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Prologue

	From The Book of Ormrdreyri

	 

	Tove bears five children, all to die in battle, but their deaths bring more in glory than their lives would bring in coin.

	Bo marries the woman of his dreams, to the ruin of his family.

	Njal’s marriage in a full moon will end in poverty; but in a new moon, the marriage will be prosperous.

	Knud’s life will be as long as his hair.

	Thyra will fail in all raids sailing east.

	The edge of a sword is sharper when not dripping in mead, but still sharp nonetheless.

	Alvis will succumb to the will of his family: first his wife, then his sons, and lastly his would-be daughter.

	A loyal dog will safeguard the child until called to court, but even loyal dogs have fangs.

	Havardr will only be the strongest when he’s the only brother left, but if he kills them it will only weaken him.

	Stigandr wanders north and south and east but will not find his way home again until he goes west.

	The Queen’s death marks the beginning; the prince’s death the end.

	The gate works both ways: it protects Hjorrfold’s people inside it, but also its enemies outside. It should not be lightly broken and cannot be unbroken.

	There will be a warrior prince, born in a winter three seasons long; his birth heralds spring. He must be careful to keep his eye for conquest turned outward lest war follows him back home.

	A queen born of shadows will rule all she can reach, a king of equal measure at her side. United, they are less dangerous than apart.

	The neglected prince is most dangerous when left to his own devices: a tight leash must be kept on him.

	An endless war with no beginning and no end, destruction unimaginable, can only be stopped by a dead man.

	Five hundred years after the founding, a great weapon will be born on the witch island. Only the true heir can hope to wield it, though they must know when to strike.

	The greatest queen of Hjorrfold will be skjaldmaer like her foreaunt. The greatest skjaldmaer will always be of royal blood, always escorted by their family to the marshes.

	Spakonaheim will be due south of the capital on the fifth moon of the following years: 479, 499, 500, 512, 525, 529.

	If a son of the crown steps foot on Spakonaheim, it will bring ruin to the worlds.

	One brotherly feud will end with another brother’s.

	A warrior of royal blood will bind his neighbors to his will; a mage of royal blood will rule them.

	The royal family must keep their family tree well-pruned or see their own ruin.

	When the shackles are broken and the magic flows freely, the shield maidens will fight once more to undo their great mother’s betrayal.

	When enough blood is spilled, there will be peace in the lands of Hjorrfold.
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	1

	Havardr

	497–500

	 

	Havardr was no scholar, as his tutors could well attest to. He learned what was required and no more. When the hour glass emptied to mark the end of his lessons, he was out of his seat before the last grain of sand settled; his studies left forgotten so he could find his sword.

	The one exception was when he found the book.

	His father’s library was tucked away on the third floor of the castle, near the rooms where Havardr and his siblings were forced to work with their tutors and where the visiting mages worked. The library was the largest room in the castle, save the Great hall, and it was covered with books from floor to ceiling, a grand waste of space, and it stunk of books and dust. Havardr only went when he was well and truly fed up with his studies, because no one save the royal family was permitted and he could feign some intellectual pursuit or the other when locked inside.

	On one such day, when he was only eleven and whiling away a gray-skyed afternoon, he discovered the book by accident. He’d been stacking gold coins on the edge of a chair, bargaining with himself that he could stay here so long as the coins didn’t tumble to the ground, when they inevitably fell. As he bent down to collect them, he noticed the tome in an abandoned corner of a bookshelf, pushed so far back one could hardly see it. It was the golden words on the spine that drew his attention, brighter than his coins even under the layer of dust that obscured the runes.

	“Ormrdreyri,” he read aloud, saying each syllable one at a time as he decoded the runes. The book was thicker and heavier than any he’d ever seen. Havardr doubted many besides himself could lift it; that was how he knew it was important.

	Knowing nothing else, he stole it away to his room that night. He couldn’t very well be caught with it, so he waited until most of the keep had gone to sleep and the mages and tutors were long gone before he returned for his prize and locked his bedroom door behind him. People would notice if Havardr, the prince who scorned reading, was suddenly engrossed in a book. He couldn’t afford their curiosity. The secrets hidden inside would be for him alone.

	It was a book of prophecy, and those prophecies would be his.

	Only the most ancient of books and inscriptions used the runic language—mage and witch gibberish, the old language of his long-dead forefathers. Havardr could read runes, but poorly. He’d been forced to learn the rudiments, just as he’d had to learn some magic rites: necessities for any future king.

	“If you become king,” his father always said scornfully. “It is a privilege to be earned, not one handed down on a whim.” King Alvis had had a second son after Havardr, then a daughter and another son, as if he couldn’t be sure to get a reasonable heir without so many options.

	Havardr would ensure that the kingdom needed none but him. It was his birthright as the eldest, and a warrior besides. He would sit on the throne of Hjorrfold, or none would, and the prophecies would make sure of it.

	It took him many long hours to make any progress translating the runes. He thought it would be the work of a few days, but the weeks dragged on. He spent many late nights by candlelight, piecing together the clues hidden in the runes, and only after several moons did he realize he’d wasted his time: he was reading prophecies about centuries long passed and people long dead. In anger, he crumbled up the parchment with his scribbled translations and nearly threw it in the fire … until he saw the opportunity it presented.

	Carefully, he smoothed out the pages and checked the histories to confirm the words safeguarded there. They were true, almost every prophecy, and for the few that weren’t, it helped him hone his translations as he learned what he was doing wrong. As he worked line by line, he grew confident he was one of the best runic readers in all of Hjorrfold, though no one would ever know it.

	He jumped ahead in the book. Again and again, dozens of pages at a time, until he recognized more and more of the names and events. His great-great uncle who had died without an heir after suffering a magical ailment. His great-grandmother, who had built the stables outside of Yfirgardr. His grandparents, who had disappeared on a raid to the far lands (and, according to the prophecies, had died most painful deaths). At last, nearly three-quarters of the way through the book, he saw hints of his parents, of himself and his siblings, and he concentrated on these entries with renewed fervor.

	The witches who’d recorded these words hadn’t been as discerning as Havardr would’ve liked: pages upon pages contained nothing but meaningless notes on peasants and the movement of stars. Eventually, he’d whittled it down to the relevant parts and put all his efforts into extracting as much knowledge as he could.

	It was the only time in the whole of his life that he neglected his training, too weary during the day to care much about his sparring matches. His brother and his sister bested him more often than not, despite being so much younger than him.

	“You’ve lost your edge,” his brother Stigandr taunted after he’d disarmed Havardr. Again. The runt wasn’t destined for the blade—he was marked to be a mage and only trained in warcraft by the same rule that forced Havardr to learn some rudimentary magic, so that they might be knowledgeable kings when the time came—but he’d beaten Havardr six matches in a row. Magical trickery or not, Havardr shouldn’t ever lose to him.

	The boy wasn’t even ten, and Havardr was nearly a man grown. He’d have to do better so no one got suspicious. Next time he’d slam Stigandr into the dust and wipe that smug look from his face.

	“Must be,” Havardr agreed, though he knew in truth he was gaining an edge. He would endure his little brother’s insolence because it wouldn’t matter in the end. He was certain he’d read about Stigandr’s death already, and it would be well before his own.

	A full three years after he’d found the book, his nights spent unlocking its secrets and how best to wield them, it was time to act. If what he read was true, had little time to waste: it was already the 500th year, and he could not afford to let the last few months slip away or he’d lose his best chance with it. With a final push, he wrote down everything that might be relevant and, at last, he was done.

	First, he burned the book.

	Then, he summoned Sindri of Hundrfeld.

	Hundrfeld’s keep was among the first that had sworn fealty to Yfirgardr, so long ago they were nearly as noble as Havardr’s own family from how many marriages and alliances the two families had struck. Sindri was of an age with him, and by virtue of their shared nobility, they had spent many years together as Sindri trained at court each spring. They had sparred together, hunted together, and when they’d grown the first tufts of a beard at the cusp of manhood, they’d raided together. They were good friends, closer than Havardr was with his blood siblings, and he knew he could trust Sindri.

	“Let’s sail together,” Havardr said when Sindri arrived. Sindri was as tan as ever, his hair blonder even than Havardr’s from the sun and his eyes a dark gray like a winter storm. He was lean and lithe and handsome, his only fault was the crooked nose he’d earned on his first raid; he’d never let anyone get the better of him after that.

	“Of course, brother.” He grinned wide, always easy smiles when it was the two of them. “Where to?”

	Sindri was always up for an adventure.

	“A raid on the islands,” he said. That was all he could offer while they were still at Yfirgardr. The city was crowded, and the keep’s walls had ears; he didn’t dare say more where someone might overhear. Particularly his parents or his siblings, who would surely put a stop to his plans. They’d think him reckless and conniving; he couldn’t disagree with the latter.

	“The islands?” Sandri’s eyes brightened. He’d never seen the sea until he’d come to Yfirgardr, and he’d fallen in love with it the first time he set foot on a dreki, though he couldn’t swim or sail worth a damn.

	“Aye. My father’s gifted me a dreki of my own for my name day.” It was a small ship that could barely hold the crew necessary to sail it. No doubt his father had chosen such a vessel so that Havardr couldn’t go too far and thus couldn’t cause too much trouble. Unfortunate, because he had quite far to go on this trip, but for the best: it was crucial they had as few men with them as possible.

	It’d be less suspicious when they didn’t make it back.

	“Your own dreki.” Sindri whistled. “A kingly gift indeed.”

	Havardr preened at this. Sindri knew Havardr craved the throne and knew how much he deserved it. All the glory he’d won, all the plunder he’d brought home; Stigandr, with his books and his magic, could never lead a raid.

	It was easier than he’d hoped to convince his father to let them sail; it was his mother who protested.

	Queen Ingegerd was in many ways a reflection of her eldest son. With long, sandy locks and a stern expression that Havardr recognized all too well from his looking glass, she looked more regal on the throne than his father despite her lowly birth. She clutched her handful of bones and runes and other talismans, then threw them on the stone floor before the dais, their clattering echoing throughout the Great Hall. Though Havardr was closer to the casting than her, he could barely make out the symbols and wondered how she could read their secrets from her gilded chair.

	“The omens are bad,” she said, turning to her husband and ignoring her son. She often ignored Havardr and his sister Ragnhild, the two children who’d been given to the sword. As a mage, she looked down on them, he was certain, and favored Stigandr and the baby Randel, the two boys she’d be allowed to teach in her own ways.

	If only their father, a warrior like him, would show the same favoritism, but he preferred to be seen as ‘fair.’

	“Do the omens say the boy will die?” Alvis asked his wife, with less scorn than Havardr would’ve liked, but enough to show he didn’t believe her nonsense.

	“He might wish he had,” Queen Ingegerd said darkly. “But no, he will sail and he will return, but this will reap nothing good.”

	Good for whom? Havardr wondered. She was right that he would do a great deal that would turn out poorly for those opposed to him, and her reading made him only more sure he was on the right course.

	“But nothing bad?” Havardr prodded.

	His mother finally cast her gaze on him. Her eyes were a dark blue that reminded him of the sea on a summer’s day: beautiful and unwelcoming. 

	“The omens are bad,” she repeated haughtily. “He should stay in Yfirgardr until the season’s end.” Her eyes flickered to the talismans. “Until the year’s end would be best.”

	Havardr balked at this, but before he could protest, his father intervened on his behalf. “Wife, I value your council as always, but I see no harm in this. It doesn’t seem to pertain to the matter we recently discussed …” He paused, giving Ingegerd a cryptic look. She nodded; he continued. “So I say we let the boy go. You say no harm will come to him, so allow him this trip with his friend. If any ill comes of it, then he will learn to heed the omens as he should.”

	She arched an eyebrow at him, as if asking, ‘And if no ill comes of it?’ She didn’t protest, though she eyed Sindri warily, and Havardr wondered at that. She’d been curt to Sindri of late, a change that had happened not long after Randel was born. Havardr never challenged her on it because he didn’t care about his mother’s moods (or her omens, so new in comparison to the prophecies he’d found).

	With his father’s blessing, he arranged the trip and set sail.

	Due south, straight to Spakonaheim.

	 

	 


 

	2

	Ingegerd

	501

	Queen Ingegerd tuned out the petitioners pleading for justice and traced the compass on her neck as she thought. Her husband, the ever-revered and esteemed King Alvis, would all too happily deal out verdicts to the line of peasants who’d come to the throne for arbitration. She only attended in case he was stumped or if someone requested a reading, then she would cast their lots and interpret the omens. None here today would ask, though; those who believed sought her council in private, away from the Great Hall and its king.

	It wasn’t that they didn’t respect her or her abilities. There was a power in prophecy that demanded secrecy. It was better suited to the quiet seclusion of the queen’s sitting room, not the watchful, greedy crowd that sought the king.

	The Great Hall was, indeed, the largest hall she’d ever seen. The ceilings towered some fifty feet over them, lined with torches so high they needed to be lit by magic. Columns lined each side, leading guests from the tall wooden doors directly to the dais where her and her husband’s thrones sat, raised so they might see over the heads of those who visited. A hundred, perhaps two, might crowd inside, though she’d never seen such numbers.

	Ingegerd spared a glance at her husband, his brow furrowed in concentration as he listened to the farmer before him prattle on about goats or beets or some such nonsense. She knew he cared for it no more than she did, but he put on a good show for the people. She’d give him that.

	Theirs wasn’t a love match by any means, and over the years she’d grown to resent her husband and his ego. He himself had a healthy respect for magic wielders, but his councilors and nobles didn’t, and that attitude had pervaded the people. Oh, the common folk believed in the power and utility of magic. Ask any parent whose child ailed, and they would beg for a healer’s magic, yet there was no prestige in being the wielder of those remedies.

	The nobles were coldly polite to her, their queen, but mistrustful of the mages at court. As if magic wasn’t holding the entire kingdom together. It was woven into the land itself, a radiance she’d felt when she first left her home of Andiby and crossed the border into Hjorrfold. It had surprised her how deeply rooted the magic here was, when there were so few mages compared to Andiby. Decades she’d lived in Yfirgardr and still it could leave her breathless how strongly the magic clung to this place.

	And yet, magic craft had fallen out of fashion among the nobles here centuries ago, so they couldn’t understand how she clung to it so tightly. Did they think half the royal children were given to magic without reason? The only common magic in Hjorrfold was the small magic used by peasants and servants. If not for the royal family, there would be none of the mages and witches who frequented court; they would seek patronage and respect in other lands.

	They scoff and doubt, but magic like mine keeps death from overtaking this kingdom … 

	But Alvis, for all his faults, knew this. All the rulers of Hjorrfold respected the magic of the land, the blessing and the curse of maintaining the balance of blade and mage. It was why Alvis had personally come to her people to seek their strongest daughter for marriage. And she’d gone willingly, accepted his hand in exchange for her people’s continued independence. No tithes or tributes paid, no danger of raids or skirmishes, but access to Hjorrfold’s vast well of magic.

	Though Alvis didn’t know that last condition. Smart as he was and as much as he knew about his magical responsibilities as king, it would require a more nuanced understanding of blood magic to realize how thoroughly his kingdom was bound to its royal house. In truth, the magic was beyond Ingegerd’s grasp, too bound to her husband’s bloodline for her to access, but she understood enough: if her people’s blood sat on the throne, her people could draw from Hjorrfold’s magic.

	Though perhaps the people of Andiby were no longer hers to claim.

	She moved her fingers from the grooved edges of the compass to its surface, letting her nails catch on the nearly invisible markings along the gold surface. Unfortunately, it only held the power to show her the way back home, not the way forward. It would never be of much use to her now that she was permanently installed in Yfirgardr. She knew in her bones she would never leave this city again. She didn’t mind: her work was here, in the castle walls.

	The large wooden door that separated the Great Hall from the private areas of the keep opened, and the room fell silent as her son entered, flanked on both sides by members of the city guard. Curious, Ingegerd stopped fidgeting with her compass and sat up straighter.

	Havardr was up to something. Her son, full of youthful bravado, wasn’t subtle. He was, however, very determined. She needn’t ever wonder what his aim was. He’d made it very clear when his brother was born that he meant himself to be king. Only seven, and he couldn’t handle competition.

	So while she didn’t know what had spurred Havardr on his mysterious raid with his boyhood friend a year ago, she knew he did it because he felt it would aid him in his quest to become king. She hadn’t wanted him to go, not because she cared which of her children would next wear the crown, but because she neither trusted her eldest son nor liked the omens she’d seen before the trip.

	That Havardr and Sindri had come back alone, the rest of the crew dead, should have vindicated her concerns. The deaths of a few raiders from humble backgrounds had stirred little interest at court. So long as the two noble youths had returned alive, then no one had noticed the loss of the other men.

	Ingegerd had noticed, as she’d noticed the haunted look on Sindri’s face when they’d returned. As she’d noticed he’d left immediately and hadn’t returned to Yfirgardr in the months since.

	“I request leave to travel to Hundrfeld,” Havardr said. “For a hunting trip.”

	A formality. He’d never been denied a trip within the realms of Hjorrfold, and certainly not to see Sindri. Despite Ingegerd’s dislike for the youth and his damned dogs, there was no politic way to end the friendship: they were both of high blood, the same age, and in love with the blade. They’d fight and raid together until the day one of them died of it, she was certain.

	“Of course,” Alvis said, somewhat irritably. This request could have easily been made in private, yet Havardr was before them with a full crowd in attendance. He did this often, no doubt trying to make his presence known among the people of Yfirgardr. What a delight it would be for them to have seen not only the king and queen, but the prince, too!

	He, of course, wore his best cloak—black wolf fur trimmed with white hare—and had styled his blond hair with an iron band engraved with battle scenes from his forefathers. It wasn’t a crown, but from a distance, it looked like a royal diadem. That, combined with his confident, regal bearing, gave the look of an heir apparent.

	It was insolent, and neither king nor queen appreciated the small ways he attempted to usurp authority.

	Ingegerd didn’t envy her other children the difficulty they’d have managing him should he not become king. He wasn’t one to give up power without a fight.

	“Aren’t you going to check the omens?” Havardr looked at her defiantly. Inwardly, she sighed. The more he tried to seem kingly, the haughtier he appeared. It was embarrassing that she’d produced such a son.

	There was no need to check the omens. Any danger Hundrfeld posed was years away, and it wouldn’t come from Sindri. The boy looked at Havardr like he’d hung the moon. He’d die for Havardr and his honor long before he allowed him harm. At least right now, he would. Should either marry…

	It didn’t matter. That was a consideration for another time, and she wouldn’t check the star charts for such childish reasons.

	“Are you worried?” she asked sweetly, matching his insolence step for step. “I didn’t think a prince of this household would be concerned about traveling within his own kingdom such a short distance.”

	Instantly, his expression soured into a scowl. “I’m not concerned—”

	“Or perhaps you worry whatever beast you mean to hunt will best you?”

	His face darkened to an angry red. “Of course not—”

	“Then I needn’t check the signs. We agree, there is no danger. No catastrophe to circumvent in this friendly visit and ordinary hunt. I shouldn’t wish to delay your trip when there is no greater danger than a spooked horse. Please pass on our well wishes to Sindri and his family, and we await your return.”

	The court seemed to hold its breath. They didn’t understand what was going on, but only a fool would miss the tension between mother and son. All eyes turned to Alvis. Would he disagree with his wife? What would it mean if he did?

	He didn’t disagree. He rarely did in public, and he wouldn’t after the last time she’d cast omens for Havardr and they’d both ignored her.

	“Be well, my son,” was all Alvis said, dismissing him with a look and turning his attention to the next petitioners.

	If Ingegerd at all cared about the petitioners, she would’ve missed it. She’d have looked away from her son as he left and not caught the way he smirked to himself, looking quite satisfied as he walked briskly out the way he’d come. While it might appear to those present that he’d been humbled by the exchange with his parents, his satisfaction showed he hadn’t been cowed at all.

	Ingegerd felt, strangely, that she had fallen into some trap of his. Had he not wanted her to look at the omens? Was he planning something on this trip that he didn’t want foretold? Was there more to this hunt?

	She picked up her compass and worried it in her hands. Ignorant to the world around her, she thought and thought and thought, recounting every prophecy she knew and all the signs she ever read. She tried to discern if there was any real danger in allowing this trip. By the time all the visitors had left and the Great Hall’s doors closed, she truly couldn’t see any harm in it. Whatever Havardr thought he’d won today, she’d let him have the victory. It was meaningless in the grand scheme of things, and Ingegerd had much larger fates to unravel.

	 

	 


 

	3

	Trond

	501

	 

	Trond wasn’t pleased when his brother had returned home with a babe in his arms. Oh, he was pleased that his brother was taking responsibility for the girl he’d sired with some maiden he’d never even bothered to mention, but Trond wasn’t pleased that the situation had arisen at all. It was so unlike Sindri, a youth who had never so much as hinted at a lover.

	But then again, Trond’s brother was never so reckless as he was when with the king’s son.

	It didn’t bode well that this mysterious girl-child had appeared in Hundrfeld not long after Sindri had answered Havardr’s summons. Trond had met the eldest prince but a handful of times, and had never much cared for him. He had some admirable qualities for a warrior—fearless and brazen among them—but none would suit him well on the throne. Havardr and Sindri were thick as thieves, having been forced upon each other so often at an impressionable age. If Sindri were to have an affair with anyone, Trond would have guessed Havardr.

	It had been no surprise that Sindri left when Havardr beckoned, and less still when the two had gone to gallivant across the sea to raid and pillage as all young men thought was their right. Trond supposed the little one was the result of some drunken tryst that Havardr had encouraged, and again he was proud that his brother knew enough about the woman to inquire after her when he returned to Yfirgardr.

	Yet Trond had been speechless when his brother, still a child himself, came into the hall at Hundrfeld with the small bundle held protectively to his chest.

	“She’s mine to care for,” Sindri had said, stone-faced and miserable as he handed over the girl for his brother and lord to judge. “I must.”

	“Aye,” Trond agreed. He swallowed thickly as he took in the sleeping girl, knowing their steady lives at Hundrfeld were forever changed. “You must.”

	The girl was a quiet thing, fair skinned but dark in everything else—eyes as dark as a moonless night and wisps of raven-black hair. She barely cried even when she was hungry. Her nursemaid said she was the easiest baby she’d ever cared for, but warned the calm babies were more troublesome as they grew.

	“Her father was the same,” Trond grumbled. He remembered well his younger brother’s wild toddler years, though the baby resembled her father in no other way, excepting this possible similar disposition. And Sindri’s dogs loved the little bundle, sniffling and licking and nuzzling whenever they could. Always a favorable sign, when the dogs took to a baby.

	After her second moon in the keep, they did the ceremony to name her as part of the family. Tessa of Hundrfeld. A strange name, but Sindri was insistent.

	“Her mother picked it,” was all he said with an urgency that made Trond hesitant to press. He suspected the poor lass had died in childbirth, a devastation Trond understood all too well.

	Whatever unease Trond had felt when Sindri had first presented Tessa was soon replaced with the joy of having a child back in their ancestral home.

	And then that unease returned tenfold when his brother left a few months later, again at Havardr’s summons.

	“You leave again so soon?” Trond wouldn’t deny his brother’s request—he didn’t have the heart to deny his brother anything, in truth, not if it would do him no harm—but the whole business reeked. What could Havardr want with Sindri so soon? More raiding? The boys were barely sixteen and had been lucky thus far. Trond hated that so much glory was placed upon sailing and pillaging, when it was more difficult to rule well.

	“It’s just a boar hunt,” Sindri said with wide, pleading eyes. He looked just like their mother, hickory-gray eyes and a mess of tawny hair that framed his usually cheerful face; he was somber now, and it worried him. Trond dreaded when Tessa grew old enough to wield such power over him, a look and pout enough to break his will, and knew it was inevitable that his niece would hold even more. “I’ll be back within a fortnight.”

	He never came back.

	The cold, lifeless body that was carried into the hall a week later was not his brother. It was the shell that had held his soul, less luminous now than Trond ever thought possible.

	“How did he die?” Trond asked the men who’d brought him home. He couldn’t look away from the prone figure, no matter how much it broke his heart. These were the last few minutes where he had some semblance of a brother left to him.

	“Boar tusk,” one said. “It gouged him and he bled to death before the prince could carry him to a healer.”

	The roan-coated dog at Trond’s heel growled, and the man flinched back. He was wise to: the bitch would mangle him within minutes if Trond let her, but Trond didn’t punish messengers for the deeds of their unworthy masters.

	Two more stepped forward. One offered him the tusks, the other the hide, both bowing deeply after they laid them at his feet. Gifts from the absent prince.

	Trond was no great hunter, but he knew the difference between a wound caused by a dagger and a boar, and it was insulting that the young prince thought otherwise. Or perhaps the git knew Trond couldn’t challenge him on the boldfaced lie, not without bringing the matter to the king. As just as Alvis was, it was difficult to believe there’d be any true justice brought against his eldest son. Not when the only proof he’d ever have was a corpse that would rot before he brought it to Yfirgardr.

	Trond built the pyre himself. He cut the trees and chopped the wood and piled each piece, one by one, in the low field outside Hundrfeld. They’d built the keep in the only flat patch for miles, a valley between the rocky plains suitable for a large keep and the grounds they needed to raise their dogs. They’d trained litter after litter of pups here, and foolishly Trond had thought Sindri might teach his daughter the same in this very spot.

	“Worst mistake of my life,” he said to the shell that once was his brother. He laid the boar hide over him and sniffled to see Sindri disappear. “Should never have let you go on that hunt.”

	Trond held his orphaned niece so she could see the fire as it burned late into the night. Thank the spirits she wouldn’t remember it, and damn them for not giving Tessa her father long enough to remember him.

	Havardr arrived a few moons after Sindri’s death. Convenient that he’d missed the funeral, though Trond dared not do more than hint at the slight. It was for the best, anyway; Trond had learned to master his grief since then.

	“I’ve come to see the girl,” Havardr said after the barest nod to courtesy was given. When Trond didn’t move—he in fact did the opposite, his muscles tightening in a rigid refusal to allow this man anywhere near his niece—the prince put on a sympathetic smile. “She’s the child of my dearest friend. I mourn him like a brother, and would like to pay my respects to his daughter.”

	Unfortunately, Trond couldn’t refuse him. Not without risking his neck. What would happen to his vassals and his household and to Tessa if he were dead? There were no other heirs, none but the little girl, who was years and years away from being ready to lead.

	The nursemaid brought Tessa out, flowers braided into her hair to make her more ‘presentable’ to her prince. She toddled about the great hall, trailed by pups not much older than her. They formed a protective bubble around her, which soothed Trond somewhat; should Havardr get too close, they would defend her. He didn’t, though. He was content to watch from afar as she babbled to the dogs.

	“Bring her over,” Havardr said, and the nursemaid obliged. She held Tessa up for Havardr’s inspection, gaze downcast and arms trembling. Havardr leaned down to meet Tessa’s eye, and the girl was too young to know she stared death in the face; she stared right back. “She’s healthy?”

	“Aye,” Trond said. He wanted to throw Havardr out of his halls. Would have, if it wouldn’t risk a war.

	“Strong,” Havardr said approvingly when he poked her and she grabbed his finger. He never said her name, not once during that whole visit. Didn’t say Sindri’s either, for that matter.

	“Aye,” Trond said again.

	“She’ll be my ward.” He stared down at the baby with covetous desire, like a dragon looking upon its hoard.

	Trond clenched his hands into fists. He nodded toward the nursemaid. She looked as shaken up as Trond felt and was all too happy to scurry away with her charge. Back upstairs in the safety of the private quarters were not even Havardr would dare go uninvited. Only once they were out of earshot did Trond address his prince.

	“She’s no one’s ward. She’s my niece. A daughter of Hundrfeld. What need does she have of a protector when she has one already?”

	Havardr shrugged. “Royal patronage can hardly harm her, can it? She’ll want for nothing. The least I can do for my friend’s daughter.”

	The least you could do is leave us alone, Trond spat in his head. You’ve already done the worst to us.

	But as much as Trond wanted to tell off the little shit, this boy who stood before him and presumed he could give orders and take whatever he wanted, Trond knew better. By all accounts, Havardr’s interest was a fickle thing. While he had the focus and discipline to master the blade, he’d never been able to turn that zeal toward anything else. It was a generous offer, one made in earnest, but he was a young man. He would send them some gold and ask after her now and then, but Havardr didn’t want the responsibility of an actual ward.

	Better to appease him until he lost interest in Tessa. A quiet baby was easy to fawn over, after all, but once she was an obstinate, shrieking toddler, Havardr would change his tune.

	So Trond made the second worst mistake of his life: he allowed Havardr his claim.
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	The dogs skittered about, agitated from being kept indoors. They normally had free rein of the castle and the grounds, but an early snowfall had forced most of the household to stay in the keep. For a week now, they’d lived off the stores and spent most of their days in the great hall. There were stories and contests to keep them entertained, and Tessa found she enjoyed being snowed in. It made the world smaller, more comfortable.

	But the storms had brought them only a temporary reprieve from the outside world: even with the snow deep and the winds strong, the servants were sent to dig out the courtyard so they could open the gates for the Ondljosbod. Even Tessa helped, though she was but a child. She took up a small shovel and made a small trench for her dogs, space for them to run and play while everyone worked and worked.

	One night, there was a faint glimmer in the sky during the evening games, and all the children rushed to the windows to see it. Despite being the future mistress of Hundrfeld, she had to elbow and push among them until she finally got to the front. Pressed against the wall, she rose onto her tiptoes, her nose resting on the windowsill as she looked, looked, looked—

	“Oh!” Tessa cried with excitement and pointed. There’d been a brief, greenish-blue flicker that crossed the sky, just above the hills to the east. All the children shouted in delight, hopping up and down as they made wishes and sent prayers to their ancestors.

	Later, as her uncle tucked her into bed, she clasped his hand in both of hers. “Can I come this time?” she begged. The lights only appeared in the very dead of winter, when it was too cold for the very young or the very old to go out and see them. Tessa was only seven and had been denied the chance to go every winter. This was the first time she dared even ask.

	Her uncle smiled, putting his other hand over hers and winking. “I think you can,” he said, and she could barely sleep at all that night nor sit still the whole of the next day.

	With the outside world suitably opened back up to them, there was a flurry of activity as the keep prepared for the Ondljosbod.

	Tessa went down to help in the kitchens. They would spend the day preparing food for the festival, while those who could read and write made the banners. The food was all the favorites of the dead they missed; the banners would list their names and deeds, praise for the good they’d done in life. The two would be used to coax the dead from Draugrheimer, the land of the dead, so that they might dance across the sky.

	Tessa’s old nursemaid helped her make the sweetened nuts and dried fruits her father had loved, and they giggled as they snuck bites. The kitchen was alive with joy, because everyone was so happy for the chance to be close to their lost loved ones again. Tessa had never known her father—not that she could remember, anyway—and she wished for nothing more than to catch sight of him. She wanted him to see her, to know she was alive and well and missed him.

	“Can you miss someone you never knew?” she whispered to her nursemaid as they rolled the dough for rolls.

	She’d leaned in and tapped Tessa on the nose. “Of course, little one. Your heart can long for many things, even things it’s never had.”

	They dressed warmly for the trek. The entire household was buzzing with anticipation. What a happy day!

	They set out together as the sun began its descent, keeping the warm food beneath their cloaks. The eldest in each family was charged with carrying the banners, and they whipped in the wind, sounding like shrieks; it gave Tessa goosebumps. If the lights were the spirits of the dead, was this their voices?

	They walked and walked in a long line like a snake, winding out of the keep and north, then east along the trees until they reached some hills. They scattered then, each family finding their own place.

	Trond guided Tessa away from the others, to the tallest hill. The sun had nearly set, dusk casting the world in beautiful shades of pink and purple. When they reached the top, he fell into the snow and let her sit on his lap. They faced north and waited in silence.

	Night fell. The stars twinkled. Still, they waited.

	It began slowly. A shimmer of light, green or blue or white, dancing across the sky so quickly, you’d blink and miss it. But they came more and more often until gradually the lights filled the entire sky. Tessa sat there, breathless, humbled by the beauty of the Ondljosbod.

	Her first.

	“The lights show how thin the barrier between worlds is,” her uncle whispered, and she startled to hear a sound besides the wind and the banners. “If the dead can come back, even as light, it shows they are never as far away as they might seem. We’re all together, all the time; when we are bound by love, no separation is permanent.”

	Tessa nodded. She didn’t understand, but she knew she would. Someday.

	She took out the bundle of food, still warm from being pressed against her body. They nibbled at it as they watched the lights. They seemed to grow brighter, seemed to take up more and more of the sky until there was nothing else left but the dancing spirits, but she knew there were places where they couldn’t see the lights. It made her heart ache, that not everyone could see such a thing.

	“Which one’s my father?” she asked as loudly as she dared. She worried she had been too quiet, because Trond didn’t answer at first, but eventually he did.

	“All of them,” he said. “None of them. When we die, we have no more body to tie us together. Imagine how hard it must be to keep all your thoughts in one place when you can be everywhere all at once.”

	She turned to watch him watch the sky, and was shocked to realize he had tears in his eyes. She’d never seen a grown-up cry, and it fascinated her. “Why are you sad, Uncle?” She reached up and brushed away his tears with her mittened hand. “I thought this was a happy time.”

	“It may sound strange, but you can be happy and sad at the same time.” When she gave him an appalled look, he laughed. “I mean it. I am so very happy to be brought close to my family again, and to share this with you, but I am so very sad to remember all the people I’ve lost.”

	That sobered Tessa. She had no father (no mother, either, but no one spoke of her and it was hard enough to miss a father she didn’t know, never mind a mother who didn’t seem to exist), and she knew her father was Trond’s brother … but Trond must’ve had his own parents, right? And he was much older than her, so perhaps he’d lost friends, too. She wiggled in his lap so she could read the banners behind them.

	Sindri. Reidun. Egil. Ingolf. Gudridr.

	How careless she’d been not to look at them before.

	Trond caught her gaze and pointed to the largest banner. “Sindri, my brother. You know that name, yes?” He waited for her to nod. He swallowed thickly, then continued to point to each name. “Ingolf and Gudridr, my parents. You’ll have heard their names, I expect. Your grandparents were good people, and I am proud to be their son. They would have spoiled you worse than I do.” He tickled her through the thick furs and she giggled. He was much grimmer when he continued, tracing the final names with his fingers. “Reidun was my wife. Egil, my son.”

	“You were married?” she blurted out. “You had a son?”

	Why hadn’t she heard this before?

	“Aye,” he said. Tessa had little experience with sadness and none at all with devastation, but she recognized it now. And she understood why her uncle had never spoken of them before: it hurt him too much. “They died before you were born, I’m afraid. My son took a single breath in all his life, and my wife took her last right after.”

	This Tessa understood. Childbearing was the most dangerous thing a woman could do, or so the women in the keep said. Tessa herself had known two women and three babes who’d died from it, and knew that the strongest witches were the midwives. They were few and in great demand, but even with the very best in attendance, a birth could always go wrong.

	Sometimes magic wasn’t enough.

	Tessa hoped she never had children: the risk seemed too great.

	“I wish I’d known them,” she said. She loved her uncle dearly, but she knew her father’s death had hurt him; now she knew that other losses plagued him, this other family she could’ve had but had lost before ever knowing them.

	“Me too, little pup.”

	Watching the great dance of lights, Tessa tried to imagine them: her grandparents, her father, her aunt, and her cousin. They’d all be together, of that she was sure, and would be overjoyed to see her at her first Ondljosbod.

	“How did my grandparents die?” she asked. She hated that she’d never asked before.

	“Old age,” Trond said with pride. Dying of old age showed one’s prosperity, and for a noble family, it showed they’d kept the peace in their lands. There was honor in many deaths, but this was a rare feat.

	“And”—she faltered slightly, having never dared ask this before—“my father?”

	Trond sighed. She’d thought he’d stiffen at the question, but instead she felt his whole body go lax in defeat. “He was killed.”

	It was Tessa who went rigid. She hadn’t imagined her father’s death, but she realized she’d never thought it violent. “How?” A pause as she considered, and then more darkly she asked, “Who?”

	“A boar. Or a man.”

	She imagined a man like her uncle. Saw him in her mind’s eye, saw him on a hunt against a boar. It could happen to anyone, even the best hunter. Boar were huge, dangerous, unpredictable creatures.

	… but men were more dangerous.

	There was one man in particular, a man who visited every year in the name of her father. A man that her uncle glared at and whose name Trond refused to speak even when he was in Hundrfeld with them. She’d never seen her uncle treat anyone with such contempt, yet his respect was required, because this man was the king’s son.

	Whatever a king was. Whyever that mattered.

	“Havardr,” she whispered. She took his silence as confirmation and seethed. Her father’s murderer, invading their home and forcing her uncle to relive this insult year after year. “Why haven’t you challenged him?”

	If you were wronged, you could challenge the other party to a contest. Archery or axe-throwing, a race of some sort or perhaps a test of endurance. The will of the world would help the just party overcome the unjust one, and that would be that: everyone would know you’d done wrong, or they would know you’d done none. The people who worked the lands near Hundrfeld would sometimes come to Trond for judgement in these matters: theft, land disputes, and yes, even murder.

	Her uncle believed in Havardr’s guilt, even if a boar had perhaps dealt the actual blow … so why had he not challenged him?

	“You are too young to understand,” he said gently, “but there is no contest against him that I could win. He is the king’s eldest son. There’s no proof, and I’m an old, lonely man. I wasn’t on that hunt. I saw nothing, I know nothing, and I am nothing to these people.” He spoke practically but bitterly; he’d reasoned this out many times before, no doubt always coming to the same conclusion: there was nothing to be done but mourn and move on.

	“But he’ll be king,” Tessa protested. If it mattered that he was the king’s son, then being the king must matter now. “How can such a man be king?”

	“The king has other children,” Trond said vaguely. “We can always hope one of them is more worthy.” He rubbed a soothing circle on her back, one she could barely feel through the layers of fur. “That’s not what Ondljosbod is about, little pup. We aren’t here to be upset about what cannot be undone. We come to celebrate what was. So stop hogging the nuts and let me tell you about the time my brother cheated me at a race around the keep …”

	Hours later, when she could barely keep her eyes open and her sides were sore from laughing, she realized her uncle was right: celebrating was a much pleasanter way to spend the festival nights … but the flame of her rage had been lit, and it wouldn’t be so easily extinguished.

	 

	 


 

	5

	Trond

	509

	 

	The ghost of his brother haunted Trond, but Tessa’s light shone through the darkness of his grief. She looked less and less like him as she grew into her features—her hair and eyes too dark, her complexion too fair, her expression too contemplative—but there was something of his spark inside her. Sometimes Trond had trouble seeing any of his brother in her at all, then she’d smile mischievously and laugh without a care in the world, and for a moment, Sindri was alive once more. 

	A shame she’d never known her father. She would’ve been the most spoiled child in all of Hjorrfold, if only the prince had any decency. Trond would simply have to do his best to make up for the losses the young girl had already been dealt by being a doting and attentive uncle.

	But as she grew, it wasn’t merely the ways she did or didn’t remind him of Sindri that struck Trond: it was her strength.

	Tessa was unnaturally strong. Though good-natured and not prone to tantrums, she’d broken many of her toys over the years. Dolls and clay horses and wooden swords weren’t safe, all eventually brought to him by small hands and misty eyes. Always with a whimper of, “I didn’t mean to.” 

	Yet Trond didn’t know just how strong she was until he took her hunting.

	It was her ninth winter, well past due for a proper hunt. She’d snared smaller prey around the keep: birds and rabbits, mostly, though once she’d been delighted to catch a lemming. But she was old enough and skilled enough to try her hand at larger game. He’d taught her how to use a bow the summer prior, and she’d been begging for a chance to use it outside of her target practice. The snow made prey easy to track, so they waited until the first snowfalls had blanketed the land.

	“Could we find a bear?” Tessa asked as he tied her quiver over her leather cloak.

	“They’ll be sleeping, little pup.” All the better; bears in Hundrfeld grew twice as large as they did in the mountains, with so much game to feed upon. They were rare, though, with no natural caves to offer them shelter.

	“Then what will it be?” Her bottom lip quivered. “Not hares. I’ve already caught loads in snares.”

	“Not hares,” he agreed. He paused, letting the anticipation grow. “We’ll be hunting elk.”

	Elk seemed the perfect introduction, safe because of the distance, but sufficiently interesting because of their size. They were also traditionally the first big game any youth on the cusp of adulthood would hunt, though Tessa was too young yet to kill one on her own. Good practice, though, and exciting to see that future milestone draw a little nearer.

	Tessa’s eyes went wide, and she clapped her hands in delight. “Elk! Elk! Elk! We’ll be hunting elk!” she singsonged.

	They set out just the two of them. No servants, no dogs, just uncle and niece out to claim tribute from the wilderness they governed, with much fanfare from those in the keep. They were each armed with bows and knives; Tessa’s cloak and boots were so big she looked about to fall over as she waded into the snow. But she handled herself well, as careful and surefooted as any hunter twice her age.

	They found tracks in the woods a few miles from the keep, and Trond delighted in his niece’s excitement. She dutifully listened as he explained how to follow the clues the elk had left behind, and soon he let her lead the hunt. It was his fault, letting her get so far ahead, but when she crossed a frozen stream, he heard her wordless call. When he followed her gaze, he saw the elk at the top of the nearest hill, nosing at the snow for hidden greens.

	“Your bow,” he said calmly. “Take aim and—”

	And she was off, nocking her bow and loosing an arrow before he’d understood what was happening. “Tessa!” he yelled in warning, but she never slowed down even to shoot.

	The arrow flew, and it seemed she ran nearly as fast. The shot was true and hit the creature in the neck, though not deeply enough to kill. It reared and then bolted, cresting the hill and disappearing from sight. To his horror, Tessa threw aside her bow, drew her hunting knife, and disappeared after it. His throat tightened in panic. This was no small creature like the elk found further south by the coast. This was a mammoth of a beast, the tips of its antlers reaching a good two men high. It could trample Trond if it had a mind to; it could run Tessa over without breaking its stride.

	“Tessa!” he called hoarsely as he scrambled up the hill behind her. He didn’t know whether to ready his bow or his blade, or to keep his hands free so he could grab Tessa and run if need be. “Tessa!”

	He scrambled up with his hands on the ground to steady himself and keep from sliding back down. When he reached the peak, he saw the blood splattered across the snow and—

	Nothing. Below was a line of trees and the telltale signs of little feet following bigger hooves. He followed, terrified of what he’d find. His heart beat in terror, remembering his wife’s last moments and the death of his son. Not again not again not again, he prayed, not caring what spirits listened so long as they did.

	Not far into the trees, he found Tessa and the elk. Tessa stood over the beast, its hot blood steaming in the air. Her hands were covered in it, though not much else. Her cloak was clean, and it made the sight more harrowing.

	Trond approached slowly, as though Tessa were the wounded animal in need of comfort. “Little pup,” he said calmly, “did you finish your hunt?”

	The corner of her lips twitched. She was proud—as any child would be, to have made their first kill and to have taken down such a wonderful creature as a prize—but she must have sensed his concern, because she didn’t smile. So she merely nodded.

	“With your bare hands?” he asked, though he knew the answer already.

	Again she nodded, and a hint of her pride shone through in the way she lifted her chin.

	He knelt in front of her and put his hands on her shoulders. “You did very well, my heart. You are very strong and fast and brave. I’m very proud of you.”

	She soaked in his praise, then frowned and looked down at the dead beast. Her hand went to her belt, her hunting knife sheathed once more, before she turned her puzzled expression back to Trond. “Did I do something wrong?” she asked.

	“No,” he said instantly. She truly hadn’t. It was a hunt, the elk their prey, and she’d killed it with brutal efficiency. The wrongness wasn’t in her or what she’d done: it was how others would use it. “You’ll soon be the best hunter of all Hundrfeld. I was much older when I killed my first elk all by myself. Your father was a better hunter than I, and he was twelve, I think, when he managed it.”

	Her dark eyes went wide, as they always did when he mentioned Sindri. He wished he could give her the gift of a mother’s memory as well.

	Normally, that would be the end of it. She was still so young, too young to be drawn into the court politics and schemes that had gotten her father killed. But she’d killed her first elk, and by the oldest laws that made her a woman. Nine years old, but an adult in the eyes of some. So much growing left to do, so much left to learn … but perhaps she was ready to learn this one truth.

	“You did nothing wrong,” he repeated. “But I fear they’ll come for you when they realize how much you’re capable of. And depending on who comes, I don’t know if I’ll be able to stop them.”

	He thought of the prince, who had yet to grow bored with his annual visits to Hundrfeld. It always had the air of a quartermaster inspecting the stores, dispassionate and transactional in a way that made Trond feel dirty for allowing it. Havardr stayed as little as was polite, dining with them two nights and leaving the third morning at first light. He made sure Hundrfeld’s treasury was well supplied and offered to send tutors from court; he never seemed offended when Trond refused the latter. Trond’s pride could barely accept the gold, but he felt it was owed to them as recompense for Sindri.

	Havardr’s interest was already unnerving, and she had nothing to offer. What would he do if he got wind of this hunt? If he thought he could use Tessa as a weapon, he would get his claws in her and never let go.

	But instead of fear darkening her expression, it brightened in understanding. “King’s son.” She said the title as if it were a curse, and Trond realized he had perhaps been too open with his disdain. Then, very seriously, she said, “I won’t let him know. I won’t let anyone know, Uncle.”

	It broke his heart how well she understood the danger.

	They dragged the elk back to the keep, then had it sent to the kitchens. “We celebrate my niece’s first hunt!” he said, lifting her up onto his shoulders. “Tonight we feast!”

	It would’ve pained him to lie outright and take all the credit for the kill, but the household was happy to assume everything but the truth: Tessa had helped, as expected, but Trond had done the real work of tracking and killing the beast. They doted on Tessa and congratulated her on her success, and for her part, Tessa never bragged she’d done it alone. A quiet child, no one thought it strange when she didn’t elaborate on her adventure.

	All of Hundrfeld rejoiced in their little heiress’s achievement, and Trond allowed himself to enjoy it, too. There was no harm done, after all, when only two in the entire world knew the truth and both had agreed upon secrecy.

	The only lasting reminder was the head: he had it mounted and hung above his chair in the great hall. A good reminder to both Tessa and himself of what she was capable of … and the importance of hiding in plain sight.
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	Stigandr watched his brother from his bedroom window. His room was on the northwestern corner of the castle in a stone tower that had once served as a lookout before it’d been made into living quarters. He can trace the whole history of the keep from this vantage point: the dark wood of the Great Hall, the uneven stonework of the wall, and the mismatched stonework for each latter addition to the castle. This window also gave him the best view of the main courtyard where the soldiers trained and a more distant look at the sea; on the other side of the curved room, there were small windows through which he could see the mountains out north on a clear day.

	He loved his room in the tower. Despite the keep resting high on a hill and the city of Yfirgardr cascading down the slope, none could see as far and clearly as him. He felt he could see all of Yfirgardr from here … and today it afforded him a chance to spy on his brother.

	Havardr and he had been close as young boys, but his older brother had become less interested in Stigandr as they’d grown older. Stigandr had felt the loss acutely at first—when he was seven, it was a hard blow to lose his best friend—but had grown to understand it. His brother valued two things above all: warriors, and his position as heir to the throne. Stigandr only got in the way of both.

	The children of Hjorrfold were set on one of two paths: the blade or magic. While many noble households employed tutors of both for their children, once they reached their tenth year, it was time to pick a single path. It was thought that you could never truly excel in either if you tried to master both. Indeed, there were many infamous examples that proved the point, most of whom came from his own family line. There were prophecies that warned of a warrior mage who would conquer the land and sea, but all who’d tried had died painfully at the hands of more skilled fighters or more powerful mages.

	Stigandr had been destined to be a mage since before he took his first breath, but he could wield a knife better than most. As a boy, he’d enjoyed his turns on the training pitch as he squared off against the other children. There were times he’d wished to be a warrior like Havardr, though his fate had been sealed the moment Havardr had been given his first sword years before Stigandr was born. By tradition, there were an even number of royal children with an even split among them between mages and warriors.

	Havardr, warrior.

	Stigandr, mage.

	Ragnhild, warrior.

	Randel, mage.

	There would be no more after Randel. His mother had said many times she’d more than done her duty to Hjorrfold, and if she had a fifth child, she’d be obligated to have a sixth. Randel had been a trying pregnancy for her, and if it weren’t for her own vast stores of magic, she likely would’ve died in childbirth.

	But that shouldn’t have mattered, their difference in studies. Havardr had never minded, except that he was glad he didn’t have to learn much magic.

	It was his bone-headed desire to become the next king of Hjorrfold that made him distrust Stigandr. In his mind, Stigandr was his competition, not his brother or friend. Stigandr (and to a lesser extent, Ragnhild and Randel) was the benchmark he always had to surpass. Whatever acknowledgement Stigandr achieved for his spellwork, Havardr sought twice as much notoriety on the sea. A waste of his efforts, honestly: Stigandr had no interest in being king.

	He would do it if his father chose him, and he would do it well. He was in many ways better suited for the throne—at least by his judgment—than Havardr. He was more level-headed, had spent more time in the Great Hall when petitioners came to seek justice from the king, had attended meetings with the Council at his father’s request, and was far more learned in history, politics, geography … pretty much everything that didn’t involve a weapon.

	Stigandr also didn’t possess Havardr’s single-minded determination to make Hjorrfold the greatest kingdom ever seen. It already was, by most accounts, but to his brother, it wasn’t enough. He’d hinted often that he wished to expand their borders and conquer everything the sea touched.

	Stigandr didn’t know why. Havardr’s favorite thing in all the world was raiding the coastal islands outside of Hjorrfold’s domain. If Hjorrfold possessed everything, who would be left to pillage?

	Havardr’s second favorite thing in all the world was visiting with his friends across the noble houses to challenge them to duels, eat their best food, drink their best mead, and do whatever else he did when out of sight of their family. Perhaps that would occupy Havardr’s time when he’d conquered all the world: imposing upon other’s hospitality and avoiding any actual governance.

	He visited Sindri most of all, going every year without fail. Sindri used to come to Yfirgardr, but had stopped some years ago after a boar hunt. Havardr offered no explanation, though to be fair, no one had ever asked for one. Stigandr assumed Sindri had been injured in the hunt and was embarrassed by the scars or limp it had left him with.

	A shame, really. Stigandr liked Sindri. He made Havardr nicer.

	That was where Havardr went now. Always alone, always gone for a week or more, always returning with a spark in his eyes. Stigandr envied him that, he supposed. A friendship with someone outside of the city walls. How novel.

	“Stigandr.”

	He turned at the sound of his father’s voice. If it had been someone else, he might’ve been embarrassed to be caught spying on his brother. Their father knew well how fraught the brothers’ relationship had become and judged neither for it.

	“Are you ready?” Alvis asked. His father wore a perpetual scowl that made him look more dignified with his long beard and bear cloak. His hair had long ago gone gray, but his eyes were still the bright green of the royal line, the perfect mirror of Stigandr’s.

	Stigandr spared one last look out the window—his brother had mounted his horse and was heading down the hill to the city gate—before facing his father again. “Of course,” he said and pushed away from his perch. There was nothing more to see, anyway.

	His father led him down the stairs and through the smaller back hallway that snaked below the private areas of the castle, windowless and torch-lit. Whatever lesson King Alvis had in store, it wasn’t one he wanted people to know about. The whole thing was intriguing: yesterday, he’d called Stigandr to his personal study in the late hours of the evening when few were still awake and ordered Stigandr to secrecy about their planned meeting. Even his mother wasn’t to know, which was all the more curious. Not because it was unlike his father—Alvis was a reticent man by nature—but it was strange to find himself in the inner circle for once. Stranger still that his mother was outside of it.

	They reached a wooden door, so plain and boring that Stigandr had never paid it any mind before. His father bent forward and dug out an equally uninteresting key from a mat, one edge stuck beneath the door. “Close it behind you,” he said gruffly as he stepped inside the door, opening it only enough to slip inside.

	Instead of a room, there was a set of jagged stone stairs that led down about fifty feet before curving to the right. It was so different from the smooth, sleek walls and floors elsewhere in the keep that Stigandr toed at the grooved ground. These steps must be carved right into the hillside itself, and poorly at that. Stigandr did as he was told, making sure the door clicked shut. By the time he’d turned back around, his father had lit a torch and was already disappearing out of sight, lighting more torches as he went.

	Stigandr followed. The path was silent and oppressive as they walked ever downward, spiraling always to the right. Round and down, round and down, Stigandr lost track of how long it’d been. For several long minutes, neither of them spoke, so long that Stigandr’s mind wandered. What was this place, hidden deep beneath the city?

	Eventually, silvery writing appeared on the dark stone, a mix of ancient runes and strange symbols he didn’t recognize on the ever-curving walls.

	“This spellwork is ancient,” Alvis said as they continued their descent. The hill upon which Yfirgardr sat was tall, and it felt as though they were walking to the very bottom of it. The air felt heavy and thick, the stone walls pressing in tightly around them. It was like a tomb.

	It probably was a tomb, actually.

	“I’m no stranger to ancient magic,” Stigandr said dismissively. His father, the great king, had made his fame from pillaging farther east than any before him. Like Havardr, Alvis wielded little to no magic. Stigandr had in fact never seen his father cast even the most basic of spells, though he knew Alvis must have. There were rites and duties that fell upon the kings and queens of Hjorrfold that he must surely carry out. And how ancient could that spellwork be, really? The keep was five hundred years old, yes, but that was only old in the world of men, not magic. The spells his mother taught him were far older, as old as the earth itself.

	Alvis stopped short. He rounded on Stigandr in the cramped space, the torch casting his face in an eerie glow that made every line of fury more pronounced. “Do not think yourself above this, boy. What I show you today is what the very foundation of Yfirgardr stands upon, what allows Hjorrfold to exist at all. If you neglect your duties, it might all crumble down around you.”

	Stigandr’s heart skipped a beat. “Does that mean I’m to be king?”

	Alvis merely rolled his eyes. “I’ve made no decision. You’re all too young. It’s too early to know what mettle you’re made of.” He turned to continue down the winding staircase. “I’ll teach it to whoever takes the throne, if I think you won’t serve your people by doing the rites yourself. Don’t think you’re not replaceable.”

	Such a loving father he had.

	When they finally reached the end, the narrow corridor suddenly gave way to a room with a tall ceiling that stretched wide above them. The space was taller than the Great Hall, though bare of any furniture or columns or windows, only the rough stone walls as they curved up to form a dome about them. There was no need for torches here: the entire room, huge as it was, was covered in the same markings as the stairs, the faint glow illuminating the whole breadth of the space better than any fire could. Stigandr whistled in fascination as he spun around and took it in. This much magic would have taken ages to cast, would require a lot of maintenance, and must have a powerful effect.

	“Even your mother has never been to this place.” Alvis said it with no small amount of pride. It was rare indeed that he could claim stronger magic than Queen Ingegerd. “She might’ve heard tell of it in Andiby, but this place is only for our bloodline. The wards would’ve killed her before she’d made it this far.”

	“It is impressive,” he conceded, because it was. “What’s it for?” What purpose could have required so much time and magic?

	“Protection.”

	When he didn’t elaborate, Stigandr didn’t press. If that wasn’t part of today’s lesson, there was nothing he could do to wheedle it out of him.

	“And what’s our role in it?” he asked instead. “How do we keep the magic intact?”

	At this, his father grinned in that same way Havardr did before a fight. He walked to the farthest end of the room, where a small, cave-like opening led into darkness. It was barely big enough for a man to fit through, which was perhaps why Stigandr hadn’t noticed this dark spot before. He walked towards it with curiosity and had to kneel to look into the yawning blackness. There were no glowing symbols carved around it, but there were painted markings. He stepped closer and traced them gently, his fingers barely making contact. A list of names, some of which he recognized.

	“There rest all your ancestors who have served Yfirgardr,” his father said. He held out the torch to cast just enough light to see through the opening. There were rows and rows of shelves lined with urns and gilded boxes.

	“So it is a tomb,” Stigandr said. Such things weren’t common among their people. Pyres and burial at sea were the norm. The burial mounds of Fjarriheimr were well known—the closest thing to a tomb on this side of the sea—but few traveled to that kingdom and fewer still could recall the names or deeds of the men and women buried there. Tombs were an idea, not a real thing. Not in Hjorrfold.

	Yet here was one, beneath his own home.

	“This is no mere tomb.” Though Alvis didn’t raise his voice, it echoed off the walls and cast his annoyance back at Stigandr.

	Stigandr cocked an eyebrow. He didn’t need to ask for his father to get the message: then what is it?

	“This isn’t only the dust and bones of your forefathers,” his father said. “That isn’t enough. Magic like this requires blood. My blood. Your blood. Any of our line will do.” Then he walked away from the dark crevice to the center of the large chamber. There was an indentation in the ground, a shallow divot like a bowl where the stone was rubbed smooth. There was a circle of warding around it, then another around that, and another and another as they streamed outward to cover the whole of the floor, then the walls, all the way to the tips of the vaulted ceiling.

	“How much blood?” Stigandr asked, suddenly feeling the weight of the years. The keep was very old, and there had been many kings and queens of Yfirgardr since then. How much of themselves had they poured out for the sake of this land and its people?

	“Scared to bleed?” His father drew a knife and gripped the blade in his hand, drawing it down in a swift motion. He held out his clenched fist over the ground, squeezing out the blood and watching it fall, drip by drip. As each drip landed, there was a pulse in the wards, a silvery flutter that raced outward, upward, a glow that became fainter and fainter the farther it traveled, but was unmistakably brighter with each drop.

	“Not much at all, then,” Stigandr said, more to himself than his father. “How often?”

	“Depends on how much you give.” Alvis sheathed his knife and wrapped his hand in a handkerchief. Would he ask a healer for a remedy or salve, or would he let it heal on its own? “A few drops every moon will do, but it cannot wait a year. There will be too many cracks in the spellwork. Short of splitting your throat, there might be no way to repair it properly.”

	Because all the people who know this magic are dead, Stigandr assumed. He crouched down to inspect the warding more closely. While the names painted in the tomb were in familiar runic letters, these symbols were foreign to him. There were pieces here and there he’d seen during his studies, albeit in different forms, but it was mostly incomprehensible to him. If they didn’t continue their offerings or if a quake shook the earth and damaged this place, they would be well and truly fucked.

	“What do they protect us from?” he asked, hoping for a clue to help him piece it all together.

	“There are evil spirits in the world,” his father said coldly, motioning at Stigandr’s shoulder and then his own. Every royal child born in Yfirgardr was given a mark on their tenth year, the one that marked them as part of the family and that offered protection. Most families with magic in them had such traditions, though sometimes it was a ritual or a hair clipping offered to the spirits or perhaps an enchanted token.

	The mark he understood. It was a rite of passage for their family, and while he wasn’t sure it did much of anything, it certainly did no harm.

	This place, though … Stigandr thought this was all a lot of trouble for the vague threat of ‘evil spirits.’ There was more to this, other secrets his father wasn’t yet willing to share, something that would explain the space around them hundreds of feet below the castle.

	But he conceded the line of questioning. Pushing his father for more had never done him any favors.

	Stigandr stood up and dusted off his hands. “Are there any other rites that go along with the bloodletting?”

	Alvis hesitated. “No,” he lied, and wasn’t it terrible that he did such a poor job of it? Though Stigandr suspected only he and his mother knew Alvis well enough to see it. “Let’s head back. That’s all for today.”

	Stigandr lingered in the chamber. This little excursion had been equally intriguing and disappointing. Every show of good faith his father made always seemed to be coupled with distrust. Alvis had shown him this place, but he’d explained so little of it. Perhaps it was enough that he could make his own inquiries—

	As Alvis rounded the first bend in the stairwell, taking the torch with him, the room dimmed. The sigils on the walls twinkled like stars in a clear night sky. Beautiful … and eerie, since these constellations were not the familiar ones he’s known all his life. He shivered, then rushed after his father. Part of him hoped to never come down here again, though he knew he would likely have no choice in the matter.
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	By the time the girl was thirteen, she hadn’t reached her potential yet, so Havardr decided to act.

	Hundrfeld had been the perfect place to keep her because of their reclusive nature. After Trond had lost his wife and unborn child, he’d all but shut the doors on visitors to Hundrfeld and travelled nowhere outside his own lands. Over a decade after their deaths, he was still mourning their loss and that of his brother, so was loath to share the girl, since she was the only family he had left, and so no news of her had traveled farther than the towns that flew Hundrfeld’s crest. The problem was just that, though: Trond saw the girl as family.

	There was no neglect in her studies or training. She could write passably well and seemed knowledgeable enough. Her footwork on the training pitch was sound, and her skills with a blade were undeniable. She was accomplished as any noble’s daughter.

	Havardr wasn’t looking for just any nobleman’s daughter. He needed a weapon. In that regard, she was lacking. Like an uncut gem, she merely required the proper work to make her truly shine. He’d decided what needed to be done on his journey to Hundrfeld, and thought how best to deliver the blow as he dismounted in the courtyard in front of the keep. It was very near where he’d first met Sindri when they were introduced as boys. For a traitorous moment, he wondered if Sindri’s room had been left undisturbed since he’d last seen it, or if they’d perhaps repurposed it for the girl. He shook his head to dispel the thought and focus on the task at hand.

	He entered the great hall just as Trond did, appearing in the far doorway that led up to the family’s rooms. He strode in wearing a heavy cloak that had no place in the warmth of summer, and his shoulder-length hair rested by the chain that bound it. He’d once been a fair blond like his brother, so fair that it had taken years to tell the locks had gone the same silver as his eyes. As usual when he saw Havardr, his expression soured.

	“Havardr,” he said curtly, with no deference in his voice and never a title to match Havardr’s rank. Havardr allowed the impudence only because he knew he had gained far more from their strained dealings than Trond ever could.

	“I’m sending her to Vaettfangkirk,” he announced. They hadn’t yet gone through the niceties of small talk, so he cut right to the point.

	Havardr hated small talk. He suspected Trond did as well.

	Trond froze at his words. He looked like he was made of ice, and he sounded like it when he asked, “Tessa? To Vaettfangkirk?”

	“My sister trained there for five years,” Havardr assured him. Vaettfangkirk trained women in the skills necessary for warcraft, and though they typically took in girls who’d been abandoned by their families or orphaned by the very battles they would train for, it was an acceptable place to send daughters from highborn houses as well. Why, should Havardr ever have a daughter, he would escort her there himself.

	He’d read as much in the book.

	“Five years?” Trond repeated numbly, his shock palpable. He staggered backward and his legs hit his great seat. He didn’t sit down, though; he strode forward and down the steps until he stood in front of Havardr. Havardr was used to being the tallest man in any room, but Trond was level with him. It made Havardr feel small, but he dismissed the unease. Perhaps they were equal in height, but not in blood. “No,” Trond said firmly. “She won’t go.”

	Havardr couldn’t help it: he laughed. He thought for a moment Trond might hit him, and though he craved seeing if he could best the older man in a fight, there was nothing to be gained from it. He still needed Trond, if only for a little longer.

	“And why not?” Havardr asked. “The girl enjoys fighting, does she not? And she’s quite skilled. Five years with the very best women warriors in all the lands—what more could any girl wish for? Why, if I’d been a girl, I would’ve begged for such an opportunity.”

	Even as a man, he’d begrudged his sister’s going. The honor of training there had given her status he’d had to work for through raids and battles, not merely by attending a school. No matter. It’d worked out in his favor, hadn’t it? Five years away from court would’ve ruined him.

	“She’ll be a woman grown when she’s done!”

	“All the better!” What a nuisance, raising a teenager. Havardr was doing them both a favor. “She’ll be able to come and stay at the capital, where I can see she has the best opportunities to prove herself among the warriors in Hjorrfold. Honestly, I can’t see why we’re even discussing the matter.”

	“You come into my halls,” Trond growled. “You, the man who killed my brother, and now you wish to steal away my niece as well?”

	That stung like a blow. It was Havardr’s turn to step back, though he caught himself before he went too far. Trond was right, of course, but he wasn’t supposed to know. And if he knew about the hunt, he damned well should have had the decency not to bring it up. If he felt he’d been done wrong, he should challenge Havardr to a contest so that they could put it behind them. To keep it secret and use it as a weapon made Havardr feel cheated of his chance to wash the blood away.

	“I’m not taking her,” Havardr said, pushing down his resentment. Trond was a reasonable man; he could be persuaded if Havardr could calmly explain why this was the right choice. “She would be with the skjaldmaer, the best shield maidens in all the lands.” When he saw that did little to move him, he added, “I wouldn’t even be there. I needn’t escort her, either. You could have the honor. And my offer for her to come to court is to give the ability to carve out her place in the world. She won’t be a girl forever, and as a woman she’ll want every advantage possible to do whatever she’d like. Let me pave this path for her.”

	Trond’s shoulders were still rigid, and his hands were clenched. Havardr was thankful there were no dogs in the hall today, for they’d surely sense their master’s fury and be snarling at him for causing it.

	Havardr hesitated for a moment, wondering how to deal the final blow. A threat would guarantee compliance, but it would make the road ahead much rougher than it needed to be. No, then. He’d have to exert pressure elsewhere.

	“This is what Sindri would’ve wanted,” he said. And then before Trond, red-faced and mouth open to protest, could get a word in, he added, “Perhaps we should ask her if it’s what she wants.”

	That did it. With a satisfying click, Trond’s jaw snapped shut. It was his right as her uncle to deny anything Havardr demanded (though not his as a bannerman of Hjorrfold, but Havardr knew not to push his luck there—Trond was sworn to the king, and for the moment that was still his father, and the last thing he wanted to do was involve his father), but Trond saw himself as honorable. Perhaps he could convince himself to ignore his brother’s wishes or argue that this wasn’t what Sindri wanted for his daughter, but he wouldn’t deny his niece if she wished to go.

	And he might not have asked her at all, but now that Havardr had suggested it, his honor would compel him to.

	“Very well,” Trond conceded. “We’ll ask Tessa what she wants.”

	They summoned her into the hall, with Trond in his great seat and Havardr forced to stand to his right. It was bad enough when he had to do this at his own home, giving deference to his father and mother, but that was to a king and queen. Trond was his bannerman. When Havardr was king, he’d make sure all lords yielded their seats to him if he was in attendance.

	But it was of no real consequence today: this hall was a small thing in comparison to the Great Hall of Yfirgardr. It was half so tall and perhaps a third as wide, though a good length. To give the dogs room to run, Sindri had once explained to him. Granted, there were more windows, translucent ones laid into the thatch roof and making the room glow with sunlight. But there wasn’t even a dais for Trond’s wooden chair, the arms and feet ending in dog’s paws and a howling head carved along the back, so that he had to look up at anyone who approached. In that respect, Havardr preferred to stand so he could tower over them all.

	The girl came in, taller than he’d remembered. Nearly as tall as a woman grown, she would likely still grow and be of a height with most men. Her hair was long and dark as the midnight sky, kept long and unbound, as most unmarried maidens did. She resembled Sindri very little (though Havardr supposed he’d be more surprised if she had resembled him), but the halls of Hundrfeld suited her well. She wore a plain dress trimmed with fur and a gold necklace with the Hundrfeld crest, mostly hidden in the long strands of hair draped over her shoulders, only appearing when it caught the light. She moved with easy confidence, as if she didn’t have a fear in the world.

	She stopped a few feet away from them, nodding to her uncle and then cocking her head at Havardr with a cool gaze. Her look was assessing and reminded him of an opponent on the training pitch more than a young girl receiving a visitor. Not all was lost, then. She had the right instincts. Once they’d been honed, she’d be a valuable weapon indeed.

	“The king’s son wants you to train at Vaettfangkirk for five years,” Trond said without preamble. “Would you like to go?”

	Havardr watched her carefully to gauge her reaction and plan his arguments accordingly. But her face remained a mask of indifference as her attention left Havardr and turned fully to Trond.

	“Am I going?” she asked, tone neutral.

	Trond gritted his teeth. “If you’d like to.”

	She nodded. “Should I go?”

	At this, Havardr was ready to interject. It wouldn’t be hard for him to sound convincing. It was the best place for any young woman to train if she wished to be a great warrior, and there were no worthy tutors in Hundrfeld to train her. If she wanted any sort of renown, her choices were the blade and marriage; she was useless to him if she chose the latter. But Trond spoke first, and he spoke honestly.

	“You would learn more there than I could hope to teach you,” Trond admitted. It looked like it pained him a great deal, a good example of why Havardr didn’t hold the truth so tightly that it could strangle him. “It is a great honor to learn from the skjaldmaer of Vaettfangkirk.”

	Again, she nodded. Her eyes flicked to Havardr before she asked, “Why does he want me to go?”

	Her refusal to speak to him was amusing. She owed her life, her position, everything to him, but she was more interested in her uncle’s opinion than what a future king could offer her. In that way, she was still very much a child; she’d learn to respect him properly sooner or later, and until then, he chose to be amused by these tiny rebellions.

	“He says your father would’ve wanted it.” Trond sighed heavily. “He is likely correct. Sindri would’ve wanted any child of his to become the great warrior he dreamed of being himself.”

	“And you, Uncle? Do you want me to go?”

	“If I could have you by my side at Hundrfeld the rest of my days, I would make it so. But you’re barely a child anymore, and I won’t be the one to stand in the way of your heart’s desire. If you wish to be a great fighter and go to court to raid with the finest warriors of Hjorrfold, this path will help you achieve that dream.”

	She pursed her lips. He wondered if she’d make an impetuous, youthful decision or if she’d need time to consider. Havardr supposed he could spare a few weeks here while he waited—

	Abruptly, she turned to him. “You’ll continue to send gold to Hundrfeld,” she said. Before today, she had rarely spoken to him directly, and he was surprised not only by the demand, but by the vehemence behind it.

	“If you wish,” he said easily, and offered an indulgent smile. What was gold compared to a throne?

	“And she’ll come home every autumn,” Trond added.

	At this, Havardr whirled around to glare at him. This was too much. “By tradition, they stay until—”

	“Most stay because they have no families,” Trond said. His demeanor had changed, and he addressed Havardr as if he were the child here and not the girl. “That’s why they’re there. It’s not unheard of for the wealthy girls to come back home to celebrate the harvest and the year’s spoils.”

	Unfortunately, that was true. Havardr ground his teeth as he thought of how best to argue. It wasn’t the time to begrudge them their impudence, but it grated on his nerves. The audacity! They thought this was a negotiation when, in actuality, it was an order he’d been kind enough to mask.

	Trond pressed his advantage. “Tessa will come home each autumn, so she continues the rest of her education before she goes to Yfirgardr.” A pause. “If she wishes to go to Yfirgardr.”

	So be it. Havardr could work with this. They’d more or less agreed to what he wanted, and if they thought they were getting something in the bargain, their compliance was guaranteed.

	“Very well.” Havardr bowed slightly to them and gave a wry smile. “I’m glad we’re in agreement. Let’s break bread and drink some mead to toast the occasion.”

	Yes, he was deliberately taking Trond’s role as host. After their backtalk and attempts to undermine him, he felt due some pettiness.

	“Let’s,” Trond agreed.

	The meal was pleasant, at least for Havardr. There was an undercurrent of tension that Havardr normally ignored, but tonight found thoroughly enjoyable. He allowed himself a small, satisfied smile as he watched them. Though they might’ve thought they’d won, he could hear the hint of melancholy as the table discussed the girl’s impending departure.

	The gold would continue to flow to Hundrfeld, a gilded leash binding the people of Hundrfeld all the more to Havardr. Sooner or later, Trond would realize he’d sold his niece’s future for a few chests of gold; Havardr would enjoy the day he and the girl realized their mistake.

	 

	 


 

	8

	Alvis

	515

	 

	“I’m not sure what we should do about Randel,” Alvis said. He settled into the ornate chair behind his large desk, a silk cushion helping ease the pain in his lower back. His private study was filled with few decorations and even fewer luxuries, but the cushion was one of them. Though he supposed the costly furniture might count as well; there would be no map as fine or detailed in all of Hjorrfold as the one currently laid out on the long, high table that filled most of the space.

	Ingegerd didn’t stir from her place over the table. She’d spread out her bones and trinkets across the map, rolling them over and over to see how they clustered. Although Alvis had seen firsthand his wife’s skill and the truth she could read from the signs, it looked like utter foolishness to watch her in action. It also made it much more difficult to pick out the true seers from the frauds: any fool could toss about knucklebones and pretend to see the future.

	When it was clear she wouldn’t answer, he continued. At times like this, he found she was sometimes listening and even meditating on his words while she worked.

	“Stigandr sent word that his talks in Bjardleith are going well. I’m skeptical, but I’m pleased to hear he’s still alive, at least.”

	No response.

	“Ragnhild still refuses to speak to me, but she’s not so far in her travels yet that she can go without notice. A caravan arrived yesterday that had seen her crossing the Isthmus. I fear each time, it’ll be the last we hear of her.”

	Ingegerd let out a heavy breath through her nose, scooped up all her tokens and shook them in her hands. They clanged, the sound of bone on metal on stone grating his nerves, before she opened her palms. She stared at the pieces as she let them fall one by one back onto the map.

	“Ingegerd—”

	She growled in frustration and slammed a fist on the map. The very expensive and one-of-a-kind map that had been in the royal family since the founding of Yfirgardr itself, added to over the centuries. A few pieces shook. She placed her hands on the table and leaned forward to meet his eye. “There is no change. The three-headed hound still comes, the skjaldmaer still looms over your death, and the cracks in Draugrheimr grow. Everything we do, yet the fates continue to work against us.”

	He very much doubted there were cracks in Draugrheimr, the land of the dead. No spirits or ghosts haunted the land or their people, and he couldn’t imagine such a thing. But Ingegerd believed in this end of worlds, and there was no amount of reason that would make her give it up. He suspected, if anything, it was more metaphorical than literal.

	And her assertion that there’d been ‘no change’ wasn’t completely true. They’d prevented raids on their towns nearest the mountains. They’d ended a plague before it had spread from the small village where it’d sprung up. When the long winter of Havardr’s birth was coming, they’d been able to prevent mass starvation with their careful planning. They had done a great deal of good for Hjorrfold together, but in this one respect they’d failed, and she was increasingly unable to see past it.

	“There’s nothing we cannot overcome together,” Alvis said with conviction. He believed it wholeheartedly, and he hoped his belief would rub off on her. “Now, Randel—”

	She waved a hand like the question was beneath her. “We needn’t do anything. Randel’s a boy, long removed from any trouble.”

	What she meant was that he lacked ambition. He was well-suited to his position as youngest child, with no interest in any responsibility and enjoying the privileges of indulging in his hobbies. Alvis was inclined to agree that Randel posed no danger. But if they were to speak of threats and ambition … 

	“And Havardr?” It was strange to him that Ingegerd didn’t worry about their eldest, the one most intent on the throne. Alvis thought him not the best suited for that kind of power, but he was young yet and could be crafted into an acceptable king … if he would be patient enough to learn. That was Alvis’ concern.

	Not Ingegerd’s, though. She scoffed at his worry, as she often did.

	“Magic kills me, and a woman kills you. Havardr seeks legitimacy more than anything else. He won’t work against us, because it goes against his interests. None of the things that threaten Hjorrfold are within his capabilities.” She taped a finger on Yfirgardr, the nail dyed black from the inks she used in her spellwork. He remembered when he first met her, days before their wedding; her nails had been a faint bluish-gray then. “The danger isn’t from within.”

	His wife hadn’t always been so paranoid. When they married, she quietly fulfilled her queenly duties. She sat with him in court. She listened to the Council and gave her advice when sought, but mostly she told the fortunes of the people of Yfirgardr, especially the women. It was only after she’d born Randel and nearly died birthing him that her demeanor had changed. She said she’d come so close to death, she’d seen into the great expanse of the future and been shaken by what lay ahead.

	She’d become obsessed with prophecies. She needed to uncover the truth of the future, and set her not inconsiderable talents to trying to prevent the cursed future she foresaw. It had sometimes split her in two: the mother who prided herself in Stigandr’s abilities and wished to see him excel, and the queen who feared a green-eyed mage who would destroy Hjorrfold itself. Sending him away had been Alvis’ idea, his suggestion to help his wife overcome the stranglehold her fear had on her. She could love her favorite child from afar, safe from the possibilities she saw in the stars.

	Alvis was more pragmatic in his approach: she had seen the manner of his death, and he would do all that he could to prevent his bloody end.

	“Then what do you suggest we do?” he huffed. It hadn’t been his intention to discuss anything other than state business when he’d asked her to come to his study, but then again, as far as Ingegerd was concerned, there was no state business more important than this. Without his noticing, she’d maneuvered them from talks of grain supply and islands to target come raiding season to her concerns that their whole family was doomed.

	The green-eyed mage will unleash the three-headed dog, devourer of this world and all others … 

	A skjaldmaer settles a debt and deals the king a bloody end … 

	Prophecy was by no means an exact art. The future could be seen in any number of ways, from card readings to star charts, palm reading and dreams, interpreting signs in nature or reading the casting of tokens. Ingegerd preferred the latter, though there seemed to be no limit to where she would go to divine the secrets of the future.

	When she’d first started prattling on about what she’d foreseen, he’d ignored her. But she’d predicted enough destruction that he’d be a fool to ignore her. When she spoke of the future, he listened. They’d killed many men and women, hoping to avert the impending crisis. They’d sent away two of their own children, yet still she cast and read the same devastation awaiting them.

	“There is nothing to be done now.” She took the purple velvet pouch she used to hold her tokens and scooped them up. “There is no immediate danger. We are safe for now, and we should take advantage of these moments of peace to increase our treasury and our food stores. Train new soldiers and find more mages seeking patronage. The court of Yfirgardr must remain a beacon to those skilled enough to safeguard us when the hound appears.”

	She gave these orders as though it weren’t what he had done his whole life. He’d inherited the throne at twenty-three, unwed and without siblings. His younger brother had died as a boy, and his parents had never been able to replace the lost mage of the family. Alvis had done well managing the kingdom, but he knew he needed magic blood to undo this tragedy. When they’d married, Ingegerd had been rather shy; now she was lecturing him as though he hadn’t been raised to rule.

	“When the dog makes itself known,” he said, unable to hide the condescension in his tone, “what will we do?”

	If she noticed his tone, she ignored it. She tightened the strings of the pouch, and it disappeared into the folds of her dress. He wondered if she ever took it off her person. It’d been many years since they’d shared a bed, so he didn’t know how his wife conducted herself in the privacy of her chambers.

	“Kill them, of course,” she said. “As soon as they arrive at court, as soon as they make a move against us, as soon as we know, we cut off each head and leave the body to rot.”

	“Of course,” he said, amused. His wife had never killed anyone before—though he supposed she’d ordered her fair share of deaths—yet she spoke of it so breezily. Easy when it was words and not deeds. “And who among us is powerful enough to kill this world devourer?”

	Here she hesitated. “We have many here who would defend us, but I suspect it will be Havardr who will have to deal the killing blow.”

	Ah. So the real reason she wouldn’t send him away or set him with an impossible task like the others. Randel would be her back-up, then. She would train him as needed, but she would rely on Havardr. Warrior against warrior, as it’d always been.

	If only Havardr knew his mother had such faith in him. The two had never seen eye to eye, not after Stigandr was born. Havardr saw the time she spent teaching Stigandr, time that she never deigned to spend on Havardr, and grew resentful. Not that she had much to teach a fighter, but such realities meant little to a small boy who felt he’d lost his mother.

	“Let’s hope we can prevent the dog from ever rearing its heads,” he said.

	He didn’t like to think what would happen if they couldn’t stop it, this great hound his wife so feared. All that they’d done, only for it to come to nothing … he could justify it all if they succeeded; he’d never forgive himself if they didn’t.
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