

Praise for The Legends of Orkney series


For The Raven God:


“Gorgeously written, The Raven God delivers a fresh, lively fantasy with enough twists and turns to keep a young reader captivated. Sam, Mavery, and Perrin, tasked with saving Odin, make for delightful heroes. Set against magical ships, powerful witches, and determined armies, the three must summon both courage and smarts if they are to reach their goal. In the end, the three discover that the power of friendship is perhaps the greatest weapon of all. A magical read filled with other-worldly beings both good and evil—and always entertaining.”


—Jennifer Gooch Hummer, award-winning author of
Girl Unmoored and Operation Tenley


“A fantasy-filled tale of courage and redemption, revenge and remorse, The Raven God captivates with colorful characters and rich Norse legends.”


—Foreword Clarion Review
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“Sam’s internal struggles and focus on the dark side of his witch heritage are reminiscent of Anakin Skywalker and will likely appeal to fanboys and fangirls, particularly as he ‘must face the darkness inside.’ Combined with strong female leads, both heroic and villainous, the ever growing and changing cast of characters has something for everyone. Fantasy, mythology, a touch of romance, and enough sword fights and battles to appease even the most action-hungry make Kalifus Rising a well-rounded, solid choice for those craving a new type of adventure.”


—Foreword Reviews FIVE STAR review


“Adams is a master of exposition, never letting it slow the narrative by immersing it in rapid-fire dialogue . . . Indelible characters, both good and evil, and a rescue storyline that refuses to dawdle.”


—Kirkus Reviews


“This series will do well with the Percy Jackson crowd and fans of Norse mythology.”


—School Library Journal, Featured on Girls’ Life Fall Reading List
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“This fast-moving adventure—the beginning of a trilogy—is sure to appease mythology fans who are outgrowing Percy Jackson’s antics and looking for darker, weightier storytelling. VERDICT: A great choice for middle school collections.”


—School Library Journal


“Percy Jackson meets Norse mythology in this captivating and unique adventure.”


—Foreword Reviews (4 stars out of 5)


“The Red Sun: Legends of Orkney by Alane Adams is a book that will take children on a roller coaster ride of adventure and fantasy where whimsical and menacing creatures and witches will enthrall readers.”


—Readers’ Favorite (5 stars out of 5)


“This novel may appeal to young readers who have enjoyed other ‘chosen one’ fantasy stories: It moves along at a speedy clip, and preteens will likely identify with Sam’s anger and frustration with the world . . . it’s a high fantasy tale that maintains a quick pace…”


—Kirkus Reviews


“The Red Sun is a roller coaster ride of adventure, Norse mythology, magic and mayhem. Between Sam facing awesome villains in the magical realm of Orkney to teachers turning into lizards, I had the best time doing the voiceover for the audio-book. Don’t miss out on this terrific story!”


—Karan Brar, actor on Disney’s Jessie and Bunk’d
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ANCIENT DAYS
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The haggard old woman knocked on the door to Frigga’s chambers. The Annual Festival of Games was in full swing, with every god and goddess of Asgard crowding Valhalla with their boisterous shouts and boasts of greatness. The smell of roasting meat and sour ale filled the air in the stone hallway. Frigga, wife to Odin, called wearily for her to enter. The serving woman came in, carrying a bowl of steaming water in shaky hands.


“Put it on the table,” Frigga commanded. Fiery red hair was coiled up on top of her head. There were fine lines etched around her eyes, but she was still a great beauty. She tightened the sash on the silken robe wrapped tightly about her regal form as she sat herself at her vanity. “These festivals tire me so. Thank you. You may leave.”


The old woman hesitated, twisting gnarled hands together. “Your children are so beautiful, my lady. I saw them at the festival today. Thor, Hod, and that Baldur.” Her words were tinged with awe.


Frigga glowed as she dipped a cloth in the water and dabbed at her face. “Yes, I am rather proud of them all.”


The old servant crept closer. “I hear Baldur is invincible. Surely that cannot be!”


Frigga smiled, staring at her reflection in her mirror. “Yes, it is true. Not a living thing in any of the nine realms may harm Baldur.”


“My word, not a living thing?” the servant crowed. “That is something! Not even the mushrooms?”


“Of course not,” Frigga snapped, dabbing harder at her face. “Mushrooms can be quite poisonous.”


“And the wild beasts with claws and fangs?”


Frigga picked up a brush, flicking it through her hair as she dismissed the comment. “Baldur is immune to them all. From the fish in the sea to the serpents in the grass to the deadly berries and hemlock on the vine.”


The old woman clapped her hands with glee. “By the gods, so there is nothing that can harm the boy?”


The queen hesitated, then threw her brush down. “Nothing of consequence. Truth be told, I have not yet spoken to the mistletoe. But there is no danger in mistletoe. Leave me now, woman.”


The servant backed away and shut the door. Outside in the hallway, her shoulders shook with laughter as her arms thickened and legs grew sturdier until Loki, God of Mischief, had shifted into his natural form.


“Let the games begin,” he cackled softly.


The next morning, as the gods and goddesses assembled for the daily games, Loki huddled in the shadows watching and listening as Odin sat on his throne beside his beloved wife Frigga and patted her hand.


“We have done well, my love. Look at how our son is so loved.” For everyone in the great hall found Baldur, son of Odin and Frigga, to be kind and strong and worthy. “But I am troubled by his dreams. He tells me he has foreseen his own death. Such a vision must be heeded.”


Frigga just smiled serenely. “Fear not, husband. I have taken care of the matter.”


Odin frowned. “What do you mean? What have you done, woman?”


She gave a small shrug of her shoulder. “I went to every living creature in all the nine realms and received a promise that none would harm our son.”


Odin stared at her in disbelief then guffawed with laughter. “Truly, wife, you astound me.”


She just smiled, her eyes glowing with pride as she watched the festival.


Odin clapped his hands. “Hear me, gods and goddesses of Asgard. I declare Baldur to be invincible. Let us see any one try and harm him. I will grant the challenger ten pieces of gold the size of my fist for a single scratch.”


Baldur flashed his father a grin and planted his hands on his hips. “Aye, father, I welcome the challenge.”


Up first was Baldur’s big brother, Thor. The blond giant threw his mighty hammer, but the spinning weapon stopped an inch from Baldur’s face and returned to Thor’s hand, refusing to harm Baldur.


After Thor, the gods and goddesses lined up, each tossing their powers at the bold figure, who didn’t even flinch at the barbs and weapons thrown at his head.


“This is boring,” Loki muttered to himself. “Let’s liven things up. Make them interesting.” Moving through the crowd, he searched out Hod, Odin’s youngest offspring. Hod stood in the corner, nursing a glass of mead, looking quite downcast.


“Dear boy, why so glum?” Loki said, slapping him on the back.


Hod’s sightless eyes stared blankly at him. “Have you forgotten I’m blind? If I could see, I would get a lick in on my brother.” Hod grinned wryly. “Odin knows he’s tormented me enough over the years, always pinching me and running off. I wouldn’t mind leaving my mark.”


“No fear, my boy, Loki is here to help. Here,” Loki pressed a thin branch in Hod’s hands. “Follow me, and when I say swing, swing as hard as you can.”


Hod laughed. “This switch will not do much to the mighty Baldur.” But he grinned and put a hand on Loki’s shoulder. “Still, I shall have fun. Lead on.”


Loki made his way through the crowds, leading Hod until they stood just behind the golden-haired warrior.


“Baldur, turn around,” Hod shouted.


The handsome Baldur turned with a grin as Loki faded back into the crowd. “What is it, little brother?”


“Just wanted to get my lick in,” Hod said, and then as Loki called out “now!” he swung the branch at Baldur.


The warrior held up a hand, easily blocking the sprig of mistletoe.


There were roars of laughter. Hod joined in, not minding the teasing.


But Baldur stood frozen, staring at the tiny thorn embedded in his palm.


“What is it, brother?” Hod asked, cocking his head as his keen ears picked up on Baldur’s moan of distress. “Do you not find this funny?”


“I . . . I feel weak,” Baldur said, and he stumbled, falling to his knees.


Hod reached for his brother, grasping his shoulders. “Baldur, what is it?”


“I can’t breathe,” Baldur gasped, and then he collapsed.


Frigga pushed her way through the crowds. “What is it? What has happened?”


“Mother! I am sorry!” Hod cried. “I meant only to have some fun. I hit him with just this sprig.”


He held up the mistletoe branch.


Frigga gasped, paling. “No! Hod, how could you?”


“What have I done?” The poor blind boy looked stricken.


And then Odin was there, laying a hand on Baldur’s forehead. “Baldur, enough of this nonsense, you aren’t even wounded.”


But Baldur lay still. Vacant eyes stared up at the frescoed ceiling.


“He’s dead,” Odin whispered, shock etched into his brow.


“Who did this?” Frigga cried, grabbing Hod by the shoulders. “Who gave you that branch?”


“It was Loki. He meant only for me to have some fun.”


“LOKI!” Odin leapt to his feet, his eyes blazing fire. “Come out, you sniveling worm.”


Loki scurried away, but a battalion of Valkyrie wrestled him to the ground. They hauled him forward, kicking and screaming, “It’s not my fault!” he shouted. “I was just having a bit of fun. How was I to know a tiny thorn would cause such harm?”


But Frigga pointed a finger over Baldur’s still form. “It was you,” she hissed. “You evil shape-shifter. You came into my chambers last night. That serving woman was the only one I told of the mistletoe.”


Loki’s guilt was written all over his face.


Odin’s glare was cold enough to freeze even Loki’s hard heart. “You killed my beloved son. For that, you will die.” He drew the mighty sword at his side, the Sword of Tyrfing, and raised it over his head. He was about to bring it down on Loki when his wife shouted at him.


“Stop!”


Odin froze, the sword clutched over his head.


Frigga sobbed as she held Baldur to her chest. “Death will be too easy and quick for one as evil as Loki. He must be punished. Lock him up for eternity in the darkness of the underworld. Let him be tormented every day with the dripping of water on his chains. Let his children also be punished. Banish them to the farthest reaches of Asgard.”


“No!” Loki screeched. “My children don’t deserve such punishment.”


“Your children are monsters,” Frigga announced. “A menace on the world.”


Odin slowly lowered his sword. “Wife, you are wise. It shall be as you say. The Valkyries will escort Loki to Sinmara’s underworld and chain him there. I will see to securing Loki’s horrible offspring myself. Frey, you will contain his wife, Angerboda, lest her wrath bring down the walls of Valhalla.”


Frey, the sprightly God of the Elves, nodded, his round eyes full of sadness as he studied Baldur’s still form. “I will take her to the black dwarves of Gomara. They will encase her in ice and bury her deep in their mines.”


Odin looked at Loki, hatred and pain etched into his face. “I never want to see or hear from this traitor or any of his family members ever again. I curse him for eternity. Should he ever come in contact with mistletoe, let it bring him unending pain, but not death.”


Loki wrestled against the tight grip of Thor and Tyr. “You will regret this, brother,” he snarled. “One day, I will make you pay. You will lose the things you value the most, the same as you have made me lose those I love.”





ISLE OF MUSSPELL
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The Eighth Realm of Odin


Present-Day Orkney





Chapter 1
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The raven’s wings beat the air with a fury and strength that belied its size. In its beak, it carried a tattered black triangle of skin. The ear of a once-mighty beast. A bolt of lightning split the sky, singeing the wing of the bird and knocking it spinning before it regained its speed. Next to it, a figure appeared, a falcon with golden eyes and sharp claws that reached for it, grabbing at the black bird with its talons. The raven tucked its wings, dropping like a stone. In a flash, the falcon was after it, letting out a high-pitched screech. Another winged being joined in the chase, a white swan bearing a gilded breastplate and a helmet of shining gold.


The two birds pinned the raven between them, flying in tandem and closing in on it. The falcon clawed at the scrap of skin, trying to snatch it. The raven tucked its beak, determinedly holding on. The sky shimmered ahead.


Not far now.


The swan butted the raven, trying to knock it off its path, but the raven struggled on. And then the air grew still as the raven broke through the shimmering veil. The air felt stuffed with cotton, all noise blotted out. The falcon let out a sharp cry of anguish as the raven released the tattered scrap of skin, letting it fall into the raging water of the seas below.


The swan tried to snatch it, but a sudden sharp breeze carried it out of reach, and the piece of flesh fluttered down into the water. A bright light lit up the sky for a moment, and then a puff of wind swept across the waves, wiping away the veil of cotton, bringing with it the smell of sulfur. In the distance, the skies were revealed a fiery red, lit up by the perpetual rumblings of the volcanoes that marked that land and heated the air.


The swan and the falcon chased after the raven with increased fury. Desperate to escape, the raven pecked at the eye of the swan, drawing blood and forcing it to move off. As the swan tumbled blindly, the falcon veered off, aiding the swan to a spire of rock jutting out of the depths of the ocean.


The raven continued on, not looking back, keeping its eyes on the growing red city in front of it.


The swan landed hard on the stone, transforming into a woman with flaxen hair tied into a thick braid. Around her wrists, she wore golden cuffs that matched her shining breastplate and helmet. An ornately carved sword hung at her side. The falcon shed its cloak of feathers and became a woman with ginger-red hair liberally laced with gray. On her head sat a crown of finest gold. Kneeling by the injured woman, she cradled her head in her arms.


“Dear Geela, are you all right?”


“Fine, my queen. The Valkyrie are made of iron.” Climbing to her feet, Geela held a hand to her bleeding eye and asked, “Do you think we stopped him?”


Frigga, queen of the gods, wife to Odin, watched the fluttering black shape of the raven make its way toward the city of their enemy.


“No, Geela. I’m afraid we failed. When Odin’s flesh touched the sea, the veil protecting Orkney was torn.” She sighed, and it was as if the world sighed with her. The waves rose and crashed against the rock, and a wail echoed from the depths of the ocean as the creatures of the deep joined her in her despair.


“What will Surt do when he finds out Odin is dead?” Geela asked, her blue eyes clouded with fear.


Surt ruled over the fire giants of the South in Musspell, the Eighth Realm of Odin. Since the dawn of time, the giants and the gods had warred over mankind. Odin had always been mankind’s protector, and Surt had always stood ready to destroy them.


Frigga stared at the distant island of smoking volcanoes and replied, “He will go to war. Return to Valhalla and wait for me. There is something I must attend to.”
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Circling above the spires of the stone fortress, the raven settled on a window ledge, spent and out of breath. Its heart hammered in its chest, but it was a black heart, devoid of human emotion.


As the raven regained its strength, it reshaped its form. Wings lengthened out into arms. The bird’s feet thickened and grew, sprouting knees and toes. Its beak fl attened out and broadened into a face that broke into a smile as he looked down at his human shape.


Spitting out a black feather, Loki, God of Mischief, jumped down lightly. His feet were bare. Stocky legs stuck out through the tattered pants he had worn for centuries while chained to the rock in Odin’s underground prison. Loki stood in a long open-air hallway marked by archways that led to a pair of double wooden doors reinforced with bars of steel.


The red sky outside was lit up by plumes of shooting lava. Heat emanated from the stone walls. Under his feet, a stinging burn rose up from the deep chasms of molten rock flowing underneath the floors. Skipping along to the barred entrance, Loki grabbed hold of the handles and ripped the doors off their hinges, hurling them to the side before springing into the chambers of the great lord of the South, Surt.


More than two dozen of the fire giants were assembled at a long table at the base of a throne. As one, they leapt to their feet, letting out angry roars, drawing swords, and surrounding Loki in a flurry of red flesh and muscled anger.


Pushing the tip of one sword away from his face, Loki called loudly, “Would you kill your guest before he delivered the best news of the century?”


“Let him through.” The deep rumbly voice of Surt came from across the vast room.


Loki ducked between the legs of the warriors and made his way to the throne where Surt held court. The warlord had thick red skin, bumpy like that of an alligator, and a flat broad face. His nose was pierced with a gold ring. A thick black ponytail sprouted from the top of his head and was tied in a long braid down his back. His eyes were yellow, slanted upward slightly, and filled with curiosity and simmering rage. A pair of female she-giants lolled against him, stroking his arm. His stained fingernails were filed into razor-sharp points.


Loki was not a tall creature, but being near the giants made him appear like a waif. Climbing up onto a chair, Loki bowed at the waist.


“Greetings, my brother.”


Surt snorted with laughter. “Brother, you say? I killed my brothers and threw their headless corpses into the fires of Musspell.”


The volcanoes of the Eighth Realm spewed lava every day of the year. The hardened residents lived under clouds of ash that darkened the sky and searing heat that choked the life out of any living plants.


Loki grinned, undeterred by the raucous laughter of the giant men who crowded in closer. The points of their swords pricked his back.


He hadn’t broken out of that underworld to be skewered by this lot—not before he’d regained everything he’d lost.


“Really, Surt, is all this sword rattling necessary? There is only one of me, and I’m quite harmless. Might we share a leg of lamb and drink to the glory of your victory?”


Surt’s yellow eyes narrowed into slits. “I know who you are, Loki, God of Mischief. You cause only trouble. What victory do you speak of?”


Loki grabbed a helmet and pounded it once with his fist, flattening the metal so he could sit on it. Reaching across the table, he helped himself to a roasted leg of meat. As he was about to bite into it, Surt drew a blade and skewered the lamb in place in front of Loki.


“I asked you a question, mischief-maker. What victory?”


A slow grin raised his cheeks. “Why, your victory over mankind. The war you have wanted to wage since you drew your first squalling breath.”


“Mankind is protected by that fool Odin. We have already had our Ragnarok, the war between the gods and the giants. No one came away a winner.”


Loki leaned forward, pulling Surt’s knife out and holding it up to the light. “But what if Odin were dead?” He looked Surt in the eye. “Would you go to war then?”


Surt stared at Loki, searching his eyes. The giant slammed his meaty palms on the table. “What proof do you bring me of this?”


Loki bit into the leg of lamb and waved it at Surt. “Can you not smell the sweetness of grass and fresh air in the wind? The veil has been taken down; you know, the one Odin put in place to keep you lot here in this miserable pit of lava.”


Surt drew back, waving Loki away. “Bah, you are full of lies and nonsense. I would know if the veil had been torn. Odin cannot be dead. The gods continue on like the sun. It sets and disappears from sight and then it rises again. Odin is not gone.” He shook his head, folding his thick arms. “It is not possible.”


Loki gnawed the meat down to the bone, licked his fingers, and tossed the skeletal piece back on the table, letting out a satisfied belch. “Suit yourself, my giant high lord. But don’t blame me if you’re late to the party.”


The fire giant’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”


“I mean, with or without you, I am going to war. Orkney is ripe for the picking. No one’s running the place. I say it’s time for a change at the top.”


“You’re up to something. I can smell your lies.”


Loki grinned. “Here’s the truth: Odin took my wife and kids from me. I intend to get them back.”


Surt leapt out of his chair, drawing a broad sword from his back—the flaming Sword of Bal. A blast of glowing fire shot from the blade as he wielded it over Loki’s head. “Those evil spawn?” he roared. “I will split you in half before I let that happen.”


Loki reached up and pinched Surt’s cheeks. “Okay, gotta run, good talking to you.” Then he shifted into his raven form, slipping through Surt’s fingers and flapping his wings to take to the air. A twisting blade of fire from Surt’s sword singed his tail feathers, but he flew higher and higher, up through the chimney and into the night sky.


As Loki flew through the ash and embers of the Musspell volcanoes, he couldn’t stifle a grin. His beak opened wide. Finally, after centuries of waiting and plotting, his plan for revenge was in motion.





Chapter 2
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Gilded sunlight pierced the branches of the forest, spreading a dappled pattern on the mossy ground, but Sam had no time to enjoy the summer day. He was too busy running for his life. Bushes whipped at him as sweat poured down his face.


“Keep up,” Keely chided at his side as she leapt fluidly over a log. “They’re closing in.”


Sam increased the pace, sending a blast of witchfire at a branch, bringing it down behind them to slow their pursuers. “They’ve got Leo and Howie,” he huffed.


“We can save them,” Keely said. “Just stay close.”


Easier said than done. Now that Keely was part Eifalian, she could run like a deer. Her steps were light-footed and sure as she dodged low branches and tumbled rocks. Her bow was slung over her shoulder along with a quiver of arrows. Her white hair was a blur as she ran. Sam’s heart pounded, his breath labored, but he grimly kept pace.


Shouts behind them let him know they’d been seen. The crashing of brush warned of their pursuers closing in. The low-pitched howl of a Shun Kara made the hair on the back of Sam’s neck rise. With a slight turn of his head he saw the large black wolf loping off to the side, hemming them in. Its tongue lolled out of its mouth, exposing bone-rending fangs.


“I can see water,” Keely said. Through the trees, Sam caught the blue shimmer of the lake.


“You’re sure Howie and Leo are there?” he managed between breaths.


“Yes, I sense them.” Keely’s legs stretched even longer.


Sam had learned not to argue with Keely’s new Eifalian senses. She was uncannily right.


Then he saw them.


The two boys were tied to a tree. Leo shouted a warning, but Sam was in too big of a hurry to save his friends. He broke into the clearing and took two more steps before a vine snapped up, tripping his feet and sending him flying.


Keely nimbly dodged the trap, but a blast of witchfire ripped a hole in the ground in front of her and she lost her footing. She fell facedown, sliding to a stop next to Sam. They sat up, spitting out bits of grass and mud to look up into the grinning faces of Perrin and Mavery.


“Gotcha,” Mavery crowed.


Jey jumped out of the brush. “My trap worked!”


The Shun Kara placed a large paw on Sam’s chest with a rumbling growl.


Perrin gave a sharp whistle, calling her pet to her. “Damarius. Come.”


“Yeah, get lost, dog-breath,” Sam said, shoving the shaggy head away. The oversized wolf trotted back to Perrin’s side, and she ran her knuckles over his ears.


“No fair,” Howie said as Leo untied them from the tree. “They were just about to free us.”


“Sorry, losers, we win,” Jey said smugly. “Never thought I’d like teaming up with a pair of witches, but these two aren’t half bad.”


He high-fived the little witchling. Perrin folded her arms and smirked.


Sam watched as Leo tackled Jey into the lake. Howie climbed on a rock and jumped in with an awkward cannonball. They splashed about in the shallows, taunting the rest until Keely shed her boots and waded in to her knees. Mavery went in, dress and all, floating lazily.


Only Perrin held back, leaning against a tree, Damarius at her feet. The Shun Kara had belonged to her mother. After her death, it had become her constant shadow.


Sam grinned. It was good to see them having fun. It had been a long time coming.


In the days following the defeat of the Volgrim witches, life had been filled with the task of rebuilding Orkney. Keely, Leo, and Howie didn’t talk about going back to Pilot Rock, which was just as well because Sam’s mom had shaken her head with a frown when asked if it was possible. Portals were tricky things, she explained. They opened when Orkney needed its heroes and disappeared when she was done with them. Skara Brae was home for now.


Howie and Keely made the best of it. Keely worked on her newly gained Eifalian magic, and Howie trained with the Orkadian Guard as Captain Teren’s squire. Even Perrin was slowly warming up to being part of their circle of friends.


Only Leo seemed troubled, nagged by something he couldn’t remember about his time in the underworld. He had confided in Sam that he had failed in his role as the Sacrifice, but, for the life of him, he couldn’t remember how.


Guilt prickled Sam’s skin. His friends were trapped here because he had killed Odin. That was the problem. While Sam had been locked in a battle with his darker side, he’d let Catriona influence him to take the deadliest of actions. With a single plunge of his enchanted blade, Odin, the mighty god who held the very essence of life in him, was gone.


Above the clearing, a falcon let out a piercing shriek. Covering his eyes from the bright sun, Sam tried to spot it in the cloudless sky. It was probably Lingas. The annoying bird was always following them. A dark blob circled overhead.


Hmm, that’s too large to be Howie’s iolar, Sam thought. Curious to see what the bird of prey was after, he watched as it dropped like a bullet out of the sky. It was aiming straight for him.


Stunned, Sam didn’t have time to move before talons raked at his face, clawing to get at him.


“Hey, get off me. What’s your problem?” Flinging his hands out, he shouted, “Testera ventimus,” and blew the falcon back, tumbling it against a tree with a sharp wind.


The bird hit the trunk and slumped to the ground, and then it shimmered before turning into the shape of a woman. She was old, but regal. Once-red hair was liberally streaked with gray. Her head was topped by a crown of gold. She wore a gown of heavy white silk tied at the waist with a golden cord.


Perrin swiftly moved to Sam’s side, Damarius snarling and crouched, ready to pounce at her signal. The others splashed out of the water to form a semicircle.


“What do you want?” Sam demanded.


The woman drew herself up tall as she strode three steps forward to stand in front of Sam, planting large hands on her ample hips before stating in a voice thick with contempt, “I am the goddess Frigga, witch-boy. Wife of Odin. You killed my husband. For that you will die.”


The queen of the gods drew a golden dagger from her side. The hasp was encrusted with fiery jewels. The long, pointed blade glinted in the sunlight as she advanced on him. “I intend to carve your heart out and then mount it on a stake outside my window so that every day the crows might feed on it and I might remember the vengeance I executed on his behalf.”


“Over my dead body,” Perrin said, stepping in front of Sam. Damarius snapped at the air as she drew a ball of witchfire over her hand.


“Mine, too,” Mavery hissed, holding a matching ball of witchfire.


“And mine,” Keely said, notching an arrow in her bow.


“Mine,” Jey said, flashing his hunting knife.


“Mine as well.” Leo stood at Jey’s side, his own blade in hand.


“What they said,” Howie added, curling his hands into fists.


Sam held a hand out to quiet his friends. “Look, I’m sorry. If I could take it back I would. I loved Odin.”


Frigga grabbed him by the shirt, placing the knife to his throat, ignoring the others as she spat out, “And yet you betrayed him.”


Guilt lanced his heart as if she had stuck him with the knife. His shoulders sagged. “I know. I would do anything to undo it. I still can’t believe he’s really gone.” He raised his eyes to hers, not flinching as he said, “So go ahead. End my life. I won’t blame you.”


“Sam!” Keely punched his arm. “Don’t be ridiculous. Odin was a god. He should have stopped you.”


“Yeah,” Perrin added, stepping closer to the queen. “Why didn’t he do anything about that enchanted blade?”


Frigga ignored them. She pressed the blade harder against Sam’s throat, and he waited for her to remove his head. Part of him wanted her to, just to get rid of this guilt he carried.


Her brows drew together as she studied him. And then slowly she lowered her blade. “You humans are curious beings. You profess your guilt, but I see no malice in you.”


Frigga sheathed her dagger and crossed her arms. Her golden eyes flashed with sparks of amber. “You said you would do anything to bring my husband back. Did you mean that? Or are they just words?”


Sam nodded. “I meant it. I would do anything.”


The queen stared at each of them, weighing them, and then she came to a decision. “Very well. You will have a chance at redemption. There is little time, and you will likely perish, but there may yet be a way to bring Odin back.”


Hope surged in Sam. “How? Tell me what to do.”


Frigga paced the clearing, one hand to her chin as she said, “What’s left of Odin’s soul will be in the underworld. I would go myself, but entry by the gods is forbidden. But you, witch-boy, you can get into that dark place and find him.”


Howie slapped Sam on the shoulder. “Count me in. I’ve wanted to go to that dump since Leo said it was such a hunky-dory place.”


“Yeah, we’ve had a run-in with Sinmara before,” Sam said with an excited grin. “The entrance to Nifelheim is on the island of Pantros. If Odin’s there, we’ll get him back.”


His confidence faltered at her harsh laughter.


“You think a fool like Sinmara can hold someone as powerful as Odin?” Frigga looked down her nose at Sam and his friends. “Nifelheim is a playground compared to Helheim.”


“Where?” Sam asked.


“Helheim. The underworld of the gods. It’s overseen by Helva, the Goddess of Death.” She spat the name out like it was poison.


Frigga resumed her pacing. “Helva won’t risk keeping my husband’s soul in her catacombs. She will send it into the void, and Odin will be lost forever.” She whirled on them, raising her dagger over her head as she announced, “Hear me, Son of Odin. Bring my husband home to Valhalla before the rising of the new moon, or you and all your friends will face judgment in front of the Gods’ High Council.”


Shock made Sam weak in the knees. “Valhalla? Where’s that?”


Frigga glared at him. “Asgard, you fool. Do you know nothing of the gods?”


Sam’s temper rose. “I know Asgard was destroyed when Odin died.”


Frigga snorted, waving one hand. “Asgard is like a house with many rooms. That island was just one piece of it, Odin’s private retreat. The gods reside in the golden city of Valhalla. You must cross the Bifrost bridge to reach it. Only those worthy can pass the gatekeeper.”


“How do we find that?” Keely asked.


Frigga wrapped her cloak around her. “Look to the sky. When you see a rainbow that doesn’t fade with daylight, head toward it and hope that the gatekeeper, Hemidall, doesn’t kill you.” She shimmered as her form began to shift back into a falcon.


Sam stepped forward, pleading, “Frigga, please tell us where to start. How do we find Helva?”


“You are a Son of Odin. Find a way or face your execution. All of you.” With a flash of light, she became the winged bird again. She sprang with taloned feet into the air, grazing Sam’s face with her beak, leaving a long, thin cut that stung.


They watched in awe as the falcon gained in altitude. Sam strained his eyes so as not to lose sight of the majestic bird. Frigga was flying to the west. If she was heading back to Valhalla, it would give them a direction. It was all they had to go on.


“Well, I must say this is a lot of trouble to be in, even for you.” Perrin raised one dark eyebrow at him. Damarius woofed softly, looking at her like he agreed Sam was nuts. “Find Odin in some dark underworld or face the judgment of the gods? Bravo, brother. How do you always find yourself in so much trouble?”


“Just a gift I have. So, what do you guys think?”


“I think when you fail to save Odin, Frigga’s going to skewer our guts,” Jey said bluntly.


Keely elbowed the Falcory. “I think she’s given us a plan,” she said quietly. “A way to go forward. There must be hope if she has asked you to bring Odin back.”


Sam rubbed his hands together. “Right. Finding Valhalla should be a piece of cake compared to finding Helheim. Any idea where to start?” He looked at Perrin. She had the most experience with Orkney magic.


She shook her head. “Sorry, my mother never mentioned it.”


Keely nibbled on one finger as she thought it over. “I could find Mimir and drink from his well? It worked last time when I cut off my hair to see Sam’s fate.”


“No one knows how to find Mimir unless he wants to be found,” Sam said. “It could take weeks to locate him. There has to be another way.”


“I know how to find Helva,” a voice piped up. They turned to see Mavery twirling her skirts as she danced in a circle. “Jasper told me a story about the Goddess of Death once. But I don’t think you’re gonna like it.


Perrin looked at Sam. “Who’s Jasper?”


“An old sea captain that plucked this pest out of the ocean. He’s a Son of Aegir, the sea god. Spill it, imp; don’t keep us waiting.”


They sat down on the ground and waited for Mavery to tell the story. She hopped from foot to foot as she chewed her lower lip, remembering.


“In the days of the gods, Loki, God of Mischief, had three children with his wife, Angerboda. One day, Loki played a trick on Odin’s son Baldur to prove he wasn’t invincible, and Baldur died. Odin was so mad he banished Loki and his family forever. His oldest son, Fenrir, is a giant wolf with claws that can rip a man in half with one swipe. Odin sent Fenrir to Groll, a rock in the middle of the ocean, and tied him up with a chain that couldn’t be broken no matter how hard Fenrir pulled. But his brother was even worse.”


“Who was his brother?” Keely asked.


Mavery’s eyes shone as she waved her hands in the air. “Jormungand, the biggest, horriblest sea monster you ever saw. A snake as long as the world and as wide as the ocean. Teeth like needles and red eyes you can see from a mile away. He’s locked up in an underwater prison with bars so thick he can’t gnaw through them. Fenrir holds the key to unlocking his cell in the collar around his neck.”


“Why would anyone want to open it and let him out?” Leo asked.


“Because Jormungand has the only map to Helva’s underworld. It’s scratched into the wall in the back of his cell.”


“Great,” Sam said. “And what’s Helva, a two-headed wild beast with fangs and claws?”


“Worse, Helva is half-corpse, half-human, and completely evil.” Mavery curtsied as her story ended. “So, who’s up for an adventure?”


Before any of them could answer, a blood-curdling screech sounded overhead. Sam looked up as a giant winged creature flew past, larger than an Omera and shimmering with red and orange scales. Its head was square and feline, with long white teeth curving down over its jaw, like a saber-toothed tiger. On its back sat a massive man, his skin a similar red. A long black ponytail sprouted from the top of his head. His chest was strapped with leather coverings and a breastplate of studded metal with sharp points. He drew back on a large bow and unleashed a flaming arrow at them. Sam rolled aside as the fiery shaft struck the ground next to him.





Chapter 3


[image: Images]


News of the attack spread quickly. Captain Teren greeted them at the gates as Howie gingerly carried the still-flaming arrow inside. The stalwart Orkadian soldier looked frightened. His face was pale under his sheaf of thick blond hair. “High Council chambers, now,” Teren ordered. The gate was closed and sealed firmly behind them.


They crowded into the meeting room. Perrin had to order Damarius to stay outside three times. The Shun Kara hated being parted from her, but his fearsome size tended to intimidate even the most battle-worn Orkadians.


Inside the meeting room, Orkadian banners hung from the wall made of red silk with the white heron emblazoned on the front. A pair of chandeliers held burning candles that cast a warm glow over the room.


Sam’s mom, Abigail, sat at the head of the table claiming her place as Chief High Council. The pesky dwarf, Rego, sat on her left rubbing his whiskered chin worriedly. To Abigail’s right sat Leyes, the newly appointed Eifalian representative. With Gael now king, his young cousin had taken his place on the council. Leyes had long white hair he left loose, and he wore the aqua green robes favored by the Eifalians.


Next to him sat Beo. A row of dangling iolar feathers hung from his ear lobes. The Falcory’s face looked grim as he eyed the still-flaming arrow Howie carried into the room.


“Quickly, put it on the table,” Abigail said.


Howie set it down and she leaned forward, murmuring a spell. With a wave of her hand, the arrow finally went out. It lay there, glowing red and smoldering.


“Anyone care to explain the meaning of this?” she asked.


“Only one army has fire like this,” Beo said. He sniffed at the smell of sulfur rising from the ashes. “The Eldjotnar. An army of fire giants to the south. Their arrows are dipped in the molten lava of Musspell. Surt is said to own a flaming sword named Bal. With it he could burn an entire village and hardly trouble himself.”


There were gasps and groans from around the room.


“Who are they?” Sam whispered to Perrin.


“The fire giants are ruled by the warrior god, Surt,” she whispered in his ear. “They are the enemy of mankind. Odin’s protection kept them at bay, but somebody killed him,” she pointed out.


Sam ignored her dig, gulping back his fear as Captain Teren said, “We have always known that Surt was a threat, but he has never made a move against us before. Why now?”


Leyes waved a hand, releasing a cloud of fog across the table. “Captain, surely the veil has been torn?”


They watched as an image of a long-ago Odin appeared, standing on the shores of Orkney and sealing off their world from the fiery mountains of the South.


Abigail sighed heavily. “You think Odin’s passing has made it possible for Surt to advance?”


Leyes nodded over steepled fingers. “So it would seem.”


Rego snorted, jumping up on his stubby legs. “Then we stop him. I’ll take our best men and ride out to meet his army.”


Beo laughed harshly. “Dwarf, you speak a death sentence for those men. The fire giants are fiercer than any warrior alive. It would take a hundred times the forces we have at hand to defeat them, and, even then, I’m not sure we would win.”


“What do we do, then? Wait until they march on Skara Brae and burn it to the ground?” Rego thundered. “I say we fight.”


“Take heed, Rego,” Abigail murmured. “We must not act in haste. We do not have the power to defeat Surt. Today was just a survey party. They will need to amass their weapons and move them into position. We have time yet to plan.”


“What are you thinking, my lady?” Captain Teren asked.


“We will need powerful magic to fight them. Perhaps if I speak with Hestera, convince her to join with us. A coven of witches will do much toward balancing the power.”


Teren drummed his fingers on the table. “Even if every last witch joined us, it wouldn’t be enough to defeat Surt—”


Before he could finish the sentence, the door to the chambers banged open. A hunched man shuffled in wearing a hooded cloak. A cold wind blew in with him, snuffing out most of the candles.


The room went silent.


Captain Teren rose, one hand to his sword. “Excuse us, sir, this is a private meeting.”


The man ignored him, hobbling forward in the dim light until he was at the head of the table. Then with a flourish he threw back the hood and grinned at them.


“Isn’t this a lovely sight,” he said.


Sam frowned. For some reason, his skin crawled with dread. The man was stocky, not too tall, with a broad face and a wide grin. Bushy eyebrows made him look almost feral, and his deep-set eyes glittered with a potent evil.


Abigail rose, sniffing at the air. “Who are you? I sense powerful magic.”


The intruder raised innocent hands. “Who, me? I was just looking for the kitchens. I always did like the kidney pies here.”


Leo shoved past Sam. “I know you. You’re the one that hit me on the head with that rock in the underworld.”


The man’s eyes narrowed into slits of evil. Then he grinned, spreading his hands. “You caught me. Loki’s the name; mischief’s my game. Hear me, oh, wise council of Orkney. Enjoy your last days of peace. Surt’s army of angry fire giants will soon be marching down your throats.”


“You did this,” Abigail breathed. “You went to Surt.” She raised her hand, and a blue ball of witchfire sprang up, but before she could throw it he snapped his fingers and the fire sputtered out.


“Take a seat, deary.” Abigail was slammed into her seat with some invisible force.


Magic boiled under Sam’s skin. He was ready to blast this mischief-maker into the next world, but his mother silently shook her head at him.


Loki strutted around the table. “I might have stirred the pot, but Surt would have figured it out soon enough.” He scanned the room, eyeing the banners and the shields mounted on the walls. “I just wanted to see the old place one last time before he burns it to the ground.”


He stopped in front of Sam, who had to ask, “Why are you doing this?”


Loki leaned in and sniffed Sam’s scent, and then his eyes lit up. “You’re the Son of Odin that took his life. I should give you a medal. Why, you ask? Do you know what Odin did to me? What he did to my wife and children?”


“Your children are horrible beasts,” Keely said fiercely. “They deserve to be chained up.”


Loki flung his hand out, and, with a snap of his fingers, Keely went flying backward. She crashed into the wall with a thud. “My children will rule this world on the ashes of your bones.”


Leo and Jey rushed to Keely’s side to help her up. She looked shaken but unhurt.


“You’ve been warned,” Loki continued, pointing a finger at all of them. “Now that your precious Odin is dead, you don’t have a prayer. Surt will burn your cities and cut you down like paper dolls.”


There was shocked silence, and then Captain Teren stepped forward. “Surt will not defeat us. We have friends. Allies. They will join us. We stand united.”


Loki laughed bitterly. “United? There’s a joke. The witches hate you. The Balfins are all but destroyed. The Falcory, well, don’t get me started; they’re weak, clinging to their old ways. The Vanir need only the slightest push to unleash their bloodthirst for war on the Eifalians. Who does that leave? You lot. Well, sorry, you don’t scare me. And, speaking of those frosty Vanir, it’s time they were reminded of their hatred for the Eifalians. Ta-ta!”


As a group of Orkadian soldiers burst into the room, closely followed by Damarius howling with rage, Loki transformed into a raven, scattering feathers everywhere before he flew up the chimney.


Sam was the first to speak in the silence. “Did you hear that? Loki’s going to trick the Vanir into starting a war with the Eifalians.”


Perrin looped her arms around Damarius as Keely limped back to the table. “The Vanir will keep to their treaty. I know their king, Joran. He is an honorable man.”


But Leyes slammed two hands down on the table, shouting, “The Vanir have no honor! Look how they executed our king because of a thousand-year-old hatred.” He stood abruptly. “I must warn my people. I will leave for Torf-Einnar immediately. I’m sorry I cannot stay and help in this fight.”


“What if I go to Rakim and talk to Joran?” Keely said. “I know he’ll listen to me.”


There was silence as the council digested that, and then Leo stepped forward. “Keely’s right,” he said. “She has the best chance of reaching the king of the Vanir. I’ll go with her,” he added, his voice thick with guilt. “This is my fault. I freed Loki.”


Jey jumped into it. “If Leo’s going, I’m going. Keely will need a lot of protecting.”


Abigail shook her head. “Thank you, Jey, but I think your father might need you here. Beo, what say you?”


The dangling feathers in Beo’s ears swayed as he shook his head. “The frost giants have always stood in brotherhood with the fire giants. Between them they can take Orkney apart. If the girl believes she can convince the Vanir to join with us, I’m for it. Until then, our biggest threat is Surt’s army of boercats, the flying red beasts he rides on. I have an idea. There is an ancient mountain of stone to the east of the Falcory lands, the Caverns of Inizza. They are said to be the birthplace of the ancient Safyre Omeras.”


Abigail’s hand fluttered to her throat. “Surely those horrid beasts are long dead?”


“Not dead. Sleeping. Catriona awoke one in her battle with your son. In recent days, we have seen signs, strange burn marks on the stones, and our hunting grounds have been disturbed. There are whispers in the sands that when the beast was called, its mate was also awoken.”


“It might give us an edge,” Abigail said quietly, looking to Teren. “One we desperately need.”


The captain slowly nodded his agreement. He looked tired, weary to the bone, and Sam couldn’t blame him. He had just led the Orkadian army through a difficult battle with the witches, and now this.


“Let me go with you, father,” Jey said eagerly. “I will help you find this Safyre Omera and bring it to heel like a dog.”


Beo shook his head, his dark eyes unflinching. “Hunting this beast will be the most dangerous thing the Falcory have undertaken. You will stay here in Skara Brae and await my return. That is my final word.”


Jey scowled and folded his arms.


Teren stood. “Then we’re agreed. There is no time to waste. The tides will be in our favor this afternoon to sail to Rakim. Galatin, you will escort Keely and Leo on their journey.”
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