her chin and looked down her nose at him. After a long moment, she seemed to reach a decision. “He does look like he needs help,” she said. “I will stay here for now.”

From that day forward, the farm at Sundgard became the richest, most productive farm in all of Muckleholm.





[image: image]

2

Home Fires

THIS SAGA BEGINS JUST AFTER the winter solstice the year Eiric Halvorsen turned sixteen, and his systir, Liv, was nineteen years old. The year their brodir, Ivar, was born.

If Eiric had the gift of prophesy, maybe things would have turned out differently. But he had no such gift. And maybe it wouldn’t have mattered if he had. His grandfadir Bjorn always said that when a man is born, his fate is already woven into the fabric of the world.

If Bjorn really believed that, then why had he insisted on burning charms of protection into the gunwales and tiller of the boat they’d built together? Why did he continue to honor the gods and insist that Eiric do the same?

If the people of Selvagr really believed that, then why banish a man for doing what the fates impelled him to do?

But in those days, Eiric did not believe in prophesy, or the gods, or much of anything at all beyond the value of an axe in his hands. He’d been in the forest most of the day, chopping and splitting logs from a downed tree, then walking back and forth, a mile each way, dragging the split logs to the wood bin next to the house. By the time he was finished, he was sweating, exhausted, but now he knew there would be enough fuel to last until the morning on one of the coldest, darkest nights of the coldest year anyone could remember. Some compared it to Fimbulwinter, the bleak cold season before Ragnarok.

It was also an excuse to be out of a house where the tension was as thick as day-old porridge.

The problem was his stepfadir.

His fadir, Leif, had died a few years ago. His modir’s fadir, Bjorn Eiricsen, had followed Leif to the other world two years later. The trouble began when his modir, Sylvi, married Sten Knudsen the year after that.

Sten was the son of Gustav Knudsen, the richest and most powerful man in the village of Selvagr. Sten was tall and handsome, with flaming-red hair and muscles built working in his fadir’s tar pits.

The marriage hit a serious reef almost right away. Sylvi brought to the match her farm at Sundgard that Bjorn had bequeathed to her. It had been in her family for generations. It was widely thought to be the richest land and the best location in the jarldom. Elsewhere, crops withered, livestock sickened, and cows went dry, homes were struck by lightning, and apple trees bore sour and shrunken fruit, but not at Sundgard.

There’s something about Sundgard, people said, casting envious eyes.

The Halvorsens weren’t rich, but in a barren, impoverished land, a fertile farm was worth a fortune.

Sten had assumed that the farm would come to him as Sylvi’s dowry. Instead, Sylvi gave him a bag of silver coins Bjorn had brought back from one of his raids and kept the farm in her own name.

“I didn’t marry you for a bag of silver!” Sten had shouted in one of their first rows.

“Are you saying that you married me for my farm, then?” she’d snapped back.

It didn’t take long to find out that Sten was brutal, violent, and impossible to please, even when he was sober. When he drank, he was even worse. He doled out beatings on a regular basis. Eiric took the brunt of them, but his modir and systir were sometime targets. Winter was the most dangerous season, when bad weather kept them all inside.

Sylvi told Sten she was divorcing him, but he refused to move out, and she would not move out herself, leaving him in possession of the farm. So life in the longhouse became a standoff, punctuated with episodes of violence.

Then their modir became pregnant with Sten’s child. After that, he never laid a hard hand on Sylvi.

From then on, Eiric and Sten couldn’t be in the same room for any time at all before Sten would begin finding fault with him. Eiric longed for coasting season, when he could board his boat and leave Sundgard—and his stepfadir—behind.

When he’d stalled as long as he reasonably could, Eiric carried an armload of wood into the house. Liv was at the loom, sliding the shuttle through the upright warp, forking the weft tightly against the fell of the fabric. Though the brief winter daylight was almost gone, his systir seemed to be able to work by feel.

His modir was seated close to the fire, making a pair of socks for the new baby, her bone needle glittering in the firelight. When Eiric replenished the fire, it blazed up, and he could see the outline of her swollen belly pressing against her overdress. The baby would be coming soon.

He didn’t see Sten at first. It wasn’t until his stepfadir gripped him by the shoulders and swung him around that Elric realized his mistake.

“It stinks like a sty in here, boy,” Sten growled. “When was the last time you cleaned out the stalls?” The winter barn was attached to one end of the longhouse to permit easy access during the cold season. When that task was neglected, it was readily apparent in their living quarters.

“I cleaned the barn out yesterday,” Eiric said. “I don’t smell anything.”

“I said it stinks in here,” Sten shouted, slamming Eiric up against the wall. Sten leaned in so they were face-to-face, his ale-stale breath in Eiric’s nose, his food-encrusted beard inches away. “You’re eating us out of house and home. The least you can do is earn your keep.”

Since Eiric made it his business to stay out of Sten’s way, it came as something of a shock when he realized that he was now taller than his stepfadir. When had that happened?

Sten still outweighed him by half, but after a year out of the tar pits, his middle was going to fat.

Eiric looked into his stepfadir’s eyes and smiled.

Sten noticed. His eyes narrowed, and his mouth twisted, as if he realized that it was only a matter of time before Eiric began to hit back in earnest.

“Leave him be, Sten,” Sylvi said, looking up from her work. “I’ll have the nattmal on the table as soon as I finish this row. We’ll all feel better after we’ve eaten.”

“Do you expect me to sit down to a meal when that stench is making me half-sick?”

Eiric was tired and sore, and in no mood to listen to Sten. In fact, he was never in the mood to listen to Sten.

“If it stinks in here,” he said, “it’s not coming from the barn.”

That was his second mistake.

With a roar, Sten backhanded him across the face so hard that Eiric lost his footing and landed flat on his back on the dirt floor. Blood poured from his split lip. He had to turn his head to keep from choking on it.

Instantly, Liv was up on her feet, wading in. “You leave him alone!” she said. “Who spent all day chopping wood? Who fishes all summer so that we have something to eat all winter? He does a lot more work around here than—”

“Shut your mouth, witch!” Sten growled. “Always skulking around, muttering under your breath. A face like yours could turn a man to stone. Everybody in town knows you’re bad luck.”

“You should hear what they say about you,” Liv spat back. “Every day, you look more and more like—”

“Enough, Liv!” Sylvi shouted desperately. “Go back to your loom. The light is almost gone.”

Eiric rolled to his knees, then stood, blotting the blood from his face with his sleeve. The rage rose in him like a geysir as he faced his stepfadir, fists clenched.

“Eiric,” Sylvi said, dumping her work from her lap and struggling to her feet. “Go to the boat shed.”

“Leave the boy alone,” Sten said. “If he wants a fight, I’ll give him one. It’s time he learned that I’m the head of this household now.”

“You’re not the head of this household,” Eiric growled. “You’re nobody. You’re an unwanted freeloader on my modir’s farm. If you had any pride, you’d get out.”

Sten lunged forward, but Eiric sidestepped him, sticking his foot out so that Sten tripped and crashed headfirst into the table. It helped that his stepfadir had no doubt been drinking all day. He lay there, groaning and cursing, temporarily unable to rise.

“Eiric Halvorsen,” his modir said, her voice low and trembling, “I told you to go to the boat shed, and I expect you to obey.” She paused, put her hand on her swollen belly, and then whispered, “Please.”

Eiric went, seething.

The boat shed was cold and dark. Eiric dumped kindling and touchwood into the firepit and ignited it with flint and steel.

That’s one thing you’re good at—starting fires.

Even after the fire was burning well, Eiric lingered, warming his hands, staring into the flames. He was angry at Sten, disappointed in himself, and frustrated with his modir’s apparent submission to his stepfadir’s bullying.

He wished he could be somewhere—anywhere—else. Bjorn claimed that in the southern ocean, the weather was warm enough to sail all year long. He wished he knew which one of his grandfadir’s chants would take him there.

He wished he were a year—even two years—older. Then he would have hopes of recruiting his own crew, one large enough to sail the langskip.

Sylvi always said, If wishes were fishes, our nets would be full.

At sixteen, Eiric was bigger than most men. By law, he was old enough to marry. When he went to the village of Selvagr, girls pointed at him and whispered, but he’d learned to look for sweethearts farther from home. The village was too small, and memories too long.

These days, he scraped away the red hairs that sprouted on his chin and upper lip and combed and braided the locks of his fair hair. He was still outgrowing his clothes. His modir and systir couldn’t keep up with the spinning, weaving, and sewing to keep them all clad. It was a long way from sheep and flax to a shirt and trousers.

People said that he favored his fadir, who’d been tall, broad shouldered, fair-haired, and blue eyed. Leif Halvorsen had come to Selvagr when he’d signed on as crew with Bjorn one summer.

“As soon as your modir laid eyes on Leif, she would have no one else,” Bjorn had told him. “I warned her that he was not the kind of man who stayed in one place, or with any one woman for very long. She told me that she’d rather spend one season with Leif than a lifetime with any other man. When he returned to Sundgard the next summer, she married him.”

Leif went coasting with Bjorn every summer after, but he always came back. He was gone coasting the summer Eiric was born.

By age eight, Eiric was big and strong enough to handle an oar or bail all day. He’d joined the crew then, and had spent every summer on the water since, learning the tricks of seamanship and navigation. Eiric was proud and hotheaded even then, and the crews gave him no quarter for age or lineage. He sparred with axe, spear, lance, and lausatok, a form of weaponless grappling that meant a man was always ready for a fight.

It was only when he went to sea that he learned the gods and jotnar from his grandfadir’s stories had slaughtered each other centuries ago. Men were limited to the Midlands, where they struggled to survive, and Hel, where they went to dwell when they lost that battle. It was then that he began to grow up.

After Leif and Bjorn died, Sylvi begged Eiric not to sign on with a vikingr crew, which would keep him away all summer. He didn’t like crewing under someone else, anyway. So, for the next two summers, Eiric left the longboat in the shed, hired a single crew member, and took his little karvi out to fish the banks in the Archipelago, with a little coasting thrown in. Sometimes Liv crewed for him. She had an instinct for reading the wind and for anticipating what Eiric wanted before he knew himself. He wished she could crew for him all the time, but Sylvi needed her help on the farm.

Finally warmed through, Eiric abandoned the fire, sat down on the workbench, and picked up a toy horse he was carving for the new baby. It was nearly done. He just had to tease the mane and tail out of the rough wood and rub flaxseed oil into it. He picked up his draw knife and began to hone the rough edges.

His stomach growled. Sten was right about one thing—Eiric was always hungry, and now he’d missed the nattmal—the evening meal.

As if called by the thought, the door to the boat shed eased open and Sylvi entered, a bowl of steaming porridge between her mittened hands. She set it down on the bench next to him. It was topped with a large piece of smoked fish and a hunk of oat bread.

“I knew you’d be hungry,” she said.

“I am.” He was still too angry to risk saying more than that. He broke up the fish with a spoon, stirred it into the porridge, then took a big bite.

His modir settled heavily onto the far end of the bench. She was pale and sweating, despite the cold. “You need to leave here before the baby is born.”

Eiric practically choked on a mouthful of bread. “What?”

“Sten plans to kill you so that his child will be in line to inherit the farm.” Sylvi’s voice was low, matter-of-fact. Chillingly so.

“He told you that?” Eiric felt as if he were breathing underwater, unable to get enough air.

“When Uncle Finni visited two weeks ago, I overheard the two of them talking. That is why Sten has been trying to pick a fight with you. He sees you as the major obstacle to his plan. With you out of the way, he thinks Liv will be more manageable.”

“If that’s what he thinks, he doesn’t know Liv,” Eiric said, his dinner all but forgotten.

Sylvi winced, lips tightening as if she were in pain.

“Are you all right, Modir?” Eiric said, setting his porridge aside, ready to spring up and do something—like call his systir in.

Sylvi took a breath, released it, and ignored the question. “Ulff Stevenson has said more than once that he’d take you on as an apprentice. You can live above his shop.” Stevenson was the blacksmith in the village.

“I’m not going to move into the village and leave you and Liv here with Knudsen,” Eiric said. “If I leave, you leave with me.”

“No,” Sylvi said. “This is my farm. If we leave it, Sten gets what he wants. He won’t bother Liv if you’re living nearby. He knows you’ll come after him if he does.”

“It hasn’t stopped him so far,” Eiric said bitterly.

“No,” Sylvi said. “When you’re—” Her voice hitched, and she doubled over.

“Modir?” Eiric said, by now thoroughly alarmed. “Let me take you back to the house, where it’s warmer.”

She shook her head and slowly straightened. “When you are older, the three of us will handle Sten in a way that won’t be traced back to us. What I want is for you and Liv to survive until then.”

“I’m sixteen,” Eiric said. “I’m big enough. I’ll kill him.”

“No,” she said, gripping his hand so tightly that it hurt. “Promise me that you will not try. That’s what he wants. He is still stronger than you, and a more experienced fighter.”

“Not when he’s drinking,” Eiric said.

“Make no mistake, Sten is still dangerous when he’s drunk,” Sylvi said. “He will find a way to kill you. It does not have to be a fair fight. That is why you have to leave now.”

If I’m not big enough now, Eiric thought, I will be soon.

As if she’d read his mind, she said, “Even if you succeed, you’ll go before the Thing council for murder. Sten’s fadir and brodirs are on the Thing, and most of the other members do business with them. You’ll be outlawed, and then Sten’s family will kill you. He’s not worth it, Eiric.”

“Why did you marry him?” Eiric demanded, his frustration boiling over. “We were doing all right.”

“No,” Sylvi said bluntly. “We were not. It’s a big farm, too big for Liv and me to manage on our own every summer when you go vikingr.”

Vikingr. A word that used to mean much more than it did now. That meant coasting, raiding, adventuring—where a band of men blooded their blades in common cause. Where one man could prove his worth each and every day.

A word that meant more than fishing.

“You should have said something,” Eiric said, guilt washing over him. “I could have stayed home.”

“You are no farmer, Eiric,” his modir said. “You are too much like your fadir and grandfadir to stay home for long. You have always been more interested in what’s over the horizon than what’s behind you.” She paused, as if debating whether to go on. “Bjorn always claimed that he was descended from Njord, god of the sea. One of the Vanir gods. But he also said that the wise man honors all of the gods.”

“I suppose that’s why he always insisted that I honor them,” Eiric said. “Though I don’t see the point if they’re dead.”

For a long time, Sylvi said nothing. Then she reached out and fingered Eiric’s pendant—the one his fadir had left him. “I gave this to Leif when we married. Your fadir traces his ancestry to the Aesir gods—the warriors. You are much like your fadir, but you have something of your grandfadir as well. You have a choice. Choose carefully.”

“I don’t understand,” Eiric said.

“Fighting is not the only way to win.” She tousled his hair in a way that said that if he didn’t understand it, she wasn’t going to explain further. “Tell me you will go to Stevenson.”

“I’ll think about it” was all he could offer.

“Think quickly.” Sylvi mopped her forehead with her sleeve. Her skin appeared pale, clammy, and she took quick, shallow breaths. “If I don’t survive this birth, here’s what I want you to do.”

“Modir!” Eiric said with growing alarm. “Do you—”

“There’s a stone set into the floor under my sleeping bench. You’ll find a small chest underneath. Take my jewelry that’s in there—my brooches, my silver armband, and the amber necklace—for your systir. Return the rest to the barrow and never speak of it again. Do not tell Liv.”

Why shouldn’t he tell Liv? “I don’t understand what—”

“Swear to me, Eiric Halvorsen,” Sylvi said, each word a steel-tipped shaft, “that you will return the rest to the barrow and never speak of it again.”

“I swear,” he said.

“If anything happens to me, Sundgard goes to you and Liv. Don’t let the Knudsens take it away from you.”

“Nothing will happen to you,” Eiric said.

“I need your oath.”

“I swear, Modir,” Eiric said, feeling the weight of the oath settling on his shoulders. Oaths were a serious business in the Midlands, not to be taken lightly.

“Help me up,” she said, extending her arms. Eiric lifted her to her feet. Then he saw that her overdress was soaked through and there was a puddle between her feet. “Let’s go back to the house. Your baby brodir is coming.”
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In Gunnar’s Hall

REGINN EIKLUND STOOD IN THE doorway of Gunnar’s Hall, looking down the crowded street to the quay at the foot of the hill. The harbor resembled a shorn forest, studded with trading ships with their masts taken down and secured to the gunwales.

It was the Disting, the blessing of the plows, the gathering of the goddesses, and the festival of new beginnings. Here in Langvik, the largest port on the big island of Muckleholm, it was also the Feast of Ships. Though ice still bobbed in the harbor, the festival signified the beginning of the shipping season.

For most, even those who cared little for goddesses or plows, it was the first excuse since the Yule to drink themselves senseless.

It was Reginn’s sixth night at Gunnar’s—and so it would be her last.

Tomorrow, there would be a long walk to another town. Or a tight berth on another sea crossing.

Her master, Asger, liked harbor towns because there was so much coming and going. Always a new crowd. Always a quick getaway. Had they been to Langvik before? The venues all ran together after a while.

A week was as long as they’d stay anywhere. It was as if Asger was on the run from unseen demons who might catch him if he lingered too long in one place. Unfortunately, Reginn’s demon followed her wherever she went.

Reginn could hear Gunnar the hallkeeper bustling around behind her, excited about the commerce he expected to come through the door. With the holiday, nearly all the town’s lodging places were at capacity, including Gunnar’s.

He’d been happy to accept Reginn’s offer of singing and flute playing and healing and foretelling during the weeklong festival. Especially because she’d offered to perform for bed and board and tips alone.

She hadn’t seen Asger all week, which might mean he had business elsewhere. Or he might have been here all along. He was like one of those lizards that could change colors to match its surroundings. Any one of the patrons could have been him, glamoured to resemble a sailor, a farmer, a herdsman. She never knew when he would appear out of nowhere, and she would feel the kiss of flame on her skin.

“Why do you do that?” Reginn said, when she plucked up the courage to ask. “It gives me the shivers.”

“Just keeping you honest, meyla,” Asger would say, pinning her with his ember eyes, his hair flickering like flames around his head. He always called her “meyla”—little girl.

There’s nothing honest about any of this, Reginn thought. Except, maybe, for the music. Of all the talents she claimed (and there were many), only the music was true magic.

Well, and maybe the healing.

Asger would be here tonight for sure. He never missed the last night of an engagement, when the money really rolled in and it was time to collect her takings.

Some patrons were already knocking back cups of mead and ale, but this was a brief respite before the madness began. First, the nattmal, a supper consisting of lamb-and-barley stew. Then more drinking and entertainment. Reginn wasn’t looking forward to another night in a boisterous alehall, fending off patrons who assumed that she offered services beyond spellsongs, healing, and prophesy.

She straightened her overdress and adjusted the belt hung with decorated pouches, baubles, remedies, and charms that she would sell to customers before the night was out. She carried her bone flute in a separate bag, attached to a leather strap that crossed her body from shoulder to hip. Tools of the trade, along with her wits.

They were all she had. They were all she’d ever had.

Tablet-woven braid straps secured her dress at the shoulders. More braid decorated the hem of her linen tunic. Fine red leather shoes peeked from beneath her skirts. Her untamable hair was the color of oak leaves at midwinter, streaked with copper and red. She wore it gathered into a long plait, with a gold brocade fillet over it.

Like any player on the stage, she was dressed for the part—a prosperous spakona, or seer, one well worth consulting.

Still lingering in the doorway, Reginn breathed in the sea air and dreamed of faraway places. Places Asger Eldr would not find her.

She nearly lost her footing on the wooden stoop as a harried servant wearing buff livery jammed past her and into the hall.

“What’s your hurry?” Reginn muttered under her breath.

The servant threaded his way through the taproom until he found Gunnar. After a brief conversation and a bit of hand-waving, the servant elbowed past her again and descended into the street.

Whatever the servant had said, it left Gunnar beaming, all but skipping across the taproom. That was a tall order for someone as bulky as he was.

“We’ve got important guests tonight,” Gunnar told Thurston, the innkeeper’s thrall. “You’d better step lively.”

Reginn couldn’t help herself. “I don’t know how he could work any harder than he already does,” she snapped.

That was true. Reginn had never seen Thurston slacking—not once over the past week, which was more than she could say for herself. Thurston was Gunnar’s sole thrall, and he had to make up for a master who talked big and worked very little.

Thurston was popular with the regulars—many called out greetings as he threaded his way between the tables. If people returned to Gunnar’s Hall, it was because of Thurston.

Nobody came back for the mutton stew.

Gunnar was still going on about his prospective guests.

“All right,” Reginn said, knowing that Gunnar wouldn’t shut up until she asked the question. “Fine. Tell me. Who’s coming?”

“The keeper,” Gunnar said with barely concealed pride.

“That is an honor,” Reginn said, nodding. “What does she keep?”

“She keeps nothing,” Gunnar said, disappointed that he wasn’t getting a bigger reaction. “She’s the high priestess of the Temple at the Grove.”

“So—she still practices the old faith?” Reginn said. Hardly anyone worshipped the gods anymore. Wooden shrines to them had been torn down and burned for fuel, though the stone ones still stood. Amulets and images had been melted down and repurposed. The gods no longer poked into human events, so what was the point of honoring them?

“It’s not about the gods,” Gunnar said, like someone making it up as he went. “The temple dedicates are called wyrdspinners, and they are the last of the vala.”

The vala were magical practitioners, healers, and seeresses, like Reginn claimed to be. Her modir, Tove, had taught her the vardlokkur—their spellsongs—before she sold Reginn to Asger.

“So this keeper—she works the alehalls and longhouses?” Reginn said.

“Oh no,” Gunnar said, horrified. “She’s the real thing. Her emissaries come every year, but she rarely comes in person. When she does, it is said that kings and jarls from Groenland to Frakkland seek her counsel.”

That got under Reginn’s skin. It wasn’t so much the implication that Reginn was running a rig as the suggestion that the keeper was not. She’s just another player with a better script, better costumes, on a bigger stage.

“Well,” Reginn said, “I’m not a jarl or a king. That’s probably why I haven’t heard of her.”

“Probably,” Gunnar said, missing the barb completely. “When the wyrdspinners come, they ask only to be allowed to visit the poorhouses, orphanages, and slave markets, collecting orphans. Most people are glad to be rid of them, and it means fewer mouths to feed around here.”

That was true enough. Times were hard—had been hard for as long as Reginn could remember. Livestock often did not survive the brutal winters, and crops withered in summer. Fishermen came home with empty nets. Pestilence blazed through towns and villages, leaving modirless children in the streets, while the old often walked into the forest to die.

It was a good time to sell remedies and talismans, at least. And to predict a future that was better than the present.

Reginn herself had been a foundling, until Tove took her in. Which raised a nagging question in her mind. “What do they want with orphans?”

“They seek the gifted to serve in their temple.”

“How can they tell that they’re gifted?”

Gunnar shrugged. “How would I know? But the ones they choose are lucky. It’s said the temple is like a palace, with floors inlaid with gems and fixtures of gold and silver. The fish leap out of the sea at the spinners’ beckoning, and fruit trees drop cherries and apples into their baskets, so that their tables groan with cheese, butter, skyr, fish and game, and berries of all sorts.”

They’re sure to love your mutton stew, then, Reginn thought. Out loud, she said, “Where’s the Temple at the Grove?”

“Nobody knows,” Gunnar said. “It’s on an island hidden by magic. If a ship is blown off course and wrecks on its shore, the entire crew is eaten up by sea monsters. Nobody lives to tell the tale.”

“How do you know?” Reginn said.

Gunnar appeared stumped. “How do I know what?”

“If nobody lives to tell the tale, then how do you know about it?” Reginn knew the hallkeeper was getting annoyed, but it was her last night, so she didn’t care.

Gunnar rolled his eyes. “That’s what people say.”

Reginn changed tack. “Did the keeper come here for the festival?” That might mean some unwelcome competition.

Gunnar shook his head. “She did not mean to come here at all. Her ship was badly damaged in a storm off the coast. They brought it into the harbor for repairs. They didn’t know about the festival until they found out that all of the inns were full.”

“You’d think if she was any good, she could predict the storm was coming and stay out of the way,” Reginn said with a shrug. “Or at least realize that it’s the Disting.”

Gunnar’s eyes widened in alarm. “I don’t want to hear that kind of talk from you while she’s here,” he said.

“Don’t worry,” Reginn said. “I’ll ask her about the temple and the sailors instead. She should be able to clear that up.” She knew this would generate an explosion for sure.

Gunnar did not disappoint. “No!” he all but shouted. “I don’t want you speaking to her or her attendants about anything while she’s here. Just keep your mouth shut and do your job.”

But I can’t do my job with my mouth shut, Reginn might have said, but Gunnar hustled away.

How can I be so bold with Gunnar and yet so timid when it comes to confronting Asger? Reginn thought.

Because there’s an ocean of difference between Gunnar and Asger.

“I thought you’d want supper before the rush.”

It was Thurston. Of course. He pointed to a small table where he’d set out a bowl of stew and a cup of ale from the cask.

“Thank you,” Reginn said, ambushed by his thoughtfulness. She sat, pulled the bowl toward her, and took a bite while Thurston stood there awkwardly. He obviously had something to say.

She glanced around, sniffed the air. What were the chances that Asger was already here? If he saw her sitting with Thurston, he might—

No. He wasn’t here. And if he were, she’d tell him it was business. Though that hadn’t always worked in the past.

“Please. Sit with me,” Reginn said. “You should have some supper, too.”

Thurston shot a quick look toward the corner where Gunnar was holding forth, then dipped up some stew and some small ale and sat across from her.

“I wanted you to know—I’ve been watching your performances this week, and I’ve never seen better,” he said. “You know all about herbs and healing. And—your music—your voice, and especially the flute—” He put his fist on his chest. “That song about the lady of the bogland—it goes right to the heart.”

“Oh,” Reginn said, both mortified and pleased that Gunnar’s thrall felt the need to leap to her defense. “Well, thank you.”

“It reminds me of the pipes at home,” he said. “They say scent stays in memory the longest, but for me it’s music.” He paused. “I’m going back there one day.”

“Oh!” Reginn glanced at Gunnar, who was drawing off cups of ale.

Thurston followed her gaze. “I am saving my money,” he said, touching the slave collar around his neck. “I mean to buy my freedom. But first, I need a telling. I need to know whether I should approach Gunnar now or later.”

“No,” Reginn said, deeply embarrassed. “You don’t want to make a decision based on what I tell you.”

“But—” Thurston hesitated, his eyes fixed on her face. Even his fringe of eyelashes was reddish, Reginn realized. “That’s what you do every night. Right? Tell people what the future holds.”

“Yes, but—”

“I can pay.” He pulled a leather pouch from under his coat and shook it so Reginn could hear that it jingled.

Reginn sighed. Took another look around. Then gave in, digging an object out of her carry bag.

See, Asger? It is business.

“Here,” she said. “Hold this.”

“What is it?” Thurston asked suspiciously. “I haven’t seen you use that before.”

“A sheep’s knee bone,” Reginn said. “It’s used to answer yes-or-no questions. We’ll ask the question, then drop it. The answer will come in the way it lands. If the hollow side is up, that means no. If it’s down, that means the answer is yes.”

Cautiously, Thurston took the bone in his hands. Reginn closed her hands over his and sang the summoning of the vaettir—the spirits of the dead.

“Answer me, dear vaettir, the questions I will ask. “Will Thurston buy his freedom tonight?”

She waited a moment, then repeated the lines.

Thurston began to glow, all the way to the tips of his roughly shorn hair. It was as if light were leaking through his skin so that Reginn could see the bones beneath.

Before they even dropped the bone, a voice answered, echoing inside her head.

He will find freedom

As freedom comes to all of us.

He will buy his freedom,

But he will pay the gods’ price.

He will find his freedom in Helgafjell.

Helgafjell. The land of the dead.

Reginn yelped, causing Thurston to drop the bone. It landed on the floor, bounced once, and came to rest.

“So,” Thurston said, kneeling down to look at it. “What does it mean?”

Reginn laced her fingers together to hide her shaking hands. Looked around to see who might have been whispering in her ear. “It means nothing. Nothing. When it lands like that, it means that the spirits don’t want to answer.”

“Oh,” Thurston said. “Could we try it again?”

“No,” Reginn said, scooping up the bone and returning it to her bag. “The vaettir do not like being summoned a second time on the same question. But I wouldn’t say anything to Gunnar today.”

Thurston nodded. “If you say so,” he said, obviously disappointed.

“Promise me,” Reginn said, looking into his eyes.

“I promise,” he said.

“Now, we’d both better get to work,” Reginn said. “Gunnar’s been looking daggers at us this whole time.” She stood, keeping a hand on the table so she wouldn’t fall over.

“What do I owe you?” he said, sliding his fingers into the pouch.

“Nothing!” she said. “Save it for someone who can give you better answers.”
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Crossing the Borderlands

REGINN REFILLED HER CUP, THIS time from the cask of mead. She drank it down, then filled it again. After that last episode, she needed something to calm her nerves. She had no idea what had happened, but one thing she knew—she didn’t want it to happen again.

One of her modir’s favorite sayings was this:

Those who cast nets for the spirits risk being pulled into the deep.

Which seemed an odd saying for someone who made her living casting those nets and hauling in dreams.

That was probably as unreliable as anything else Tove had told her.

Still, Reginn worried. Had she somehow put events into motion that were better left alone?

He will find his freedom in Helgafjell. The land of the dead.

He would die enslaved.

No, she thought. I will not have it.

Squaring her shoulders, she made her way to the corner that Gunnar had roped off to serve as a kind of stage. Word of Reginn’s performances had spread, and the house had been packed since the first night. Tonight would bring in more coin than the other nights combined. Tonight was the play that could be made only once.

She scanned the crowd, a sea of eager faces, bodies leaning forward, all trying to catch her eye, all hoping to be chosen for a telling. She always played to that—her gaze lighting on one person, then another, like a dragonfly on a thistle.

Who would be the one to die tonight?

She didn’t see Asger. That didn’t mean he wasn’t there.

Just then, Gunnar escorted two guests to a table just beyond the rope, evicting the current occupants over their strenuous protests. The newcomers wore ankle-length blue cloaks, even indoors, like armor against the everyday folk they’d been forced to mingle with.

Or maybe, Reginn allowed, they were just cold.

Underneath, they wore fine gowns studded with gems at the neckline and belted at the waist.

These must be the important visitors Gunnar had described. What was it he’d called them? Wyrdspinners?

From their belts hung mysterious pouches, charms, and amulets, and they carried distaffs of wood, iron, and bronze nearly as tall as they were. Reginn judged that their jewelry would be worth a fortune as chop silver and gold. She dropped her arms, trying to conceal the cheap baubles and gimcrackery that hung from her own belt.

The younger of the two women was striking. Her face was like sculpted bronze set with eyes the color of hoard amber. Around her neck, the spinner wore two pendants on a gold chain—one the figure of a woman wrought in gold, silver, and precious stones, the other a crystalline pendant that caught Reginn’s eye because it glowed with a pale blue light.

The other woman moved with a stately grace. She was considerably older, her face like leather tooled with the imprint of wisdom, framed by a lambskin hood lined with white fur.

She must be the keeper, Reginn thought.

As if called by the thought, the hooded woman looked straight at Reginn, pinning her like a mouse under a cat’s paw. She cocked her head as if to say, Yes. And you are . . . ?

Me? I’m nobody. I’m in over my head.

Reginn drew the younger spinner’s attention, too. She appraised Reginn through narrowed eyes before turning to their servant.

He set a small cask on the spinners’ table. Skillfully, he tapped it, releasing the contents into two cups, which he served to the spinners.

By craning her neck, Reginn could see that the cups contained wine the color of garnets. A rare find in a land all but empty of vineyards.

With the spinners served, the servant stood against the wall, awaiting their pleasure. A brace of guards in the same livery took their place by the front door.

Reginn had performed in halls and alehouses the length and breadth of the Archipelago, but she couldn’t ever remember somebody bringing their own servants and their own guards.

Not to mention their own wine.

Then again, ordinarily, these kinds of people never came to the venues she played. They stayed in private homes, with jarls and merchants.

Panic welled up in Reginn like a geysir. Her breath stopped up in her lungs, her heart pounded in her ears, as if she really were drowning.

Through sheer force of will, she resisted the urge to flee through the door.

She might not believe in some of the gifts she claimed, but she believed in Asger Eldr’s ability to find her, sooner or later, if she ran. And then there would be hell to pay.

Reginn took a deep breath, then released it slowly. Remember—same play, bigger stage, better costumes for the part.

She reached for her flute.

Methodically, she unwrapped the instrument from the soft leather that protected it. That familiar ritual calmed her. Without a word of introduction, she raised the flute to her lips and began to play.

The pure, high notes pierced the din in the room, stilling conversation. The younger blue cloak looked up and stared, as if ambushed, her spoon halfway to her mouth. With a clatter, she dropped it back into her bowl. She closed her hand around the crystal pendant that hung at her neck so that the light leaked between her fingers—this time a warm amber glow.

Almost immediately, Reginn’s heart quit hammering, and she found her breath again—enough to fuel the notes that made the songs.

This. This was her gift—the only true magic she knew.

Tove had taught Reginn to play when she was very small. She’d rapidly progressed beyond anything her modir attempted. Music was an escape—a constant for a girl who had no control over anything else in her life.

Tove was always vague about the origins of the flute but claimed that it predated the gods. She said that it was made from the bones of Ymir, whoever that was. All Reginn knew was that its voice was brilliant, the play subtle but true. If only she could figure out how to sing and play the flute at the same time.

When she finished, the blue cloaks put their heads close together and whispered. Were they talking about her?

The evening went on, smudged by mead and ale into a clamor of shouted requests, curses, calls for food and drink, the clank of silver dropping into her tip bowl, the scent of sweaty bodies, and the rush of cool, fresh air when the door opened and closed.

She should have seen Asger by now. It was long past time for the wink and the nod that would tell her the game was on.

After a short break, Reginn called for clients to receive the gifts of healing and foretelling. Reluctantly, she brought out the sheep’s knee bone again, worried that the voice of doom would return.

The lucky chosen asked yes-or-no questions, and Reginn cast the bone, gave them their answers, and collected their tips. Some went away happy, some confused, others disappointed in the answers they received.

For healing, she had several different options, depending on the client and the problem. For rashes, blisters, abscesses, and the like, she had a supply of unguents and creams that she applied directly or dispensed on a small wooden stick or in a twist of linen. Sometimes, she provided healing runes inscribed on more small sticks.

She was least confident in the entertainment value of this part of the act. Healing wasn’t quick; it wasn’t showy. It was important only to those who sought a cure.

When she looked at the spinners, though, they seemed to be arguing with each other, rather than paying attention to her. While the keeper spoke, the younger one tapped her fingertips on the table, her lips pressed into a tight line. When it was the younger woman’s turn, the keeper folded her arms and listened with her chin tilted up.

Finally the older woman stood, scooped up her elaborate staff and the cask of wine, and stalked toward the stairs to the sleeping loft. The younger spinner gazed after her, lips pursed, fingers drumming on the tabletop.

This drama engaged Reginn to the point that she nearly missed it when a commotion arose by the bar. Several patrons were huddled around someone lying on the floor, shouting conflicting advice.

“Give him air!”

“Bring him water!”

“Take him to the stable to sleep it off.”

There it was. The rig. Finally.

Reginn set aside her flute and stood, trying to peer over the heads of the crowd. Gunnar elbowed his way into the middle to see what was what. He knelt down, disappearing for a few moments, then rose, his face gone shark’s-belly gray, a body cradled in his arms.

“What’s going on?” Reginn called. “Is something wrong?”

Gunnar didn’t respond, only forced his way through the onlookers toward the remaining blue cloak. He squatted before her, rolling the body onto the dirt floor.

“Please,” he said to the wyrdspinner, raising his hands in supplication. “Revered lady. Can you help him? This boy—he seems to have taken ill.”

The blue cloak frowned, as if unhappy to have all this attention focused on her. Finally, she clutched at her skirts and knelt down to have a look.

It took Reginn a moment to process what was happening.

No, Gunnar. This is my rig. Don’t be handing it off to out-of-town talent.

Reginn stormed from the stage, pushing her way through the crowd until she stood next to Gunnar.

Just in time to hear the spinner say, “This boy is dead, hallkeeper. There’s nothing anyone can do.”

Just in time to see that the boy on the floor was Thurston.

Reginn fell to her knees next to Gunnar, her head aboil with confusion.

So Thurston was the one Asger had chosen to play opposite Reginn in this bit of theater. Thurston was the one he’d chosen to die.

Because that was the game. Asger would enlist someone to “die” during Reginn’s performance. The illusion was helped along by Svefnthorn—thorn of sleep—a rune that Tove had taught Reginn when she was just a little girl. The symbol was carved into a stone pendant that Asger gave to the “victim” to wear against his skin. It caused a deathlike sleep that ended only when the pendant was removed.

The effect was startlingly real. The color that had stained Thurston’s cheeks earlier in the evening was gone, leaving a deathly pallor. When Reginn placed her hand in front of his mouth, she could feel no breath coming and going.

She was oddly disappointed. If Thurston was working with Asger, why hadn’t he said anything?

While Reginn was having this debate in her head, Gunnar was pleading with the spinner. “Please,” the hallkeeper was saying. “I’ve fed and housed the boy for six years, and it’s only now that he’s begun to earn his keep. I’ll never get my investment back.”

“I’m sorry,” the spinner said. “Once a person crosses the borderlands into death, there is no coming back. Raising the dead is the province of the gods, not of mortals. It can’t be done.”

“Maybe not,” Reginn said loudly, “but at least you could try.”

As soon as the words were out of her mouth, she regretted them. The blue cloak stared at her, as if astonished, then smiled a smile that was more of a pat on the head. “By all means, spellsinger, have a go at it.”

With that, she rose amid a rustle of skirts and returned to her seat.

Gunnar focused on Reginn, taking a different tack than before. “Will you try to bring the boy back? As you can tell, he means the world to me. I love him like a son.”

An idea kindled in Reginn’s head, flaming up higher and higher. It might be the best rig ever. Or the worst mistake she’d ever make.

“Very well, hallkeeper,” she said. “You say you love him like a son. Are you willing to pay a price to see him restored?”

Gunnar blinked at her, as if startled by her mercenary attitude. “Of course,” he said. “I mean, within reason.”

“I cannot work magic on a thrall,” Reginn said. “The vaettir would be offended if I disturbed them on his behalf. You must free him first.”

For a long moment, Gunnar was speechless. “Why would I do that?” he bellowed. “What good is that to me?”

“But . . . you said you loved him like a son,” Reginn said, all wide-eyed confusion. The patrons crowded around them murmured agreement.

Taking no chances, Gunnar knelt again, pressed his fingers against Thurston’s wrist, peeled back his eyelids, then shouted in his ear to see if he got a response.

Nothing.

“Fine,” Gunnar growled. “If he lives, I’ll free him.”

“Remove his collar, then,” Reginn said.

“Look, there isn’t time to—”

“Remove his collar, or I’m not going to waste my time,” Reginn said. “Please hurry. With each moment that passes, the boy wanders farther into the borderlands.”

Still grumbling under his breath, Gunnar groped for the ring of keys at his belt. He selected one and unlatched the tarnished collar so that it plopped to the floor. “There,” he said. “I hope that you and the spirits are satisfied.”

“We’ll see,” Reginn said. Once again, she glanced around for Asger, and once again, he was nowhere to be seen. The wyrdspinner sat alone at the table she’d shared with the keeper, her chin resting on her hand, watching the proceedings with faint amusement.

Reginn’s confidence took a nosedive. What was it about the spinners that intimidated her? Well, for three, they were rich and fancy and famous.

She leaned forward and took Thurston’s hands, then nearly dropped them in her surprise. They were uncommonly cold, heavy, as lifeless as two pieces of raw meat. She and Asger had been running this rig for almost a year, and none of the other “corpses” had ever seemed quite so dead before.

What if she was wrong? What if Thurston wasn’t Asger’s chosen at all?

“Thurston,” she said, swallowing hard. “This is not your time. Come back to us.” As she spoke, she unlaced his shirt, expecting to find the runestone hanging from a chain around his neck. It was not. She gently patted him down, seeking the small stone carving Asger would have given him.

Nothing.

She patted him down again, a little more thoroughly. Still nothing.

“Are you a witch or a pickpocket?” Gunnar grumbled.

Third time’s the charm, Tove liked to say, but in this case, it wasn’t. No runestone. The worm of worry in Reginn’s middle became a writhing snake.

When she leaned in close to Thurston’s face, she breathed in an odd, sweet smell. Like cherries. There were red stains on his tunic as well. Had he gotten into something he shouldn’t have?

Was it possible that her divination had been true, and Thurston really was dead and gone, and Reginn had put herself into a predicament?

Beads of perspiration collected on Reginn’s forehead. Most of the patrons still seemed to expect a miracle, their faces rapt and eager. A few rolled their eyes, elbowed each other, waiting like jackals around an injured animal, ready to come in for the kill.

Where was Asger? He would find a way to get them out of this.

All she could think to do was stall for time, dig deep in her bag of remedies and tricks, and hope the fates smiled on her.

“The boy has passed nearly beyond my reach,” she said. “I will sing the old songs to entice the spirits and ask for their assistance. I ask for your help, too.”

A murmur of confusion rolled through the crowd.

“Will you see the boy live?” Reginn cried in a voice like a clamoring bell.

“Yes!” they shouted.

“Do any of you know the vardlokkur?”

More confusion, and then a couple of women shyly raised their hands. Women were often reluctant to admit it, for fear of being targeted as witches.

“Good,” Reginn said. “You don’t have to be perfect, just loud. If you don’t know it all, then join in on the parts you know. The more who participate, the more likely it is that the vaettir will hear and respond.”

The wyrdspinner’s smile had transitioned to a puzzled frown, as if to say, What are you up to, girl? Once again, she closed her fist around her amulet. It glowed brighter than ever, still the color of comb honey.

Vardlokkur—the haunting songs used to summon the vaettir for aid or prophesy. Reginn hadn’t heard them in so long, she wasn’t sure she remembered them properly. But the big advantage, to her mind, was that they were long. Likely nobody in Langvik knew them all the way through.

And so she began, and as she did, the old songs brought with them a cascade of memories. Snuggled next to the fire in some long-forgotten town. The scent of burning peat in her nose. Her modir’s hands guiding Reginn’s fingers on the flute. The heartbeat of her drumming. The landscape of Tove’s face in the flickering lamplight.

The absence of Asger.

Reginn’s voice soared as she remembered, rising and falling as she wove her webs in the air. Other voices joined in, adding threads to the web.

Maybe she imagined it, but it seemed that the room became more crowded as shadows settled in around her. She heard the murmur of ancient voices.

Leave us be, spinner, we who have gone before you.

The Wyrdweb will not be unraveled by such as you.

Maybe I shouldn’t have drunk so much ale, Reginn thought. Not to mention the mead. But performing always made her thirsty. She kept singing.

The voices came again. It wasn’t so much like hearing, but more like the knowledge was soaking in through her skin or welling up from a source deep inside her.

Be patient, wandless youngling. Soon enough, you will know what we know.

A view of the future only clouds the present.

Be careful what you ask for.

But Reginn just kept singing. The audience, the walls around her smudged, dissolved away, until she sat in the open on a high seat, surrounded by the stone ships that carried the dead to the afterlife. The midsummer daylight faded as the bloody moon rose.

Spinner! We are done with the mortal world.

We are tired and want only to return to our beds of ash and bone.

The web is finished; it cannot be rewoven.

And now we sleep.

Leave us in peace. Do not disturb us again.

Reginn kept singing. Now shadows flew into her face, clamored in her ears, and the stench of death assailed her so that her eyes watered and she could scarcely breathe. Did that mean the doors between the worlds were opening?

Tove’s words came back to her. No matter what they say, no matter what they do, keep singing until they ask you what you want. The old songs are protection from those who would do you harm.

Reginn kept singing, feeling like a fool. And then it came.

What is it you want, spinner?

Now, under pressure, Reginn couldn’t think how to phrase the ask.

There is one among you that I would have back.

The boy, Thurston, crossed over before his time.

Back came the reply.

There is no mistake.

This is his time.

The Wyrd is the wyrd.

It is woven. It is done. Let us sleep.

Reginn resumed singing, though her throat was getting raw with the effort.

Hear me, vaettir.

The web is never really finished.

Once off the loom,

It can be stretched, or dyed,

Or fulled, or a border added.

It can be cut and sewn and shaped.

The web is not quarried stone. It breathes.

Finally, the spirits spoke once more.

If you want the boy back,

Then call him to you.

We will not stand in the way.

Now leave us in peace.

Success? Maybe.

Now she had to carry on with the game. But how to call him?

Reginn always spoke best through music. Thurston had just told her that “The Lady of the Bogland” was his favorite song. It was a song thralls had brought with them from the green lands to the west. A song older than the gods she knew. Maybe that was the key. Maybe that would call him back.

Reginn picked up her
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