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Chapter One

 


Vanessa’s bedroom was bigger than the common
room of the house Hera grew up in. Hera never had her own room, or
even her own bed. She shared a bed with one of her sisters until
the day she married, then she shared with her husband. The closest
thing she had to a room was an alcove in one of the outbuildings,
where she sometimes hid to escape work on the farm.

Despite this observation—that modern people
possessed a ridiculous amount of space—Hera’s disbelief and
irritation was drowned out by the blubbering inside her head.
Vanessa was having a panic attack.

It doesn’t look anything like it
used to!

The only furniture was a stripped-down bed in
one corner and a huge vanity with a mirror. Peeling stickers framed
the edges of the mirror—logos of bands, celebrities, and fashion
labels. Across the top, equally old and faded, pictures were taped.
These were from magazines and the internet, pictures of exotic
locations around the world. Ironically, there was a picture of
Iceland.

Ironically? Vanessa was using her crazy, high-pitched voice.
It’s not ironic. It was
some horrible omen mocking my fate!

“Shut up,” Hera muttered to the
still air. “Stop freaking out.”

How can I not freak out? It’s my
childhood bedroom. Look at it!

Vanessa dissolved into sobs.

The room was filled with cardboard boxes and
plastic bins. They were stacked in haphazard piles, and judging by
their dusty state, they hadn’t been moved in a while. These were
Vanessa’s belongings, brought from her apartment after she “died.”
Modern people had an absurd amount of possessions, too. How did
they keep track of everything? It was like a troll’s
hoard.

Shut up. You don’t get it. It’s
not even that much stuff!

Hera scanned the blank walls. Cobwebs gathered
in the corners. The air was stale, and the curtains across the
window were dusty as well. It had been some time since the room was
aired out.

They won’t come in here.
Vanessa continued to sob. They just left it and they can’t bear to look at
it.

“If you’d like to take anything,
you can.”

The voice, coming from outside Hera’s head
this time, made her start. She turned to the doorway. A middle-aged
woman stood there. She was pretty and well put-together, but her
eyes were sad. They were Vanessa’s eyes.

“Thank you, Mrs. Evanston.” Hera
still struggled to speak proper English and had to tap into Vanessa
from time to time. They didn’t use forms of address like Mr. and
Mrs. in Iceland. “I don’t know what I’d take, though. As I said, I
only knew her a short time.”

Vanessa’s mother gazed at a stack of boxes.
“We’ve meant to sort through it all and donate things, but … it
just gets put off, month after month. We keep the door closed and
pretend it’s not here. I don’t even remember what’s in half these
boxes.”

Vanessa wailed.

Hera forced a blank face and hoped her eyes
didn’t look too crazy. She’d been warned madness might take her,
being of two minds. But the madness, it turned out, wasn’t from her
brain being cleaved in two. It was the madness one acquired from
carrying a fussy, despondent, hysterical child around on their hip
all the time.

Hera spoke internally this
time. Shut. The hell. Up.
She feared her forehead might be visibly
throbbing.

Vanessa retreated for a moment. It wasn’t
always bad, toting around the memory of a dead woman. Two years on,
Vanessa even sometimes fell into silence for weeks at a time,
making Hera wonder if she was gone for good. But then, when Hera
needed to figure out something in the modern world, Vanessa would
spark back up like the last ember in a fire. Most often, Hera just
dreamt about her and watched the scenes of Vanessa’s life play out
in her sleep.

However, right now, Vanessa was a raging
bonfire. Here, in the house where she grew up, seeing her mother
again, she burst so violently to life Hera thought she might turn
and see her standing next to her.

“I just wanted to see it,” Hera
said. “She told me all about her home. Being from the Icelandic
countryside, I was curious.” She put a false smile on.

In truth, Hera didn’t care one whit to see it,
but Vanessa wouldn’t let her leave America without visiting this
place first.

Mrs. Evanston’s sad eyes turned questioning.
“How did you say you knew her again?”

“She visited my town on a tour. We
got on well, and I went to Reykjavik to hang out with her and her
friends.” She dropped her smile, putting on a sad face too. “It was
so shocking, when they found her. I was stunned. I never forgot
about her. She’s been in my thoughts for so long.”

Very funny.

Mrs. Evanston cast her gaze down. “She was a
clumsy girl. It wasn’t the first time she injured herself on a
trip. I just—wish she’d been so lucky as before.”

She was referring to the skiing accident in
Newfoundland three years before Vanessa visited Iceland. It left
Vanessa comatose, and brain dead. It was in that hospital room Hera
took on Vanessa’s memories—and her appearance, for a time—and lived
as her afterward. Vanessa actually died years before they found her
body on Esjan.

But that was a story her mother would never
know.

“I remember she was cheerful,”
Hera said. “A free spirit. She wanted to try
everything.”

Her mother laughed. “Yes, that was my Vanessa.
Curiosity always got the best of her. She wanted to travel and see
things, and I’m glad she at least got to do that.” She paused. “I
suppose she died happy, doing something that gave her
joy.”

Hera was silent. Vanessa was crying
again.

Mrs. Evanston gestured to the boxes and bins.
“It’s time to clean this up. It serves no purpose anymore, and we
could use the room. My husband’s office downstairs is so small.”
She took a breath. “I’ve made coffee, would you like
some?”

Hera didn’t like modern coffee. Most of it was
too weak, and now people were fond of putting all sorts of flavors
and sugar in it, and sometimes making it foamy with milk. She
couldn’t stomach too much sugar and stuck to her Icelandic diet of
mostly meat and fish. Bizarrely, such a diet was taboo to some
people now. There was a movement all over the world to not use
animals for food. People like this wouldn’t have survived an
Icelandic winter in the countryside in her day.

Stop worrying about
vegetarians! Vanessa came shrieking
forward. Will you please just talk to my
mother?

“I would like some coffee,
yes.”

The house was big, and clean, and decorated
the way wealthy people decorated their houses when Hera was
younger, with rugs and flowers and objects that served no purpose
but to please the eye. However, this was just how normal people
lived in this time and it boggled her mind.

After they entered the kitchen, Hera looked
back through the doorway, into the living room.

Aedan stood in front of the fireplace, staring
at a row of pictures on the mantle. She’d decided not to drag him
upstairs with her, as he was kind enough to come along and keep her
company and that was enough to put him through.

“Would your … boyfriend, like a
cup as well?” Mrs. Evanston inquired.

Aedan wasn’t her “boyfriend,” though they were
close in physical age—but she couldn’t exactly explain to this
woman that he was the half-huldufólk child her husband raised while
she was being held captive for a hundred years.

“I think he’s fine.” She took her
cup from Mrs. Evanston and lifted it in gratitude. “We don’t want
to take too much of your time. It’s just, we’re leaving America
soon and I wanted to tell you how sorry I am about Vanessa. I wish
I’d known her longer.”

“I’m sorry you can’t meet my
husband, he’s away on business. But I’ll let him know you
visited.”

They joined Aedan in the living room and Mrs.
Evanston described the pictures. Many were of Vanessa. She was an
only child. Vanessa squirmed and scratched at Hera’s insides, while
Hera sipped her coffee and struggled not to shriek at the
air.

Aedan watched her from the corner of his
eye.

“This is one of the last pictures
we have of her.” Mrs. Evanston picked up a picture of Vanessa,
wearing a white dress, her hair pulled up in a crown of curls. “It
was her cousin’s graduation, not too long before she left for
Iceland.” She put it back. “She was so beautiful.”

“She was,” Hera murmured. She’d
spent time in Vanessa’s body, and though it was an odd few days,
Vanessa was indeed a lovely woman and it was nice to be pretty like
her for a while.

Hera gazed at the pictures, Vanessa yammering
away in her head about them.

Mrs. Evanston sighed. “You know, my husband
took it very hard, and very strangely. I worried about him for a
long time.”

Hera arched an eyebrow.

She shook her head. “I think the
grief drove him mad. He kept insisting Vanessa’s body—he identified
her, I couldn’t bear to see it—that it was really …
her,
finally.”

Hera blinked.

“This is going to sound crazy.
When Vanessa got hurt on our ski trip in Newfoundland—she had a
grievous head injury, and despite what the doctors said, I always
thought there was some brain damage. It altered her personality.
But I was just grateful to have her alive, I didn’t care if it
changed her. I mean, it was a horrible accident, of course it
changed her.”

Hera glanced at the pictures.

“But my husband, it made him
uneasy. He said she wasn’t herself. And then when he went to
identify her” —she paused— “he said what he saw was his daughter.
The daughter he remembered. He said she even looked the same as she
had before the accident. I saw her in the casket of course, but she
was so made up for the funeral it looked like a doll to
me.”

Vanessa was weeping again.

Mrs. Evanston wiped her eyes. “I was so angry
at him, hearing him insist his daughter was ‘herself’ again now
that she was dead.” She sniffed. “But I’m sure the grief made him
think that way. I’ve tried not to hold it against him.”

“I’m sure it did,” Hera said.
“Grief makes people act strangely.”

Mrs. Evanston stroked one of the pictures.
“She was always my Vanessa, no matter what.” She looked at Hera.
“I’m glad he’s not here today. I’m glad you came, but it might have
set him off again. Things have almost gotten back to
normal.”

Hera gave her a tiny smile. “Time heals all
wounds.”

They left shortly after. The air was crisp,
the winter sun stark. Vanessa was clamoring about everything: how
the outside of the house looked, the fact her own car still sat in
the garage, that they hadn’t sold it. Her mother had also planted
new flower gardens, currently brown and barren. A sapling in the
front yard was much bigger.

“Well,” Aedan said, “did it make
her happy?”

“I wouldn’t say she’s happy.” Hera
squinted at the house. “But maybe this will give her some
closure.”

Aedan was a tall, willowy, and handsome man.
He’d adjusted to life in America much better than Hera had. His
long dark hair was pulled up in a knot at the back of his head.
She’d seen many men with long hair who wore it this way. He was
fashionable: leather jacket, sneakers, jeans that sagged in the
seat—she had no idea why men wore their pants that way—and a
body-hugging t-shirt. He fit in. Also, he was a much different
person than he’d been two years ago when they first left Iceland.
He’d been grim and quiet then, burdened by his own existence. Now
he was confident, spoke with certainty and self-assurance, and
laughed often. Women constantly noticed him and tried to get his
attention.

Hera, on the other hand, preferred clothes
that reminded her of the ones she wore in her time. “Old fashioned”
things with long sleeves and skirts, blouses with bodices, thick
dark fabrics, boots. She hadn’t done much with her hair and usually
wore it pulled up in a messy bun. She never wore makeup, because it
irritated her skin and she never did it right anyway.

Vanessa informed her on more than one occasion
this look made her a “hipster” and was actually fashionable. Hera
found it frumpy and dull. She wasn’t trying to impress
anyone.

They climbed in the car. She let Aedan drive,
though she knew how, thanks to Vanessa. The car was small and old,
and they hadn’t paid much for it.

Hera pulled her phone out.

“Anything?” Aedan
asked.

She peered at the screen. “No.
You?”

He shook his head. “No.”

She shoved her phone back in her pocket and
gazed out the window, at the piles of slushy snow pushed up on the
side of the driveway. “What if he doesn’t call?”

“He’ll call.” Aedan started the
car.

“What if he doesn’t? What if he’s
dead?”

Aedan looked over his shoulder as they backed
out. “He’s not dead. They can’t kill him.”

“No, but what if he immediately
ages and dies, and—”

“We said we would stop
speculating.” He spoke firmly, and stopped the car in the street,
looking at her. “He’s alive, and he’s going to call. We’re going
home. That’s that.”

She looked at the house one last
time.

Goodbye, Vanessa whispered. Goodbye
forever.

Aedan jammed the gear shift in drive. “And
then our work can begin.”

Vanessa was a sad, deep drone inside
her.

Hera nodded. “She wants to go see her grave.
It’ll pass the time while we wait.”

* * * *

One hundred years ago, Hera Ívarsdóttir
murdered one of the huldufólk in the kitchen of the ramshackle
house she and her new husband shared. She stabbed the creature in
the neck with an iron knife, the only substance that seared their
flesh and stilled their blood. Her husband didn’t know she had the
knife, and he’d begged her not to fight them when they came. But
these things—these hidden people of Iceland, monsters who tormented
humans and hid in the shadows of every rock—had come to carry her
husband away for an innocent mistake and she refused to let it
happen.

On that icy winter night, they chased her and
carried her away instead, for her crime. She’d fallen from a cliff,
and death might have been preferable, but one of them caught her.
In the following decades, this same huldufólk man, tender and kind
unlike the others, would be her only friend while she spent her
time secreted away, underground, punished and in their
toil.

She and her husband would live nearly a
hundred years apart, suffering without each other—she in darkness,
he in the world, a loner on the fringes of life.

Her only friend, Yngvi was his name, snuck her
out of Iceland as the others were becoming suspicious of his
fondness for her. That was when they found Vanessa. Yngvi stole her
memories and put them in Hera’s head. He made Hera look like
Vanessa and took Vanessa’s body away with him. But it would be only
a few years before Hera, erased of her own memories and living as
Vanessa, was inexorably drawn back to her homeland, witless, and
there all was revealed.

She then again left Iceland with ninety-eight
years of her sentence served, in order to keep the huldufólk from
learning she walked in her own body, restored of her own mind.
She’d taken Aedan with her, for he was half huldufólk and they made
him hunt down his own kind, those half-children they called
“abominations.”

Today, her original hundred-year sentence
ended. Today, her husband would be released from his as well. And
he would call, and they would come home.

She hoped.

“Is this it?” Aedan strode toward
a flat stone in the earth. “Her mother said fourth row, third
grave.” He counted as he approached it.

Hera followed him. The cold wind whipped at
her face.

They stopped in front of it. The words VANESSA
ARIEL EVANSTON were carved in the stone, followed by her birth and
death dates. It was simple, elegant. Some dead, dried flowers sat
in a stone vase next to it.

God, Vanessa breathed. I can’t believe
it. I’m looking at my own grave.

Hera knelt and brushed snow off the stone.
“Well, there it is.”

I can’t believe I’m under the
ground right here. And yet, I’m also here, standing in front of it.
I’m still here.

“You’re not,” Hera informed her.
“You aren’t really here. You’re only a copy of something that once
existed. All of you is dead.” She stood up.

Vanessa had a hard time with this, no matter
how often Hera reminded her. She wasn’t even a ghost.

“You really need to work on not
talking out loud to her.” Aedan jammed his hands in his jacket
pockets. “You’re doing it more often these days.”

“Yes, well Yngvi did say I’d go
mad if I kept her inside me.” And yet, she insisted on it, because
without Vanessa, she couldn’t function in this time. “Should we say
a prayer?”

I’m an atheist.

“Well I’m not,
blasphemer.”

Hera said a prayer over the grave, and Aedan
was silent, though she didn’t know if he was actually praying with
her or not. She didn’t think the huldufólk believed in
God.

“Maybe one day you’ll finally rest
in peace,” Hera said. “You’ll leave me for good.”

Maybe I will. Vanessa’s voice was tiny and faint.

They didn’t stay long, as it was cold, and
morbid, and Hera didn’t want to linger. They walked back across the
snowy ground, through muddy piles of slush, to their car sitting on
the lonesome pathway.

They both checked their phones when they got
in. Nothing. They drove back to the hotel, silent.

The room they rented was small and dingy, with
two twin beds. It was cheap, as they needed their money for the
plane tickets home. All the money they’d managed to save over the
past two years sat in a bank account that she planned to close as
soon as they returned. Their passports waited in a bag in the
corner. Hera Ívarsdóttir and Aedan Gunnarsson. They’d never assumed
names, as they didn’t exist prior to this this anyway.

She sat on one of the beds and watched TV as
the afternoon faded to night. She still didn’t much care for TV. In
her day, she’d seen a play in Vík and thought it was awkward people
were pretending to be other people to tell a story. This was just a
more advanced form of it.

Never a patron of the arts,
Vanessa quipped. Always with the sass.

Aedan got food. She ate, and then dozed. They
spoke little. The tension was high and so many of those
speculations she wasn’t supposed to mention hung on the air. Aedan
paced, and sometimes went outside, and came back in. She tried to
figure out what time it was in Iceland. Would it have to be after
midnight for it to happen?

At least Vanessa calmed down. She lay curled
in a tight ball in the back of Hera’s head, silent.

Hera dozed off again and dreamt one of
Vanessa’s memories. She was wearing a short pink dress, and she was
in a bar, laughing and drinking with her friends. They were taking
pictures of themselves and putting them on Facebook.

A sharp sound jerked her out of
sleep.

She blinked, still disoriented and half in the
dream. Then, she quickly sat up.

Aedan stood by the window and he turned. He
stared wide-eyed at her phone, lying on the end of the bed, the
screen lit with the incoming call.

She snatched it up. Her breath
caught. One word was there on the screen: Gunnar.

She answered, her heart in her throat.
“Husband.”

That deep, sweet voice she hadn’t heard in two
years spoke lovingly in her ear. “Wife. How are you?” And in an
instant, it was like he was there, wrapping his arms around
her.

Tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m fine. How
are … you?”

A pause. “Alive.” She heard the smile in his
voice. “And free.”

She pressed a hand over her mouth and looked
at Aedan.

“Come home, Hera. Come back to
Iceland. It’s time.”

 


 



Chapter Two

 


When they left Iceland two years prior, Hera
and Aedan weren’t anybody. Gunnar paid a man for things so they
could travel: birth certificates, passports, identification cards,
things called visas. Hera didn’t need to understand the modern
world to understand how insanely illegal the entire situation was,
and how they could end up in prison if they were caught.

Which just made things more
stressful.

They both got jobs, after a bit of struggle.
Hera actually had the skills, through Vanessa, to be a pharmacy
tech, but she needed papers to prove it and Gunnar’s man didn’t
have those. She started cleaning houses for people and taking care
of their animals. That was something she could do without input
from Vanessa. Aedan got a job in a gas station. They lived in a
small, cramped apartment, but Hera found that familiar as
well.

And they waited, for two years. Too far away
for the huldufólk to haunt them. Now, the wait was over.

Hera looked at the flight board, ticket in
hand. Her stomach was in knots. “I hated flying. I wish we could
just take a boat this time.”

Aedan stood beside her. “It takes too long to
get there on a boat. Flying, we can get there in less than half a
day.”

Flying scared and confused her. In her day,
there were zeppelins and some small planes in use for the military
in Europe—she’d read about it in newspapers—but common people
didn’t go flying and certainly not to travel over long distances.
Now, it seemed like everyone went all over the world in
planes.

“I can’t believe so many people
fly every day.” She looked around the terminal, which was teeming
with people. “They go so fast and so far, and it’s not even a big
deal.”

“Yeah, magic is everywhere,
huh?”

They went and sat near their gate. Hera’s
nervousness grew, though it wasn’t entirely because she had to get
inside a huge piece of metal that somehow managed to
levitate.

“Do you think he’s the same?” She
kept looking at the faces around her. Though they had never seen
any huldufólk in America, and Aedan hadn’t sensed them, she
wondered if they knew she was coming home. “Do you think he’s
changed any?”

“Why would he?” Aedan was looking
at his phone.

“What if he aged when they lifted
the curse?”

“I’m sure he would have told us
that. Stop panicking. We’ll see him soon.”

Beyond the initial call home two years ago to
tell Gunnar they’d arrived safely, they hadn’t spoken to him until
yesterday. Though there were nights she lay in bed, vulnerable,
exhausted, and homesick, clutching her phone and so tempted to call
him she could taste it. But she resisted. She didn’t want to
endanger him. She didn’t want to endanger herself, or Aedan. The
huldufólk couldn’t find out Gunnar knew where they were, and there
were no guarantees they weren’t listening in.

“Are you excited to see him?” she
asked softly. “Are you nervous?”

Aedan looked up at her, a gentle smile on his
lips. “I’m not nervous.” He took her hand and squeezed it. “But
yes, I’m excited to see my father.”

She supposed that made her a mother to him,
though it was hard to feel that way when they were nearly the same
age. He was twenty-one in human years, and she was twenty-two. Her
body hadn’t changed for ninety-eight years previous to that, but
now it did, which was something she still struggled
with.

Some of those changes had been more traumatic
than others.

She kept hold of his hand. “You know they’ll
feel our presence as soon as we step foot on the soil of
Iceland.”

“Yes.” Aedan lowered his voice,
though they were speaking Icelandic and she doubted anyone around
them could understand. “I’m ready for that.”

“No one is being taken away this
time. They’ll be surprised to see me, as I am, surprised enough it
should throw them off guard.”

When she left Iceland two years ago, the
majority of the huldufólk assumed she was still in Vanessa’s form
and her own mind was suppressed. They weren’t aware Yngvi’s sister
Sia had given Hera her memories back, and that Yngvi had given her
body back. If the huldufólk found out what Yngvi and Sia did, the
two of them would be executed. Hera was going to make sure they
never found out. She didn’t want her dear friend Yngvi, who got her
through that dark century, to be punished. Because of him she
lived.

Aedan nodded. “And we have to make sure Gunnar
isn’t implicated. I don’t want them to punish him again, now that
he’s finally been released.”

“No, I won’t allow it.” She
thought of that night long ago, when she’d plunged her blade into
the neck of one of those vile creatures. She would do it again,
over and over, until she’d killed them all and the rivers of
Iceland ran black with their blood. After a century with them she
knew their secrets and weaknesses, things she hadn’t known
then.

“I won’t allow it,” she said
again, in a whisper.

In what seemed far too short a time, they had
to board their plane. She was so distracted she could barely think
by the time she sat down in her uncomfortable little seat between
Aedan and a stranger.

She twisted around and looked at the people
filling the seats around them. Paranoia fueled her restlessness.
She looked out the window on the other side of the man next to
her—a small hole, showing the tarmac and a thin strip of sky. She
expected to see a face, black-eyed and pale, pressed to the glass,
peering back in at her.

“Just chill out,” Aedan murmured.
“Take a nap or something, it’ll make the time go
faster.”

She took a deep breath and tried to settle
into her seat. In about six hours, she would see her Gunnar again.
Also, she would begin the quest that consumed her and kept her
strength up these past two years. For love. For
vengeance.

She closed her eyes.

Behind her eyelids, she conjured up his face:
blue eyes, golden curls, a kind, easy smile that melted her heart
and stoked a fire inside her at the same time. She dreaded the
things she would one day have to tell him, the things that happened
to her since she left. But they could wait. First, she would kiss
his lips, fall into his arms, and know him once more.

And they would never be ripped apart
again.

The flight seemed endless, and though Hera
dozed, she never truly slept. The sound of the engines lulled her,
but every little jolt snapped her wide awake. She hoped to never
get in one of these things again.

When they finally, thankfully touched down,
the impact of hitting the ground made her clench her fists on the
armrests and hold her breath. Dull light shone through the windows.
She couldn’t see much outside the window except the runway. As they
slowed, she let out her breath.

“We’re home,” she said.

Aedan was silent.

Disembarking and filtering through the
necessary processes at the airport was maddening. She was edgy and
anxious, and more than a little cranky.

Finally, they made it into the terminal.
They’d each only brought one bag with them, which they’d taken on
the plane. They’d left everything else behind in America,
abandoned: their belongings in their tiny apartment, the car. All
they’d amassed in two years, which wasn’t much. No one would be
able to track them down, because they didn’t exist, and it didn’t
matter now. They weren’t going back.

She looked out the windows as they walked down
the long corridors, but there was little to see. The ground was
dusted with snow and the sky was low and gray, the sun barely
effectual and obscured by clouds. It was January, which meant the
sun was starting to stay up longer, but not long enough to call it
a full day. Despite the bleakness and nondescript landscape of
concrete beyond the glass, it was home, and she couldn’t stop
staring.

“Where’s this airport again?” Hera
asked. Vanessa couldn’t help her much with modern-day Iceland, as
she’d only visited for a week and could barely even recall the
names of most places. She didn’t speak Icelandic and struggled with
the pronunciations, even inside Hera’s head.

“Keflavik.” Aedan led the way,
since he knew where they were going.

Keflavik was a fishing village her day. She
heard fishermen talk about it when she went with her father to Vík.
He liked to visit the common areas and get the latest stories and
gossip from the people who passed through.

Vík was where Gunnar was from and amusingly,
she was certain she’d met him once as a young girl, long before he
came to work for her father and they were married. His father sold
dried fish in a shack near the ocean and they’d bought from him
several times.

Gunnar was not coming to pick them up, as they
must maintain the illusion that he was unaware of their arrival.
They would rent a car, and drive to Reykjavik where he lived now.
With each step, her tension grew.

When they stepped outside her breath was
taken. The winter air on her skin and in her lungs, the air of
home, so sharp and crisp, brought tears to her eyes. “I stand in my
homeland again.” She titled her face up to the weak sun. “They’ve
not kept me away. They’ll never drive me from this piece of earth
again.”

Aedan rented a car while she waited. As they
drove away from the airport, her chest seemed to open up and her
mind expanded. Though she had never visited this place aside from
when they left, and though many things had changed in a hundred
years, this was Iceland.

It was early afternoon. The clouds were thick
as foam on a bleak sea. In a few hours, it would be night again.
This felt right. Living in America was odd, and she’d never fully
gotten used to the fact day and night were comparatively even all
year around there.

They crossed rocky, barren land, frosted with
snow. Utter nothingness, the road cutting black through it. She
rolled down her window. The icy air ripped at her hair and stung
her face.

“It’s freezing!’ Aedan admonished
her. “Put that back up.”

“I just want to breathe the air a
moment.” She closed her eyes and let it flow over her skin. “This
is home.”

There were the residential outskirts of a city
on their left. Keflavik, she supposed. Steel gray water stretched
out on the other side. They didn’t speak much, as she was entranced
by the land and so full of thoughts, but she finally broke the
silence.

“This place, Seltjarnarnes, you
know where it is?” It was the place Gunnar lived now. She had never
heard of it.

Aedan nodded. “It’s outside the main city
center of Reykjavik. It’ll take us about an hour to get
there.”

Her heart was pounding with anticipation, but
if she gave it too much attention she would crawl out of her skin.
She had to be patient, as she had been patient these many long
years. Another hour didn’t matter.

“Do you feel their eyes upon us?”
She couldn’t feel the huldufólk the same as Aedan could. She’d only
been able to do that when she presented as Vanessa, since she was
under a huldufólk spell at the time.

“Something is shifting.” He spoke
grimly. “I believe our presence is known.”

Vanessa sat quiet inside her, as she’d been
since they left America. Hera’s own thoughts and concerns were so
large, and her expectations so high, she might be suppressing her.
Part of her was glad for the silence. Part of her felt
guilty.

Are you happy to see this place
again, silly child? she asked
Vanessa. You once wanted to visit it so
badly you brought me back here and started all this.

You brought us back here, Vanessa
whispered. I was never here, as you’re so
fond of reminding me.

Hera sagged against the door. Indeed, hadn’t
it always been her who longed to come back? Vanessa never had a
choice. She’d never even been real.

The land grew hillier as they neared
Reykjavik, and then as they entered the outer edges of the city,
buildings and houses replaced the empty land. Civilization rose
around them, efficient and modern and still, after two years, so
very jarring and alien to her.

As a young woman she’d visited Reykjavik
several times, but it wasn’t as large back then, nor as compact.
The roads were dirt and plank and though some people had cars, they
were smelly, noisome contraptions compared to today’s cars. Most
people used wagons and horses. Everything stunk back then too, and
her skirts were always covered in mud no matter where she walked,
so she supposed this was an improvement in that respect.

There were far more boats back then too, and
grizzled fishermen who smelled like brine and tobacco. Today, there
was industry, vast and unrelenting. Progress and
creation.

Ironically, it was here that Vanessa had to
teach her the most, in her own homeland. Vanessa understood cities
and had enjoyed her time in Reykjavik. Hera didn’t try to shut up
her commentary, as she started to come to the front again as they
drove. They watched the buildings go by: houses, stores,
restaurants, apartment buildings. Nothing looked like this in her
day. It was both dazzling and terrifying.

Snow was piled next to the streets, which were
themselves clear and dry. She remembered roads becoming impassible
during winter in her day, even the well-traveled ones. Now, that
only held true in remote regions like the Highlands, or so she’d
read.

“I always wished we could live in
Rey,” Aedan said. “Among people, where I could have a life. But I
had to be out in the countryside, ready to do the huldufólk’s
bidding. We couldn’t leave the Westfjords.”

“Maybe you can live here now.” She
couldn’t picture herself in the city, though. “Don’t worry, you
won’t be their slave again.”

“We hope.”

“We know.” She clenched her jaw.
“They can’t have you.”

They drove along the edge of the harbor, the
water on their right. Fishing was now all about gigantic boats and
gargantuan machinery, both clustered around the piers and docks.
Esjan rose on the other side of the water, white with snow. The
mountain where Vanessa’s body was found.

Vanessa shivered inside her.

Hera tried to soothe her. “Are we near?” she
asked. “I feel like we’ve been driving for ages.” She hated riding
in a car, almost as much as a plane.

Aedan glanced at the device on the dashboard,
the GPS. “Not long now.”

They ended up in a quiet neighborhood
cluttered with close-built, one story houses and small squat
buildings. The streets were narrow. It reminded her of Drangsnes in
the Westfjords, where Gunnar had lived before. Apparently, he had
the same taste in modern living.

Her heart leapt into her throat when Aedan
abruptly turned the car into the driveway of a white house. She
hadn’t realized they’d arrived, as she’d been staring out at the
water.

Aedan stopped the car and looked at the truck
parked next to them. “He’s home. That’s our truck.” Emotion
tightened his words.

The yard was filled with snow, but the walkway
and driveway were clear. A neat row of snow-caked bushes sat
against the house. No one came out, or even peeked out a
window.

 


She let out her breath, only realizing as she
did she’d been holding it to begin with. “Act the part. They’re
watching.”

Aedan’s eyes glittered. “I won’t let any harm
come to him. I vow it with every ounce of my being.”

“Neither will I. I vow it with my
blood and my heart.” The sense of determination that had carried
her since they left America surged in her now.

They got out, and she felt like she was being
pulled on strings, moving outside her own volition. The wind tore
at her. Across the street was an expanse of land stretching out to
the water. A row of hedges guarded it, open in the middle to
present a path.

If any of the huldufólk were about, she didn’t
see their signs. But this was an open space, near nature, and they
were more likely to be here than anywhere more densely populated
with humans.

Aedan stood on the other side of the car,
gazing at the house. She walked around to him and took his hand.
“Let’s go. We’ve been waiting for this.” In some ways he was still
the stoic, reluctant boy, the one she’d met two years ago who had
the weight of the world on his shoulders. She just hoped he kept
some of the new man he’d become as they moved forward,
too.

They walked up the driveway, hand in
hand.

“Hello?” a voice called out behind
them. “Can I help you?”

She froze and then turned. She knew that
voice.

Gunnar stood on the other side of the street,
having just emerged from the path between the hedges. For a moment,
she only stared at him, not sure he was real.

But he was. After two years, after
ninety-eight of them, yearning, thinking of him as a dream, he was
there, at last. The man she fought for, was willing to die for. The
man she came back to. He wasn’t a dream, but a beautiful reality,
as perfect as he’d ever been.

She rushed down the driveway to the street and
stopped, staring across at him.

His golden curls peeked from beneath the hat
he wore and fluttered around his strong, handsome face. The face
she’d always loved in its sweet uniqueness—his ice blue eyes, his
sloped nose and pointed chin, his square jaw. He wore a long black
coat, as well as black gloves and a white scarf. So normal, just
another human being, and yet he looked like an angel. He hadn’t
aged a day since the last time she’d seen him.

They had truly set him free.

His mouth fell open, feigning shock, though
joy shone in his eyes. He had to sell the ruse as well.

Aedan came up beside her and stopped. He
gripped her shoulder, and his hand shook.

“Hera,” Gunnar choked out, and
though it was meant to sound surprised the emotion was real.
“Aedan!”

She laughed, in delight, in triumph. “Gunnar,
my husband.”

Aedan drew a breath. “Father.”

They rushed to meet each other in the empty
street. Then their arms were all around each other, and there was
laughter, tears, and a flurry of elation, hope, and relief. Though
the wind was cold, Gunnar’s lips were warm on hers, and she was
home, at last, in both her heart and mind.

“My husband,” she whispered
against his ear, and gripped his coat in her fists. Aedan clutched
him too. “Here I am. Here we are. We’re back.”

 


 



Chapter Three

 


Snow fell gently outside the windows. The cup
between Hera’s hands was warm, and the contents tasted like real
coffee for a change. She looked around the bright, clean, minimal
kitchen. Cooking was so different now. It had once been a messy,
sooty affair that took hours or even all day depending on the
food.

“You both look so different.”
Gunnar stood at the counter, holding his own cup.

She smiled. “You don’t. That’s a
relief.”

Aedan sat next to her at the table. He was
focused on Gunnar, staring at him, as if trying to assure himself
he was real. She knew the feeling.

Vanessa was alight inside her, thrilled at
seeing Gunnar again as well. Hera tried to remind herself the woman
wasn’t alive, or even there, and that being jealous was
insane.

“I think it’s the clothes.” Hera
looked down at herself. She’d worn a sweater and jeans for the
flight, though she hated jeans. It was just more practical. “It
took me a long time to look like I belong in this age.”

Gunnar walked over, a tender smile on his lips
and his eyes aglow with the dying winter light through the window.
He touched her cheek, leaned down, and kissed her.

She wanted to melt into it, to wrap herself
around him, but they had an audience.

“It looks good on you,” he
murmured as he drew back. “You look like a nice fashionable modern
woman.”

She rolled her eyes. “I see you haven’t gotten
any wittier these past two years.”

He stepped over to Aedan and gripped his
shoulder. “You have to tell me what you did in America. Where did
you live? What did you do? A day hasn’t gone by that I haven’t
thought of you.”

Aedan gripped his hand and smiled up at him.
“It was the same with us.”

She didn’t want to play catch-up right now,
because there were much more pressing matters at hand. “What
happened with the huldufólk, when they released you? What did they
say?”

Gunnar slid his hand off Aedan’s shoulder.
“Very little. They came during the night, and I was outside,
waiting for them.” He looked out the window. “I sat down by the
water and just hoped they would come and actually do
it.”

“How many?”

“Two. But only one of them spoke.
It was all very … anticlimactic, after such a long
time.”

“Were they from the
Council?”

He frowned. “They didn’t say. The one that
spoke simply said, “You have served your punishment in our eyes.”
And he warned me to never cross them again or even speak their
name.”

Aedan snorted and took a sip from his
cup.

“And” —Gunnar raised an eyebrow—
“they told me you were dead, Hera. That they killed you the night
they took you away.” He smirked. “I tried to act suitably
depressed.”

This was good to hear. It meant they weren’t
knowledgeable of any of this.

She nodded. “That means for the past two years
they’ve assumed I was still imprisoned in Vanessa’s form, and
Vanessa left Iceland. As I hoped.”

“But they know now, don’t they?”
Gunnar said. “And they’re watching you?”

“Yes,” Aedan said.

Gunnar sighed. “That means they’ll be
coming.”

She stared grimly through the window at the
falling snow. “Oh, I’m counting on it. I didn’t expect to come back
and not have to deal with them.” She turned her gaze to Gunnar.
“What happened, after they released you?”

“Nothing. I didn’t feel any
different.” He lifted his hand and showed her the back of it. He
had a small, scabbed-over cut there. “I nicked myself, to see if it
would heal. It didn’t. I suppose I’ll just start aging normally
now, and I’ll be susceptible to injury and disease.” He lowered his
hand. “To tell you the truth, I’m going to miss it. I’ll have to be
a lot more careful now. I’ve been paranoid ever since that I’m
going to do something to myself accidentally.”

She knew, from her own experience, it wouldn’t
be an easy transition.

“What about you?” Gunnar smiled.
“Did you change?” He looked her over. “Besides your clothes? Did
you start experiencing physical changes again?”

“Yes.” She quickly changed the
subject. “We lived in Maine.”

“Maine?”

“It’s a state in the northern part
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