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The Road


“Are we crazy?” It wasn’t the first time I had asked that, and I doubted it would be the last time before we got to where we were going.


We still had another twelve hours on the road, if the GPS was to be believed. Over the past day, the two of us had been alternating as drivers in the Jeep so we could stop as little as possible. Going from Oregon to Louisiana left me with plenty of time to worry that we were being ridiculous and doing the wrong thing.


Pan was driving this shift, absently drumming his fingers on the steering wheel to “Radar Love,” and he glanced over at me. We’d recently switched seats at the Texas border, so he was still bright-eyed and chipper, and that helped him respond to my boomeranging anxiety with amused patience.


“All right, Ulla, let’s go over the facts again.”


“Okay.” I sat in the passenger seat, with my legs crossed underneath me and my Moleskine composition notebook open on my lap. All of my notes, everything I knew about my parents, the hidden First City, the cult of the Älvolk, the missing amnesiac Eliana, and the tall and handsome Jem-Kruk amounted to little more than a dozen pages.


“Are you worried about Eliana’s safety?” Pan asked.


“Yeah, of course I am! She’s sick, and I don’t know how well she can defend herself.”


“Do you know where she is?”


“Not exactly. Jem-Kruk left a note saying to come find her, and I think he’s connected to the Älvolk, and they are believed to reside in the First City. And there was also something strange that his friend Sumi said: ‘Remember to find the woman in the long white dress.’ Whatever that means.”


“Do you know where the First City is?” he asked.


“Not any more than a few rumors. But if anyone knows where it would be, it’s the Omte tribe. They’ve sent missions trying to find it and the Lost Bridge of Dimma.”


“So, if we want to find Eliana, then we’re doing the right thing. Actually, we’re doing about the only thing I can think of to help her, since we have to find her first,” Pan reasoned.


“But we don’t know Eliana that well. Her twin sister alleged that she took her home to help her, and both you and I had to take time off from our internships,” I said, playing devil’s advocate.


“Well, I’m not an intern,” Pan corrected me. “Working at the Inhemsk Project is my full-time job. And I also work part-time as a peurojen.”


I groaned. “That’s even worse!”


“I talked to Sylvi before we left, and everything’s fine,” he assured me with a laugh. “She’s letting me take a sabbatical.”


We both worked at the Inhemsk Project, which was an effort undertaken to help trolls of mixed blood find their place in our kingdoms. Though primarily funded by the Vittra and run by the prestigious Mimirin Talo institute, it was open to all five tribes, with the objective of bolstering our dwindling populations and reconnecting trolls with their heritage and their families.


Sylvi was the head of the Inhemsk, making her our boss. Pan worked in the office, directly under her, searching family records for trolls of mixed blood, and I spent my internship down in the archives, helping translate old documents. That didn’t give me a lot of time to spend with Sylvi, but it was more than enough for me to discern that she did not like me, and she didn’t really seem to like anyone at all.


“Really?” I asked in surprise. “She didn’t strike me as the understanding type.”


“She’s not, but she does care about the truth.” Pan looked over at me. He was still smiling, but his dark eyes had gone serious. “What’s going on with you? Did Elof ever let you know what is going with those weird results he got with your blood test?”


Elof Dómari—the docent at the Mimirin who specialized in troglecology (the study of troll-specific biology, including genealogy and genetic psychokinesis)—had taken blood from both Eliana and me so he could analyze it for ancestry. It was standard practice for the Inhemsk Project, a routine test to help decipher where exactly orphans and abandoned babies fit in and where they had come from.


Usually the test came back a few days later with a simple answer. Pan had told me he’d found out within two days that he was a KanHu half-TOMB (a troll of mixed blood with Kanin and human parentage).


But my results had come back strangely inconclusive. Elof was certain that one of my parents was Omte, but the other one . . . all he could say for sure was that it didn’t match any human or troll sample recorded at the Mimirin.


That was nothing compared to Eliana’s experience. During the draw, her blood was visibly different—dark and iridescent. The whole incident had been traumatic for her, and it ended with a terrified Eliana running off.


“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Whatever is going on with Eliana, that’s of interest to the Inhemsk. But my thing, it’s probably a mistake. Miscalibrated lab equipment or something. I doubt that my blood has anything that would interest Sylvi.”


“Have you set up another test with Elof?” Pan asked. “You know, to rule out if it was a faulty reading.”


I shook my head. “There wasn’t really time. Everything has been so chaotic and busy. And after Illaria took Eliana, I wanted to make sure she was safe before I worried about stuff that can wait.”


“Good on you,” he said, sounding mildly impressed. “The forty-one hours I waited for my results made me absolutely stir-crazy.”


“But didn’t you already know what the test was going to say? I mean, your mom told you all about your dad, right?” I asked.


“Exactly. I only ‘knew’ what my mom had told me, and her claims sounded pretty far-fetched. I’m the secret love child of a human and a troll king—and he happened to fall ill and die right after I was born,” he said. “I wanted to believe her, but until Elof confirmed it, I didn’t actually know.”


“Did it change how you feel?” I asked quietly. “About yourself, I mean. Knowing for certain who you are?”


He rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s hard to explain. It didn’t really change anything, but it changed . . . the color of everything. Before, I saw the world in a shade of wondering and questioning. But now it’s a bit clearer. I can see things more as they are instead of only as what they might mean.”


“Yeah.” I nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think I know exactly what you mean.”


“I did struggle for a bit after. It was a relief, but not in the way I thought it would be. And then with the Kanin royalty too afraid or too stuck up to even acknowledge my existence . . .” He trailed off. “I didn’t really know how I fit into anything.”


“I’m glad you figured it out,” I said.


He gave a self-deprecating laugh. “I wouldn’t say I’ve figured it out yet. And it took some time to work through it. Actually, the friend that we’ll be staying with—”


“Rikky?” I supplied.


“Yeah, Rikky helped me deal with all my stuff after I got to Merellä.”


Before we’d left Merellä, back when Pan and I were still in the planning stages for our road trip/possible rescue mission, we’d discussed affordable options. Pan and I both had savings accounts, but neither of them were exactly overflowing. Pan mentioned that his friend Rikky moved back to Fulaträsk last year. So he’d called and arranged for us to stay there for a couple weeks.


“Did you become friends through the Inhemsk Project?” I asked.


“Yeah, but that basically describes literally everyone I’ve hung out with over the past two years. I guess I don’t really have much of a social life outside work.”


I scowled. “Now I feel even worse for dragging you away.”


“No, don’t. It only goes to show that I needed the break. And I want to help you,” he said, then added, “and Eliana.”


“Well, thank you. I’m really glad you’re here.” I reached over and put my hand on his arm, gently touching his bare skin.


He glanced down at my hand, at the unexpected touch, and embarrassment rolled over me in a hot, sickly wave. It took all my restraint not to jerk my hand away, and instead I pulled it back in a normal, casual manner.


“Are we close?” I asked loudly, and I turned my face away so he wouldn’t see the reddening of my cheeks.


“Are we close to the Omte city?” Pan asked, sounding confused. “We still have over a thousand kilometers to go.”


“Yeah.” Then I shook my head. “No. I mean, can we stop at a gas station soon?”


“Yeah, of course,” he said, then we lapsed into an awkward silence.
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Swamped


In the dream, we were flying under an endless sky. Stars stretched on infinitely, and they were falling around us like rain. Dazzling, glittering stars, and I stared through them all, with Pan by my side. Far behind me—so far I couldn’t see her, but I knew she was there—was Hanna, and I could faintly hear her calling for me. Shouting my name, over and over.


The stars kept falling, until they were all gone and the sky was black. I couldn’t see anything, so there was nothing but the crystal-clear sound of Eliana’s voice: “The sun sets in the green sky when the good morning becomes the violent night.”


And then it was gone, and Pan’s hand was on my shoulder, shaking me gently awake. “Ulla. We’re here.”


I sat up, blinking away my dream. The sun hadn’t gone down yet, but it was close, bathing the car in a fiery orange light. The Jeep was parked on a gravel road at the edge of a swamp, and tall reeds and giant cypress trees surrounded us. Right in front of the car, a long, rickety dock stretched out toward a ramshackle house on stilts.


“Are you sure this is it?” I asked.


“According to the directions, yeah.” Pan grabbed his knapsack out of the back seat, and then he got out of the car, letting in the hot, thick air and a medley of amphibian and insect songs.


I got out as well and stretched out the kinks in my neck and back. That’s when I noticed the leathery alligator head mounted on the post at the end of the dock, above a sign that had no TRESPASSING written in big red letters.


“Are you sure this is safe?” I asked.


“This?” He tapped the top of the alligator head and smiled. “Rikky calls this an Omte welcome mat.”


“I suppose it’s about time I learned about my heritage,” I muttered as we began the long walk down the dock.


My skin was still cool from the car’s AC, and the humidity clung to me. All around us the swamp stirred with life. Creatures chirped and splashed beneath the warped boards, and a pair of large vultures circled overhead.


The animal life was abundant and obvious, but this dock and dirt road were the only signs of troll (or human) life that I could see.


“This is Fulaträsk?” I asked dubiously as I looked around.


“Not quite. Rikky lives outside of the town, more in between the trolls and the humans. It’s more convenient that way.”


From the outside, the “house” looked like a dilapidated, windowless shack. Most of it appeared to be constructed with unpainted gray weathered plywood, patched up with sheet metal and broken pallets, and in the center of that was a rusted front door.


Pan raised his fist to knock, but before he could, the door swung open. A woman stood before us, grinning broadly. Her dark auburn hair was pulled up into a messy bun, and she wore paint-splattered overalls over a striped bralette. It was hard to tell how old she was exactly—her face was youthful, with full cheeks and dewy skin, but something about her pale brown eyes made me guess late twenties or maybe early thirties.


“Pan!” She held her arms out wide, and he didn’t hesitate to go in for a hug. “It’s sooo good to see you! How long has it been?”


“About a year. I think.” He pulled away from her, then motioned to me. “This is my friend Ulla. Ulla, this is Rikky.”


“Hi, nice to meet you,” I said with a smile, doing my best to hide my astonishment that Rikky was a rather beautiful woman.


“Likewise,” she agreed with a smile, but she appraised me with a sharp eye.


The water to the left of me suddenly erupted as a hefty beak snapped at the air, lunging toward my bare feet.


“Oy!” Rikky shouted at it and clapped her hands together. “Drake, it’s not feeding time yet and you know it!”


Drake was a mossy green reptile, with mud and plants clinging to his bony shell. He looked like a stubby cross between a dinosaur and a bulldog, but I guessed he was some type of snapping turtle.


“Don’t mind him,” Rikky said, and she stepped aside, putting herself between us and the monster turtle as she held the front door open. “He’s an old grump, and I’m sure you’ve had a long trip and wanna get settled in.”


“Thank you for letting us stay here,” I said as I slid inside her tiny home.


While the exterior really screamed “swamp shanty,” the interior décor felt much more stylish—lots of vintage and upcycled pieces (old boat parts converted into a whitewashed flower planter, a light fixture made of fishing line with dyed feathers and glittering bits of broken bottles become a DIY chandelier.)


From the outside, it had looked like there weren’t any windows, but that wasn’t exactly the case. There was a small octagonal porthole in the tiny bathroom—along with a rain shower that was literally outside on a deck. And the ceiling—aside from the rusty metal joints and edging—was all skylight. Really, it was multiple panes of glass—mostly clear, but some were green, and one was a tinted car windshield—stitched together like a puzzle.


If I had to guess, I would say that Rikky had built this house with her own two hands.


That made it even more impressive that it looked as nice as it did. It was very small—one main room with a kitchen (a counter of sheet metal with a hot plate, icebox, and a metal tub for a sink), a couch overflowing with pillows and throw blankets, a coffee table made from an old cellar door, and piles of books and plants on every available shelf.


In one corner was a giant antique birdcage sitting on a stand, but inside, instead of feathers there was fur. A chubby gray squirrel was sleeping in a round fleece pet bed, and Rikky told me offhandedly that that was Wade, who she hoped would be well enough to be introduced back to the wild soon.


In addition to the main room, there was the bathroom (antique porcelain sink and a composting toilet inside, the shower outside on a deck about the size of a postage stamp), a small master bedroom, and Rikky’s screened-in porch/workshop that also included a daybed, so she said it technically counted as a guest room.


“I know it’s not as fancy as what you’re used to in Merellä,” Rikky said, once she’d finished giving us the brief tour of her home.


“Honestly, Rikky, you know it’s better than my place,” Pan said.


She laughed loudly, then in a flash of embarrassment covered her mouth with her hand. “Oh, no, Pan. You can’t possibly still live above the tannery?”


He shrugged and stifled his own laughter. “I can’t find a place cheaper that’s any better than what I’ve got.”


“Oh, yeah,” she said. “There’s plenty of things I miss about living in Merellä, but how damn expensive everything is isn’t one of them.”


Pan sat down on the couch, and Rikky grabbed a throw pillow and tossed it on the floor near his feet. She sat on it, leaning up against the couch—and almost leaning on him. I didn’t know what to do, so I sat on an old steamer trunk across from them.


“This place here”—Rikky paused, gesturing vaguely at our surroundings—“costs me two hundred dollars for the entire year!”


I gasped. “That’s unbelievable!”


“There are some major trade-offs living in Merellä,” Pan said.


“I love it out here.” She turned her attention to me and brushed her bangs out of her eyes. “I don’t want to give you the wrong idea about the Omte. We’re not all backwater Neanderthals.”


“No, I didn’t think that,” I said, but truthfully, I didn’t really know what to think.


“Did you grow up around any Omte?” she asked.


“Sorta. Iskyla is home to all sorts of trolls that don’t fit in anywhere else, so that means we had a large population of TOMBs and half-TOMBs,” I said. “But since it’s a Kanin city, I’d say that was the predominant culture around me.”


“That’s gotta be hard,” Rikky said. “I grew up in Sintvaan, this little podunk Omte village. I knew I was Omte—my mom raised me, so I knew all about our culture. But she didn’t know anything about my dad. Which was how I got involved in the Inhemsk.”


“Were they able to help you find your dad?” I asked.


“Yeah, they did.” She leaned against the couch, resting her arm on the cushion so her hand rested casually on Pan’s knee. “I got to meet all my Trylle family, which has been cool, but weird. There really are so many differences, since the Trylle live much more like the humans. They use so much technology.” She rolled her eyes.


“Ulla’s actually been with the Trylle for the past five years,” Pan said gently, and Rikky blanched.


“I didn’t mean anything,” she said hurriedly.


I laughed, brushing it off. “No, it’s true, but I’ve come around to their ways. It’s been such an adjustment living where Wi-Fi isn’t viewed as a basic necessity.”


“We do have Wi-Fi here, and I know some Omte that are a little addicted to their social media and crushed-candy games. But it is always an adjustment moving to a new city. The weather, the neighbors, the food,” she said. “Which reminds me. Are you guys hungry?”


Pan patted his stomach, flat under his slim T-shirt. “I could eat.”


“Yeah, I’m definitely craving something more than gas-station food,” I added.


Trolls’ sensitive stomachs and particular dietary needs made traveling and dabbling in human cuisine tricky. We’d mostly been eating some fruit and vegetables we bought at a roadside stand in Texas.


“Excellent. I thought, to help you get in touch with your Omte roots, I’d cook you guys one of our most common meals—pepper-and-bullhead kebabs with a chadron thistle salad.”


“That sounds awesome,” I lied with a forced smile. “Thanks.”


“Why don’t you two relax, freshen up, get settled in, and I’ll get the grill going,” she suggested.


“Thanks, Rikky.” Pan slowly got to his feet and stretched. “What is the plan for sleeping arrangements?”


“I don’t have a ton of room here. I thought one of you could take the daybed in my workroom, and the other could take the couch.” Rikky stopped short and her eyes bounced between the two of us. “Unless you’re sharing a bed—”


“No,” Pan answered quickly.


“The daybed sounds great for me,” I said, calling dibs on what I thought would be the worst place to sleep, thereby giving Pan the better bed.


“Perfect.” She smiled. “I thought we’d relax tonight, since it’s so late. And then first thing tomorrow I’ll take you down to the Omte offices to talk to the records officer.”


“That sounds great,” I said.


Later on that night, after we’d choked down extra-salty chewy fish kebabs that left my stomach burning and cramping, and after I’d excused myself for the night, I lay on the lumpy bed under a thin sheet, staring at the moon reflecting on the swamp. The screens that surrounded the porch managed to keep the mosquitoes out, but they did nothing to dampen the sound of their buzzing, along with the sound of all the other bugs carrying on outside.


As loud as the wildlife was out here, it didn’t drown out the sounds of laughter and chatting as Pan and Rikky stayed up late, reminiscing.


I wondered dimly if this was mad. If I was doing the right thing. But mostly I wondered where Eliana was, and I hoped that she was okay.
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Postkontor


I didn’t think I’d ever fall asleep, but apparently I had, because I woke up to Rikky knocking on the flimsy storm door that separated the workroom/guest room from the rest of the house.


“Are you awake?” Rikky poked her head in.


I ran my hands through my tangles of hair and squinted into the bright morning light that flooded the room. The tools and paint cans stacked on the workbench cast long, cool shadows on the warped floorboards.


“Uh, yeah, I think so.”


“I called down to the records office already, and I got us a meeting in an hour.” Her long hair hung in a loose braid over her shoulder, and the mason jar in her hands clinked with ice cubes and dark sun tea. “Do you think you can be ready by then?”


I nodded and sat up. “Yeah, of course. What time is it?”


She glanced at her watch. “Almost seven. I’ve got some tea chilling in the icebox if you want any. I’m not much of a breakfast-eater myself, but Pan is scrounging something up,” Rikky said with a meaningful laugh. “You know how he hates to miss breakfast.”


“Thanks, the tea will be fine,” I said, and she finally left me to get ready.


I pulled a change of clothes out of my duffel bag and wondered dourly what time she’d gotten up. She and Pan had still been up talking when I finally passed out around midnight.


Had they even slept at all?


Not that it was any of my business. Not really. Pan and I were only friends, but I’d thought maybe there was something more to it.


But now I didn’t know. Maybe I’d misinterpreted his kindness for something else. . . . Not that any of this even mattered. I had more important things to worry about than some silly crush on a cute guy.


I wasn’t sure of the Omte’s thoughts on formality or how high-ranked the records officer was, so I decided to play it safe with a business-casual look—a maxi skirt and a dark peasant blouse with light makeup.


Once I was ready, I went to the main room. Pan stood over the hot plate, the pan sizzling and snapping as he scrambled something in it. His dark curly hair was still wet from a shower, and he wore jeans with a white tank top, revealing the tattoo on his bicep. It was a large clock, drawn with raw Nordic edges, and the numbers were actually various runes. The hour was pointed at the rune Raido—an R-like symbol that stood for “journey”—and the minute hand pointed at the Kaun rune—an < meaning “knowledge.”


He’d been whistling an old Nina Simone song, but he stopped when I came in and greeted me with a big smile. “Good morning! Are you hungry? I was trying to make a root vegetable frittata with vulture eggs, but it’s definitely turned into more of a breakfast hash.”


“No, thanks,” I declined, in part because it smelled like burnt leather.


“Suit yourself.” He turned back to his cooking, then pointed over his shoulder with a spatula. “I left the tea on the table, and there’s mugs by the sink.”


“You really made yourself at home,” I commented as I poured iced sun tea into an old Dat Dog plastic tumbler.


He shrugged. “I try to make myself useful. Rikky’s outside feeding the various wildlife she’s adopted.”


“That explains all the splashing and hooting I heard while I was getting dressed,” I muttered.


“Yeah, she apparently rehabbed a couple turtles and vultures and I don’t know what else. Now they hang around, so she feeds them and makes sure they’re doing okay,” he explained.


“That’s very nice of her.” I sipped my bitter tea and looked up through the skylights at the trees blotting out the bright blue sky. “So, are we heading out when you’re done eating?”


“If you’re not eating, you can probably head out once Rikky is done,” he said.


I looked at him in surprise. “You’re not coming with us?”


“Yeah, I talked about it with Rikky, and we thought a two-pronged approach would be best.” Pan clicked off the hot plate and dumped his mushy vegetable/egg scramble into a bowl. “Since you’ll have someone at the Postkontor to help you look into info on your parents, I thought Rikky and I would focus on trying to find out more about Áibmoráigi and where Eliana went.”


Áibmoráigi is the oldest troll establishment on earth, so it’s sometimes called the First City, but its exact location has been lost for over a thousand years. Various trolls have tried to find it over the years, all unsuccessfully, and stories of it blurred the lines of fact and legend.


“And since the only info I have about my maybe-birth-mother is that she was last seen in Áibmoráigi, you’re thinking that our investigations will dovetail,” I inferred.


Pan gave me a lopsided smile. “That is the hope anyway.”


A few minutes later, Rikky and I headed out on the airboat she kept off the back of her dock, which she assured me was the best way to navigate the swamp that encompassed Fulaträsk. The trip took twenty minutes. It was loud, but surprisingly smooth, with me gripping the bench unnecessarily tightly as she weaved us through the trees.


In Fulaträsk, the office where all the records were stored was called the Postkontor, and it was a squat stone building sitting atop a small hill. Mossy vines grew up the side, and the vulture gargoyle perched on the stone shingles of the roof made it look like a mausoleum.


Inside, it was cool and damp, and it smelled vaguely of wet paper, which could not be a good sign for a place that stored records. The Gothic flourishes of the exterior continued on the inside, juxtaposing with practical touches like fluorescent lighting, file cabinets, and dividers to create small office cubicles in the large space.


A woman stepped out from behind a divider, moving slowly because of her stocky legs and a belly that appeared to be swollen with a late-term pregnancy. Her long dark hair was pulled back into a ponytail, and her attire was a lot less than business casual, with a loose flannel shirt left unbuttoned over an alligator T-shirt and a pair of leggings.


“Can I help you?” she asked.


“I called this morning about an Omte orphan looking for her parents,” Rikky said uncertainly.


“Oh, right, of course.” She walked over to us. “You must be Rikky Dysta.”


“I am, and this is Ulla Tulin. She’s the one that needs your help.”


“Hi, I’m Bekk Vallin.” She shook my hand brusquely. “Why don’t you have a seat and I’ll see what I can help you with?.” She pointed to the right, toward a small sitting area, where bland pleather furniture was surrounded by several wilting potted plants.


“Is it okay if I head out now?” Rikky asked me while Bekk grabbed a pad of paper and a pen off a nearby desk.


I nodded. “Yeah. I can handle this.”


“Great. Just call me or Pan when you’re ready to be picked up.” Rikky gave me a small wave and left.


After I sat down, Bekk chose the chair across from me. Once she got settled in, with her pen in hand, she rested her serious brown eyes on me. “So, tell me everything you know about your birth mother.”


And then I launched into the fragmented story of my parents, which was really a story of myself. What little I knew or suspected about my parents came from what I had stumbled upon or guessed at.


I told her Mr. Tulin’s version of the night a woman abandoned me at a tiny inn in a frozen troll village, and I glossed over my lonely childhood. I’d gotten to the part where I finally hitched a ride with a traveler who came through when I was fourteen and how she took me to the Trylle capital.


“Why did you decide to go with that troll?” Bekk interjected. “You lived and worked in an inn. There had to be other tourists who came through that you could’ve left with.”


I shrugged. “I don’t know. I really left about as soon as I felt old enough to, and she was nice, and it seemed like she understood what it was like to not fit in, since she was a blond Kanin.”


“Really?” Bekk looked up sharply. “I used to know a blond Kanin. She fought in the Invasion of Doldastam.”


Her expression was hard for me to read, and I hesitated before answering.


The Invasion of Doldastam had only been five years ago, a bloody conflict that had ended the Kanin Civil War. But while the war had started as an internal conflict within the Kanin, all the other tribes had eventually been pulled in by varying degrees, and only the Omte had backed the losing side. Once it was all over, treaties had been signed and a peace declared, but I had to imagine that the war was still a sore spot for many of the trolls who fought in it.


I finally decided to answer with the truth. Bekk was here to help me, and I didn’t want to withhold anything from her. Even seemingly insignificant things might help me find my parents.


“Bryn Aven,” I said.


Her eyes widened, and she leaned back. “I know Bryn.” Then she shook her head. “Well, I did know her. We fought beside each other, when our Queens forged an unworthy alliance.”


“It was a complicated time,” I replied carefully.


Bekk nodded once. “It was.” She blinked, then looked back up at me with a strained smile. “Were you connected with Bryn in any other way?”


“Not that I know of. We only met because she was in Iskyla looking for someone else.”


“And then you became friends?” Her thick eyebrows arched high, and I tried not to squirm under her scrutiny.


My mouth suddenly felt dry, and I swallowed hard before cautiously admitting, “Yeah. We’re friends.”


After the longest ten seconds of my life, Bekk said, “Good. Any friend of Bryn’s is a friend of mine.”


“Great!” I said, probably too forcefully, but the relief hit me like a wake. “I mean, yeah. Bryn’s great.”


Bekk set aside her pad of paper and settled deep into the chair, her left hand absently rubbing her round belly, and she propped her feet up on the coffee table.


“Bryn’s the only reason the Queen Regent Bodil is still alive,” she said, then quickly added, “Officially, everyone will deny it. You won’t be able to find any documents here about the secret meeting Bryn had with the Queen, before the war, warning her of the dangers of a compromised ally.” Bekk pointed toward the file cabinets and bookshelves. “But I know, and Bryn knows, and most importantly, the Queen knows.”


“What do you mean by that?” I asked uncertainly.


“The name you gave me . . .” She paused to glance over at the notes she’d taken while I’d been telling her my life story. “Orra Fågel. She’s a cousin to the Queen Regent. I can give you the records we have here, but I can also tell you that all the information available to the public about anyone connected to the royal family will be highly sanitized and censored.”


I frowned, but I tried to remain optimistic. “Any information at all, no matter how minute, would really be so helpful. I need something to go on.”


“No, that’s not what I meant,” she said with a sly smile. “I don’t have much to offer you here, but the Queen definitely does. And she owes Bryn—and me, honestly—a lot, but she’s done very little to repay us so far. Talking to a friend and helping her find her family, well, that sounds like a small step in the right direction.”
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Friends


I spent the rest of the morning going through the scant records that the Omte had on Orra Fågel, but it was just as Bekk had warned me—there wasn’t a lot there. Birthday 1 September 1969, full name Orra Fågel, her high school diploma, and a long list of relatives, both parents and four older brothers, all dead. They didn’t even have her death certificate here. Bekk explained that most royal certificates were kept at the palace, although even she had to admit that the cousin of the Queen Regent barely counted as royalty.


“Plus, it usually goes the other way,” Bekk said. She closed the drawer of a long filing cabinet, after a fruitless search through death certificates.


“What are you talking about?” I asked.


“Usually it’s a non-royal bragging about alleged distant relations to the crown,” she elaborated. “A third cousin telling everyone how their dad’s death certificate should be kept at the palace with other royalty, but it’s not included, and the crown doesn’t acknowledge them.


“But this is someone who should be overlooked—no offense.” Bekk glanced at me, and I shrugged. “And she’s all locked up in the palace.”


“That is weird,” I realized.


“Kinda.” She grimaced and put her hand on the small of her back. “But Bodil is rather paranoid, even by Omte standards. In her defense, having your most trusted adviser betray you and commit treason will have that effect on you. She really cleaned house after the war, changed up a lot of the staff, relocated records, and reduced public access to information.”


Even with the concerns about the Queen’s anxiety/paranoia, Bekk was able to deliver on her promise to get me a meeting with her. Before I left for the day, she managed to get through to the Queen Regent’s secretary and set up a meeting for the next day at ten A.M.


I had taken up enough of Bekk’s time—and I’d already exhausted all resources in the records office—by noon, so I called Pan, and he and Rikky zoomed over on the airboat to pick me up. On the way to her house, Rikky stood at the back of the boat, steering with a lever as we whipped through the trees. I didn’t feel stable standing up, so I sat on the wooden bench seat next to Pan.


“How were your adventures today?” I asked Pan, nearly shouting to be heard over the large caged propeller—or fan, as Rikky called it—that powered the boat through the swamp.


“I don’t know if they were adventures, but I think we had a productive day,” he said.


“Yeah? Did you find anything about the First City or Eliana yet?”


He let out a short, tired laugh and ran a hand through his windblown hair. “Not quite yet, no. But I did spend the day knee-deep in musty books reading up on strange superstitions and ancient obsessions.”


“That sounds intense,” I said.


“You have no idea.” He leaned closer to me, so he wouldn’t have to shout so much over the fan. To steady himself, he put his right arm behind my back, his hand on the bench on the other side of me so his fingertips grazed my thigh. “They were doing all these weird old rituals you’d associate with the Dark Ages, like seriously demented things. And it’s not even that long ago. Some of it took place in the 1800s, but most of the worst stuff was in the 1960s and ’70s.”


As he spoke, he moved in closer. My blouse had ridden up some, exposing the skin of the small of my back, and his forearm gently pressed against my bare skin. I tried to focus on what he was saying—it was important and very interesting to me—but when his warm skin touched mine (not an exciting place, sure, but a private one that rarely had skin-to-skin contact with anyone else), it made my skin shiver all down my spine, and my stomach filled with delighted heat. Even though I so badly wanted to listen to him, all I could think about was how his arm felt strong and warm, and how he smelled like summer sun and cedar and something sweet but earthly, like fresh herbs and lemonade. Suddenly the boat lurched to the side. Pan’s arm slid around my waist, catching me just in time to keep me from flying out into the murky swamp. Water splashed up over us, soaking my “nice” clothes.


“Sorry about that!” Rikky shouted from where she stood behind us. “Animals can jump out of nowhere out here, so it’s best to hang on.”


I dutifully sat up straighter and hung on to the bench. As much as I enjoyed flirting (or even attempted flirting) with Pan, I valued not flopping around in dirty water or being eaten by alligators even more.


When we got back to Rikky’s I called dibs on the shower, which would have been enjoyable if not for the major moral dilemma that arose when I came face-to-face with a spider.


Behind the showerhead, in the corner underneath the rusting eaves, was a fat garden spider in a huge web. My stance on most living things was one of “live and let live.” And I was determined to abide by that despite my very real fear that the spider would leap into my face and bite me.


This led to a terrifying, lukewarm, seven-minute shower. The one good thing was that I was so focused on the spider that I didn’t have any time to worry about whether or not anyone could see me naked through the shower curtain.


When I finished, I found Pan and Rikky sitting in the main room. A ceiling fan made from old car parts languidly cooled the room, and Fleetwood Mac played on the record player. Both of them were lounging on the couch and drinking dark liquid out of green mason jars.


“Ulla! Come join us!” Rikky exclaimed as she saw me. “Have a drink!”


Before I could respond, she flitted over to the table and poured a glass from a big jug. She thrust it at me, and I tentatively took it from her. “What is it?


“Omte sangria,” she said with a laugh.


Pan rolled his eyes. “It’s blackberry wine and eldvatten, which is a fancy name for Omte moonshine. It’s good, but pace yourself.”


I sniffed my drink, and the smell was a tart mixture of Jolly Rancher candy and kerosene, so I decided that I’d work up to it.


“We were talking about all the disturbing crap we learned today, including living sacrifices and helifiske.” Rikky did exaggerated air quotes around the final word.


“Helifiske?” I repeated. “I don’t think I’ve heard of that before.”


Rikky sat on the couch next to Pan and pulled her feet up under her. “Before today, neither had I. But you may know it by the more anglicized name—sacred recruitment.”


That clicked with me because I’d only learned of it recently. Calder had gotten a book for me about the followers of the Älvolk—the legendary guardians who protected the Lost Bridge of Dimma—and it had mentioned something. The book was mostly a series of commandments and a few simple parables and poems, and there were key phrases repeated throughout. Lots of references to blood, “magick,” supremacy, and getting to a magical land of riches and reward.


One of the ways to gain access to this utopia was to commit acts of service. Most of them were simple and made sense, like setting aside pursuits of gold and following the orders of the Älvolk leaders. But there was also talk of “payments in blood and flesh,” as well as the importance of “sacred recruitment” and “blodseider magick”—but neither of the terms had been specifically defined in the text.


“If you’re ready to get into it all, you might as well sit down and make yourself comfortable.” Pan motioned to a pile of cushions and ikat pillows on the floor, between the record player and the birdcage that housed the sleeping squirrel.


I peeked in the cage, checking out the fat gray ball of fluff, before settling down on the cushions. “Okay. I think I’m ready.”


“It’s sex,” Rikky said bluntly, then laughed at the shock on my face. “Helifiske. It’s the sacred act of using sex to seduce prospective converts into joining the cult. Or, I’m sorry—they prefer to be called Freyarian Älvolk or Guardians of the Lost Bridge of Dimma.”


“There is a lot more to it than that,” Pan admonished her. “Yeah, helifiske is a part of the teachings of the Freyarian Älvolk, but it is more than a recruitment. I read about a lot of rituals that mentioned sacrifice and sex with blodseider magick, but most of them had nothing to do with attracting new members or proselytizing of any kind.”


“What were the points of the rituals, then?” I asked.


I decided it was finally time to sample the “sangria,” sipping it slowly and inconspicuously. That turned out to be a very smart move, since it tasted like battery acid mixed with sugar. I managed to keep my expression neutral as it burned down my throat, and I forced myself to focus on Pan’s explanation.


“I don’t know exactly,” he admitted. “Pleasure? Power? Delusions?”


“It all starts with Frey,” Rikky interjected. “The Älvolk in general buy into the whole Alfheim creation myth. You know, the one that says ‘god’ or ‘gods’—depending how closely you follow the orthodoxy—all live in Alfheim. They either came from Alfheim and created the earth, or they lived on earth and created Alfheim as a paradise for the gods and heroes.”


Pan took a long drink of his sangria while Rikky was talking, and he shook his head as he swallowed. “No, no, that’s not quite what the Älvolk believe. I don’t think they know who or what created Alfheim and the earth and universe. They think that Alfheim is a better place to live with a higher quality of inhabitants. Whether Alfheim is another kingdom, continent, planet, or maybe entirely made up is anybody’s guess.”


“So maybe a real place or maybe a paradise of the gods?” Rikky asked with a teasing smile.


“Okay, it’s basically the same thing, but I want to be precise with my language. It’s one thing to believe a place is a utopia, and it’s another to believe that it’s an afterlife that you must do good deeds to gain entrance to,” Pan clarified.


She held up her hand. “You’re right, you’re right.”


“So how do the Älvolk and the helifiske fit into finding Eliana and the First City?” I asked.


“Áibmoráigi was built near the Lost Bridge of Dimma to guard and conceal it,” Pan said.


“Other stories say that the bridge was supposed to be a secret, and that trolls built the First City too close to it,” Rikky added. “And that’s why they ‘lost’ the bridge, to protect it.”


“No matter how you slice it, the First City and the Älvolk are connected,” Pan said. “Many of the legends diverge at certain points, but there is a lot that is similar. Trolls and humans lived separately for a long time—with the trolls alluded to as being on Alfheim, and the humans on earth. There was a bridge between the two worlds, although the exact descriptions of what the bridge looked like or how far it spanned are usually vague and frequently contradict each other.”


“Yeah, I read on Trollipedia that some historians thought that tales of the bridge were created to explain natural phenomena like the aurora borealis because of how often the bridge was described as bright lights that were gone in a matter of seconds,” Rikky said. “But then I read several passages today that described it as a dark tunnel that took forty years to pass through.”


“It could even be that they’re talking about two separate things but the folklore got all mixed up together,” Pan said. “But the main point is that there was some mystical bridge that connected the troll world and the human world.


“And also, just to be clear, they don’t use the words troll and human,” he went on. “Those from Alfheim are álfar, and those on earth are called ekkálfar, so really the bridge connected the álfar world and the ekkálfar world.


“A city sprang up around where the bridge met the earth, like many ports that eventually grew into bustling centers of culture and life,” Pan said. “And that’s exactly what Áibmoráigi did, eventually becoming the First City and the birthplace of troll society.”


“But then something happened.” Rikky’s thick eyebrows bunched together, and she stared up at the skylights for a moment. “There isn’t a clear record of what transpired, but something changed.”


“The most consistent explanation that I’ve heard is that old nursery rhyme,” Pan said. “The one with a bird and a fish and a bunny and, I don’t know, some kind of big cat or something. And they’re all pals until this giant worm, of all things”—he rolled his eyes at that—“messes everything up. It’s basically a Norse Tower of Babel.”


“Tower of what?” Rikky asked.


“My bad.” He laughed to himself. “I forgot you guys grew up so isolated from humans. I doubt that there’s a lot of copies of the Old Testament floating around in nightstands around here.”


“Anyway, it was all sunshine and Towers of Babel,” Rikky said helpfully to move the story along.


“But other than the giant worm stirring up trouble, I haven’t got a clue about what caused the rift between Alfheim and earth, but for some reason the álfar decided they no longer wanted to keep the Lost Bridge open,” Pan said.


“They didn’t call it the Lost Bridge back then, though,” Rikky said. “They hadn’t lost it yet, so it was called Bifröst.”


“And it became ‘lost’ when the álfar tried to destroy it, but it couldn’t be destroyed,” Pan went on. “The best they could hope for was hiding it away. That’s where the Älvolk came in. They were the álfar who stayed behind to guard the bridge and keep anyone from crossing it.”


“Okay,” I said. “But you said this was all because of Frey, and so far he hasn’t come up.”


“Oh, we’re getting to that now.” Rikky sat up straighter. “He was an álfar, and he decided to stay on earth after the bridge closed. His followers say he stayed because he was fond of everyone on earth and he wanted to help us get back where we belong. His detractors argue he stayed because his trollian abilities like telekinesis and persuasion made him like a god among the humans.”


“You studied Norse, right?” Pan looked to me. “How much do you know about Frey?”


I shook my head. “I haven’t studied the myths that much. Just the language. All I really know about Frey is that he’s the god of love . . . or fertility? I think?”


“More like the god of sex,” Pan said.


Rikky lifted her glass and winked. “And wine.”


“A regular party god, then?” I said, and she snickered.


“As you can imagine, a secret group of monk-like guardians had a difficult time keeping up their numbers,” Rikky said. “A bunch of old dudes living a life of sacrifice and solitude protecting something that nobody really knows about didn’t attract a lot of members.


“Then, suddenly, old writings of Frey’s surfaced, where he details his life of debauchery.” Rikky did jazz hands to show her faux-surprise. “And now these texts instructing ‘ritual orgies’ as a means of getting to paradise are no longer viewed as crude stories but instead as literal instructions on how to open the bridge and get to Alfheim.”


“That’s how the Freyarian Älvolk began,” Pan said. “When the Älvolk tilted away from a simple life of service to a really twisted, zealous doctrine. But this was way back in the late 1800s. The Freyarian cult rose and fell through the years, until a particularly resilient sect took hold in a Trylle community in Northern California in the 1970s. This latest wave differentiated itself from the past iterations by having an overt mission to convert trolls and prepare for the discovery and reopening of the bridge.


“This is also the group that took the calls for blood and flesh to the most literal and most disturbing degree,” he continued and grimaced.


“The records we were reading, a lot of them were partially censored.” Rikky shivered involuntarily. “They were deemed too graphic for public consumption.”


“So, if the Lost Bridge even really exists—if it is a tangible place that we can get to and not an allusion to the northern lights—it’s currently being guarded by a group of psychotic monk warriors?” I asked.


“Yep. And that’s the good news,” Pan said.


Rikky scoffed. “How is that the good news?”


“Because at least we were able to find out more about the Älvolk. We learned something new,” he reasoned. “The bad news is that we don’t even know where the First City is. The location of that has been hidden for centuries, and the bridge has been lost for much longer than that. And we still don’t know if the bridge is even real or just a myth about the northern lights.”


“Yeah, that is bad news,” I agreed and gulped down my sangria.
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