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“Between darkness and light, there is truth...”
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​​​Recommendation
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If you haven’t read the prequel or Bonded, book one of the ShadowLight Saga, it’s recommended you start with the free prequel.

You can download the free prequel, The Light Keepers at your ebook retailer.

You can purchase Bonded, book one of the ShadowLight Saga at your ebook retailer.
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​​The Ages
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The Ages as passed down by the Norns:

Aldr Songr (Age of Song): The first epic of time. The Guardian spoke the word and the Mother sang heaven and earth into existence (Alvenheim and Scandia). The Guardian and Mother populated the two worlds with Alves and Humans. Then a dark child sprang from the breast of the Mother, born deaf to her songs. He was named Loki.

Aldr Skilja (Age of Separation): Jealous and angry of his fair brothers and sisters born with song on their lips, Loki sought out the Mother’s wellspring of power beneath the roots of the Guardian and used the magic to create dark creatures: wolves, ravens, beetles, snakes and all slithering, crawling, poisonous and ravenous beasts known to the worlds. Horrified, the Guardian spoke the word and created the in-between world, a world between fire and ice; a world of shadows where Loki could never touch the magic of the Mother again. 

Aldr Draumr (Age of Dreams): When the first walkers appeared. No one knew where their power came from, but both Alvens and Scandians were born with the ability to dream, see, and even walk between the worlds.

Aldr Mannfall (Age of Slaughter): Loki had been forgotten in his far away prison, until he touched the walkers and became known as the Shadow. He poisoned their minds with trickery and deceit, using them to do his evil bidding. The division between walkers and Alvens born with the touch of the Mother became apparent. Walkers were suspected to be allied with the Shadow and branded with the raven. Those born in Alvenheim without the touch of the Mother rose against her, raping her, pillaging her.

Aldr Pagall (Age of Silence): The age yet to come. The age that is feared. When the Mother falls silent to all.

Aldr Okunnigr (Age of the Unknown): The age that will rise after the silence.
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​​Excerpt from the Völuspá



[image: ]




Brothers will fight

and kill each other,

sisters’ children

will defile kinship.

It is harsh in the world,

whoredom rife

—an axe age, a sword age

—shields are riven—

a wind age, a wolf age—

before the world goes headlong.

No man will have

mercy on another.
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​​Prologue
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The Guardian, exiled for ages on the Isle of Glittering Plains, knew it had begun. The two had been bonded. He sensed it through the tree roots, digging into the heart of the Mother. But he knew the dangers. He knew the traps. He’d fallen into those pitfalls himself. Still, he hoped beyond reason that the two’s shared bond would be strong enough to allow them to look beyond and see what was... before it was too late.
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​​Chapter 1
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The Palace of Glitner was never dark.

Even in the blackest hours before dawn, runestones illuminated the corridor as Astrid crept down the hallway. She lightened her steps. Her feet fell noiselessly so as not to arouse attention. She feared her twin brother, Hallad, would be upset if he knew what she was up to.

The cheers from the crowd as she and Hallad had walked through Glitner’s streets the night before continued to pound in her skull. She could still see them in her head—hopeful, shining faces hailing their arrival as if they were gods. The First of Glitner had met them as they proceeded through the city, and it had seemed as if the entire population crowded the streets to witness the arrival of the Guardian and the Svenna, titles Astrid still couldn’t fathom, titles that remained a mystery as to what they meant for her and Hallad’s futures. Though her mother had always told her how important she was to the fate of the lands, Astrid had never understood the gravity of that proclamation until then.

After their entrance into the city, the First had escorted them back to the Palace and had shown them their quarters, a full wing of the castle-like creation that sat atop of Glitner’s highest point. The buildings glowed white in the sunlight with towering turrets wrapped in fläder vines, and at night the power of song bound into runestones illuminated the interior as if a warm wash of sunset filtered throughout every corner and crevice. 

But the Palace didn’t feel warm to Astrid. 

Once settled into their accommodations, Ravenna, First of Glitner, had warned them, “Beware. Though the crowd received you well this evening, there are reports of unrest due to Hallad’s previous entrance to our city with sword in hand. Never mind for tonight though. Rest well, for the days to follow will test your stamina as the fate of the Mother has fallen upon you. We will deal with what is to come on the morrow.”

With a word from the First’s lips and a swipe of her hand, branches had sprung from the walls and entwined into an impassable mass, locking them in their portion of the Palace. Trapping them.

Even though the First had claimed it was for their safety, even though they retained an entire wing with several chambers and hallways for their use, it seemed more like imprisonment to Astrid.

What did these people expect from us? To be heroes? To save them? 

Astrid’s pulse quaked as she rounded another corner in the never-ending hallways of the Palace. Since arriving in Glitner, since the crowd had hailed Hallad and her as the land’s saviors, Astrid’s nerves pinched, and she craved one object and one object alone—the weapon she was forbidden to use.

She reached up to soothe the throb in her temples as she accelerated into a jog, but the sensation of her fingers digging into her forehead did little to relieve the constant buzz of worry.

‘If she does not sing, the Shadow will devour us all.’ Her mother’s long-ago prediction spiraled through her memory, then sparked an even darker thought. 

What if Balin didn’t succeed in returning Mamma to Alvenheim? What if she’s—

Astrid pushed the question away, unable to endure the possibility of having lost her mother for good. The last time she’d seen her, Isla had been so frail, but Astrid had hoped Balin would find a way to make good on his promise and return her to Alvenheim where contact with the Mother might heal her. But since they had arrived, there had been no sign of either Isla or her warrior.

Even Hallad’s steady breath couldn’t settle her as she snuck through another winding hallway. She sensed him in that special spot inside her mind that belonged to him. Since their bonding, that space had expanded within her, nearly encompassing her. She knew his thoughts, his emotions, and his whereabouts without thinking about them. They were just there, as if her own. 

At that moment she knew he slept in a nearby chamber, asleep from exhaustion. His constant presence, regardless of his whereabouts, soothed her like a balm over burned skin. But it was just that. A balm. Underneath, even though they had bonded, even though she sensed his strength running through her, an inkling of darkness remained slithering somewhere inside. She’d hoped their connection would change her mother’s prophecy, but the darkness she’d always felt was still there. 

Just buried. 

Astrid shielded her thoughts so as not to wake Hallad with her worries. She crept down one more corridor and through a doorway until she finally spotted her target.

Rota sat upright—eyes closed, muscles tight, spiked hair a blaze of red—guarding a pile of weaponry. Her muscled arm spread over the heap as if to protect their forbidden treasures even while she dozed. They had relinquished their weapons upon entering the Palace as a promise to keep the peace in a land that outlawed the use of such instruments. The hall’s light revealed the object of Astrid’s desire, the hilt of her sword. She exhaled as she settled her gaze upon it.

Glancing around, she quickly scanned the room, wondering where Emma, Erik, Olrun, and Jorn were. The other members of the Lion Clan, along with the dwarf, camped on the floor in their bedrolls while the old priestess, Ase, and her apprentice, Gisla, shared the bed, but the four others were nowhere to be seen. 

Astrid tiptoed around Rota, mindful not to disturb her...just yet. As her hand gripped the cool, hard iron, her eyelids sunk, sending a rush of relief throughout her body. She understood the need to abandon her weapon in the heart of a land that feared the sight of steel—the slice of a blade through a branch possessed the ability to hurt the land—but her arms longed to heft its weight. She wedged her sword from the pile, causing a faint ring to accompany the removal. 

Rota shot to her feet, snatched her weapon and swirled to face Astrid. The tip of her blade stopped a hair’s width from Astrid’s breastplate.

But Astrid did not budge. She stood straight as her sword as if Rota’s blade was meant for spreading butter.

“Sweet Freyja, woman! I almost ran you through!”

The surrounding warriors’ eyes popped open, but Rota signed the “all is well” signal with a wriggle of her fingers. Some rolled over. Others grunted while rearranging their bedding, and a chorus of snores resumed.

“Savior or not, why do you have to sneak up on people all the time?” Rota glared, her brows collapsing into her stubby face. The head drengmaer of the Lion Clan, with sworn loyalty to Astrid and her brother, squatted, attempting to ease back into her position, but Astrid whisked her sword from its sheath and prodded Rota’s rump with the point of her steel.

A scowl flashed across the drengmaer’s face. She stopped her descent to the floor mid-squat.

Astrid replied by raising her brows into a challenge. My nerves require the solace of my sword, she wanted to explain. 

It bothered her that she still couldn’t speak outside of the shadowwalk. The bond to her brother had opened up a channel to communicate directly with his mind, but otherwise, she remained as mute as she had ever been, and that frustrated her, especially with all of Glitner’s expectations weighing heavily on her shoulders.

Regardless of Astrid’s inability to speak, Rota understood. The fire-haired drengmaer rolled with the quickness of a she-lion, scampered to her feet and bolted into the hallway. She swiveled around to face Astrid’s pursuit.

“Not so quick now, are you, white rabbit?” The shorter woman thrust her sword, reaching to advance on Astrid. 

Quick enough to keep your stumpy arms out of reach! Astrid dodged to the side, spun around and sliced. 

The drengmaer’s metal met her own, and the force of iron against iron sent a tremor of pleasure through Astrid’s muscles. The clang echoed in the hallway, and the women paced backward together, steel pressing against steel, seeking a spot further away from their companions so as not to disturb them.

Entwined fläder bush vines served as doors. All in the immediate section remained open except the entrance to their wing of the Palace, where the First had locked them in the night before for their safety, leaving the warriors space for their exercise. As the women thrust and blocked one another’s attacks, the tension rolled from Astrid. Her thoughts stilled, relieving her pressures. The whiz of her blade against the air blanketed her like warm comfort in a cold night.

Until a crowd of angry voices sounded in the stillness. 

Sister? Hallad’s voice swamped Astrid’s head. Any trace of tiredness fled his tone. She sensed him even though he remained several corridors and chambers away. He scrambled from his coverings, pulled on his trousers and raced toward the hallway.

The clamor grew. 

I’m here, brother.

Astrid and Rota ceased, spun and sped toward the sealed exit. She sent her twin a mental flash of her whereabouts but knew that, even without the communication, he’d find her by his senses alone. 

The women skidded to the end of the corridor, facing the massive vine-entwined door.

Indecipherable shouting rebounded down the hallways.

What’s happening? asked Hallad. Are you in danger?

Astrid sensed his panic and replied to calm him, Nei, brother. I am well, but I don’t know what’s going on.

The shouting intensified as if an arguing mass of hundreds gathered outside the Palace.

Rota searched for a release to open the door. Finding none, she banged her fist against the wall. “By the fury of Freyja, open up!”

When no one answered, Rota pressed her fingers into the vines, searching for a stronghold to force the branches apart.

Hallad’s presence flooded Astrid as he bounded up beside her. She didn’t need to turn to realize he was there. He filled every corner of her being as if her limbs had just rejoined her body. She also didn’t need to hear his voice to know he questioned the sword in her hand. She sensed his raised brow as if it were her own. 

Hallad’s broad hand covered Rota’s, prying her fingers back from the door. “You cannot untangle it by force, Rota. Only the Mother’s song works here.”

The drengmaer snorted, desisting. The rest of the Lion Clan scuttled in behind the twins and Rota with their swords and axes in hand. 

“Nei weapons,” Hallad scolded. 

Glares met his command, and he continued inside his head, That goes for you, too, sister.

But we don’t know what’s happening.

Regardless, we’ll meet it with reason, not force. We have promised to lay down our weapons, and I intend on keeping my word.

Astrid loosened her grip on her hilt. She didn’t want to disappoint him more than she already had, but her nerves still clanged the alarm bells underneath her skin. Her instincts told her to keep on alert. 

The Lion Clan lowered their weapons at Hallad’s command. Rota hand-signaled her crew. Identical drengmaer twins advanced, retrieving the weapons from their sisters, but Astrid refused to give hers over, ignoring both girls.

Hallad’s gaze swept disapprovingly over Astrid’s sword before he knocked on the wall. “Is anyone there?”

Silence responded.

Hallad tried again. “We require assistance opening the door.” 

A timid voice replied from the other side. “I cannot, Guardian. The First ordered the door to remain closed for your safety.”

We do not require protection! 

Nei, sister, soothed Hallad. The answer is not in anger. “Then tell us what is happening.”

The woman on the other side remained silent.

“We require the knowledge to remain safe. Surely you understand as much,” Hallad reasoned.

“I fear,” the woman’s tone cracked as she spoke, “it is a riot, my lord.”

Astrid’s and Hallad’s skin prickled, and their muscles flexed in unison. Astrid barely discerned which response was hers and which belonged to her brother.

“A riot?” Hallad pressed. “Over what?”

The woman paused before continuing, her voice small, “Over your rightfulness as Guardian, my lord.”
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​​Chapter 2


[image: ]




[image: image]

Find a vantage—

A window—

A balcony—

Where we can see what’s going on.

Astrid’s and Hallad’s words melded into one another in Astrid’s mind. Their limbs pumped into action as they sprinted in opposite directions, searching for an outlet.

Astrid bound down a corridor, past the drengmaers’ room and into another hallway, scanning the perimeter for an opening to the outside, but the doorways beyond their chambers were also sealed. Her brother’s muscles bunched and released in concert with her own as he raced along another passageway.

Booted steps echoed behind her as the Lion Clan split into two groups, one following each twin. Glitner’s hallways spiraled around waterways like a labyrinth. Miniature waterfalls drizzled from the Palace walls feeding the stone-carved creek beds that ran throughout Glitner. The doors beyond their chambers remained shut with coiled fläder vines. Astrid signaled her followers to explore alternate routes as she barreled ahead.

Finally, the hallway opened into a rounded chamber. Tables pressed upwards from the rock floor. Several ornate pitchers lay tipped on their sides, empty. A whiff of the air signaled the pitchers had, at some point, contained wine, a sweet-smelling wine, its fragrance resembled the blooming fläder flowers that permeated the air of the Palace.

Astrid stopped mid-step. Heat flushed her cheeks as she realized she stared at Olrun and Jorn. They lay wrapped around one another without a single stitch of clothing. Their giant legs and arms intertwined, their naked flesh melding together. The wheeze of their lungs suggested a less than natural sleep, and by the count of empty wine decanters, Astrid assumed the cause.

She stepped backward, unwilling to wake them, both fascinated and horrified. Then a long-ago memory popped into her head: the Shadow pressing against her and her defenses wilting to his desire. 

Sister, do you see something?

Astrid shook away the recollection, refocusing on the task at hand. Nei, brother. Nothing.

She backed away from the drunken lovers and returned down the hallway when every nerve in Hallad’s body shot through her like an arrow. 

Hallad! What is it? 

But his mind muddied. All she managed to read from him was a mixture of confusion, shock, and guilt.

Without thought, without her consent, without drawing the ward, Hallad appeared before her as if a veil lifted in front of her eyes. She didn’t shadowwalk to him in the physical sense. Her body stood frozen in the hallway, paces from Jorn and Olrun, but the image of him bloomed before her.

Hallad’s golden brows dipped down over his strikingly blue eyes. His angular features hardened with concentration as he surveyed a scene below him. He ground his teeth. He flexed his jaw. Astrid wanted to shadowwalk through to him, but as swiftly as the vision expanded, it vanished, leaving her back in the empty hall.

Instead of shadowwalking, she set a course toward her brother with her legs driving at full speed. Within a few heartbeats, she spotted Hallad, his back toward her, facing a window that spanned the size of the room. Latticework framed his broad figure, while a brightness from below accentuated the taut muscles across his shoulders and arms. Astrid slowed on approach, peering over the sill to catch sight of the crowd below them.

Angry faces shone with lanterns that glowed with the strange runes. Bodies pushed into one another, spreading over the green and spilling down into the streets of Glitner. 

A voice rang over the commotion. “The true Guardian would not have brandished a sword. I tell you, he is false. We have been deceived.” 

Another man across from him shouted back, “Who do you propose is the true Guardian?”

“Lord Lothar. Why do you think they murdered him? To cover the fact that Lord Lothar was the rightful Guardian. This man, this imposter, isn’t even one of our own, but a Scandian!”

A woman joined the argument. “The songs proclaim the two shall be of both lands.”

“And yet the Scandians treat the Mother as poorly as Conspirators. They are all an abomination and need to be silenced!” 

The knocking in Hallad’s heart quickened. 

Astrid’s pulsed in reply. This is not your fault, brother.

The rioters flung accusations at one another, pushing into their fellows.

Isn’t it? 

We—both of us—killed Lothar to save Erik and Emma. The fault is not yours alone. If anything, the blame lays more with me than with you.

Nei, sister. It was my decision.

He remembers wrong, she thought, shielding her words from his mind. It was my darkness that suggested we kill Lothar in the first place. Now my brother pays the price.

One citizen struck another’s face, sending the victim sprawling backward onto his rear. Astrid’s cheek pricked in the exact spot where the man had been hit. She lifted her hand, rubbing the soreness, confused. 

Hallad turned toward her, brow arching. What’s the matter?

She shook her head, unable to puzzle out the connection between the men’s actions and the sensation spreading across her cheekbone. But the overwhelming sense that the mob below broke into a boiling point refocused her attention. If we don’t stop this—

We’ve promised not to use force.

A woman cried to the attacker as she bounded to the fallen man, “You raise your fist against another? You’re nei better than a Conspirator!” She cradled the man, soothing his purpling cheek with a stroke of her fingers.

The roar from the crowd escalated. 

A buzz started somewhere inside Astrid, an unfamiliar discomfort as if the energy from the crowd rattled her bones.

Citizens pushed the attacker backward. Men grabbed each of his arms, while a group formed in front of him, lifting their hands and opening their mouths.

At the same time, liveried men scrambled down the road from the Palace. They, too, lifted their hands as they approached.

Someone yelled, “Guardians of the Palace!” 

The mob spread as the Palace Guardians stormed down the walkway. 

The lead guard commanded, “Desist! Break up this gathering under orders of the Norns or face silencing!”

A gasp ran through the crowd. 

“Silencing? The Palace wouldn’t dare!” came the protests, though others turned and ran. 

They piled over one another to flee Palace grounds, exiting to the city streets.

Only a few of the main group held their positions. “We demand answers about this supposed Guardian the Palace protects!” 

The Palace Guardians gave no answers. They swung their arms in circles as they sang, “Vapnlauss!”

Their song broke into a complex harmony of tenor, alto, baritone, and bass. Apart from their singing, an eerie quiet pervaded the landscape. The timbre of the Guardians’ tune sharpened, causing a gust of wind to crack with a glass-shattering whoosh. Tunics and gowns billowed, and hair blew as the blast careened toward the protestors.

“What does vapnlauss mean?” asked Hallad.

“Weaponless in the old tongue,” replied Ase. The old priestess along with her apprentice, Gisla, and the dwarf had edged up behind them while the commotion stirred below.

Hallad shook his head in confusion.

Ase lifted the hood of her catskin lined cloak over her head. “They ask the Mother to render their foes weaponless.”

“But they bear nei weapons.” 

“Their voices are their weapons.”

“How do you know such things, Priestess?” asked Hallad.

“Age provides knowledge,” Ase replied. For once her tone held no mirth. The old priestess’ age-faded eyes saddened at the scene below. She tightened the pine green cloak around her with a bony hand. Her other hand gripped the gnarled walking stick that seemed permanently attached to her wrist.

“You cannot silence us all,” raged the leader of the remaining group. “There are more who question—” But the gust swirled around the protester, cutting him off. 

A funnel formed. The air sucked back into the ground. The men’s breaths caught short as if their voices were ripped from their throats. Each man raised a hand and clawed at his neck. They bent to the ground and struggled for air. A resounding wheeze filled the streets as the men writhed, agape.

Simultaneously, the blast caught Astrid, whipping around her.

But Hallad, Ase, Gisla, and the dwarf’s clothing didn’t stir. She checked her own attire. It remained as still as if the air never touched them. But the ache in her throat clenched like a vice wrapping around her neck, tightening, squeezing until she could no longer draw breath. What’s happening? 

Sister? Hallad jerked toward her.

She opened her mouth, seeking air. Nothing came.

Sister! Hallad grabbed her shoulders, shaking her.

Pain seized her as if her lungs had collapsed in her chest. She heaved. Her throat burned from the effort. She struggled to suck in air just like the men confronting the Palace guards below. 

Her fingers tightened around her sword and instinct took over. Her body flashed, dissolving. Hallad’s grip released as she disappeared.
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​​Chapter 3
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The shadowwalk took Astrid with a momentary blackness. Gray shifting fog followed, swirling around her for a blink, but then she emerged on the green of the Palace grounds in front of the Guardians.

Still unable to draw breath, she raised her sword to them, brandishing her blade. 

The guards tensed, stumbling backward. Their song faltered, weakening the pull of air. Their pause allowed her to draw in a breath. She pressed forward.

Their faces contorted into wide-eyed bafflement. 

“The Svenna?” one guard asked the others. 

A few remaining onlookers gasped at Astrid’s appearance. One broke away and headed down into the streets, yelling, “The Svenna rallies against the Palace with a sword!”

Another guard shook his head in her direction. “It can’t be.”

“What do we do?”

The rasping of the fallen men behind her stopped, followed by a round of pants as the men refilled their lungs. 

At the same time, relief washed through Astrid as the sweet-tasting air caressed her chest without a fight. She inhaled long wafts through her nose, drawing strength from the sensation. Astrid waved her sword in a figure eight, warning the guards to back away.

“It must be a trick by the Dark One. The Svenna would not threaten us with a sword.”

“Don’t stop singing,” cried another guard as his voice piped back into the melody. 

The others joined in. The song crescendoed. Their voices melded into a complex tune of both harmony and dissonance. As the song wove through the space, a strangled moan from the men sounded behind her, and the breath squeezed back out of Astrid’s chest. She bent under the force of its suction, then compelled herself upright. She would not let them win.

Sister. Put down your sword.

Nei. They will kill these men.

They will kill you! 

She hesitated.

Then come back to me where we can face them together, Hallad continued. Where I can help you.

The faces of the men doubled in her vision. She shook herself, attempting to regain her focus, but the men blurred before her.

Sister! You must return to me, Hallad pleaded. 

She sensed sweat beads over her brother’s back and neck. As she gripped her sword, she concentrated on him, on returning to him, on dissolving into the thinness of the air, but nothing happened. 

Her grip loosened as the last bits of breath squeaked from her lungs. I cannot.

A slow burn spread through her chest as if fire raged through her. She pushed her feet onward and swung her sword again. 

The Guardians backed up but kept singing. 

Through the blaze in her throat, she sensed Hallad frantically searching for something. She glanced toward him. He patted his trousers, shoved his hand into his pocket, and pulled out his dyrr, the medallion that allowed him to shadowwalk. His golden hair fell across his eyes as he sought the face of the medallion. Amber light washed his features as his gaze flickered, reading the morphing runes. His mouth moved, sounding out words. She heard them form inside her head.

Raidho. 

Brownness replaced the radius of Astrid’s vision. Her knees buckled. She sank downward. The clack of her bones against the road’s stone echoed inside her head as if she swam beneath a violent wave.

“Nalaegr!” Ase sounded strange too, as if the priestess spoke from the other side of the same raging ocean.

Nalaegr, repeated Hallad.

Astrid’s eyelids descended into slits. The Palace Guardians rushed her, as darkness overtook her sight. 

She expected to find herself inside the gray-shifting landscape. Instead, she found nothingness, a black silence that gripped her like death.
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Hallad’s sturdy arms wrapped under her armpits. 

The skin on Astrid’s sides tingled. The sensation spread. Heat shot through her limbs as air rushed her lungs. The sweetness of breath flooded her as she perceived the solidness of her brother connecting with her.

She peeled back her eyelids and caught sight of Hallad, hovering over her and supporting her in his arms. His muscles loosened as she awoke and stared up at him.

The men?

The Guardians gathered them up, but they are breathing once more, he assured her.

She sat upright, reorienting. They were back in the Palace. Rota and the drengmaers crowded around them. Ase checked her, holding her hand over her mouth to ascertain her airflow.

Astrid brushed off their attention and sprang to her feet. Though her balance tested her, she covered her unsteadiness by straightening her trousers and hefting her sword. Though she fooled the others with her quick recovery, Hallad’s hand slid to the small of her back, guiding her. 

Boots sounded down the hallway.

Everyone tensed and turned when Olrun and Jorn stumbled in, clothing in a reckless disarray. They reeled to a stop upon entering the chamber. 

Rota flashed a scowl that could kill a half-dozen hardened warriors by its look alone. “You decided to show yourself, sister? And here I thought your brains mushed into mutton in favor of fine wine and a man’s hammer.” 

“Sister!” Olrun shot back. 

“Nei, you cannot ignore your duties as my sister and head of this clan over a man, spending your nights in drunken frolic while I stand watch!”

Everyone searched for something else...anything else...to occupy their gazes.

“Sister,” Olrun urged, “I am not here to argue. The First and her guards—”

Before Olrun could continue, Ravenna strode in, white-robed Norns and a dozen Palace Guardians trailing in her wake. 
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​​Chapter 4
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Emma slipped from Erik’s grip, wriggling through the tunnel of his arms. Coldness rushed into the space between them, and Erik reached out to pull her soft body back to him. He’d reveled in having her so close to him all night. He’d drunk in her scent, the perfume of blooming Linnea flowers, and watched her sleep, not allowing himself to rest for fear she’d disappear again. He didn’t want to wake and discover this blissful state was merely his imagination. So, he stayed as vigilant as a night watchman in the Halls of Valhalla, minding the slight rise of her breast through her gown and the blush on her cheeks in the Palace’s ever-glowing light. And whenever a fitful twitch from nightmares played over her sweet face, he had smoothed her hair and whispered, “I’ll never leave you,” into the crook of her neck.

Emma gave in to him, allowing her form to snuggle back against his, but her sleepy voice rang with concern. “Don’t you hear it?” she asked. 

A low drone of voices played down the corridor, drowning out the babble of the waterways. It crept into their chamber.

“I hear our hearts beating together, Emma.”

She twisted toward him. Their noses almost touched. She scrunched her brows in mock anger. “The noise, silly. As if an angry crowd gathers.”

His lips brushed over her nose, placing pecks along the bridge. He kissed each cheek, followed by each eyebrow. He slid his arm between them. His hand sought her chest, patting a rhythm over her ribcage. “Thump, thump. Thump, thump. See how they beat as one?”

She giggled, but listened, as if confirming the knock of their hearts did indeed drum in unison.

“Thump, thump,” he continued as his lips cracked into a grin.

Emma grabbed his hand and pressed it against her breast to stop his movement. “I swear you’ve gone daft,” she teased.

The softness of her bosom beneath his fingertips sparked flames in his groin. He snatched his hand away and rolled onto his back before his body overtook his brain, though every bit of his manhood protested. “Let the worlds be as troubled as they wish. Why do we care when we have one another?”

But Emma sat upright, flinging her feet off the bed. She cocked her head at the noise. “We should rise and see what’s wrong.”

Erik corralled her around the waist, the texture of her gown slippery beneath his fingers. “Nei, love,” he said. “Come back to bed.”

She turned, the tangle of her hair falling over her features. The ceiling’s glow warmed her skin. Her pale gray eyes took on an unearthly appeal as if the Goddess had bestowed her with beauty beyond human form. 

Erik’s reflexes overtook him. He smoothed his fingers along the strands of her hair, untangling the waves from her face. He pulled her down to meet his lips and kissed her as if he wished to climb inside her and live there for all the ages.

A sigh escaped her as he pressed into her, searching, seeking and exploring her. His hands gripped her shoulders and brought her down on top of him as they sunk back into the mattress. She obliged, straddling him, spreading her skirts to either side. The pressure of her chest against his, her pelvis against his, stiffened him.

He disengaged, his brain still arguing with his body, though his mind almost lost the battle. He guided her upward, studying her face. 

Emma stared down. Her chest and cheeks flushed a bright rose color. With the tip of his finger, he traced her full lips, adoring the fact they kissed him so wantonly. 

Even though the disturbance grew in the distance, Erik closed his ears to it, focusing on Emma as everything around them slipped into the background, unnoticed. 

“You’re safe here with me,” he whispered.

“I know.” The desire seeped from her features, replaced by a clouded gaze.

“Why so sad?” He stroked her cheek while his other palm nestled against her rump.

Emma shook her head, glancing downward. The thick line of her lashes shaded her eyes.

“Is it your dreams?” 

She chewed her bottom lip without replying.

“Emma, for the first time in our lives, we have the freedom to pursue happiness together. Without hiding. Without persecution. In this land, nei matter what’s happening out there—” he jerked his head toward the doorway where a blanket hung over the opening to ensure their privacy, “we’re free. You should be happy. We’re equals in this land.”

Emma’s head jerked up. She stared at him, hurt scrunching her mist-colored eyes. “Equals? Erik, you know I never cared about your status.”

“But your mother did. The entire village did. And the fact that my mother—”

“Hush, now.” She placed her fingers across his lips. “I don’t care what your real mother was. It never mattered to me one bit, and you know that.”

“But it mattered to me,” he admitted. I want to be good enough for you. 

Tears welled in Emma’s eyes, startling him. He didn’t mean to trigger such a response. Erik pulled himself upright and kissed each of her eyelids. “We’ll make a fine house, you and me. We’ll have a bevy of bright-eyed children who look just like you.” He could see it in his head: the two of them in a stout little house, with a thatched roof, or whatever type of peculiar cottages they had in Alvenheim. And they’d have children. A half-dozen hearty babes, crowding around their table, all laughing, all well-fed and most of all, loved.

A sigh escaped Emma. “I’m happy we’re finally together, Erik. That’s not the problem.”

He wrapped his arms around her. “Then tell me.”

“In my dreams...”

“What about your dreams?” He froze. Loki once plagued his own dreams. 

“It’s the wolves.” She nuzzled her head into the crevice between his neck and shoulder. 

“Wolves?” 

“Svol and Arvak, from Grimnear. His wolves.”

Erik realized that Emma omitted saying Lothar’s name, as if she couldn’t bring herself to utter it, but he sighed and let the worry drain out of him anyway. She hadn’t dreamt of the Shadow after all. “What about them?”

“If those wolves hadn’t helped me when you came for me, I would have never been able to turn the pack away. They were the ones that allowed me to communicate to the pack.”

Erik shook his head, not understanding. 

“I can see them like ghosts when I sleep. I hear them howling, like a distant echo.” She spoke into his neck. The warmth of her breath moistened his skin as she burrowed into him.

“Can’t you speak with them?” 

“Nei. I’ve tried, but they are too far away. Still, in my gut, I know there’s something wrong. I can’t shake the feeling.”

Erik guided her back down. She rolled off him, and he pulled her against his side. “You’ve been through a lot, Emma. It’s natural to worry over them, but you need to let it go. I am sure they can care for themselves. They are wild animals after all. Best to forget them for now, and let’s worry over us for once.”

She shook her head. “I can’t forget them, Erik.”

“Then let me distract you for a while.” He turned to face her, edging closer, parting his lips. 

Her mouth obliged, tongue slipping to meet his.

The noise from outside continued, but neither cared...until a sharp pain registered in Erik’s behind. He bolted upright, scrambled out of the covers, and rolled back the bedding.

Whitefoot danced around on the mattress, hopping from side to side.

“The little bugger bit me!”

Emma let out a squeal of laughter, clapping her hands with delight.

Erik furrowed his brows, but regardless of how hard he tried to be cross, he couldn’t. He loved Emma’s laughter, though he refused to let her see just how much, so he mock-swatted at the polecat instead.

“He thinks we should investigate the noise,” Emma said. “That we shouldn’t sleep the entire day away when the Palace is in an uproar.”

“It’s not even morning yet. And it’s hardly an uproar.” Though Erik admitted to himself that the noise had grown to a level of concern. He crossed his arms over his chest and shot Emma the grumpiest look he could muster. “Besides, why should our lives be ruled by a rat?”

Whitefoot flopped on the covers, stretching himself lengthwise. His nose quivered as he stared up at Erik with his black button eyes.

“Oh, Erik! You shouldn’t call him a rodent. He’s a polecat. They’re quite different, you know.” Emma frowned. “You’ve hurt his feelings!”

Erik rubbed his bottom with exaggeration. “Well. It serves him right. He’s bruised my backside!”

Emma launched into another round of giggles, and despite his best efforts, Erik cracked a smile. 

“All right,” he said, “you two win. We’ll investigate.”
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​​Chapter 5
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“What were you thinking?” Ravenna directed her speech toward Astrid. She stood with her hands on her hips, demanding an answer. “Now we have even more unrest to deal with.”

Astrid tipped up her chin, meeting the First’s questioning with a glare. She fingered the hilt of her sword.

Astrid’s companions tensed, forming a protective semi-circle around the two women.

“What were they thinking?” Hallad gestured to the guards lined up behind the First. “They could have killed her!”

Ravenna’s facade remained placid, like the surface of a pool without even the slightest breeze. Her tone held no more inflection than if she spoke about what she ate for her midday meal. “She was never in any danger.”

Her nonchalant manner set sparks beneath Astrid’s skin. 

“Contrary to how it looked?” Hallad accused.

“Silencing does not kill. It merely renders the assailant incapable of connecting to the Mother with his voice. But I forget. You are ignorant of our ways.” 

“And that’s your excuse for attacking my sister and unarmed men?”

The First stared at Hallad as if examining him. She adjusted her voice, adding a lilt to her words, stringing them together like a melody. “Nei, the guards didn’t believe the actual Svenna would attack them. They mistook her for a ruse.” Somehow the pleasantness of her tone took away the bite of her words, at least for Hallad, but Astrid’s muscles continued to fire throughout her body.

Ravenna moved, tilting her head as her gaze switched around the chamber. Light caught the strands of hair that spilled through a topknot on her head, turning the blackness to rich mahogany. “The silencing was necessary. If we had not taken the precaution, innocents could have been hurt or killed in the mob. And as the Guardian, it will be your duty to see that your people are not injured.”

Astrid sensed Hallad’s mind working, rationalizing the conversation. 

Her reasoning seems sound, sister.

If not cruel? 

I know how it affected you. But even though Ravenna’s tactics were harsh, if they were meant to subdue those men from doing damage— 

Then you justify her cruelty?

You should not have attacked the guards. I thought we agreed, nei weapons.

Astrid flinched inwardly. He was right. She hadn’t meant to, and yet she hadn’t been able to control herself.

The song acted as a weapon at the First’s command, she told him, though she showed no outward movement to betray their internal conversation. She didn’t want the First to know they were speaking. I thought the Mother’s song could only serve what’s right. Then Astrid added, veiling her thoughts to keep them from her brother, And I hoped our bond would allow me more control over the dark magic, not less.

Our father once said right and wrong is a matter of whose side you’re on. 

Didn’t you say the First ordered you to wait in Scandia when you were with our aunt, and I had slipped into the shadowwalk? Then when you arrived in Glitner without the First’s aid, she didn’t even want you to take me to Grimnear. 

That doesn’t make her right or wrong, Astrid. It makes her cautious.

Ravenna sashayed toward the twins, her ivory robes fluttering as she walked. She examined the area above and behind them, her gaze never quite settling on either of them.

Both Hallad’s and Astrid’s muscles tensed at her approach.

Stay calm, sister. I do not think she means harm.

Like a snake circling mice doesn’t mean to kill?

Ravenna settled in front of them. At this proximity, the black raven on her cheek seemed practically alive, as if the creature would spring from her skin and take flight. “You are the Svenna,” she said. “And you need to act accordingly.”

And how am I supposed to behave? I have nei idea what’s even expected of us, and you command me to act accordingly? Astrid stifled any movement, even the flick of her eyelids, as she glared at the woman.

“How do we know how to act when we don’t even know what’s expected of us, or what we’re dealing with?” asked Hallad in her stead.

“That’s why I am going to show you, Hallad.” Even though the woman remained cool, the use of his first name sounded strangely intimate. She wrapped a melody around the syllables of his name, and they hung sweetly on her tongue. “There are atrocities you must see that will demonstrate how precarious our situation is.”

“Then show us.”

“I will show you, alone, but your sister must be tested in both the shadowwalk and the touch of the Mother.”

I go where you go, brother.

“My sister stays with me.”

Ravenna turned to Astrid, decisively settling her gaze upon her. Her speech hardened. “You are a danger to yourself and others. You run about in the walk, unfettered, swinging your sword in a land that fears the blade, sending rumors flying and fueling protests. You have done more damage than good at this point.” 

The First switched her gaze to Hallad, softening her voice into a compelling melody again. “We need to test her abilities. All of your abilities. We need to know what we’re dealing with. The state of our lands, both Scandia and Alvenheim, are as such that we cannot afford a wrong move. We will need all our strength in the days to come, and if any of you show ability that can be put to use, both our lands will fare better. Then I will take you through the shadowwalk, Hallad, and show you what we’re up against. When you return, you can tell your sister of your discoveries. But for now, the best course of action is for me to test her ability, not only for her safety but the welfare of all the people in Alvenheim.”

If she leaves her guard dogs behind and faces me alone, she should fear for her safety. 

I heard that, sister.

Astrid turned to her brother, allowing the edges of her lips to bend upwards. I know. 

“I am sure,” said Ravenna, once again directing her speech toward Astrid, “with your history, you know the dangers of shadowwalking, even if you don’t understand the state of our affairs.”

The two women glared at one another for a long, uncomfortable moment.

Sister... 

What?

Cooperate. She seems to have the best interests in mind, and perhaps we can discover more about our roles in this land. 

Or perhaps she’ll sink her fangs into us unawares.

Hallad switched his bright eyes at his sister. She couldn’t refuse him. After hesitating, Astrid acquiesced. Hallad nodded their agreement to Ravenna.

“Good. I will administer the testing myself then come for you, Hallad, when your sister and I have concluded our session.”

Her enunciation of “our session” made the words sound more like “her trial,” and the bounce of Astrid’s nerves double-timed.

––––––––
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Erik pulled his tunic over his head while Emma smoothed her gown and brushed her fingers through her hair. Whitefoot bounced around at her feet until she picked him up. The critter shimmied the rest of the way up her dress and nestled around her neck, underneath her sun-kissed tresses. Erik envied the polecat’s position, but watching Emma always brought a smile to his lips, regardless of that lousy rat’s proximity.

Movement from the hall startled him. 

He grabbed for his sax, having refused to store his weapon with the others, and swiveled around. A woman dressed in white robes, accompanied by a liveried man, stood in the doorway. They had released his makeshift door of a blanket and stood waiting in the opening. 

“Do you people have any manners?” Erik scowled, returning his blade to its resting place.

Emma turned, gasping at their sudden appearance. She smoothed her skirts, but her hands trembled as she tried to calm herself. 

She’s changed, thought Erik. There was a time nothing could frighten the good graces out of her. Erik protectively widened his stance, worrying over Emma’s overreaction.

Emma inhaled. “How can we assist you?”

“Emma Avarrdottir?” the white-robed woman asked.

“Ja,” replied Emma.

“Half-sister of the Svenna and Guardian?” The woman’s speech remained monotone. All the Norns wore an unnerving sternness mixed with grace about them. And all, except Ravenna, seemed older than dirt.

“If you mean Hallad and Swan, or Astrid as you might call her, ja, I’m their sister.”

“The First requires you to accompany us.” She swept her arm back and gestured for Emma to exit with them.

Erik rushed to Emma, slipping his hand in hers as he guided her toward the door, positioning himself in front of her.

The liveried man placed his hand on Erik’s chest, stopping him from leaving. 

Erik’s brow knotted. He wished he hadn’t left his sword on the table.

“Erik Sigtriggson?” asked the woman with the same irritating monotony. “From the Village of Steadsby in Scandia?”

Erik nodded. What’s the old goat playing at?

“The First requires you to remain here,” said the woman.

“I will not.”

Emma’s hand tightened around Erik’s. “What’s going on?” she asked.

“The First has instructed that you will be tested in your ability as a caller. Your companion will wait for the First to come to him, here.”

“This is ridiculous, Emma. I’m not letting you go with these strangers by yourself.”

“What was all the commotion about before?” asked Emma.

When neither Norn nor guard responded, Emma turned to Erik. “I’ll go. It will be all right.”

“Nei, Emma.” Erik tightened his fingers around hers and pulled her to him. “We go together,” he said. The muscles in his neck strained as he scowled at the guard.

The Norn glanced between the two, then toward the liveried man. Finally, she nodded and allowed both Emma and Erik to pass.
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​​Chapter 6
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The presence of animals pressed into Emma’s awareness as she and Erik followed the Norn along the winding pathways of Glitner, with the guard bringing up the rear. Whitefoot balanced on her shoulder like a ship’s captain, peering ahead with anticipation.
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