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Tales of the Stormsingers


Elín





“We are the last, Elín,” Revna said, her frail hand clasping the blanket. “The last of the Stormsingers.” 

“Please, eat,” Elín coaxed. She sat on one of their two chairs, a spoon of hot broth in her hand. Her grandmother shook her head; she didn’t want food. Lately, she hungered only for stories.

Elín sighed and replaced the spoon in the bowl, then tenderly brushed aside a strand of her grandmother’s silver hair, which had come loose from its plait in her last coughing fit.

Despite the warm glow of the candles, Revna’s face looked pale and drawn. The rest of her thin body was hidden under a pile of knitted blankets and furs. Wind howled against the walls of their home, but the fire in the hearth kept them snug against the cold. Elín had been industrious on the last day they’d had snow-melting weather, chopping enough wood to keep them warm for several weeks. 

“We are the last,” Revna repeated, her voice rattling from the cough Elín could not cure. “This magic was always to become rarer. A Stormsinger can gift it only to one of their grandchildren. If something happens to that grandchild, or the Stormsinger does not have children, the magic dies . . .”

“Yes, Amma. So you’ve said. Rest now—don’t exert yourself.” Elín attempted to feed her more broth. “Your voice is growing hoarse.” 

Revna’s cloudy blue eyes, so often distant now, fixed on her granddaughter. “Do you not see? This gift has become so rare that you and I are the last of our kind. The last of the Stormsingers.”

Each night, the old woman told Elín stories of fanciful creatures and brave deeds dared long ago. The tales of the Stormsingers, who could control storm and snow and sea with songs from an ancient book of spells, were never far from Revna’s lips. Over the winter, she had taken her whimsy to new heights, ending her tales each night with this “revelation” about the powers she and Elín supposedly possessed. Sometimes, she claimed to have sung the special song each night to Elín when she was still in the womb, passing on her magic.

Elín gave up, setting the bowl and spoon on the small table beside the bed. She did her best to hide the tears pricking at her eyes. Her grandmother was not long for this world, and Elín’s only wish now was that she would leave it as herself, not as some foolish old woman who believed in children’s tales.

Perhaps it would be better for Revna if Elín played along—pretended to believe that they were both powerful snow sorceresses—but it hurt her to see her grandmother like this. When Elín was a girl, Revna would tell her stories like these every night, especially after the somber time when her mother, Signý, finally slipped away into the world of the spirits. She had never been well, as long as Elín could remember, and Revna said her mother had finally died of her broken heart.

Elín had loved the stories then. She’d believed them wholly, until she grew older and learned that such things were impossible, that magic did not exist. They were just happy, dreamy tales to help young ones sleep at night. Had Revna always believed in them so fiercely? There was no way to know, now.

“They will come for you, child. Else, you must find them. You must help—must learn . . .” Revna trailed off as a cough overtook her. “Above all else, remember . . . the things I have taught you.”

Revna’s mind must have become even more addled than Elín had feared; she was hardly coherent anymore. Elín wrapped her arms around her grandmother, feeling every bone in her ever-thinning frame. “Alright,” she whispered, a tear slipping down her cheek and into her grandmother’s silver hair. “I will remember.”

Revna took a few more ragged breaths. “I wish to go outside.”

“It’s snowing and very cold. Perhaps tomorrow.”

“Please,” Revna said softly. “Open the door. I would like to see the moon, the snow.”

Elín pressed her lips together. She’d done all she could to keep Revna and their home warm, to overcome the bitter winter. But she also felt the words her grandmother didn’t say: one last time.

“Very well,” she said finally. “But only for a moment.”

Revna nodded, her eyes brighter than they had been for days. Elín stood and opened the wooden door. A swirl of snow and cold air spilled into the cottage, but Revna didn’t seem to mind. Her eyes were focused on the silver disc of the moon, the way it limned the bare branches of the trees and made the snow glitter. She sighed once, contentedly, and settled back into the bed.

Sweeping the snow that had entered back outside before it could melt, Elín shut the door tight against the cold once again. She returned to her grandmother’s side and told herself that her eyes stung from the burst of chill air, not from the solemn finality of the evening.

Revna’s thin, wrinkled hand worked its way out of the blankets and up to Elín’s cheek. Her cloudy eyes now seemed far away. “I love you, Elín. You . . . Signý . . . my family is the best thing I have done.”

Elín pulled away, sniffing back tears and wiping her eyes. She attempted a smile. “I love you, too,” she whispered.

The next morning, when Elín awoke and found that Revna had passed on, she was not surprised. She had gone peacefully, with a faint smile on her lips. After sitting a moment, awash in long-expected heartbreak and guilt-laced relief, Elín brushed away her tears, bundled up, and left the house. She rode her little white horse over to the farm of their neighbor, Arn, who had promised to help her when the time came.

She looked back, once, at the swirl of smoke from the chimney and the empty fields in the golden glow of dawn. Strange how, now that Revna was gone and Elín would live there alone, the word “home” no longer seemed to fit her little cottage.
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The funeral took place the next day. It was a lonely affair, with only Arn, his son Haakon, and the priest standing beside Elín in the sacred forest. As she stood over her grandmother’s grave, her arm laced through Arn’s elbow, it was easy to notice the two strangers at the edge of the clearing.

Had Elín felt less wrung out from her grief, she might have sent them away or asked what they thought they were doing, casting shadows over her grandmother’s final resting place. Instead, she welcomed the distraction. Anything to keep the loss, the emptiness, at bay. 

As the priest thanked Lady Destiny for filling Revna’s life with family and love, and Lady Luck for its length and many fruitful harvests, Elín examined the intruders. One was old—perhaps even older than her grandmother had been—with a wispy white beard and a light gray robe. The other was much younger, his dark hair and black cloak silhouetted against the bright snow. 

As the priest continued, asking Lady Legend that Revna be remembered well by all those who had known her, Elín clutched the bundle of birch twigs and winterberry branches she’d gathered to her chest, along with a kerchief she’d embroidered with her grandmother’s favorite wildflowers. She whispered her farewell to the last of her family, then gently placed the items onto the coffin.

With shaky hands, she took the shovel from Arn and let the first portion of dirt fall into the frozen earth. She stood a moment, hands clutching the wooden handle and eyes pricking with tears. Then she handed the shovel back to Arn and turned away so she would not cry as he and the priest took turns filling the grave.

Elín’s mare, Ský, was tied up just off the path from the village, and Elín could only see glimpses of her white hide through the trees. Seeking distraction elsewhere, she examined the strangers again, trying to place them among the residents of Ornfoss. In a village as small as hers, new faces were a rarity. The men were doing nothing of interest, only standing with their gazes on the burial. Elín watched them anyway to avoid her tangled emotions—the loss, the creeping loneliness, the crushing-but-familiar pressure of keeping the farm going on her own.

Finally, Arn tamped down the last of the earth over Revna’s grave. The priest blessed Elín and left. Arn and Haakon began carving an oak tree with the mark that would let Revna’s spirit know, should she go wandering, to stay within the clearing. No one else from the village had come to see Revna off to the spirit realms; Elín’s family had always kept so much to themselves.

She regretted that now, as she stood alone in the small glade of the sacred forest. Those families that had lived in the village of Ornfoss for generations had broad clearings full of ancestors deep in the woods, plenty of help in times of need. Revna and Signý had arrived when Elín was only a little girl, the rest of their family laid to rest in some other land. 

Elín made her way through the snow to her mother’s marking on a pine tree near her grave, and ran her fingers along the weather-worn grooves. 

How was she to manage now, without them? For as long as she had known her grandmother’s time was slipping away, why had she not thought beyond the moment she would lose her? Stronger, even, than her grief was a terrifying, hopeless question:

What now?

“We’ve traveled far to find you.” A voice startled Elín. She jumped and turned to face the speaker, her back against the tree. 

The two strangers stood a few paces away. The older man’s expression was peevish, but the younger wore the hint of a smile with his wide, hopeful eyes.

“I’m sorry,” she said, trying to compose herself. “You must be looking for someone else. I can take you into the village . . .”

“That won’t be necessary,” the younger man said. 

Now that she saw him up close, she was sure she’d never seen him before. The angles of his face—the high cheekbones, the dark, sweeping brows—were unfamiliar. His skin was the same light brown as the traders from the southern lands who came through the village in the summer. She was unsettled by the way he looked at her, with something close to reverence. 

He lowered his voice. “Elín, isn’t it?”

Her eyes widened, and she became aware of her rapid heartbeat. “How do you . . . ?”

The elder stranger took over, saying quietly, “Your grandmother must have told you we would come.” He was tall and thin, pale and wrinkled, and would have fit in well in her village if not for his strange robes.

“I don’t know what you mean.” Elín glanced at Arn and Haakon, who were nearly finished with her grandmother’s tree-mark. They would come to her aid, surely, if these strangers meant her any harm. She leaned into the tree, her hand against the rough bark, ready to push off and run if need be.

The younger man knelt on one knee, despite the snow. He took her hand in his gloved ones before she could react. “We have found you at last,” he whispered, a note of awe in his voice. “Songstress of Storm and Snow.”








  
  

Glory in Life


Kata





Drops of blood had stained the snow crimson and, in some places, melted the top layer into little hollows with its warmth. The drips were far apart at first, but grew closer together as the elk slowed, leading Kata deeper into the woods. Her calfskin boots floated gracefully above the frozen top layer of snow. Her father was far behind her now, but she was not afraid. This was far from her first hunt, and she had grown tall with the saplings of the forest. 

The sunlight turned to burnished gold and reflected in sparkles across the snow as she pursued the elk. The shadows of the trees stretched long, intertwining and merging with each other in a lovely lattice. She was scanning the familiar trees around her, standing very still, when she spotted it. There, through the boughs of a spruce, she could just make out the dun hide of the elk. She exhaled slowly to steady herself. Her breath condensed, swirling upward in the chill air. Then she moved in for the kill.

As Kata approached the wounded beast, she first reached for the knife tucked into her boot, but then straightened. She wouldn’t need it; her shot had been true, and the elk was dead already. Placing one palm against the animal’s side, she pulled out her arrow, grunting at the force the movement required. Then she pierced the arrow into the deep snow to clean it and slid it back into her quiver.

All that was left was to bless the hunt for Lady Legend. She knelt next to the deer and placed a gloved palm on its forehead, between its impressive antlers. Her eyes closed and she waited, trying to recall the words of the blessing. Her father usually said it for both of them, so she had to imagine his voice to remember how it began. When she had the words, she bowed her head and said them reverently:



I thank you, creature of the woods

For giving your life to sustain my own

May you find peace in the spirit realms

I thank Lady Destiny for my stealth and my bow

I thank Lady Luck for allowing our paths to cross

I thank Lady Legend for the hunters who have come before

And ask her to let you live on

In the stories of those who once knew you



Then Kata rose and whistled the birdsong she and her father used to communicate in the King’s Forest. As she waited, she remembered herself, no taller than her father’s knee, listening to the blessing for the first time. He’d warned her not to forget to bless any game before using it. One must honor their prey, and if one were faithful, Lady Legend would transfer the animal’s glory in life to the hunter.

This elk had surely had some glory among his kind. Each antler was crowned with eight points, and he was nearly twice as broad across the chest as Kata.

She should be proud of herself, but she could not help but wonder how much more glorious she would feel if the animal in front of her was a griffin or a nykur instead of more commonplace game. The hunt would be so much more challenging and, therefore, more rewarding when successful—especially considering how scarce magical creatures had become, the king’s decree having been in effect for over ten years now.

Maybe she should mention her aspirations to her father again. Last time, the most unusual expression had come over his face, and she had wondered why he wasn’t happy to see her follow in his footsteps. He was too humble to speak of it himself, but others had told her spectacular tales from when he was the most successful unicorn hunter in the land. She sometimes wondered, when he was still and quiet in the woods, and seemed to look far beyond anything she could see, if he missed that life. 

Serving as Huntsman to the King was certainly an honor, but it never felt like an adventure, the way she imagined tracking and outwitting magical creatures would. Kata even suspected that her father’s fame throughout Linnafell for his daring bounty hunter escapades was a large part of the reason the king had declared him Royal Huntsman. Did he not wish her to have the same chance?

Kata stood and scanned the forest for her father, but her attention was quickly caught by the movement of something large and white in the trees to her left. But as she listened, watched, every muscle of her body taut, nothing happened. The forest was silent and undisturbed.

She snorted and shook her head. Perfect. Her wish to bounty hunt had grown so strong, she’d imagined an ice bear where there was only a falling snow drift.

A few minutes more and her father, Njáll, approached. Long before she saw him, Kata heard the steady crunches as his feet broke through the iced layer of snow. When he was closer and she could see his weary eyes and hear his tired breathing, she knew she would not broach the subject of becoming a bounty hunter that night.

“Kata, my little dove,” Njáll said, smiling despite his exhaustion. “You’ve become much too fast for an old man like me.”

“It’s the snow hindering you,” Kata said. “And the chill.” Though she knew that was only part of the cause.

“Did you speak the blessing?”

“Of course.”

He eyed the wound as he approached the elk and said happily, “Your aim was true. Almost as good as mine, and yet you’re still a girl. Imagine when you are full-grown.”

“I’m not so far from full-grown now, Pabbi,” Kata reminded him. “A whole fourteen winters.”

He studied her as if he didn’t see her every day, scratching his close-cropped, graying beard. Then his eyes crinkled into a grin. “You’re younger than you think. Don’t hurry to grow old like me.”

She knew from experience that there was no arguing him out of one of his sentimental moods. Afraid it was a tear she’d seen glinting in his eyes, she turned away and said, “Well, shall we drag him home before dark?”

Njáll untied the sledge from his back and laid it at the feet of Kata’s quarry. After tying its front legs together, he handed one end of the rope to Kata. Together, they heaved the elk onto the sledge. “This was a good hunt, Kata,” he said. “The king will be well-pleased. We should stop in the tavern on the way home to celebrate.”

“Really, Pabbi?” Kata asked, her face alight. “But it’s not our usual day, is it?”

“No,” he said. “But this is not a usual buck. It is not every day my daughter cleanly takes down an elk four times her size—or at least, right now, it is unusual. I suspect the future will hold many more.”

Kata was no longer listening, embarrassed to hear her father’s praise. Let her hunt dangerous magical beasts and then be praised. Could she ask him about her dreams now? No. Better to do it after the tavern, when his belly is full. 

She untied the rope from the buck’s legs and swiftly threaded it through the sledge. She threw the other end to her father. On his signal, they both grabbed their ends of the rope and began to pull the elk-laden sledge through the snow.

The tension of the rope heavy on her shoulder, Kata could no longer stay neatly above the iced layer of snow, and she sank halfway to her knee with each step. She frowned; how difficult everything was in winter.

Her father kept a steady but slow pace, and she hoped they would arrive at the tavern before the seats nearest the blazing hearth were taken. As they trudged on through the white drifts for half a league, the sun glanced ever lower through the trees. Her father, still in his sentimental mood, had begun singing one of the old mountain songs, and despite her unskilled voice, Kata joined him.








  
  

Stay Rooted Firmly


Elín





Elín yanked her hand away, staring in confusion at the strangers. Then, a sickening thought slowly dawned in her mind. They knew her name and where she lived. They must also have known about her grandmother, somehow known what she believed at the end. They were  mocking her grandmother and her childish fancies, the tales of magic she so loved.

Everything she’d been stubbornly trying not to feel that morning bubbled over. Her face heated with an anger she’d never felt before, her fists clenched, and she found herself shouting.

“How dare you mock a confused old woman! She cherished those tales long after she could tell what’s true from what isn’t. And you come here to ridicule her after—after we’ve only just laid her in the ground.” 

Arn’s strong arm wrapped around her, and for the first time that day, she burst into heaving sobs, soaking Arn’s coat. 

The younger man stood and brushed the snow from his knees, sheepish. “I’m . . . sorry for your loss. I should have started with that.”

As anger gave way to embarrassment, Elín tried to stop crying and wriggled out of Arn’s embrace. Wiping her eyes roughly with her hands, she regained some of her composure. “What do you want?”

The older man was even less friendly toward her now. His lips pursed together, and he turned toward Arn. “Can we speak to her alone?”

“Elín?” Arn asked. 

She hesitated, then nodded her assent. Best to find out what they wanted and send them on their way so she could go home. Or, at least, to the place that had once felt like home.

Arn addressed the strangers. “Sure you want that? She’s rather . . . distraught.” He looked at her sideways, the way he eyed horses that were not yet broken. She couldn’t blame him; she’d never had such an outburst of emotion before.

“Yes, it would be best.” 

“I’ll wait for you,” Arn said to Elín, then he wove through the trees toward the village path, joining Haakon near her horse. 

She crossed her arms and glared at the strangers’ boots, breathing slowly to keep tears of frustration away.

Clearing his throat, the younger man said, “Let me begin again. Hello, Elín, my name is Týr.” He held out his hand. When she refused to shake it, he let it fall back to his side. “I’m apprenticed to Björn.” He nodded at the old man, who pursed his lips even tighter. 

“Again, we’re sorry for your loss,” Týr went on. “Our timing—arriving today at your grandmother’s funeral—is regrettable, and we apologize. I know this must be a shock for you, but we’ve been traveling for years to find you.”

The hair on Elín’s arms rose, and her eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Why did you need to find me?”

He hesitated, glancing toward Björn. The old man’s expression soured further, but Týr seemed to be doing his best to salvage the introduction. “Because . . .” he began, then cleared his throat again. “Well, because you are the last Stormsinger, and we are the Keepers of the Tome that holds their spells.”

“I am not a child or a fool,” Elín said through clenched teeth. She took a few steps toward the path, then turned back around. “Tell me what you really want, or leave me be.”

“Truly, we do not mean to insult you or to mock your grandmother,” Týr said levelly. “I have spoken the truth.”

Elín threw her arms out at her sides. “I’m not a sorceress. There’s no such thing. I’m just a girl, one without even a family now. And you’re not—what did you say? A ‘Keeper’?”

“Yes,” he said. “Although Björn is the Tomekeeper. I’ve not yet finished my training, but someday I will be one, too.”

“Oh really?” Elín said, crossing her arms. “Then show me. Where is the Kirja?” That was the Tome’s name in the ancient tongue, or at least, so her grandmother had taught her.

“Ah, so you have heard of it. You even know its true name,” he said, then looked down and ran his fingers through his dark brown hair. “We . . . don’t have it.”

“Of course not.” She turned her eyes skyward. 

“This is why we found you, child,” Björn said. “We must get you to safety and then retrieve the Tome.” His voice was reedy and sharp, and his tone said he was not used to disobedience.

“Very well,” she said. “You found me. I’m returning home now. I’m perfectly safe, and you may go off on your quest for your magic book.”

“You’re in more danger here than you realize.” Týr glanced at Björn, rubbed the back of his neck, and said, “We’ll bring you to a safe place, where others of magical abilities hide from those who would destroy them—”

“No,” Björn interrupted, turning his piercing gaze on his apprentice. “We’ll take you to a truly safe place, in the remote lands where the Kirja is hidden. There, you will learn to wield its power.” 

They hadn’t even agreed on where to take her? Perhaps it was best to play along with their harebrained ideas, as she had with her grandmother’s. “May Lady Luck be with you on your wild goose chase,” Elín said sharply. “But I’ll be staying here. I have a farm to run.”

“Please, Songstress,” Týr said, a note of desperation in his voice. “We searched so long for you and your grandmother. We’ve come too late for her, but we did find you. Snowsong—stormsinger magic—is not yet gone. And there are those who need your help.”

“If you think I can do magic . . .” Elín shook her head, taking a step back from them. She had the odd sense now that these men weren’t mocking her but really believed in the farfetched legends her grandmother had loved. 

“Not yet, but once we retrieve the Kirja, we can teach you its songs.” Týr’s eyes were alight in a way that confirmed he honestly believed his own words.

She was nearly at the edge of the clearing now. Arn and Haakon waited for her on the path, Haakon holding Ský’s reins. 

But she hesitated. Could these men be the people Revna had mentioned her last night, the ones who would come for her? Elín had given no more credit to those words than she had her grandmother’s other ramblings, but what if . . . ? 

She turned, leaning her shoulder against a tree, and sized up the men again. Týr may look nothing like the Keepers she had imagined, but this grizzled old man did.

“I’ve completely botched this,” Týr said, glancing at Björn. From his expression, Elín guessed the old Tomekeeper had advised against this plan. “We shouldn’t have come to the funeral—I see that now. But we’d just arrived, and I was so anxious to see you, to make sure you weren’t in danger . . .”

Danger? The longest nights of winter had already passed, and she had enough food to survive until spring. Especially now that her grandmother was gone, though she’d eaten so little toward the end in any case. What other perils did they imagine? Elín let out a slow breath and relaxed her shoulders. 

“Why don’t you get the book first and come back here once you’ve found it?” Perhaps then she could believe, and if not, at least she’d be rid of them for a while.

“No,” Björn cut in, voice sharp and unyielding. “You’ll come with us. Now we’ve found you, it’s our duty to protect you, and we cannot leave you alone again. Growing up here in this little farming community, you don’t realize the danger you’re in. Your family chose this place well when they ran.”

Elín blinked in surprise. Somehow, this dour-faced man seemed to know more about Elín’s past than she knew herself. The thought of things her grandmother hadn’t told her—and now never would—stung. She bit her tongue to keep from asking what her family had run from, not wanting these strangers to learn how little she knew of her own past.

Björn’s downturned mouth and disapproving gaze were still aimed her way. Clearly, Elín did not meet whatever expectations he had for a Stormsinger. Which was all very well, since she was not one, however much her grandmother had wished for it in her last days. 

“I don’t know how you know so much about me or what you really want—”

“We’ve explained,” the old man interrupted.

“But,” she continued, with the sternest expression she could muster, “I don’t want any part in your business. I’m going home.” She pulled her cloak tighter around herself and strode out of the clearing. 

“Wait—there’s one more thing,” Týr spoke again. “Is there an inn nearby?” They both followed a few steps behind, their boots crunching in the snow. Arn and Haakon were listening keenly.

She sighed, closing her eyes and bringing her fingers up to rub her temples. “There’s no inn for leagues.” 

She remembered her mother’s and Revna’s rules about hospitality. Always treat a guest well, as one never knew when they might be attending to a member of the huldufólk in disguise. Mistreat them, and they’d retaliate with their mischievous magic. Elín wasn’t sure whether she wanted to laugh or cry as she realized that, though she was gone, Revna was still filling her head with fairy stories.

Opening her eyes, she saw Björn simmering with silent rage. Týr, however, looked crestfallen, and that look convicted her. Whether or not she believed in the huldufólk, whether she believed these men’s wild tales, she didn’t feel right turning them out into the cold, without offering them shelter or at least a meal.

Luckily, Arn stepped in first. “You must stay the night in my home. There’s more room for you there.”

“That would be wonderful,” Týr said, smiling now.

Elín felt a twinge; for a moment, she had thought it might not be so bad to have guests in her home. Last night had been terribly lonely.

“It has been a hard day for Elín,” Arn said. “We must give her some time to herself.”

“Very well,” Björn assented. “We’ll leave her for now. But she must speak to us again before nightfall. We have grave concerns for her safety.”

“Elín, do you think you could manage an evening visit?” Arn said, smiling. Clearly, he took the hospitality rules as seriously as her grandmother had.

She sighed again. “Yes. I’ll be over later, to cook our guests dinner,” she replied, surprising herself. As mad as these strangers clearly were, they were also the most interesting thing that might ever happen to her in Ornfoss. If nothing else, they could tell her stories of the broader world—a welcome distraction from her loss.

“We look forward to seeing you again,” Týr said, briefly bowing to her and managing a crooked smile.

She turned away from the strangers and toward her neighbors. “Thank you, Arn and Haakon. You don’t know what your help these past days has meant to me.”

Elín mounted Ský without another word, urging the little mare on faster through the snow, her cloak catching the wind behind her. When she looked back, the four men had already become lost in conversation as they headed toward Arn’s house. 

As the familiar snow-covered landscape rushed by, she remembered that her home would be empty when she arrived. Revna was really gone. Elín kicked her horse on faster, hoping to reach the warmth of her cottage before her tears froze to her cheeks.


      [image: image-placeholder]Needing to steady herself after an eventful morning, Elín spent the afternoon drawing water from the well to take a bath. She filled her soup pot and kettle and placed them over the fire, then trekked out to the well again with the two good buckets she owned. By the time she returned, the water in the kettle and pot had boiled. She poured their steaming contents carefully into the washbasin. After refilling the kettle and pot and repeating the routine twice more, the washbasin was half-filled. 

Elín realized how wasteful of her firewood she had been, especially as she had bathed the day before to prepare for the funeral. But surely, being alone in the world warranted some allowances. She must take comfort in whatever small things she could. An unbidden thought made her grimace: if she did leave with Týr and Björn, her dwindling supply of logs wouldn’t matter anymore.

Her frown deepened as she untethered her hair from its plaits. The “Keepers” were surely as mad as her grandmother had been near the end, but there was a knot in her stomach that loosened when she let herself consider a journey with them. Unburdening herself of the harsh life on her farm, even temporarily, held some appeal. Had she not sometimes felt confined in this small home in the narrow valley and longed to know what was beyond the mountain peaks? Perhaps, out there in the world, she could learn about the mysterious past of her mother and grandmother. And it wasn’t as if there was anything here for her now.

She sighed and pushed these thoughts aside as she slipped her arms out of her fur-lined dress and wriggled off her wool underclothes. The chill hit her quickly, raising bumps on her arms, so she stepped into the washbasin and submerged as much of her body as she could.

The water was disappointingly tepid. She felt sudden tears of frustration prick her eyes and wiped them away, feeling foolish. Most of the afternoon and a half dozen extra logs had been spent in this endeavor, but her planned dose of solace had failed. 

Her grandmother had always helped her ration food and firewood through the winter. How was she to manage now, suddenly mistress of the farm? It was small, and she had already managed it these past years, with her grandmother’s wisdom and a little help from Arn, but the burden of it weighed on her. She had never done it with no family to brighten her days.

A fresh wind of grief blew over Elín as she recalled the song Revna had always sung for baths. This time, she let herself cry for a few minutes as she wrapped her arms around her knees in the lukewarm bathwater. When the tears subsided, she sang the song all the way through. Her voice trembled at first, and she hesitated on a few words, trying to remember the syllables of the strange, ancient tongue, but by the end of the melody, her voice rang out clear and true. It sounded quite like Revna’s. She felt a little better after singing; the bathwater almost seemed warm.

After scrubbing, she stepped out of the washbasin and stifled a shiver before wrapping herself in a thick wool blanket. Though she wanted to linger in the bath—perhaps for hours, lost in memories of her grandmother brought on by the honey-and-juniper scent of the soap—she needed to give herself time to prepare dinner at Arn’s.

Elín moved to the fire, still wrapped in the old blanket, and pushed her hair to one shoulder. She gently untangled it with her fingers as the fire dried it. Impractical though it was for winter baths, she had been unable to cut her hair since her mother had died. The chestnut color was one of the only traits she and her mother had shared, and the waves now hung to her elbows.

When her hair was suitably dry, she donned her clothing again and set to work on packing for Arn’s. As she pulled stores from her shelves, she tried to be grateful that what she had left would more than last her the rest of the winter. It was a hollow sort of comfort. 

As she gathered supplies from around her kitchen, Elín suddenly broke down. She’d been relieved to scrounge up another pair of bowls for her unexpected guests when she realized she only needed one extra, not a pair. Without thinking, she’d packed a bowl for her grandmother. She collapsed into a chair and stared into the fire, frozen by her sorrow.

Hello, Grief, she thought, it’s you again. 

She needed to hold onto everything she could from her grandmother, especially her songs, and she knew it was Grief that made her feel this way. After Signý had passed on, Elín had slept with her mother’s carved-ivory hairbrush to keep her close. For the first time in her life, she’d begun the ritual her mother had always both followed and done for her: one hundred strokes with the hairbrush each night.

Back then, she hadn’t understood how many of her actions had been the result of mourning for her mother. Grief had been an unfamiliar and unwelcome stranger then—not unlike Björn and Týr, she thought with a mirthless grin.

“Still unwelcome,” she said to the empty house. “But no longer a stranger.”

At some point, she became aware that the fire was going out, only a few wisps of smoke curling from the log and tickling her nose. Elín jumped up and threw on some tinder, nursing the fire back ablaze. Then she peeked out the door to see the sun angling low—more time had passed than she’d realized. 

Compose yourself, Elín.

She closed the door and smoothed her skirts, determined to show Arn and her unwelcome guests that she would carry on and could bear her loss with dignity. 

She shoved her ingredients—onions, dried peas, and salted pork—into her rucksack, along with a three-day-old loaf of bread and her wooden bowls. She scanned her home, ensuring that she hadn’t forgotten anything, when her eyes landed on the rickety little table that had always stood at her grandmother’s side of the bed. The one whose drawer she’d never been allowed to touch.

Yes, this was what she needed to bring herself back to normalcy. She’d said goodbye to her grandmother, they’d buried her and marked her tree, but Elín had avoided even looking at her side of the cottage. Now, she would sort through whatever precious things Revna had kept in the drawer, and it would be done.

If the strangers who had intruded on her grief had to wait a little longer for their dinner, so much the better.

She approached the drawer and curved her fingers around the handle, admiring the worn-smooth feel of the wood. Best to do it quickly, like pulling out a bee sting. She tugged open the drawer, only to laugh at herself when she found it almost empty. 

There was a piece of birch bark, which, on closer inspection, revealed one of the drawings of their horse Elín had always been making as a child. The drawer also held a stone and three locks of hair tied with string.

Elín picked up the little bundles of hair carefully and laid them in her palm. Two were the same deep red-brown as her hair, so they must have been from her and her mother when they were girls. The third, though, was a sunny gold that Elín was sure she hadn’t seen on anyone in the village. Arn and Haakon were blond, but theirs was much paler than this. It could be Revna’s own hair from when she was a babe. For as long as Elín could remember, Revna’s hair had been silver-streaked white, but it certainly must have been another color before.

Placing the locks of hair back in the drawer gently, Elín held the stone in her palm. Why, by Lady Destiny, had Revna kept this?

It was unusual, that was true. The stone was black with hints of red, its surface not smooth but rough and pockmarked. Elín had never seen such a stone—or had she . . . ?

She remembered now: a peddler had come through the village once when she was a girl, advertising a stone that could “help one find their way”. Her mother had been in a hurry to return home, but Elín had seen the stone as the man held it out to her. It was not the same shape—not the same stone—but it could have been the same material as Revna’s.

What else had the man said about it? Elín sat on Revna’s side of the bed, brushing her thumb over the stone, and tried to remember. It was called a . . . lodestone, that was the word, and it helped travelers to find north. What else? Before her mother had pulled her away, the man had said something more in a conspiratorial whisper. “This stone,” he had said. “It will also cling to iron . . . as if by magic.” She remembered him winking as her mother herded her toward home.

Elín stood abruptly and scanned the cottage for something iron, noticing the metal bands that held together her wooden buckets. She knelt beside one and took a deep breath, then slowly moved the stone toward the band.

Nothing happened at first. But, when the stone was a finger’s width away, it leaped out of her hand—as if by magic, as the man had said—and attached itself to the bucket. Elín jumped back in surprise, accidentally kicking the bucket and knocking it over. It rolled back and forth a few times, the stone still attached.

So, it was a lodestone. But why did Revna have such a stone, and why hide it? What kind of adventures had she kept secret all these years? Maybe these strangers who seemed to know so much could tell her. If there were such things as this, that were almost magic, what else might there be out in the world beyond her valley? Perhaps even a book of spells that, well, if they could not control storm or sea, might do something. 

She shut the stone up tight in the drawer and left the cottage with her supplies. As she rode over to Arn’s, she reflected on her tangled emotions. Since the strangers had come with their tales of magic in her blood, she felt as if she stood at the edge of a precipice, and she could not know until she leaped from it whether she would fall or fly. Faced with that chance, surely it was best to stay rooted firmly on solid ground.








  
  

The Tavern


Kata





Kata knew her father didn’t particularly enjoy going to the tavern with the hunters at the end of a long day, often complaining that it was noisy and crowded. But as neither he nor Kata had ever learned to cook beyond roasting meat or throwing grain, water, and berries in a pot over the fire and christening it “porridge,” it was their one day each week to enjoy their sustenance.  

She, on the other hand, loved to listen to the hunting tales of the men and women in the tavern. Kata knew how exaggerated most of the stories were, but she loved to hear them all the same—and imagine herself having similar adventures when she was grown.

During these times, she also loved to sit against the wall and watch the tavern’s patrons. She was often the youngest person there by many winters, and all the old hunters treated her as their little pet, giving her trinkets found on their hunts—porcupine quills, bear claws, bits of bone or antler they had carved, interesting stones—that she kept in a box at home.

She’d often observed that the hunters’ personalities seemed to match their prey’s. The dragon hunters were strong, fierce, and miserly with their gold. Those who hunted phoenix had tempers that could flash in an instant. The griffin hunters were prideful and often dressed extravagantly. The nykur hunters were sullen and watchful, and the unicorn hunters, as her father had once been, were quiet and secretive.

Many of those who had been bounty hunters in the old days had moved on to other professions as magical game became scarce, the evil of magic almost wiped out from King Karvel’s lands. They relished these chances to boast of their old successes and the ways Lady Legend had blessed their hunts. There were few of Kata’s age who had the skills or desire to pursue their line of work, so they were proud to see her interest. She imagined they were happy she was there to pass the traditions to, though if any ever tried to say so her father would stop them.

That evening, the glow of the tavern and the din of its occupants greeted them while they were still far out in the forest. Kata smiled and quickened her pace. The hunters who spent each evening in the tavern would know this was not their usual day; they would want to know the occasion, and she could show them the elk she had taken.

They left the sledge outside the tavern. Her father tied a kerchief with the royal insignia to it. It was unlikely anyone would try to take the elk, but no one would dare even think it when they knew it was taken by the Royal Huntsman, its destination the palace. Even an elk that would feed as many people as hers wasn’t worth the risk of losing one’s hands—or, if the king was in one of his vengeful moods, one’s life.

The warmth of the roaring hearth and the din of a dozen hunters making merry greeted them as they entered and shut the door against the cold. Bergdis, the barkeep, was sliding mugs of ale or mead to guests, but she smiled and waved to Kata before giving a sharp reply to one of the rowdy men at the bar. Across the room hung trophies from hunts—the heads of elk, bears, and boars. Kata studied them, her cheeks and nose stinging from the heat, and noted that the elk she had tracked and taken was nearly as big as those decorating the wall of the tavern.

Njáll chose a table between the hearth and the bar. Bergdis left her post to bring ale for him and warm milk for Kata. She slipped back to the kitchen and returned bearing two steaming bowls of fragrant stew and a hunk of bread.

“How are you, Bergdis?” Njáll asked as he tore the bread in half, splitting it with Kata. 

She wiped her hand on her apron, then drew the back of it over her forehead. Bergdis’s cheeks reddened at Njáll’s attention, and Kata smiled to herself.

“I am well, Njáll. What have you and Kata been up to today?”

“My girl has taken a large elk for the king,” Njáll said, smiling proudly at Kata.

“That’s wonderful,” Bergdis said. She asked if they needed anything else, but as they’d already tucked into the food, they only replied with shakes of their heads and appreciative grunts.

Bergdis slipped back behind the bar as a gust of cold air blew over them. Helga and Gunnar, two dragon hunters of old, had stepped into the tavern.

“It’s a cold one out there,” Helga announced as she came in, stomping snow off her boots and unwinding her scarf from her neck.

Several patrons responded with “Here, here,” and raised their mugs in her direction before drinking deeply. She spotted Kata and Njáll and moved in their direction, leaning her hands on the back of the empty chair at their table.

“Quite an elk you’ve got out there, Njáll.”

He shook his head, rubbing his beard to obscure his proud smile. “It isn’t mine.”

“That was your doing?” she asked Kata.

“Yes,” she said, beaming as she wiped her mouth on the back of her sleeve.

“Attagirl!” Helga patted her roughly on the back. “I’ve got something for you, too.” She rummaged in the pocket of her bear-hide coat and pulled out a flower.

“Oh, thank you,” Kata said, cupping the bloom in her palm. “It’s beautiful . . . but is it real? Can anything blossom at this time of year?”

“This is a special plant that blooms in the winter and early spring. Summer may not be so far away as it feels,” Helga responded, then turned to the bar to order. Gunnar had already placed his.

“Wait,” Kata said, addressing Gunnar. “Aren’t you going to tell me a story?” Her father suddenly seemed very interested in the piece of bread he was soaking in his stew.

Gunnar approached the table in his stomping, lumbering way and stroked his beard. “You want a story, do you?” he asked, his eyes twinkling.

Kata smiled and nodded. Most of the tavern patrons were listening as Gunnar began.

“When I was just a mite taller than you,” Gunnar said, indicating his height with his hand. “I snuck out into the woods and was away for three days. I journeyed to the mountains off to the west, because I’d heard tell of a dragon who lived in them, and I believed those tales.”

At a glance from her father, he added, “I was a bit young to be hunting the likes of dragons then, mind you. It was before the bounties, anyhow. And the thing was—’twas not the dragon I was after. I wanted the treasure.”

He looked around the room, a gleam in his eye as he enjoyed the rapt attention of his growing audience. “I climbed the mountain and found a cave. It was a passage, really, and as I wriggled through it, I swear I could see the glow of the dragon-gold. It led me on. The passage narrowed as I went, and I had to leave my weapons behind to fit through. The thrill of adventure tingled through my hands as I crawled. I could hear something now—the heavy, fire-laced breathing of the dragon as he slumbered—and I knew I had to see the beast and its hoard.”

Kata grasped her bread tighter, thumb breaking through the crust as she leaned forward.

“Well, that passage just kept narrowing,” Gunnar continued, moving his hands closer together as he peered through them. “At the end of it, I could barely move, but I could see—and what a sight there was for seeing. The dragon lay curled in its piles of gold pieces, licks of flames spouting from its nostrils as it snored. The beast was huge—it was the first I ever saw, and quite as big as one of the castle turrets. Amid the gold pieces were gemstones big as my fist, royal regalia—crowns and scepters and whatnot. Chests full of silver coins, engraved goblets, strands of pearls and jewels. Enough treasure for a kingdom.”

“What did you do?” Kata breathed, entranced.

“Well, I had no weapons with which to take the beast—I’d left them further back in the tunnel, you see. I could barely move, I was pinched in so tight, and I feared waking the dragon. So, I shimmied my way back out, retrieved my weapons, and tried to find another way into its lair from outside the mountain. After two days of searching, I gave up. I needed food, and my father would be wondering where I was, so I returned.”

“But what about the dragon? The treasure?” Kata asked, on the edge of her seat.

“We should be heading home, Kata,” her father said, his tone unnaturally even.

“Well, that’s the thing, isn’t it, lass?” Gunnar said, stroking his long beard again. Helga handed him his mug of mead and stood beside him. “Helga here went back with me many years ago to find the dragon. I couldn’t fit through that passage anymore, but we dug it out bigger. And when we got inside, to that room full of treasure? There was no dragon, and further, there wasn’t any treasure either!”

“Oh, Gunnar,” another old hunter said. “You couldn’t fill a cat’s nostril with what little truth is in your stories.”

“I swear on Lady Legend that the dragon and the treasure were there when I was a lad. I’ve no idea what happened since, but it was there, and years later, it vanished.”

His statement was met with a few more friendly cries of protest. The spell had broken, and the other hunters resumed their chatter. “We should go, Kata,” Njáll said, already standing. “It’s getting late.”

She’d forgotten her bread and stew while enraptured by Gunnar’s story, so she finished them in a few gulps. When she scraped her chair back from the table, a man who had been lurking in the corner of the tavern hurried to occupy it and lapped up what little was left in her bowl.

His clothes were tattered, and in his eyes was a hunger Kata had never known. He scared her a little, but her father called, and she forgot about that look as they ventured out into the night, retrieving the elk on their way home.

“Pabbi?” Kata asked gently as they neared home. “Why didn’t you like Gunnar’s story?”

“He exaggerates,” Njáll said briskly.

“All the hunters do,” Kata said, shrugging. “Except you. Why don’t you share your stories, from your unicorn hunts? You’ll tell the king, but you won’t ever tell me.”

“You’re too young.”

“I’m not,” Kata said indignantly. “This is my fourteenth winter, and I’ve been in these woods, following you on your hunts, since my fourth.”

They were home now, and they hung the elk in a tree out back, to be cleaned and brought to the castle the next day. Njáll studied her, his eyes weary, and then said, “Perhaps that was a mistake, my little dove.”

She pulled away from him. “How can you say that? This is the only life I’ve ever known, and you're saying it was a mistake?”

“Kata, please, let’s have this conversation another time. We are both fatigued, and there are things you don’t know—”

“Because you never tell me anything. Not about your hunts or your past, not about my mother.”

He winced, then let out a heavy sigh. “Someday, Kata. Someday soon. But not tonight.”

“You don’t want me to hunt unicorns like you,” she said. “You don’t want me to have the glory you had. You’re afraid I’ll have stories to tell the king that will be better than yours!”

“That’s enough, Katrín,” he said, his tone suddenly fierce. She knew she was in trouble whenever he used her full name. “There are things I cannot explain to you yet—you’re too young. I forbid you from mentioning this again.”

She stomped into her room and slammed the door, then lay down on the bed and tried not to cry. She was thankful for the cabin with its divided bedrooms; before her father became Royal Huntsman, their small home had but one room, and she wouldn’t have been able to shut the door on her father. Exhaustion soon overtook her, and she fell asleep before taking off her boots.


      [image: image-placeholder]Kata left the house before dawn, without telling her father where she’d gone. It was her habit whenever they had an argument. She stalked through her familiar woods, searching for a clear head at least as much as she was looking for game. 

Just as the cold set in, numbing her legs, Kata glimpsed a moving blur of white up ahead. She froze. Her heart raced with anticipation—she wasn’t imagining it this time. There was something there, something brighter than the snow . . . She’d never seen a unicorn before, but she knew that’s what she was tracking. Swift and silent, she crept forward, moving the way her father had taught her when she was no higher than his knee. 

Finally, through a clearing in the thick evergreen trees, she saw the beast. It had lain down beneath two large spruce trees. She just stopped herself from letting out a gasp when she saw—the unicorn had wings.

She’d heard of such a creature once, called an alicorn. But everyone had laughed at the grizzled old man telling of the alicorn he’d seen, his stein filled and emptied several times before he’d started the tale. Kata had been fascinated, but her father had told her that, if alicorns had ever existed, they’d long since flown from the kingdom. Another example of her selfish father hoarding his knowledge.

Well, he would see that she was old enough to hunt magical beings now, and she didn’t need his help to do it. She thought of the handsome reward she would receive from the king for her service, and then of how she would finally have a tale worth sharing with the other hunters in the tavern. 

Her shaking hands steadied.

She drew her bow and aimed her arrow at the spot where the alicorn’s heart would be, a hand’s width below the base of its great wing. The alicorn was still awake. It looked in Kata’s direction from under its spruce-bough shelter.

When its eyes met Kata’s, an immense sadness pierced her heart. She suddenly felt that to kill this pure creature would be an unforgivable act, a stain she could never wash from her conscience. She tried to shake the thought away—she had been hunting with her father her entire life; this was natural for her—but the feeling would not leave her. 

Her hands trembled on her arrow and drawn bow until she released the tension and replaced the arrow in her quiver. What is wrong with me? Think of the wealth—the fame. The king, all the other hunters, and even Pabbi would be so pleased. He would finally see that she could do this.

Suddenly, she heard her father’s voice, calling her name through the forest. 

“No,” she whispered to herself. She couldn’t let him find the alicorn, though whether because she must prevent him from killing it or because she wanted to take it herself, she didn’t know. With a last glance at the strange creature, who had laid its head down in the snow to sleep again, she turned and followed her father’s voice. She sent a prayer to Lady Legend that the alicorn would still be there the next time she got a chance to slip away.
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