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Praise for

HALL OF SMOKE

“Long’s writing is elegantly understated, filling out Hessa’s complex world without ever stranding us – we are with her through every stumble and triumph. Hall of Smoke is ultimately a book about what it means to have your deepest illusions shattered and still scrape together the courage to begin again. A vivid and compelling debut.”

Lucy Holland, author of Sistersong

“Hall of Smoke is a breath of fresh air. The world is unique, the fights are top-notch, and the cast is unforgettable. A dazzling, fast-paced story with clashing civilizations, squabbling gods, and an indomitable heroine caught in the center of it all, Hessa’s is a tale that will grab you from the very first line and won’t let you go. I can’t wait to see what Long comes up with next.”

Genevieve Cornichec, author of The Witch’s Heart

“Hessa is a brilliantly written heroine, and I could easily have spent another 400 pages with her. The book’s world-building is intricate and refreshingly original, and it all ramps up to a finale that is the dictionary definition of epic.”

Allison Epstein, author of A Tip for the Hangman

“I have rarely read a fantasy novel that transported me like Hall of Smoke did. If you are a fan of myths and legends where gods and goddesses roam the earth and meddle with the poor mortals that serve them, you are in for an absolute treat with this book.”

M. J. Kuhn, author of Among Thieves


Praise for

TEMPLE OF NO GOD

“I am obsessed with what H.M. Long has created—the clear, vivid prose, the captivating mythology, and the absolute force of nature that is Hessa. Utterly enthralling, and a world I loved getting lost in. I can’t wait for the next book.”

Claire Legrand, New York Times-bestselling author of Furyborn

“This standalone in the same world starts with a bang and doesn’t let up, full of intrigue, betrayal, and action sequences that don’t disappoint. Hessa is a heroine to be reckoned with.”

Genevieve Gornichec, author of The Witch’s Heart

“Once again, H.M. Long pulls us effortlessly into a landscape of warring gods, tribes and impulses… I can’t wait to see what she does next.”

Lucy Holland, author of Sistersong

“A poetic yet action-packed exploration of grief, longing, and obligation. Bold characters, shocking twists, and heart-pounding action will keep you turning pages long after lights out.”

M. J. Kuhn, author of Among Thieves

“This book is a bonfire on a bleak winter night. Exciting and dangerous, brilliantly plotted and paced, this is the perfect followup to Hall of Smoke.”

Joshua Johnson, author of The Forever Sea

“Fantasy readers who like their heroes battle-hardened yet thoughtful and tender – not in spite of war but because of it – will enjoy Temple of No God.”

Suyi Davies Okungbowa, author of Son of the Storm

“A darkly realised world full of rich lore and characters that leap off the page.”

Rob Hayes, author of The War Eternal trilogy, the Mortal Techniques series and more


Praise for

BARROW OF WINTER

“A rich and wintry world of warriors, gods and monsters, with epic battles, dangerous magic, and complex family bonds. Thray is a heroine both powerful and vulnerable, and I loved her journey.”

Sue Lynn Tan, bestselling author of Daughter of the Moon Goddess

“Brimming with magic and intrigue, Barrow of Winter is a spellbinding read. Thray’s northern quest had me turning pages late into the night, as did Long’s beautiful winter-sharp prose. A vivid story that lingers long after the last word.”

Rebecca Ross, internationally bestselling author of A River Enchanted

“A world so vividly rendered you’ll feel the ice on the pages.”

Richard Swan, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Justice of Kings

“Evocative, lyrical, and brimming with fierce magic. Another brilliant addition to this clever, Norse-inspired series.”

Sunyi Dean, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Book Eaters

“H.M. Long is a master of her craft… Barrow of Winter delivered exactly what I look for in epic fantasy: an immersive world of gods and warriors, with badass characters who will stick with me long after I reach the end.”

Gabriela Romero Lacruz, author of The Sun and the Void

“Barrow of Winter reminds me why I love the genre. It pulls you in and doesn’t let go. It’s a masterclass in world-building, with descriptions so visceral you can almost feel the icy winds. Thray is a complex, powerful character I would follow into the cold again and again.”

M.K. Lobb, author of Seven Faceless Saints

“Steeped in natural beauty cold to the touch and yet crackling with warmth, Barrow of Winter is about a young woman on an age-old quest of self-discovery that nevertheless feels as fresh and crisp as new snow. For fans of fantasy and adventure, this is a must read.”

Olesya Salnikova Gilmore, author of The Witch and the Tsar

“An epic journey into a strange and wintery world filled with intrigue, adventure, secrets, loss, battles and monsters.”

Kell Woods, author of After the Forest

“With layers of lore and a sense of a vast, intricate history, Long expands on a world so vibrantly wrought I could taste the winter winds.”

Hannah Mathewson, author of Witherward

“Sharp as the winter wind, Barrow of Winter grabbed my attention and wouldn’t let go. Long’s latest is a compelling portrait of a woman coming to know herself—woven through with betrayal, darkness, thunderingly epic stakes, and a cast of prickly immortals I couldn’t get enough of. It’s fantasy at its very best.”

Allison Epstein, author of A Tip for the Hangman

“Epic fantasy teeming with adventure and wonder.”

Christopher Irvin, author of Ragged

“The perfect read for any reader looking for fascinating magic, adventurous heroines, and a fantasy world that feels real enough to book a plane ticket to visit.”

M.J. Kuhn, author of Among Thieves
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For Cheryl, my dear and infinitely creative friend, map-maker, and co-conspirator


ALGATT, EANGEN, AND THE NORTHERN TERRITORIES OF THE ARPA EMPIRE
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One

The knife was smooth and cool to the touch: simple, plain, but terribly sharp. Light glinted off the blade as my mother settled my small fingers around the hilt. When I tried to let go, her callused hand held mine in place.

“Do not come out until I call for you,” she told me.

The wind picked up around us, heady with pending rain and violence. My gaze flicked past the arc of the shield on my mother’s back, through the swaying trees and rustling undergrowth to the empty trail.

“Hessa!” a voice roared through the trees.

My mother clamped a hand over my mouth before I could whimper in fear. She hovered, perfectly still between the boughs of pale green needles.

They were looking for my mother. Whoever was out there in the forest was looking for her, and there was no gentleness, no forgiveness in their voice.

“Those are the Iskiri,” my mother murmured, low and warning. “If they catch you, if they realize you’re my daughter, they will kill you. Tell them you’re Algatt, and pretend not to know me, even if I’m hurt. No matter what they do. Do you understand? Yske?”

I couldn’t nod with her hand so firmly over my mouth, but I blinked a frantic, fluttering acknowledgment. Slowly, she let me go. I lifted the knife, clutching it with all the strength of my terror, and nodded.

Noting my clumsy grip, she grimaced and touched my cheek with a gentle hand. “I will teach you how to use that when we get home. Stay here. Stay silent.”

I nodded again and she vanished into the forest.

Quiet settled around me. Nothing moved in the fir grove save the wind tugging the boughs and a few stray needles falling into my hair. Tentatively, I shifted to all fours and stared in the direction my mother had gone, but otherwise I did not move. I would be like a rabbit in the garden, I told myself, holding so still the dogs couldn’t see me.

I heard a scream. It was a shocked sound, full of pain, but it belonged to a man. I bit my bottom lip and screwed my eyes shut.

Running. An outbreak of shouts and a husky, growling war-cry, fringed with bloodlust and ending in a cracking canine yip. My eyes flashed open as footsteps flitted past my fir grove, light and leaping. Their owner howled, then loosed a manic laugh.

I realized I was shaking, and that made the tremors worse. I sat down hard, dropped the knife, and covered my face. I prayed silently, a clumsy imitation of my mother’s prayers—one prayer to Thvynder, god of my people, and another to Aita, the Great Healer, who made all things whole and well. When my prayers ran out I held myself tightly, wishing I was anywhere but here, and at the same time longing to be at my mother’s side. At least if I could see her, I’d know she was alive.

It began to rain, hard and swift and cold. The trees swayed and the sky darkened, leaving me in a bewitching twilight. I squinted against the droplets and bowed my head, my misery and fear reaching a breaking point.

I didn’t make a conscious decision to leave the grove, but my next clear memory was of hovering at its edge, watching a warrior with a blood-streaked face throw my mother against a tree. Her head cracked off a root. She rolled and tried to push up onto her hands and knees, but her whole body shuddered. Her head lolled, eyes blinking, squinting. Fluttering shut. Her axe lay on the forest floor, glistening in the rain, and a long knife toppled from her fumbling hand.

The rain did nothing to wash the blood from her attacker’s face— multiple gashes bled freely, and as he snarled at my mother, I saw his teeth were filed to vicious points.

An Iskiri Devoted. I’d heard the stories many times in my eight years. Though the adults tried to protect us from the worst of those tales, other children gleefully whispered the details between themselves. Iskiri Devoted still served Eang, the Goddess of War, even though she was dead and hadn’t really been a goddess at all but a Miri—a powerful being, almost immortal.

The Iskiri Devoted reveled in killing the priests and priestesses of new gods in the most brutal, bloody, and painful ways. But my mother wasn’t just a priestess. She was the High Priestess.

She had killed Eang.

The Iskiri tore a hatchet embedded in a nearby tree and threw himself at my mother. My mother, already on the ground. My mother, who protected others, protected me. Loved me.

My fear flickered like a candle in the wind. That wind was a battering, righteous indignation, a refusal to accept the reality of the moment and the truth of what was to come. Then there was no thought in me, only rage that burst through my veins—hot, blinding and feral.

I shrieked. I threw myself from the trees and onto the Iskiri’s back. My fingers clawed his face, his throat. They pried into his eyes.

He threw me to the earth and spun on me, spitting blood and roaring like a wounded bear. I rolled right back onto my hands and knees and weathered the force of his fury.

My mother’s knife was in my hands. I darted forward and stabbed at his calf, down to the bone. The man stumbled and I went after him, still unthinking, carried on a wave of hate and the need to destroy the cause of my fear and my mother’s pain. Another stab, this one to the thigh. He tried to grab me by the hair; I dodged and hacked at his ankle.

But rage couldn’t change the fact that I was a child, and particularly small for my age. Another lunge—the Iskiri plucked me from the ground and threw me like a doll. I smashed back into the stand of firs, branches cracking and bending, tufts of needles painting blood across my skin.

I hit the ground and did not move again. I couldn’t. The anger that had fueled me sputtered with the erratic beat of my heart. All I could do was stare through tear-filled eyes as the Iskiri picked up my mother’s axe and advanced on her again.

I opened my mouth to scream, to try and save her with my tiny, torn voice. But Hessa moved. Wielding a fallen branch like a spear she staggered to her feet, smashed the axe aside and snapped the other end into the man’s face. His head cracked back and she pressed—beating him again and again in the head, face and shoulders until he collapsed, choking on blood and shattered teeth.

My mother did not stop. She kicked him onto his back and straddled him, branch braced across his throat. He clawed and beat at her, but she was impervious—she didn’t break his gaze until his hands fell limp and his fingers, creased with mud and blood, twitched on the sodden bed of needles.

Hessa unfolded slowly and stepped away from the corpse. Chest heaving, she spat blood and retrieved her axe, holding it loosely in both hands.

A new kind of dread gripped me then, twining through remnants of my ferocity and an incomprehension of what I’d done. That dread wasn’t directed toward the blood on my lips, or worry that my mother was badly injured. It wasn’t even because of the body, lying face-up in the rain. No, this new alarm came from the expression on my mother’s face—cold, remorseless, and weary.

If my rage had been a fire, hers was a deep, drowning sea.

She saw me and her expression faltered. I didn’t know if she’d seen everything I’d done, but I saw regret flicker through her eyes, the promise of a difficult truth. Then she brushed a tired hand over her face, slicking away blood and rain and black hair caked with dirt.

“Are you hurt?” she asked, composed now, her expression guarded.

I looked down at myself. I ached and was covered with cuts, but those pains were distant. “No,” I said simply.

“Then stay there. Wait for me.” She vanished into the trees again.

I stayed this time. I couldn’t have moved if I’d wanted to, for as I sat beneath the fir boughs and watched rain drip on the face of the dead Iskiri, something within me fractured.

* * *

The days passed and we completed our journey to the northern settlement of Orthskar, but nothing my mother said or did could mend me. When I looked at her, I saw the cold weariness in her eyes, bloody rain on her cheeks, and how she’d held the Iskiri’s gaze as she killed him. I remembered the heat in my blood, how I’d thrown myself on her attacker, and how I’d wanted to cause him pain.

It was my first true understanding of myself—of the potential for violence inside me, the nature of survival, and the fear that girded it on all sides.

My father and brother met us in Orthskar’s great hall, full of light and warmth and laughter. I recalled little of the meeting, after—only that my father held me for a very long time, and my brother pestered me with questions about the attack. I didn’t answer.

When the four of us retreated into a curtained chamber off the main hall, I noticed my mother limping. My brother fell asleep swiftly. My parents spoke for some time, then my father, too, grew still. From my pallet, I watched my mother massage her leg, wincing with each movement.

“Does it hurt?” I whispered.

Startled, she looked over at me and smiled consolingly. “Yes, but this one is an old wound, my love. It will stop hurting again, with rest.”

“I wish I could make you better,” I murmured.

Her face softened. “I wish that, too.”

“Aita could heal you,” I suggested with a child’s innocent practicality.

Mother’s smile slipped into the corner of her mouth. “Yes, I suppose she could. But Aita is a Miri, and I’ve no wish to owe her any more favors than I already do.”

Miri. Eang had been a Miri too, before my mother killed her.

Memories of blood and violence swelled toward me again and I felt my muscles tighten, my tongue thicken in my mouth. Would I kill people someday? Would I hold their eyes as I choked the life from them, like my mother had?

My mother saw the change in me. She shifted closer, breaking me from my spiral, and brushed my blonde hair behind my ears—blonde like my Algatt father, not like her Eangen forebears. My mother and I looked little alike. “You did well, Yske. You’re brave. So brave. I’ll teach you how to properly protect yourself, and until you can, I’ll always be there to guard you. What happened with the Iskiri will not happen again.”

“No,” I croaked.

My mother’s brows drew together. “I will be there,” she assured me, misunderstanding my protest.

“No,” I repeated, more forcefully. “I don’t want to hurt anyone.”

“Want means nothing.” She pulled back, her expression grave.

“I don’t want to fight.” I could feel myself starting to shake again and I tried to whisper, but I saw my father stir.

“That doesn’t matter. Every child must learn how to protect themselves. Especially mine—you know that.” She spoke firmly, but not unkindly. “You’ll learn to do what you have to, just like I did.”

“I don’t want to be like you.”

Silence dropped between us like a boulder into a stream. My mother’s face blanked, but not before I saw a shot of hurt and indignation pass behind her dark eyes.

“I want to make people better,” I said in a rush. “I want to be like Aita. Or Liv, who healed the Great Bear.”

My mother eased back onto her pallet without a word.

“Mama,” I leaned after her, desperate for her to understand. “I—”

“Go to sleep, child,” she told me, her voice level and devoid of emotion. “Just… go to sleep.”

Quiet regained its hold over our small chamber, but I could not rest. I tossed and turned, tugged my blankets, and covered my head.

A long time passed before I heard movement again. My father lay down beside me. He pulled me against his chest, sheltering me in the strength of his arms, and murmured into my hair.

“If you want to be like Aita, I’m sure she will be flattered,” he said. “I’ll speak to her.”

I twisted to look up at his face, but all I found was scratchy beard. I wriggled away and peered at him through the darkness. “About me?”

“Yes,” my father said decisively. “I know her very well. Would you like that? To learn from her?”

I felt a shock of hope and pure, childish excitement. But then I remembered my mother and how my words had hurt her, and my face fell. “Mama will be angry.”

“Your mother wants you to be safe and happy,” he told me, tugging me back into his chest. “She lives to protect you and everyone around her. She expects the same of you. But there is more than one way to protect. Berin will be a warrior. When he’s injured, who will heal him? When he’s being silly and reckless, who will protect him from himself?”

“I will,” I said immediately, because this had always been my task. Now, though, the idea took new life in my mind, etching out a future not soaked in blood, but marked with solace and making broken things whole.

“Then tomorrow, I will speak to your mother,” Father promised. “And after that, I will take you to the High Halls to meet the Great Healer.”


Two

There is always smoke in the Hall of the Gods. It drifts up from the ever-burning hearth, within the circle of thrones where the Miri once presided and gave the hall its name. It wafts between the carved pillars, where intricate runes merge with scenes from history and myth beneath garlands of holly. Sometimes the smoke is dense. Others, it lingers only in the corner of my vision. It does not harm the lungs, but it tricks the eye, here showing a previously unknown door, there concealing a path one has trodden a hundred times. And it rises from the bowls where Aita, the Great Healer, labors.

I stood at her side, watching as she crushed leaves between her hands and dropped them into a shallow iron bowl. Her simple gown was the palest green, bound above each broad hip with a trailing, braided belt. Her loose hair was wrapped in cloth that draped down her spine, and her face was beautiful and ageless, as only a Miri could be. If I’d been born in my mother’s generation, I would have called her a goddess. Instead, I called her mistress—my mentor, my guardian, and my shelter from the blood and death of the Waking World.

The leaves were swallowed by clear, hot oil, and their bitter scent merged with that of the hall—smoke-laden cedar, beeswax, and lavender. It had been years since my mentorship under Aita ended, but I still knew the scent of each leaf, root, oil, and powder. I knew their properties and uses, their dangers and benefits, where they came from and how to prepare them. And I knew that, together, this particular creation could cure the deadliest fever.

Aita watched the leaves dampen and curl, and when a fresh tendril of smoke coiled from the surface of the oil, she lifted the bowl from its small brazier and turned to me. I set out a clay jar, its black glaze smooth and cool against my fingers, and she poured the mixture inside. We moved with thoughtless efficiency, a partnership honed by years. I needed no words to prompt me, just the barest glance, the lightest hum.

That silent competency, rather than satisfy me as it once did, now filled me with an aching nostalgia.

As the last drop fell and the clay warmed beneath my hand, I slipped waxed cloth over the top, wound it tightly with string, and set the little vessel aside as quietly as possible, reluctant to break the stillness. A soft tap of clay on wood. The shush of my sleeve. The brush of my fingers as I laced them over my soft belly.

“It is unwise for the living to linger in the High Halls of the Dead,” a voice reverberated through the pillars, scattering smoke into eddies around a man in layered southern robes—burnt sumac red over earthen brown, embroidered with gold and white. His skin was pale as summer clouds and seemed to shift under my gaze, but his eyes were his most arresting feature: a deep bloody copper that once, my mother told me, had been the gentlest blue. “Go home, Yske.”

As blunt as his command was, he delivered it with distraction rather than ire. He wasn’t wrong. If the priesthood knew I still visited the High Halls as often as I did, they’d have said the same.

“Estavius.” I gave a short bow and reached for my satchel, hanging from a peg on the nearest pillar. It was heavy, already full to bursting with the herbs and salves and tonics I’d come to gather from Aita’s stores. I turned to conceal its weight, hoping the newcomer would not notice.

“What is it?” Aita tipped her head to one side, measuring the man as he approached. They both spoke in the Divine Tongue, the language of the Miri and the High Halls—a tongue no human could master, but which was universally understood.

Estavius, Miri and Emperor to the Arpa Empire in the south, remained quiet. I pulled the strap of the satchel over my head and settled it between my breasts, the hush thickening around me.

When Estavius had ascended to the throne of the Arpa Empire, drinking the blood of a true god and becoming that deity’s vessel, the price had been simple—his heart. Where affection, love, and all the complexities of emotion once occupied his pale blue eyes, now there was only that sharp copper glow.

His eyes followed me now. Whatever had brought him here, he clearly had no intention of discussing it with me present.

I felt a flutter of irritation, but it had no teeth. I’d spent enough time in these Halls to know there was little point in openly resisting when the Miri decided to hide things from me. When I was a child, the secrets told in my hearing had been myriad. But now that I was a woman, keen-eyed and possessed of magics I shouldn’t wield, the Miri were more inclined to guard their words.

I gave Aita and Estavius a lean smile and bowed. “Mistress, Lord.”

The healer ducked her chin in farewell. “Bring me that sweet tear, whenever you may.”

I nodded and, casting Estavius one last appraising glance, slipped off through the carved pillars.

The distance to the main doors was not what it should have been; to my eye, it was well over a dozen paces away, but the Hall brought me to it in little more than five. The Miri wanted me out, and the Hall, intrinsically bound to them, obeyed.

I pulled one of the great rings on the door, opening it just enough to slip into a cool summer night of churring insects and salt-laden breeze.

Before I pushed the door closed, I paused. I might be used to the Miri guarding their words, but that didn’t mean I wasn’t curious. Wood cool against my cheek and skirt brushing the dew-damp grasses, I put an ear to the crack between the doors and listened.

“…beyond the edge of the world, north of the rising sun,” Estavius’s voice confided. His words were quiet, but my senses had always been unexpectedly strong. “Movement, in the Unmade.”

“A shadow in darkness?” Aita laughed and the direction of her voice shifted, as if she’d turned back to her work. “Human eyes are faulty. You place too much trust in your people.”

Beneath my ear, the doors of the Hall of the Gods closed themselves with a soft, chiding tap. I stood back and stared up at them, every inch of the wood laden with knotwork and runes. Above them the steep roof of the hall swept out, the end of each beam carved in the likeness of animals and monsters, both of this world and the Waking one.

One of the creatures, a slit-eyed lynx, seemed to glower down at me for a moment, then returned her gaze to the looming sky. Sporadic stars trailed from horizon to horizon under her cool regard, the divided realms of the broadly termed High Halls united in a rare, uniform night.

I let out a shallow breath. The edge of the world. North of the rising sun. The Unmade. These were terms I’d heard the Miri use before, usually when they thought my child’s mind immersed in bundling plants or grinding seeds in a mortar. In creation there existed the two realms of the Made: the High Halls, where the Miri and the souls of human dead resided, and the Waking World, where humans lived and the Miri meddled.

But there were edges to the Made, and beyond them was the Unmade. I knew no one who had seen that emptiness, nor anyone who had seen the place where the sun was born, each morning, at its edge. Yet it seemed that Estavius’s people, the Arpa, had finally reached the boundary. And it had not been what they expected.

The thought was perturbing in a weightless, disconnected way. If I’d learned anything from my time in the High Halls, it was that the world was vast, and I was both small and irrelevant. I might turn an inquisitive ear to the Miri’s conversations, but the secrets I gathered were pretty stones in a child’s pocket. Novelties. Irrelevancies. What took place beyond the edges of creation was not my concern. What took place beyond the borders of my own village was not my concern.

Nor did I want it to be.

But then I saw the owls fly. They swept out from the slits of the hall’s high windows, carrying messages to the north, south, east, and west, and my curiosity turned to a burning need.

Aita and Estavius were summoning the Miri to counsel.

* * *

I waited silently, in the shadow of the forest at the base of the hill, as time stretched. At last, runes pulsed in the night. Each heralded the arrival of another figure or two, stepping seemingly from nowhere in hazes of runelight. It was too dark to make out the identities of most, but the last one was undoubtedly my mother, small and muscular, striding through the door of the hall in a mist of lingering amber magic. The hall’s double doors closed behind her with finality.

I hid my satchel in a tree and, gathering my skirts, slipped back up the hill.

By the time I convinced a side door to let me back inside—one carved with the face of a suspicious bear, who yielded to my pleading only after I sang him a whispered song—the council was deep in conversation. Voices drifted through the holly-wrapped pillars and the Hall’s usual smoke had lightened, streaming only up from the distant hearth. There, firelight cast a circle of old thrones into varied silhouettes.

I closed the door with the barest breath of wind and brush of fabric, then moved into the shadow of a pillar.

“…myself,” a deep female voice said from one of the thrones. Esach. She was the Miri who wove summer storms and birthed the yearly harvest. I saw her from the side, the slight curve of her pregnant belly visible above the arm of her chair. Her gray hair wound in a twist over one shoulder, stray hairs ignited by firelight. “Fate has said nothing of it.”

“Perhaps whatever these Arpa merchants saw is already gone,” Aita’s calm voice put forward.

“They saw nothing,” a male voice scoffed. I couldn’t see him—he lounged in a throne with its back to me, one booted foot dangling over an arm of the chair. A burly shoulder and elbow protruded from the opposite side. This was undoubtedly Gadr, former god of the Algatt and Esach’s temperamental lover.

I glanced around for their eldest son, but didn’t see him yet.

Gadr went on, “There is nothing and can be nothing in the Unmade. It’s Unmade. Why are you wasting my time?”

“Because what they saw may not be nothing,” another younger man replied, tempering him. He stood beside the fire, clad in a tunic of gray and blue herringbone weave. This was Vistic, one of two physical representations of our true god, Thvynder. He was also my cousin, by bond if not by blood.

“Just because the Arpa are human does not mean they are foolhardy,” Vistic reasoned, his golden eyes calm. His hair, dark and curling, was knotted at the back of his head.

The robed form of Estavius spoke from the other side of the circle, half visible through the rising hearthsmoke. “Agreed. They would not have come to me unless they were convinced what they saw was real.”

An unfamiliar figure shifted, and my heart leapt into my throat. Her hair was white and her skin pale, her body clad in a light kaftan and her feet wrapped in shoes of pale leather. She was a Winterborn, from a half-Miri tribe in the far north, and she looked so like another of my cousins—there were few in this world to whom I could not trace some relation—that my heart ached. But Thray was still in exile.

“I’ve sent Windwalkers to the edge of the world in the far north,” the Winterborn revealed. “They’ve yet to return.”

“Fate has given no sign of a new threat in the mortal world,” Esach put forward again.

Gadr threw in, “Go to her yourselves if you’re unconvinced.”

“I intend to,” Estavius murmured. His patience for the meeting already seemed thin.

“Then that’s good enough for me.” Gadr’s leg and shoulder vanished as he sat up straight. “Also, I feel I should point this out—Hessa’s daughter is skulking over there. Is no one going to do anything about that? Aita, if you’re going to keep your pets in common spaces, you really need to take responsibility for them.”

Every head turned and I pinned my spine to the pillar, biting the inside of my lips.

“Yske?” my mother’s voice called from a shadowed throne.

I felt my cheeks flush. Steeling myself, I stepped out from behind the pillar and strode toward the circle.

No one stopped me as I drew up next to Aita’s throne. Now that I had a clear view, I saw there were five Miri or half-Miri present: Aita, Esach, Gadr, Estavius, and the Winterborn woman. Then there was Vistic, standing by the fire. He couldn’t be rightly called a Miri—he had been born to mortal parents and was mortal himself, though he carried a vestige of our god within him.

Another young man lingered at the edge of the circle, previously hidden from sight by Esach’s throne. Isik, one of her sons by Gadr. He stood quietly at his mother’s left, their resemblance clear in their wide-set eyes and calm posture. He was trying not to laugh at my embarrassment, his eyes crinkling and his chin raised as he suppressed a grin. The corner of my mouth tugged in response, despite my burning cheeks.

The last guest was my mother. She sat in the throne that had once belonged to Eang, her black braid heavy over one shoulder. She wore a simple slate-gray tunic and belt, hung with a hooded axe at one hip and a long knife, horizontal across the opposite thigh. Her face was young for her age, despite a few threads of graying hair—a gift, Aita had confided in me, from the forbidden honey and water of the High Halls. But I could still see every one of her hard years in the depths of her earthen brown eyes, flecked with gold.

She raised her brows at me. The high back of the chair framed her like a crown, its knotwork carved in the memory of blade-sharp feathers and an owl’s watching eyes. “Daughter. Skulking?”

I smiled wanly. At least she didn’t seem angry with me. I might be twenty-one, but my mother’s disapproval still made my stomach curdle. “I was visiting Aita.”


Aita made a faintly amused noise, though it was so soft, I wasn’t sure anyone else heard.

Hessa watched me for another moment, then glanced back at the others. “What have we decided, then?”

“We do nothing, as my mother said,” Isik put forward. The amusement had faded from his eyes. In this meeting, he was not just my friend; he was a Miri, and heir to the powers and responsibilities of his parents.

Isik turned to Vistic. “If Windwalkers have already gone to check the northern borders, I suggest we wait to see what they find. Then we can reconvene and reassess.”

I felt my mother studying me and pulled my eyes from Esach’s son.

Vistic glanced around the circle and caught Estavius’s attention. The other man nodded, though barely, and Vistic concluded, “Very well. We wait.”

After a few more closing pleasantries, the assembly dispersed. Gadr crooked a farewell smile at his son and sauntered off toward the doors. The Winterborn and Vistic departed too, the latter leaving a kiss on my mother’s cheek before he followed Gadr out into the cricket-heavy hush of the night. Esach and Isik, however, fell into discussion and remained among the thrones as Aita and Estavius drifted away, wrapped in their own low conversation.

My mother put a hand on my back and prodded me out of the circle.

“I didn’t mean to intrude,” I said as we found a quiet spot among the pillars. “I only thought to visit Aita.”

“There was nothing to intrude on—just Arpa murmurings of strange sights in the east, but I’m sure you gathered that.” We were of a height and when my mother leaned in to speak in my ear, our foreheads brushed. “Have you spoken to your brother recently?”

“No.” I glanced surreptitiously back toward the thrones. Esach and her son had begun to leave, and I suppressed an urge to call to my friend. “Why?”

“You should.” Hessa sighed and followed my gaze, but she didn’t seem to see the other pair. “I’ll let him explain.”

“Is something wrong?”

“Only that he’s a grown man and his choices are his own, and I can no longer stop him from doing as he pleases.” My mother paused, then took my arm in a gentle hold. “Speak some sense into him? Though please, tell him nothing of today. Speak of it to no one at all. This is a matter for the council, and there’s no need to stir unrest.”

I stilled, studying her face. “Of course,” I vowed. “Though I wish you’d tell me what’s wrong with Berin.”

“He has one of his schemes, that’s all.” My mother gave me a tight smile and gestured off in the direction Aita had gone. “You came to speak to Aita, I won’t keep you any longer. Goodnight, Yske.”


Three

I waited until my mother was gone, then traced her footsteps outside. The sea breeze stirred my hair and skirts as I descended the hill, thick with the scent of salt. In the Waking World, this was the western coast of Eangen, the land of my birth—two weeks’ travel from home. But here in the High Halls, space and time were unpredictable forces. Day and night came without rhythm, and each quadrant of the sky might show a different time and season at once. A walk that one day took me an hour might pass in a handful of breaths the next, while a path I’d trodden for a dozen years might vanish overnight and never return. It was part of the magic of the High Halls, an overflow of the innate power that resided here in every leaf, every gust of wind, and every drop of water.

Head full of thoughts of Miri and the Unmade and my wayward brother, I retrieved my satchel.

“Yske,” a voice called.

Isik hastened down the slope toward me, the slit sides of his knee-length tunic fluttering in a gust of wind. His deep-brown hair was black in the night, escaping its simple braid at the nape of his neck, and his beard was shorter than any Eangen man would keep it.

An answering smile spread across my lips. I glanced around, ensuring we were alone before I spoke. “Where’s your mother?”

“Gone with Gadr,” he replied. A large knife, nearly a short sword, hung horizontally across his thigh, and he touched the hilt as he approached— not in threat, but in pride.

“You don’t have to carry that just for me,” I chided.

“I carry it because I like it.” Isik held out his hands in prompting and I stepped into his embrace, lacing my arms around his back as he barreled me close, his broad arms familiar and tight. “And it’s still new. You know me… I enjoy new things.”

“Mm,” I replied happily, voice muffled by his shoulder.

“Though,” he said over my head, “your father did remark on it recently. Who told him?”

I gave a grunting laugh. “Likely my mother. But she knows it’s a gesture of friendship.”

Isik shifted to hold me away from him, eyeing me critically.

I grinned, hard pressed to mute the affection in my eyes. Isik and I had dallied together when we were little more than children, my waist barely narrowed and his beard not yet grown. Those few years had been sweet, full of new experiences, laughter, and awkward exploration, all charged with the intensity and short-sightedness of youth. Their end had come gradually—a natural gentling of feeling as we aged and settled into our places in the world.

He was the son of two Miri, the first fullblood of their kind in a century. I was the daughter of the High Priestess and High Priest of our god—human, though with a little more magic in my veins than usual. In romance, we realized we were a match that could not last. In friendship, we remained forever bound.

I stepped back and glanced at the star-scattered sky, then south toward home over a spread of forest and the long, rocky shore of the sea. “I should go. It’s been at least a day and a night since I left, and I shouldn’t be here anymore without cause. My mother was distracted enough not to question me just now, but…”

Isik glanced at my heavy satchel. “That’s not a cause?”

“No one can know about this, still,” I reminded him in a low voice. The night was quiet and we seemed to be alone, but there were any number of creatures, seen and unseen, that might listen from the shadows—not least, the human dead.

Some of my friend’s mirth ebbed. “Then stop taking the risk.”

“There’s no risk, not usually,” I corrected. “I keep Aita’s secrets, and she keeps mine. I trust you to do the same.”

“Always,” he returned with his habitual, tireless sincerity. But I saw the hesitation in his eyes. He glanced up the hill behind me toward the Hall of the Gods, then seemed to come to a decision. “Come spend the night in my hall. You’re tired, and I’m sure you’re hungry too. I haven’t seen you in months.”

The offer was tempting, particularly after all I’d heard tonight. My head was full, and there was no one more suited to discuss the council with than Isik. I wouldn’t be descending the mountain tonight to talk with my brother, as my mother had requested. And Isik was right—we hadn’t had an opportunity to talk for more than a few moments since winter, when a snowstorm had trapped me in my mountainside home and he’d come to keep me company.

“All right,” I consented. “So long as your siblings aren’t home?”

“Only Thvynder knows where they are.” He offered me a hand, the other already tossing three runes into the air. They were different than Eangen ones, a blockier, older order I recognized but didn’t know well.

The High Halls shifted at his command and a new path opened before our feet. The moon-bathed coast faded into a veil of fog as Isik strode forward. I trailed behind, and the fabric of the world folded in around us.

I’d only time to draw one breath before the landscape resettled into low mountains and open plains, divided by dozens of rivers and scattered woodland and wetland.

We stood partway up a mountain, near a longhouse with a single large door. The ridge of its thatched roof was carefully shaped, with a second layer of dried reed cut like arrowheads and pinned by intricate designs of woven willow.

Isik released my hand and preceded me through the door. A wash of warm firelight spilled across the worn earthen path between goat-shorn grasses, and I entered the house of Esach.

The familiar scent of smoke, pine resin, and beeswax surrounded us, joining that of roasting meat. Doorways at the back of the structure marked sleeping places, but there was no one else in sight. Three looms sat quiet, tucked along one wall, and baskets of carefully spun wool clustered around empty stools. A leg of deer hung from a hook over the fire, and as we entered a drop of fat made the fire spark.

Just as Isik had used runes to manipulate the distance between the Hall of the Gods and this place, his mother used runes to suspend her hall in time—a perpetual place of warmth, retreat, and plenty.

Isik took off his weapons belt and rolled it around his knife, setting it on a side table. “If any of my siblings do come home, it will be late. Until then you can eat and drink without fear.”

I nodded and deposited my satchel on the table beside him. Eating and drinking in the High Halls was forbidden to living mortals like me. Common wisdom said it would kill us. But as the Miri and the High Priesthood had discovered long ago, it did quite the opposite—it blessed and changed, granting unpredictable power and, occasionally, long life. I’d learned of the effects of the High Hall’s spoils in the same way I learned many other things—Aita’s secrets, gifted to me with a wink, or stolen when I overheard something I should not.

In my case, eating and drinking in this realm had made my Sight particularly keen and allowed me to use runes with remarkable proficiency. It remained to be seen whether the length of my days would benefit or not.

I gazed at Isik’s back as he nudged an iron pot from the coals of the fire. The disparity between our lifetimes had been a key factor in ending our romance, and though I was content with our friendship as it was, that did not stop old memories and possibilities from rearing up—every so often, in the closeness and quiet, and the privacy of moments like this.

Isik shoved a large wooden spoon into the pot, revealing a mixture of cooked grains and vegetables. I pulled bowls from a shelf on the wall and filled them for us while he cut thick slabs of venison, spearing them onto a shared plate on a nearby table.

We ate quietly for a time—I was too hungry to do much else, despite the thoughts crowding my mind. Isik filled our cups with sweet mead, a little watered down. Only when my cup was empty did I speak.

“What do you think of it?” I stabbed at a remaining chunk of venison with the tip of an eating knife and popped it into my mouth, chewing and swallowing before I added, “The Arpa reaching the edge of the world. The Unmade.”

Isik lifted his head from a second heaped portion of food. “It’s interesting. The mortal world is growing smaller.”

“Humans are everywhere now,” I nodded, as if I wasn’t one of them. I tapped the tip of my knife absently on the venison plate, now holding only a pool of cooling juices.

Isik ate another few mouthfuls. “It was only a matter of time, I suppose. Stability breeds boredom among your kind.”

I arched my brows. “Ah yes, and what does it breed in yours?”

He thought on this for a moment. “Ingenuity. Art. Creativity.” He waved his knife at the ornate tapestries on the walls. “See.”

“Tedium, vexation, and meddling in human affairs,” I corrected.

“I don’t meddle,” Isik said, voice overly grave. “Though stopping my father from doing so is no small task.”

I smiled back, but my thoughts drifted back to the Unmade. “What could it mean? Movement in the Unmade?”

“The explorers sniffed too much rotsnare,” Isik suggested, fluttering the fingers of one hand at his temple. “Started seeing things.”

I tsked. “I’m serious.”

“So am I,” he returned, but put aside some of his humor. “There is nothing in the Unmade to change or shift. What these Arpa claim to have seen is one of the few true impossibilities of our world.”

I wanted to agree, but: “Then why call a council so quickly? And send me away? Estavius didn’t want me there.”

“Yet you snuck back in.” Isik eyed me. My tendency to eavesdrop was a frequent source of contention between us.

“I’m curious, sometimes.” I shrugged innocently and reached over to spear a chunk of carrot from his bowl. I sat back, popping it into my mouth.

“I wish you wouldn’t be.”

“Then keep me informed, and I won’t have to skulk in the shadows.”

His eyes met mine across the table, creased with warmth and an echo of something else, something older and nearly forgotten. “Of course. Anything for you, Yske.”


Four

My brother waited on the stone slab of my doorstep, shaded by the thatched roof of the circular house with its moss-and-clay-chinked walls and sprawl of lush garden. His meticulously braided hair was black like our mother’s, thick, prone to curl, and shaved at the sides to reveal knotwork tattoos around each ear. His skin was a shade darker than mine, again taking after our mother’s Eangen blood, where I followed our father’s Algatt.

That was the way of us, my twin and I: his hair black to my blonde; his skin warm and freckled, mine cool and prone to flushing. His body was honed for violence, muscled and lean. My frame was soft, capable and sturdy but without a hard line in sight. The hooded axe at his hip was ever keen, while the knife at my own was dull from digging roots from the earth.

The warm sun cut across my face as I stepped from the trees. I didn’t need to see my brother’s eyes to know his mind was far away from my little house; his posture told me, elbows on his knees, fingers laced, and his gaze on the ground before his booted feet.

My mother’s question drifted back to me. Have you spoken to your brother?

“Berin?” I called.

He looked up, unsurprised. “Where were you?”

I opened the garden gate and passed through, the satchel at my hip traitorously heavy. “The east side of the mountain, then the Halls to speak to Aita,” I explained, patting the satchel as if it contained nothing but the usual array of mushrooms and cuttings I found in the forest.

My brother’s focus sharpened, noting my long skirt and lack of weapons with disapproval. “I hate that you wander like that.”

“Mother was in the Halls, too,” I pointed out.

Mild interest passed over his face, but he’d never been one to think much on the Halls and the Miri. “I was thinking more of the mountain. It’s dangerous to wander alone.”

I gave him a long-suffering smile. “You’ll be grateful for my foraging when Isa’s time comes. Not everything she needs grows in a garden.”

The clouds shifted, throwing me into shadow and Berin into a pool of sunlight. He squinted, dark lashes full of light. His wife Isa was often sickly, and now that she was pregnant with their first child, she’d barely left her bed in weeks. Hence my original visit to Aita—though neither Berin nor the priesthood would know where I found my ingredients.

“How is she? Isa?” I crossed the garden, back into the light, and stopped before him. The garden around us droned with bees and other insects, their wings light-filled blurs amid yarrow and wild rose.

Berin stood and opened the door of my little house, hiding his expression as he preceded me into the single room. “She’s well. Today.”

Narrow windows illuminated my home. The thatch of the conical roof gathered into a chimney above the central hearth. A triangular iron stand stood sentinel over the lifeless fire pit, where a flat iron cooking surface hung in southern, Soulderni style. My bed lay off to one side, neatly stacked with blankets, and the floors were layered with knotted rugs of reed and coarse fibers. The walls were heavy with orderly shelves of jars and dangling pouches, boxes and bundles, and every beam was strung with drying herbs. The air was thick with their smell, changing subtly as I made for one of the tables set beneath the windows—a cloud of sage, a drift of mint, a bitter spike of valerian.

I tucked my satchel behind a stack of folded clothing and turned back to Berin. “I’m glad she’s well. But why are you here?”

Berin stared at the hearth. “Arpa merchants came to the hall a few weeks ago.”

“And?” I paused to eye him, then pulled a basket of kindling from under the table. I set about making a fire, tucking bits of dried moss into a nest of birch bark and twigs. As I struck flint and tinder and he didn’t speak, I prodded, “What of them? They come every year.”

“They brought stories.”

“They always do,” I muttered. The tinder wouldn’t catch, so I gave up and sat back to study my brother more critically. He looked distracted, but I saw uncertainty in the pinch of his lips, and a spark of something more dangerous in his eyes—excitement.

“Berin,” I persisted. “What?”

He scowled but dropped into a crouch on the other side of the fire. “They brought stories from other Arpa merchants, in the east. Stories of people who worship the Great Bear. And stories of a dead tree, so huge it fills the sky. Do you remember Thray’s story about that tree?”

I furrowed my brows. Our Winterborn cousin Thray was the daughter of our mother’s best friend, and she’d been banished when Berin and I were children. She’d spoken once of visions, of a tree in the east, but my memory of that time was vague—strained by the threat of war and my sadness over her imminent departure.

“The Arpa saw the edge of the world and that tree was there. Against the blackness.”

Estavius’s words from the High Halls rang through my mind and my skin chilled, unnatural in the close warmth of the house. The timing of Estavius’s and Berin’s visits seemed an impossible coincidence, but Fate had never been gentle with my bloodline.

Berin went on: “There’re people in the east who worship the Bear, Yske. And they have for centuries.”

The Great Bear was Aegr, a creature of the High Halls who had escaped into the Waking World long before my brother and I were born. Combined with the tale of how he had saved my mother from a demon in her youth, it was the story of the Bear’s healing by the ancient heroine Liv that had drawn first me to healing arts, and Aita.

“Our people must be connected,” Berin said, leaning forward earnestly. “But how?”

I stared at him, my heart suddenly aching. I knew the look in his eyes, the light of curiosity, the urgency and excitement. He’d had the same look when, at fifteen, he’d declared he would be a mercenary and vanished into the Arpa Empire for two years, and last year, when he’d set off to winter in the northern kingdom of Duamel.

“Why does it matter?” I asked quietly.

His smile was easy and cajoling. “Because it’s fascinating, Yske. A whole people live in the east, and we know nothing about them. But they know of our Great Bear?”

“He wanders,” I said, trying to dismiss the topic. “Maybe there’s a door to the High Halls in the east.”

Berin shook his head. “No, no. Mother said there’s no door. The eastern High Halls are inaccessible. They end just past their equivalent of the Headwaters of the Pasidon.”

Gooseflesh crept up my arms. “The Miri never speak of that,” I murmured.

Berin shrugged. “Speaking of it would mean admitting there’s a place they can’t go. Somewhere they don’t have power.”

I eyed him. “That’s insightful, for you.”

“I have my moments,” he preened.

I bit the inside of my lip. Just because my mother said the eastern High Halls were inaccessible didn’t mean it was true—I could name half a dozen world-changing secrets she kept and used daily. But Berin didn’t know about those. And suggesting to him that our mother didn’t always prioritize the truth had never gone well before.

I studied Berin’s face. “You’re not thinking of… going east, are you?”

“Of course I am,” he replied. “The Arpa have, why shouldn’t the Eangen?”

“Berin.” I dropped my flint and tinder and stood so sharply I almost lost my balance. “That’s ridiculous. You can’t—”

“I can do as I please,” he cut me off, unfolding to his full height. There was only one respect where he took after our father, and I our mother. He stood a head taller than her and me, and though he wasn’t the tallest man in our village, it was enough to look down at me. “I’m not going alone, either. I’ve been gathering others who feel the same way. You know there are more than a few restless warriors in Eangen, and what are we to do? The Iskiri Devoted are all but whispers now. There’s peace in the north and the south. I want to live, Yske, not farm and stare at the clouds to the end of my days. Peace is an opportunity to expand, to prove we’re more than barbarians in the north. I want to see this great tree. I want to meet the people in its shadow.”

“Merchants would hire you again,” I protested, though I hated the idea of him leaving again in any capacity. “You could travel the Empire more. You could go back to Duamel.”

“I’ve done that and I hated it,” he retorted. “I’m no one’s watchdog. My axe can’t be bought.”

I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “Then volunteer.”

He opened his mouth to say something scathing, but cut himself off. A moment of silence stretched between us, then he gathered himself and said, “I came to ask you to come with me.”

I gaped. My eyes darted around my house, so orderly and familiar, so full of security and everything I could possibly need. I couldn’t leave—panic flooded me at the very thought.

Berin carried on, “The journey will be long. Months. Longer. We have no way of knowing, except that the Arpa took four months from Nivarium, by boat and on foot—the forests are too thick for horses. We’ll need a healer, and you’re the best.”

“You’d leave Isa?” I stuttered, horrified by the suggestion. No wonder my mother had asked me to talk sense into him. “You’d ask me to? She’s ill, and pregnant. What about your child?”

A flicker of something, guilt or sadness, tugged at Berin’s eyes, but he brushed past it. “She told me to go. She’ll stay with her family, and Mother will be there to watch over her.”

“Mother isn’t a god, Berin,” I hissed in frustration and started to pace, unable to keep still. “You should be there for your wife. I should, at the very least. You just said I’m the best healer in Albor.”

“Isa will be fine,” Berin said without a hint of emotion, and I turned to stare at him again, aghast at his denial. After spending the night with Isik, his thoughts always plain and his words genuine, Berin seemed particularly false. “We’ll need you more than she will.”

“She’s not fine,” I said, low and grim. “Your child wouldn’t have survived the first weeks without my care.”

Berin crooked a dry, amused smile. “They say I’m the arrogant one, you know.”

I threw up my hands. “No. You’re not going anywhere, and neither am I. If you wanted to throw your life away on a foolish journey, you should have done that before you married.”

“She told me to go,” Berin threw back.

“You’re being—”

Berin stalked around the fire and glared at me. But the longer our eyes met, the more his façade began to crack. I saw something behind his anger, something raw and wounded. “She told me to go, Yske.”

The meaning of his words sank in, so deep and so quickly that I lost my breath. “You mean…”

“She wants nothing to do with me.” He smoothed his already perfect beard, trying to gather himself. “It’s not… It’s not over, but she needs time. Just time.”
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