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Dedication


To my grandsons, Jack Archer and Isaac Williams Chima.

May books take you to all the magical places and open your

    hearts to the people and possibilities just beyond your grasp.
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At Anchor in Rough Seas

FOR DAYS AFTER THE REUNION with Liv at the executioner’s block, Eiric roamed the nightmarish realms between waking and sleeping. Once, he opened his eyes to find Modir Tyra leaning over him. When she noticed that his eyes were open, she thrust the glittering head of her staff into his face, sending his thoughts into a whirlpool that sucked him into the screaming blackness.

Or maybe that never happened. Maybe it was a dream.

His mind was a mingle of old stories and new, some his own, and some unfamiliar. Whenever he tried to sort them out, he encountered barriers and bridges that he couldn’t cross. One thing he knew—he’d done something unforgivable, and he deserved to die for it.

He heard Liv’s voice, felt her calloused hand on his forehead. He opened his eyes, catching a glimpse of blue silk before his head went spinning and he closed them again.

“What’s wrong with him?”

“I don’t know, dottir,” Tyra said. “I have tried to restore his wits, but he’s unreachable. This must be the result of his time in the deadlands. No one has ever gone there and survived. It explains his attack on the council and the keeper. He will never be the brodir you remember.”

Liv’s breath hissed out in frustration. “It’s not his fault.”

“Maybe not, but in his present state of mind, he poses a danger to us all.” Tyra paused, lowered her voice. “You shouldn’t spend so much time here, Firebird. It serves no purpose, and it only breaks your heart.”

Liv straightened the bedclothes around him. “I hate to see him like this.”

“Which is why you should have let the execution proceed.”

“No,” Liv said flatly. “I am not giving up on him. There has to be something that can be done.”

“He will betray you, Heidin.”

“He is my brodir. He will not.”

“He cannot help it. It is in his nature. Your fadir betrayed us, and his son will, too.”

Heidin? Her name was Liv. A memory pricked at him. A little girl on the beach, clutching her amulet, saying, “Liv is not my name.”

Tyra’s voice again, like syrup of poppy dripping into his ears. “You must let go of him. There is too much to do.” After a brief pause, she said, “I have something that will ease his path. He will feel no pain, I promise.”

Maybe that would be best, Eiric thought. No guilt, no pain. No chance he would kill again. And, since he didn’t believe Bjorn’s stories about Valhalla, no penalty for dying in his bed.

But Liv wasn’t having it. “Without Eiric, I never would have made it home,” she said. “In the Archipelago, we looked out for each other. If he is in this situation, it is because of me.”

“Even if he recovers, he cannot be allowed to return to the Archipelago, Heidin.”

“He can stay here,” Liv said. “Who wouldn’t choose New Jotunheim over Muckleholm?”

“You cannot keep an Asgardian warrior like a pet,” Tyra said.

“Don’t forget—my fadir was Asgardian, too.”

“Yes,” Tyra said. “He was. He provided the spark of divinity we needed. We’ve all made sacrifices so that you can ascend your rightful throne. I worry that you are not taking the long view, that you are blinded by an affiliation that—”

“Do not force me to make a choice, Modir,” Liv said in a voice as brittle as ice at midwinter. “You may not like my decision. And if anything happens to Eiric—anything at all—I will lay it at your door.”

After a long, charged pause, Tyra said, “Very well. We’ll hope for the best.”

That was the end of that conversation.

He remembered little about the days that followed, beyond the dreams that came and went. A few times, he was aware of Liv in the room, glaring at him as if she could will him back to his senses.

There was a kind attendant who bathed him and washed his hair and tried to persuade him to take a little broth, a bite of porridge. She was wary as a skogkatt, but when he tried to speak to her, to reassure her, it came out all wrong.

Other times, it was Tyra, stirring his thoughts like a poisonous cauldron.

You are a danger to your systir. People blame her for what you did. You stand in the path of her ascent to greatness. The days of the Asgardians are past. You must step aside.

I would never hurt Liv, Eiric said.

You already have. The best thing you could do for her is to leave this world for the next.

He couldn’t have said for how long he drowned in an ocean of regret, with some consciousness of people coming and going. Liv. No, Heidin. Liv was gone. Tyra. Once, Eiric opened his eyes to find a soldier leaning over him, elderflowers pinned to his tunic, a dagger in his hand and death in his eyes.

“Troels!” someone hissed. “Leave him be. It’s not worth it. He’ll be dead, soon enough.”

Eiric closed his eyes again and waited for the prick of a blade that never came.

Until one day a mix of familiar voices called him up from the depths. Liv’s and . . . one other. He swam desperately toward the light. He’d nearly broken the surface, when all at once he startled awake, feeling as if someone were running a lit taper over the skin at the base of his neck.

He opened his eyes.

She leaned over him, her finger on his collarbone, tracing a design. Her hair smelled of flowers, and flame, and flint against steel. Her face was familiar, bringing memories of healing and kisses and goodbyes.

But who was she?

“Please,” he whispered. “Stay.” He grabbed her wrists, so thin and breakable, afraid that she would fade away like every good dream. This was one dream he wanted to live in a little longer.

“I’m not going anywhere, Eiric,” she said. “But you must let me go.”

Eiric. Was that his name?

“Who are you?” he said. “I think I know you, but I can’t remember.”

“My name is Reginn,” she said. “We met in Langvik.”

He whispered her name so he wouldn’t forget.

Reginn.

She tried to pull free, and he tightened his grip. “Don’t leave,” he said, as if she were a raft in a killing flood.

“I will come back,” she said, “if you let go. You’re hurting me.”

“I’m sorry,” he said, finally releasing his hold.

He settled back, overcome with weariness, and fell into a sleep more peaceful and healing than any he’d had since he’d awakened on the beach on Ithavoll.

At first, she came nearly every day and sometimes twice a day. Often she would sit by the side of his bed and bring out her flute. Sometimes that was the only thing that would quiet the waking dreams that ambushed him constantly.

Each time, when she left, he would whisper, “Don’t go.”

And Reginn would say, “I’ll be back.”

Liv came less often now—she seemed to be busy day and night. He missed her fierce and disappointed gaze.

And still, nearly always at night, Modir Tyra came. She looked disappointed, too, though he guessed for different reasons. Several times, he heard Liv and Tyra arguing in the hallway outside his cell.

Nobody could argue like his systir Liv, but Tyra came close.

He was aware of time passing, of rising and falling like a boat anchored in rough seas, the winds shifting constantly. He didn’t seem to be improving. He knew, better than most, that the best-made craft would founder eventually, if left to the mercy of the weather.





[image: image]

2

Counselor

FOR THREE NIGHTS RUNNING, REGINN had been chasing sleep with no success. On this night, as on so many other nights, she gave up.

She sat up in bed, wrapped her arms around her knees, and glared at the battered old staff in the corner. Its amber eye glowed, forcing shadows into the corners and gilding her skin like a courtesan’s. It demanded her attention like a splinter under the skin—one that was beginning to fester.

She occupied herself during the day, like a rat in a labyrinth, racing toward exhaustion.

Twice a day, she went to Eiric’s cell, which was an exercise in frustration. She would see a glimpse of the coaster she knew in a gesture, a smile, a hint of recognition in his eyes. The next day, it was gone. It was like rolling a boulder all the way to the top of a hill, only to lose hold and have it careen back to the bottom.

Twice a day, she walked to the dining hall, which seemed cavernous in its emptiness. The other members of the new council were rarely there—either detailed to Ithavoll or choosing to eat in the private dining room in the council house. It was surprising how much she missed them.

Why can’t you just fall in line, like everyone else?

Is it all right to do evil as long as everyone joins in?

Even the library was not the refuge it had once been. At least once a day, she checked the message niche to see if Trude had left a message. At least once a day, she was disappointed. She felt abandoned.

What she needed to do was enter Brenna’s tomb, something she hadn’t done since the day she’d met up with Heidin and Asger in the tunnels. She made excuses. She might be followed. Tyra might find out, and be reminded that Reginn had entered the tomb once, and could open the door to the secrets Tyra seemed to think were inside.

The real reason was that Reginn was a coward.

Brenna had called her Aldrnari, that her magic was elemental to all others. Had told her that she was dangerous, that she had the power to destroy the only one of the Nine Worlds that remained after Ragnarok.

She remembered Brenna’s warning.

Raising the dead is an elemental gift.

One Ragnarok is enough.

When Reginn had asked if there was any way to use her power safely, Brenna had suggested that a staff might help.

Just choose carefully.

Brenna had tried to deny Reginn entry to the tomb. But Reginn had the key from Trude, and she entered anyway. And took up the founder’s staff.

Her presence did not go unnoticed.

She heard the voices.

Hear us, Aldrnari. We would rise.

Raise us, Aldrnari, that we may blood our blades again.

Lead us, Aldrnari, that we may leave the field with honor.

When she’d encountered rampaging boars in the tunnels, she tried to wield Brenna’s staff and found that it had a mind of its own, scratching VAKTI into the dirt. To awaken.

Then the aurochs came.

Reginn was haunted by the memory. What if Brenna had set her up somehow? The founder had reason enough to seek revenge. What if the founder’s staff was wielding her?

Sliding out of bed, she approached the staff warily, closed her hands around the shank and rolled it between her palms, feeling the grit of rust against her skin.

What would happen if Tyra knew that instead of being the hero that rescued her long-lost dottir, Reginn had unleashed the beasts in the first place?

What if it happened again?

Too many questions, not enough answers. And with Trude unavailable, Brenna was the only person to ask. Perhaps the founder would be willing to train her in the use of the staff in order to prevent further disaster.

Well then. So much for sitting and waiting for the bad things to come to her.

The moon had not yet risen when Reginn Eiklund slipped from her suite in the House of Elders, padded down the common hallway, out the front door, and into the lush night air.

The guards posted on either side of the door nodded to her and murmured, “Highest.” They were used to her comings and goings at odd hours. No doubt the sighting would be included in their duty report.

It didn’t matter. She was an elder now, and not subject to curfews or answering to guards.

Reginn crossed the hushed quad, her staff lighting her way, like a star traveling a dark path. As the Memory Tree came into view, she paused, squinting in disbelief. The tree appeared to be in bloom, swathed in a haze of purple.

Ash flowers were purple, but really not that showy. And it was too early for an ash to be blooming anyway.

Reginn kept walking, and as she drew closer, she realized that the tree was covered with elderflowers. She wondered if they had been tied there. She approached one of the branches that hung close to the ground and fingered the clusters of flowers hanging from it.

No. They were growing from the tree—some still in bud, and some fully open. On impulse, she plucked one of the elderflowers and pinned it to her overdress.

Who would have done this? Who could have done this?

The only person to come to mind was Shelby. But that seemed unlikely. Last she heard, he was in Vesthavn, teasing giant oaks from the ground to supply the shipyards.

Who else, then? Who besides the bondi would honor the keeper in this way?

It was Brenna—it must have been. Honoring the mortal she’d loved.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?”

Reginn spun around, heart pounding.

It was Tyra, dressed in black edged with sapphire blue, an elderflower orchid pinned to her shoulder.

“Kennari!” Reginn said, trying to catch her breath. “I am surprised to see you out so late.”

“I could say the same thing to you,” Tyra said, “but I know you are a creature that loves the night.”

Eager to change the subject, Reginn waved her hand, taking in the canopy above. “It is beautiful,” she said. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Has it happened before?”

Tyra shook her head. “Never. It looks to me like a tribute to Amma Inger.”

“Who has the power to do something like this?”

“Who, indeed?” Tyra said. She took Reginn’s arm. Firmly. “Come. Let us pay our respects. It’s time we had a talk.”

They descended the steps together, into the cool damp of the caverns lined by the roots of the great tree.

Here was the familiar space before Brenna’s tomb, where Reginn had sung herself hoarse, trying to engage the founder. And finally succeeding.

Tyra sat on the low bench facing the tomb, motioning for Reginn to take a seat beside her. The large garnet ring on the middle finger of her left hand glittered in the torchlight.

The ring the keeper used to wear.

Reginn sat, her staff clenched between her knees. She closed her right hand, to hide Trude’s key. She wondered if Brenna was listening.

That’s when she noticed that the inscription on the stone had changed.

Beneath Brenna’s name, lines had been added.

Inger Lund, the Keeper of Brenna’s Heart

Be at peace.

How could the change have been made so soon?

Tyra followed her gaze. “Yes,” she said. “Amma Inger was the most faithful servant the founder ever had. In this time of heartbreak and tragedy, I hope she has found the peace that she deserves.”

Reginn groped for an answer. Certainly, the bodies of the council and the keeper had been disposed of quickly, as was the custom. The council members burned together in the temple grove, with no mourners in attendance, but the keeper’s pyre was tended by volunteers from all over Eimyrja, who kept it going for three straight days.

When Reginn said nothing, Tyra continued. “The rest of us must move forward. The best way to honor their memory is to protect the sanctuary they built together and take revenge on those who shed blood on this hallowed ground.” She took a breath. “And, yet, the Asgardian still lives.”

Tyra paused, as if awaiting a response, but Reginn had none to give. She was learning that if she never said what she was thinking, Tyra would tell her what it should be.

It’s been centuries since a student challenged her, Reginn thought.

“The good news is that Heidin is here to lead us.”

“What a blessing that your dottir has come home,” Reginn said.

“Yes,” Tyra said. “Now. Tell me about the day you rescued Heidin.”

Reginn wet her lips, acutely conscious of who might be listening. “I think you know most of the story already.”

“Humor me,” Tyra said. “I’ve only heard it piecemeal.”

That’s the way I like it, Reginn thought. That makes it easier to hide the gaps.

Still, Reginn was used to lying on the fly. “Well, as usual, I was trying to persuade the founder to respond to my questions and allow me into the tomb. I’d been working on that for months, with no response. But on that day, she seemed especially distracted.”

“How could you tell she was distracted, if she never responded?”

Reginn breathed in. Breathed out. Tread carefully. This is not your typical alehouse audience.

“Although she hadn’t spoken, up to then, I’d begun to feel a consciousness, a presence. That was the only thing that kept me going sometimes.”

Tyra sat cross-legged now, resting her chin on her laced fingers, head tilted slightly sideways, like a child eager to hear more.

She was so young, and yet—so very, very old.

She was so beautiful—and yet so ugly under the skin.

“So,” Tyra prompted, “the founder was distracted.”

“I could feel the—the rage and chaos within the tomb, and the founder’s growing agitation, as if something was wrong.”

Reginn had made that part up, but now she felt it for real—a tidal wave of anger under stone. She pressed her back against the bench, wishing she could crouch behind it.

“And then—?” Tyra said impatiently.

“And then she spoke to me.”

“The founder spoke to you?” Tyra breathed, captivated. “That’s what I’ve hoped for. How did you know that it was really her?”

“I had no reason to think it was anyone else.”

Tyra nodded. “That makes sense. Go on. What did she say?”

“She said, ‘Dottir, hurry. They are killing her. You must stop them.’”

Liar.

Brenna’s voice rang out like a bell, causing Reginn to flinch.

“Killing who?” Tyra whispered. She obviously hadn’t heard.

“Well, I didn’t know who she meant, but then the tomb opened.”

“That must have been frightening.”

The ground trembled beneath them. Soil sifted down from around the roots of the Memory Tree. Death berries fell from the vines overhead, bouncing across the stone floor.

Tyra didn’t notice.

“I was afraid, but the founder motioned me forward. And so I—”

“You saw her? You saw Brenna Wayfinder?”

“Oh. No. That was—that was just a figure of speech. She urged me forward.” Reginn was usually a talented liar, but it was hard to concentrate while being pelted with pebbles, with fissures opening at her feet.

“What was it like—inside?”

Reginn swallowed. “There were bones,” she said. “And, um, rats. There was a large room with bins of weapons and spinner staffs.”

“Did you see any runes?” Tyra said.

“I didn’t have a lot of time to look, because then I heard screaming.”

“By the Lady,” Tyra swore.

“Brenna said, ‘Hurry, or you’ll be too late!’ And so I scooped up the nearest staff and set off running toward the sound.”

Tyra gestured toward Reginn’s staff. “And that is the one you chose?”

Reginn nodded. “I can’t say I chose carefully, but this is it.”

“It bears a striking resemblance to the one the founder brought from Muckleholm when she first arrived in these islands.”

“Really?” Reginn pretended to study the staff, tracing its twisted iron frame with her fingers. “It’s not much to look at, but I was in need of a staff, and it seems to suit me well.”

“It does, Counselor,” Tyra said. “I’m sorry that I keep interrupting you with questions. Please, go on.”

“The screaming continued, and the founder was shouting at me to hurry, so I ran forward—”

Liar.

Reginn broke off and looked around. “Did you hear something? A voice?”

Tyra shook her head, brushing dirt from the bench. “The tree shifts sometimes, when it’s windy. We should have the stonemasons reinforce the foundation.”

Reginn was in too far to stop now. She shook dirt and death berries from her hair, hunched her shoulders against further attack, and went on. “By the time I found Lady Heidin, she was already injured and the demon was holding off a pack of wild boars.”

“The demon?” Tyra said, confused. “Oh. You mean Asger Eldr.” She paused. “You don’t trust him.”

“I have no reason to trust him.”

“Do you think he poses a danger to Heidin?”

A dark spirit within her wanted to say, Yes! Banish him immediately. Or, Ask him to meet Grima in the courtyard. That would be an interesting matchup.

“Dottir?” Tyra said. “I asked if he—”

“No,” Reginn said. “They—ah—seem to have come to an understanding. It depends on how long their interests continue to coincide.”

The floor seemed to shift beneath her feet so that she all but slid from the bench. Now larger stones were falling. It might have been Reginn’s imagination, but it appeared as if the stone face of the founder’s tomb was bowing outward.

The air was suddenly too thick to breathe.

“Forgive me, Kennari,” Reginn gasped, surging to her feet, “but I have to get out of here.”

She raced up the steps from the crypt, stumbling, nearly falling, until she burst into the fresh air. She sat, then, leaning back against the trunk of the tree, heart pounding, the founder’s staff lying next to her.

A few minutes later, she heard Tyra’s light tread on the steps. The glow from her staff leaked through the open doorway, and then her teacher emerged herself.

Tyra sat down beside her, draping an arm over her shoulders.

“I’m sorry,” Reginn whispered. “I never expected that to happen.”

Which was certainly true.

“I don’t want you to think I’m a weakling—I’m not,” Reginn said. “It’s just—it all came rushing back to me. And I’ve never been good with tight places.”

“I’m so sorry to have put you through this,” Tyra said. “I should have known better. The experience you’ve had would make anyone claustrophobic. I just . . . felt the need to know the details.”

“It’s all right,” Reginn said. “There’s not much more to tell.” She’d already decided not to mention the aurochs. “So after we drove off the beasts, we carried Lady Heidin to Brenna’s House. Fortunately, Bryn was there, and we treated her wounds.” Reginn paused. “Your dottir is strong. Her wounds have healed unusually fast.”

Tyra nodded. “She will need all her strength to survive the days ahead. I am sorry that the arrival of my dottir and preparations for war have prevented me from devoting as much time to your training as I would like.”

“That is understandable, Kennari,” Reginn murmured. “There is so much to do.”

“The important thing is, you’ve been into the tomb and returned alive. Do you think you can do it again?”

Reginn sighed. “To be honest,” she said, which is what a person says when they are not being honest at all, “I don’t know how it was that I was able to enter after failing so many times before. I believe it was because the founder knew that Heidin was in danger and acted to save her.”

Tyra appeared to be charmed by that notion. “That must be it,” she said.

Reginn killed the charm right away. “Unfortunately, I’ve attempted to enter the tomb several times since, without success.”

The smile faded from Tyra’s face. “Well,” she said. “You’ll just have to keep trying. Perhaps the three of us can return to the tomb together.”

Well, that’s a terrible idea.

“As you wish, Highest.”

“One more thing,” Tyra said, lowering her voice as if the dead might hear. “I know that my dottir has been exerting considerable pressure on you to find a way to cure the Asgardian.”

“You mean her brodir?” Reginn couldn’t help saying. That Asgardian?

Tyra nodded, seeming unaware of the prick of the blade. “I worry that he presents a danger to everyone in New Jotunheim, but especially to Heidin.”

“He’s never harmed her or threatened to do so,” Reginn said. “She loves and trusts him.”

“That is precisely why he presents such a threat,” Tyra said. “I have not been able to convince her to be careful. She should never have been allowed to form an attachment to him. In fact, she should never have been allowed to mingle with the people of the Archipelago. It will make it difficult for her to do what she has to do.”

“Are you talking about the war?”

“Among other things,” Tyra said vaguely.

“And, yet, at one time, you had a connection to Eiric’s fadir,” Reginn said.

“I did what I had to do,” Tyra said. “As I always have done. If coupling with a barbarian was the price to birth a dottir like Heidin, I was willing to pay it.”

“I see,” Reginn said. “It seems to me that mingling with the people of the Archipelago can cut both ways, depending on what you experience there. You and I left the Archipelago holding a grudge. From what I hear, Heidin experienced some of the same things we did. She harbors no illusions about Muckleholm.”

Tyra was studying her, head cocked, in the way she had. “You are different from the others,” she said. “Stronger, more streetwise. You, too, are a survivor. That is why I named you my counselor. I will need a strong, savvy partner in the days ahead.”

“You give me too much credit,” Reginn said.

“Heidin will need a little time to get to where she needs to be,” Tyra said. “In the meantime, there are tasks that you can do that she cannot.”

Maybe dangerous tasks, too risky for Heidin.

“Of course, Kennari,” Reginn said warily. “I will do what I can to help.”

“Good,” Tyra said. “It’s time you had a broader view of what’s going on. I’ll be returning to Ithavoll next week. I want you to come with me and review our facilities there. Sistkyn Durinn is commander of our army. I would like your opinion on how preparations are going and what can be improved. I believe Durinn has some questions for you about Muckleholm.”

Skita.

Reginn was reluctant to leave Eiric unprotected while she was gone, especially since it was likely that Heidin would be away as well.

“Thank you, Kennari,” Reginn said. “How long do you expect I’ll be away?”

“It should be no longer than a fortnight,” Tyra said.

“I’ve been eager to see Ithavoll,” Reginn said, trying her best to look eager, “only—I wonder if this is good timing. I’ve been hoping to reestablish communication with the founder, and—with both of us gone, there will be no one to tend to Eiric.”

Tyra laughed. “I know you’re eager to return to the catacombs,” she said. “The Asgardian can wait. This war cannot.” Reaching into her carry pouch, she produced a small, corked bottle. “Keep this hidden and safe,” she said, putting it into Reginn’s hands and closing her fingers around it. “When the time comes, I will tell you what to do.”
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Third Time Lucky

EIRIC WOKE IN THE DARK, gripped by many hands, feeling the burn of ropes at his wrists and ankles. He bucked and struggled, heaving some of his assailants off him, but others crowded in. His knees connected with a bearded chin with a satisfying crunch. He bit down on someone’s ear and blood spattered over Eiric’s face, but the man ripped free, cursing. They stuffed his mouth with rags, pulled a bag over his head, wrapped him tightly in blankets and strapped him to a plank like a baby on a carry board. With considerable effort, he could wiggle his toes. That was it.

He was lifted and carried up a twisting staircase. He breathed out the stale, damp air of the prison and breathed in the scent of the forest. He could hear the clatter of branches overhead and twigs cracking beneath the feet of his abductors. He could smell the scent of the ancient wood—sap rising, decay, the living above and the dead beneath. Somewhere ahead, he heard the sound of the sea crashing against stone. It grew louder and louder, and that’s when he knew that he was being carried to the edge of the cliffs overlooking the sea.

Eiric could guess how it would go. He would end up broken on the rocks at the foot of the cliffs, with no one the wiser. That was the one argument that nobody could answer. At long last he was returning to the sea.

Did Liv know? Had she approved it? If she had, who could blame her? It would simplify her life in a big way.

Still, he held on to the hope that she didn’t know, that she hadn’t given up on him. That she might seek revenge when she found out.

After all that, they did not pitch him into the sea. Instead, they turned away from the clifftop and into a building, the walls muffling the wind and the sounds of the sea. Huffing and puffing and cursing under his weight, they climbed several flights of steps. He heard the rattle of a key in a lock, metal scraping on stone. Finally, they deposited him on a sleeping bench and left, locking the door behind them.

After that, for what seemed like a long time, nobody came. Finally, the caregiver, Sibba, came and cut away the ropes, removed the hood and gag, and chafed his wrists and ankles so the blood returned.

After that, there was no one but Sibba. She returned several times a day, bringing him food and drink and taking away the used chamber pot.

That was when he began to mend. Gradually, the dreams came less frequently, and his mind cleared. He began to take more interest in his surroundings.

This cell was larger than before, with a window overlooking the sea, though too small to force his shoulders through. At least he could see the horizon, hear the sea crashing on the rocks far below, and smell it, and taste it on his tongue. So near, and yet unreachable.

Slowly, Sibba seemed to gain confidence that she could safely turn her back on Eiric without risk of attack. One day, along with the nattmal, she brought him a bundle of clothing and a stick hanging from a chain. It was about the length of his middle finger with symbols carved and painted into the wood. He turned it in his hands, running his fingers over the symbols there. Familiar. “Where did you get this?” he said.

“Elder Reginn sent it,” Sibba said. “She said it might help you.”

“Reginn,” Eiric whispered, a few gaps in his memory closing. Memories of healing. Magic. Kisses. A demon.

A demon?

“But . . . I thought the elders were dead,” Eiric said. “I killed the council. Right?”

Sibba hesitated, as if afraid of revealing something she shouldn’t. “Yes,” she said. “She’s a member of the new council.”

They didn’t waste any time, Eiric thought. He let the chain run through his fingers, then held up the runestick. “This was mine—wasn’t it?”

Sibba shook her head. “I don’t know.”

Eiric dropped the chain over his head. The runestick lay against the skin of his chest, thrumming with power, picking apart his tangled thoughts. “But there was more—wasn’t there?”

“I don’t know, Highest.”

Eiric rummaged through memory. “There was a pendant, too. And weapons—a sword and an axe.”

“It’s possible,” Sibba said, her voice gaining an edge. “I just don’t know.”

“Where is this Elder Reginn now?”

“Nearly everyone is on Ithavoll, preparing for war.”

“Who are they fighting? Ithavollians?”

“Barbarians,” Sibba said.

Eiric thought about this a bit. As far as he knew, he was the only barbarian around. “Why am I still alive?”

Sibba was beginning to look as if she would prefer to go back to the prisoner who couldn’t put a sentence together.

“Well. I don’t know for sure.” Then, taking pity on him, said, “I think it was Lady Heidin. She won’t give you up. When she returns, I know she’ll be glad to see that you are better.”

“Why did they move me?” Eiric asked, adding quickly, “If you know.”

She hesitated. “I believe that Elder Reginn thought you would be safer here while she was gone.”

“Safer from who?”

Sibba shrugged. “You’ll have to ask her. But nobody is supposed to know that you’re here.”

“Do you know when she’ll be back?”

Sibba shook her head. “Soon, I hope.” As if eager to change the subject, she thrust the bundle of clothing at him. “I brought you some fresh clothes. Would you like to bathe before you put these on?”

Eiric rubbed his bristled chin. “Is that possible?” He’d hoped that he wouldn’t die stinking. Even a basin and rag would be helpful.

Sibba crossed to a small alcove next to the hearth. Drawing a key from a pouch that hung from a cord around her neck, she dropped to her knees and unlocked a large wooden hatch set into the floor. She lifted it to reveal a small pool, already filled with steaming water. She set a piece of rough soap next to it.

Eiric knelt on the stone floor next to the tub, breathing in the scent of sulfur. He’d caught whiffs of sulfur before now but hadn’t located the source. He tested the temperature with his hand, then shook his head in wonder. “What kind of magic is this?”

Sibba smiled. “There’s a hot water spring beneath the foundation that flows into the sea. The founder diverted some of the water to serve this building.”

“Pretty fancy for a prison,” Eiric said.

“I don’t believe it was a prison originally,” Sibba said. “I think it was used as a school building.” After a beat, she said, “Do you need help with your clothes?”

He shook his head. “I’ll manage.” He stripped off everything but the runestick and eased into the water.

She watched with no trace of embarrassment. “I’ve never seen anyone heal so quickly.”

“Everything but this,” Eiric said, tapping his head.

“Even that seems to be improving now.” She stood. “Will you need anything else?”

“This is fine,” he said. “And thank you for having the courage to talk to me.”

He waited until she left, then worked the soap into a lather and scrubbed it into his hair. When he’d attended to every part of his body, he lay back, his head resting on the pile of clothes, and soaked.

He felt better on the outside, but the hollow inside him seemed impossible to fill. Every memory that surfaced represented loss. His weapons were gone, the sunstone was gone, the pendant he’d inherited from his fadir, Leif, was gone. All he had left was a bad headache, crushing remorse, a new set of clothes, and too many questions.

And the runestick. He touched it like a talisman. Liv was still protecting him. Reginn was healing him.

Once again, Eiric had women looking out for him. But how long could Liv afford to speak up for a brodir so unpredictable and dangerous he had to be locked up?

And, once again, he heard Bjorn’s voice in his head—something he hadn’t heard in a while.

A man cannot choose his fate—that is determined at birth. But he can choose how he meets it.

Well then. His body had never failed him, and his mind was clearer than it had been since the night in the Lundhof. Give him a weapon—any weapon—and an opportunity, and soon he’d be in a position to look out for himself.
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Ithavoll

WHEN REGINN SAW THAT THE visit to Ithavoll could not be avoided, she had persuaded Heidin to arrange to move Eiric to a new lockup in a secret location so that he could be kept safe while they were gone. The only person who would interact with him would be Sibba, who seemed to know how to keep a secret.

Reginn still worried that this plan might provide an alibi for Tyra and an opening for an attempt on Eiric’s life. Grima wasn’t on Ithavoll—she often disappeared for months at a time.

Tyra’s bottle was a weight in Reginn’s carry bag. Naturally, she’d opened it at the first opportunity. It contained a thick red syrup that smelled of cherries. She recalled what Tyra had said in the catacombs, when she’d warned her away from the mourner’s tears.

Sometimes poisons are useful.

How could one man make so many enemies during his short time in New Jotunheim?

Eiric Halvorsen cut a wide path, wherever he went.

The kennari had asked Katia to show Reginn around Ithavoll.

Katia was a good and chatty guide, full of information. By the end of Reginn’s time there, she’d been to the iron furnaces, where sweating men and women loaded charcoal, iron ore, and limestone into stone chimneys, tapping molten iron from the bottom of the shaft onto the cooling floors, where other workers with pickaxes broke it into bars.

They’d moved on to the foundry, where the bar iron was melted and poured into molds for weapons, wheels, and other uses, or processed further into steel.

In the horse barns, Stian’s team was hard at work, training young horses to submit to saddle and exposing them to some of the sights and sounds they might encounter on the battlefield.

“I’m so glad you’re here,” Stian said, several times. “I’m so glad you’re with us.”

Why? Reginn thought. Why are you glad? What do you know that I don’t?

She’d spent a day in Eira’s workshop, where adepts and bondi created magical tools and weapons under the elder’s direction. Eira seemed pleased to share her work with the kennari’s counselor, though she was constantly besieged with questions and requests from those she supervised.

Many of the items were unfamiliar to Reginn. In one locked shop, workers wearing heavy clothing and thick gloves painted a dark substance onto arrow points, hanging the finished work in racks to dry.

“What’s this?” Reginn said, picking up an arrow by the shaft.

“Be careful with that!” the fletcher said sharply, so that Reginn all but dropped it. “Make sure you don’t touch the edge.”

“Why? What is it?”

“A tiny scratch is painful enough to drive a man berserk,” the fletcher said. “He’ll be no good to anyone for days.”

Reginn carefully returned it to the rack.

She picked up a bottle of a luminescent liquid that swirled and shimmered as she turned the vessel. “What’s this?” she said, wondering if it was another kind of magical paint.

“That’s Heidin’s Fire,” Eira said. “All but impossible to put out. The demon, Lord Eldr, assisted in the manufacture of it. The barbarians won’t keep their advantage at sea for very long.”

Reginn shuddered, recalling the night she was trapped aboard the burning skiff, forced to choose between drowning or burning. She wondered if that had given Asger the idea.

“Is someone building the ships you will need for the crossing?”

“Fortunately, I’m not in charge of that,” Eira said, rolling her eyes. “It’s difficult to find skilled shipbuilders, because there has been little need for them here, except for fishing inside the boundary. We’ve brought in some shipwrights from the islands, and we are hoping to recruit more in Barbaria.”

And how will they be recruited? Reginn thought. As thralls, or bondi?

“We have been able to produce a large supply of kynstones,” Eira said, reaching into a barrel and pulling one out. It hung, spinning, from a plain bronze chain. “We found a supply of the gemstone that the founder had stored on Ithavoll. The plan is that everyone deployed to Barbaria will have one, so that we can easily sort out enemies and friends.”

“Could I see that?” Reginn said.

Eira dropped it into her hand. “These are crudely cut, compared to the originals, but they will serve the purpose.”

The stone was rough-hewn, but it turned the same golden-amber color she was used to. The color that signified that she was different.

“Do you mind if I keep this?” Reginn said. “I’ve never had one.”

Eira laughed. “Take two if you’d like. We have plenty.”

So Reginn did, stowing them away.

“What we don’t have enough of are sunstones,” Eira said. “There are only three that we know of, plus one that is being used by our spies in Barbaria. We know we’ll need more of them in order to move an army of this size.”

“Oh!” Reginn said. “The thing is—” She stopped, reconsidered. “Is somebody working on that?”

“We have a team on it, but because both the wind wall and the sunstones were made by Brenna Wayfinder, we don’t know if we’ll be able to replicate them in time for sailing.” Eira paused, and when Reginn asked no further questions, they moved on to another small studio that housed equipment for metalworking, woodworking, and gem-cutting.

“This is my space,” Eira said, “though lately I haven’t been able to spend much time here.”

“What are you working on?”

“Mostly staffs,” Eira said. “I either modify existing ones, or build new for those who have none.” She paused. “I couldn’t help noticing the one you carry. May I see it?”

Reginn extended it toward Eira, somewhat sheepishly. “It’s very old. I haven’t really cleaned it up.”

Eira grasped the shank of it, then quickly let go. “It’s telling me to back off,” she said. “Curious.”

But Reginn was no longer listening. She was distracted by something she saw on a nearby table that sent shudders through her.

It was a plain gold torc, apparently seamless.

“What’s that?” she said, pointing.

“This?” Eira scooped it up. “It’s a collar that collects magic from the wearer.” She extended it toward Reginn, who flinched away.

“Why would you need something like that?” Reginn said.

Eira set it back down on the table, eyeing Reginn as if perplexed. “It’s something Grima requested. She’s been working in the Archipelago, locating the gifted and sending them here, before the coming war.”

“Looks like a thrall collar to me,” Reginn said.

“Oh! No!” Eira said, shaking her head. “This is just for everyone’s safety, until the—ah—candidates can be evaluated. Then it comes off.” Reading the suspicion in Reginn’s eyes, she added, “Look, have you ever seen a thrall collar made of gold?”

“Yes,” Reginn said. “Those are the worst.”


Now Reginn and Katia sat their horses on a small rise overlooking the military complex at Ithavoll. Below, waves of soldiers clad in dun-colored tunics ebbed and flowed across the plain like a muddy sea.

“It’s impressive, isn’t it?” Katia said, as proud as if she’d recruited and trained them herself.

“I’ve never seen so many soldiers in one place,” Reginn murmured, shifting uneasily in her saddle.

“And all equipped with the latest weapons, thanks to Elder Eira and her team.” Seeing Reginn’s expression, Katia leaned toward her and squeezed her shoulder. “Be at ease. I know you went through terrible things in the Archipelago, and you must be worried about the coming war. Modir Tyra thought you would find this reassuring.”

“Oh, it is,” Reginn said hastily. “Very reassuring. It’s just . . . surprising . . . and impressive . . . to see so many soldiers, weapons, and military facilities that I didn’t even know existed.”

Even Reginn could tell that this was more than a defensive force, and it had not happened overnight. Someone had been making plans for a while. Now they were watching hundreds of soldiers on foot and on horseback engage in complex maneuvers.

“How long has this been going on?” Reginn said, sweeping her arm toward the deadly dance below.

“The council has been building this army for years,” Katia said. “Modir Tyra has been heavily involved in training them, but she’s been worried for a long time about their intentions. After the old council—ah—died, she spoke of disbanding the army, but, given the coming threat from Barbaria, decided that would be foolhardy. So. It is our hope that a tremendous show of force from the beginning will keep bloodshed to a minimum. Come on—I’ll introduce you to Sistkyn Durinn, the commander.” She heeled her horse forward, down the track to the drill field, with Reginn following after.

Durinn had been riding up and down the field, calling orders to the troops in the field, putting them through their paces. When they spotted Reginn and Katia descending the trail, they rode to meet them.

Durinn was a weather-beaten officer of uncertain age. Their fair hair was threaded with silver, their face broad and seamed from long days in the sun.

“Elder Katia,” Durinn said. “I thought you said you wouldn’t be back this week.”

“Change of plans,” Katia said. “This is Elder Reginn Lund, counselor to the kennari and our Lady Heidin. She is here to review our military preparations.”

“Perhaps review is too strong a word, Commander,” Reginn said. “I’m here to learn.”

Katia waved that away. “We’ve already toured the barracks, the lockup, the horse barns and smithy, and the commissary.”

“Welcome, Counselor,” Durinn said. “I understand that you grew up in the Archipelago. I would like you to review our maps for accuracy, and advise us on possible points of vulnerability and a strategy of attack.”

“Oh! Well, ah, I don’t know how helpful I would be,” Reginn said. “I can tell you a lot about the best alehouses and meaderies, where to find a privy in a pinch, and what streets to avoid after dark in every village in the Archipelago. I’m just not used to assessing defenses.”

Then she rushed on. “But of course I will help in any way I can. Right now, I’d like to know more about your strategy, weapons, and like that.”

Durinn seemed pleased at Reginn’s interest. “Well—with Elder Katia’s assistance, we can provide a demonstration of how our infantry and cavalry coordinate with the landvaettir. Would that be of interest to you?”

Katia pretended to scowl at Durinn. “I should have known you would put me to work.”

“Oh!” Reginn said, recalling the faerylike creatures that had watched over her the first night she arrived at the Grove. “But I would love to see that.”

Katia sighed. “All right. Let’s do First Flight. I’ll call the dreki while you give the troops a heads-up.”

Dreki? Gooseflesh rose on the back of Reginn’s neck. Dragons? When Katia had mentioned using the vaettir in the coming war, she’d imagined tiny, birdlike creatures doing reconnaissance, or message-carrying.

Maybe they were small, friendly dragons? Or maybe dreki meant something else in New Jotunheim?

Durinn walked back to where the army was gathered and spoke to some of the officers, gesturing toward Reginn and Katia.

Katia whistled, high and piercing. A moment later, two spots appeared against the setting sun, rapidly growing larger as they approached. Reginn squinted but was unable to make out details until they circled overhead and landed lightly just above them on the slope of the hill.

“Those are the landvaettir?” Reginn said, taking a step back.

“Amazing, aren’t they?” Katia said.

They were dragons the size of longships, pale as wraiths, and just as terrifying, because they resembled the draugr—the undead.

Reginn breathed in the scent of sulfur as they both turned their heads toward her. Their eyes burned like coals set into their skulls, and they released a stream of smoke and flame with every breath through what appeared to be razor-sharp teeth. And yet their blue-white scales reminded Reginn of layers of sea ice that clattered as they moved.

Their scent reminded her of Asger. They eyed her in much the same hungry way.

Fire and ice. Life and death entwined.

Laughing, Katia waved away the fumes. “Breathe on somebody else, please. Neither one of us wants to smell like a foundry for the rest of the day.”

Then something strange happened. Both of the dreki, still focused on Reginn, lowered their massive heads in a kind of bow.

“Well!” Katia said. “I’ve never seen them do that before. You don’t happen to have a dead sheep under your coat, do you?”

Reginn shook her head, not sure she wanted the dragons’ attention. “I did wash up after the dagmal, I really did.”

But now Katia’s attention was focused down the field, where Durinn was shouting orders to the assembled soldiers. They quickly formed a shield wall at the far end, facing the open field. The cavalry formed up behind the line, the horses snorting and rearing at the sight of the dreki.

“Now imagine that the enemy is lined up midfield, behind a shield wall of their own,” Katia said. “This is how we plan to use the dreki to break the enemy lines before we engage, which we hope will save lives.”

Whose lives? Reginn thought. And, then, to herself, Whose side are you on?

A question all but impossible to answer.

“Here we go,” Katia said, sweeping her hand forward.

The dreki launched from the side of the hill, the slope allowing them to gain altitude quickly.

The dragons swept back and forth across the field, their flaming breath scorching the ground, every green and living thing shriveling under the blast.

Reginn was no military strategist, but even she could see that a shield wall was no defense against this.

The dreki made several more passes before Katia called them off. Sweeping low over their heads, they disappeared over the edge of the escarpment, leaving a faint trail of smoke in their wake.

Durinn’s soldiers rushed forward, wielding their swords in a pantomime of battle, their boots smoking as they hit the still-smoldering ground.

“We had to redesign their boots so they wouldn’t burn through while they finished off the survivors,” Katia said.

“Good thinking,” Reginn murmured, feeling a little queasy, imagining what it would be like to wither under that torrent of flame.

When they burn you . . .

The infantry parted, and the cavalry charged in, exploding through the smoke like the flaming horses that draw the sun across the sky.

When the demonstration was over, Durinn heeled their horse toward them, joining Reginn and Katia on their side of the field.

“You can see the idea,” the commander said, “even if it’s just a war game here. What do you think? Do you have any suggestions?”

They directed this at Reginn, who shook her head. It was as if they assumed Reginn must be skilled at fighting, coming as she did from a violent place. “I don’t know much about battle strategy, but I cannot imagine any army standing up to that.” After a pause, she continued, “Do you think all this is necessary? I’ve never seen more than a handful of soldiers in the Archipelago, and those were some jarl’s personal guard drinking in the alehall.”

“You saw the barbarian who slaughtered so many of our soldiers,” Durinn said, their face grim. “If they’re all like that, even a few are a threat.”

I’ve never seen anyone like him, Reginn thought, before or since.

“Hopefully, the barbarians will surrender immediately and there will be no need for fighting,” Katia said, reading Reginn’s expression.

Turning to Durinn, she said, “Thank you, commander. I wish we had more time, but I promised to show the counselor the riftwall and the temple before we return to Eimyrja.”

Durinn saluted and turned away. Reginn and Katia watched them ride toward the assembled troops.

“What’s the matter, Reginn?” Katia said, once Durinn was out of earshot. “I know the dreki are intimidating, but they’re on our side.”

“I know, but . . .” Reginn lifted her shoulders, then dropped them with a sigh. She was not doing a good enough job of maintaining her performer’s face. “All of a sudden I’m going to war against the only home I’ve ever known. There are barbarians on Muckleholm, but there are good people, too.”

“Those good people are not at risk, I promise,” Katia said. “They will be welcome in New Jotunheim.”

Everyone has a role to play, whether spinner, slave, or sacrifice.

Fortunately, it wasn’t far from the drill field to the rift. Reginn had seen the fault line from Mosifell when she’d first arrived on Eimyrja, but she’d never seen it up close. The scent of sulfur stung her nose long before they arrived. They had to fight their horses to get close.

Finally, they dismounted, tethered their horses, and continued on foot until they reached the low stone wall that ran along the cliff edge.

A sulfurous mist boiled up from below, setting Reginn’s eyes to watering, making it difficult to get a good look. She took a step back from the edge.

Katia pointed across the abyss. “That is Vigrid, the site of the Last Battle of Ragnarok. We call it the deadlands these days. It is the final resting place of the gods, humans, beasts, and demons of the old world. They are said to be eager to return to the world of the living.”

Vigrid appeared to be a rather unremarkable plateau that stretched into the distance. Yet as soon as Reginn laid eyes on it, she reeled backward, struck by a tidal wave of emotion—mingled grief, regret, and frustration, the memory of valor and cowardice, loyalty and betrayal, the shield-biting madness of battle.

Raise us, Aldrnari. . . .

She tripped over a root and ended up down on her backside with a bruised tailbone.

“Reginn!” Katia said, squatting next to her. “Are you all right? What happened?”

“It’s the fumes,” Reginn said, blotting her streaming eyes. “Is it always like this?”

Katia nodded, extending a firm hand to help her up. “Sometimes it’s worse, depending on the way the wind blows.”

“What’s down there?” Reginn said.

“They call it the Elivagar,” Katia said. “I guess it’s named after one of the eleven frozen, venomous rivers in the sagas.”

“That seems apt,” Reginn said. “How do you get across?”

Katia shook her head. “We don’t. Nobody goes there and survives.”

“And yet—didn’t you say that Halvorsen came from over there?”

“That’s what he said, if he was telling the truth.”

Reginn rubbed her forehead. “But if he didn’t come from the deadlands, then how—?”

“By the time I arrived, he was standing right about here,” Katia said with a flicker of irritation.

“I’m sorry to be so persistent,” Reginn said. “The reason I’m curious is that Lady Heidin said that she had landed in the deadlands, too. I found her badly injured in the catacombs, but she doesn’t remember how she got there.”

“Maybe she was confused,” Katia said. “Maybe her divine nature offered some protection.”

“How did Halvorsen seem when you spoke with him here?” Reginn said. “Was he confused, disoriented, out of his head? Covered in blood?”

“Not at all,” Katia said. “I was the first to speak with him. He said he was looking for his systir, that she’d been washed overboard in a storm.” She smiled, remembering. “He was actually pretty funny. And charming. When we asked for his weapons, he gave them over. Not willingly, but he did. He asked to go to the Lundhof and speak to Amma Inger.”

“Did he?” Reginn murmured. “Did he say why?”

Katia shook her head. “Given what’s happened, he must have planned to murder the keeper all along.”

This was new. Reginn compared this account to the story Modir Tyra had told on the day of the “incident.” Tyra had suggested that Eiric’s time in the deadlands had driven him mad. But it sounded as if he’d been lucid when he arrived at Ithavoll.

“I appreciate your explaining that,” Reginn said.

“Anyway, Captain Yrsa locked him in the guardhouse and sent a messenger to Elder Scarlet. It didn’t seem right, so I went and told Modir Tyra right away. When she went to the elders, Scarlet wasn’t there, and none of the other members knew anything about it. It seemed that Scarlet wanted to keep him to herself. The kennari got permission from the council to bring Halvorsen back to Eimyrja to stand before the full council.

“Shelby and I rode to Ithavoll with Modir Tyra to fetch him. When we arrived, he had already killed large numbers of our soldiers and was holding Elder Scarlet hostage.” Katia paused. “To be fair, she’d taken him into the temple and tried to throw him in the rift.” She pointed to the temple cantilevered over the edge of the cliff.

“Why would she do that?” Reginn asked, though she thought she knew. She’d seen the blodkyn rune carved into Eiric’s flesh.

Katia gazed at her, eyes narrowed. Then said, “I guess we’ll never know now.” She gestured toward the horses. “We’ll need to hurry if we want to make the crossing.”
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Conversations in Lockup

LIFE IN THE PRISON AT the cliffs settled into a routine. Sibba brought food several times a day. It was plentiful, and varied. Still, Eiric really missed eating torrfisk and porridge every day.

Actually, that part wasn’t true.

Sometimes he would grip the iron bars on the seaward side, lean his forehead against the grate, and dream of fair winds and following seas and journeys to faraway places without spinners who twisted the threads of mind and memory into a tangle.

To be honest, having a clear mind made imprisonment worse.

On the opposite wall, a heavy iron door stood between him and the outer room, where Sibba slept. It had a small window with a slider that a person on the outside could open and speak to him or slide a meal through or see if he was up to any mischief.

He seemed to have the building to himself. Maybe this was the prison of no return, where you stayed until you crossed the boundary.

Then one night he awoke to the sound of activity next door—hushed voices, a rattling of chains, growled orders. Eiric found himself putting his ear to the wall to try to overhear the conversation. He couldn’t make out much, but from the voice, the new prisoner might be a woman.

Where once the corridors had been silent, except for Sibba’s comings and goings, now he could hear voices in the hallway, the tread of boots, and the sound of metal on metal as a meal was delivered to his new neighbor.

When Sibba brought Eiric’s breakfast, he nodded toward the door. “What’s going on out there?”

Sibba set the food down on the small table by the window, turned, and rested her hip against the stone ledge. Her face was pale and drawn. “I wish Reginn were here,” she said, voice trembling.

“Why? What’s wrong?”

“Another prisoner was brought in last night and put in the cell next door. Now there are guards posted in the hallway day and night.”

“Who’s the prisoner?”

“That’s just it—usually guards are loose-lipped, but nobody’s saying. It must be somebody important. They’re trying their best to keep it all quiet.”

“Just like us,” Eiric said, but received no smile in return. “Don’t you think it’s an honor to be in the very-important-prisoner lockup?”

Sibba chewed her lower lip. “I’m just afraid all this traffic will make it more likely they’ll find out you’re here.”

“Do you know when Reginn will be back?”

“Soon, I hope. In the meantime, try not to draw the attention of the guards.”

That very night, just as Eiric was trying to decide whether to sleep facing the wall or on his other side, the music began—a stringed instrument, skillfully played. It was coming through the window, from outside.

He rolled off the sleeping bench and crossed to the window. He wasn’t sure what he expected—a small boat anchored offshore, with a band aboard? A kraken with a harp? But, of course, all he saw was the ocean, stretching to the horizon, the scalloped waves gilded by moonlight, foam rolling away from the foot of the cliffs.

The music was coming from the cell next door, the sound pouring out one window and into his.

When the prisoner began to sing, Eiric knew for sure that it was a woman.

One song followed another. Eiric sank to the floor and sat with his back to the wall, listening. The songs were mostly blood-stirring, pick-up-your-axe-and-fight songs, though there were a few put-down-your-axe-and-kiss-your-sweetheart songs, all of them sad. He sat, half dreaming, until, eventually, the sounds of the strings died away into silence.

By sitting on the window ledge, he managed to maneuver his head through the bars so that he could see the window of the next cell over.

“You play very well,” he said, shouting out the window, hoping to be heard over the crash of the surf.

There was no reply.

“What kind of instrument is that?”

Still no answer.

“My name is Eiric Halvorsen,” he said, before he remembered that he probably shouldn’t be telling her that. “Why are you locked up?”

A head poked out of the window of the cell next door. It was a girl, fair hair peeking out of the scarf around her head. Her face was blackened and bruised, one eye nearly swollen shut, as if she’d taken a hard beating. Or several. She eyed him for a moment or two, then said, “My name is Naima Bondi. I killed someone.”

“Me too,” Eiric said.

“So I hear,” she said. “You’re the barbarian that killed the rest of the council.”

“The rest of the council?”

“I killed Elder Skarde. The chair,” she said. “You finished the job.”

There, now, Eiric thought. We have something in common. Maybe we can be friends. Briefly.

“It looks like you’ve taken a beating,” he said.

“They think I have accomplices that I will name. I do not.”

“Are you one of the temple witches?” he asked. “A spinner?”

She snorted. “I’m a cook,” she said. “A gifted cook, I guess you could say.” She laughed, as if this was some kind of a private joke.

Eiric digested this. “Did you poison him, then?”

“Did I poison who?”

“The head of the council. Skarde.”

“Men always think that poison is the only weapon a woman is capable of wielding,” Naima snapped.

“I know better than that,” Eiric growled, thinking of Liv. “I was just thinking, you know, a cook would be in a good position to—”

“I stabbed him,” Naima said. “I aimed straight for the heart, pushed the blade in all the way to the hilt, and then twisted it for maximum damage.” She paused, as if expecting a horrified reaction. Receiving none, she added, “Cooks always have the best knives.”

All right, then. Good to know.

“Why did you kill him?”

“You first,” she said. “You’re a stranger here. Did the jarls in Barbaria really send you to kill the council?”

Eiric shook his head. “I came here to find out what happens to the children taken from the Archipelago.”

Startlement flickered across Naima’s face. This was not the answer she was expecting.

It wasn’t the only reason, but after what he’d seen so far in New Jotunheim, it had elbowed to the front. And it sounded better than I came as a sell-sword to pay off the blood price for killing my stepfadir.

“What do you care?” she said.

“They’re children,” Eiric said. “They’re carried off, and never heard from again. We have no way of knowing if they are sold off as thralls or—or what.”

Naima studied him through narrowed eyes. “And what have you learned so far?”

“I’ve learned that this place does not welcome uninvited visitors,” he said.

She laughed. He could tell she didn’t want to, but she did. “What exactly happened?”

Eiric explained how he’d been up for execution on Ithavoll, but Modir Tyra and two of the temple dedicates had intervened and brought him to the temple grove. “She gave me a room in the temple and said she would try and convince the council to spare my life.” He paused. “After that, things get blurry. Tyra woke me from a sound sleep, saying that she’d failed to convince the council, that they were going to sacrifice me to the gods to assure victory in the coming war.”

“Sacrifice . . . you?” Naima said, as if he would be a less than impressive gift. “Why you?”

“Why not offer up an unwanted visitor?” Eiric said. “Someone they already hold captive?”

“That’s not much of a sacrifice,” Naima said. “Someone you want to get rid of anyway.”

She had a point, though Eiric couldn’t claim to know the rules of blood sacrifice. “Well, anyway. A barbarian in the hand. They made do. Tyra hid my weapons in the temple, so when they took me there, I killed them.”

“Nobody mourns the council,” Naima said. Then, after a heartbeat of silence, her words came in a rush. “What I don’t understand is why you would kill the keeper.”

Eiric had asked himself the same question. Why would he go after an old woman on the say-so of a stranger?

“Modir Tyra told me that the keeper was a powerful sorceress who ruled New Jotunheim with an iron fist. That she was the greatest threat of all. That the oppression of the council wouldn’t end while the keeper was alive.”

“Modir Tyra told you to kill Amma Inger,” Naima said, as if making sure she’d heard correctly.

Eiric nodded. “I tried. I went in to do it, but she started talking and I couldn’t.”

“She’s dead,” Naima pointed out.

“She killed herself,” Eiric said.

“She stabbed herself with your sword?”

“No,” Eiric said, confused. “She drank poison.”

“She was found stabbed to death, your sword lying beside her.” For a prisoner, Naima seemed to be extremely well-informed.

Eiric shook his head. “If that’s true, would I be stupid enough to leave my sword behind?”

Naima shrugged, as if to say, How do I know how stupid you are?

A memory surfaced, like a bubble in a stagnant pond.

This sword is Gramr—given by Odin, won by Sigurth, mended by Regin of the dwarves, and used by Sigurd to slay the dragon Fafnir. Now it is yours. It brings good fortune to those who honor the gods.

When had he last seen Gramr? He just couldn’t remember.

“No,” Eiric said flatly. “I would never do that. That sword belonged to my fadir. It came with a story and a name.”

“Well, however it happened, the matrona is gone,” Naima said. “Every bondi in Eimyrja is in mourning. You’ll find elderflower orchids pinned over every doorway in our neighborhoods. She was the only one who ever lifted a finger to protect us.”

“Protect you from . . . ?”

“For a barbarian, you ask a lot of questions,” Naima snapped.

“My grandfadir always taught me that was the way to learn,” Eiric said. He tried to think of a more acceptable question. “The council tried to sacrifice me. Is that common here in New Jotunheim? Human sacrifice?”

“Yes,” Naima said evenly, in a way that invited
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