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Volgrim Fortress
Ancient Days . . .





Prologue


[image: image]


The red sun hung like a blister on the horizon. Lingering crimson streaks of sunlight spread toxic fingers over the land, snuffing out every form of life they touched. By the next day, all living things in Orkney would perish if the poisonous curse afflicting the sun was not stopped.


Desperation gripped Catriona as she kneeled before her father, Rubicus, the powerful Volgrim he-witch she adored and feared. He was a massive man, broad-shouldered, with a thick beard trimmed to a sharp point. Deep grooves were etched in his face, like someone had chiseled them. His heavy brocaded coat, embroidered with silver thread and emerald stones, exuded nobility. He sat on his throne, an intricately carved work of black marble embellished with twisting shapes of Omeras in flight. The spike-tailed winged creatures that graced the Volgrim crest were as fierce and dark as the witches they served. Scattered around him were dozens of discarded tomes he had been poring over.


“Father, what is your plan?” Catriona grasped his rough hand and brought it to her cheek in search of comfort.


Rubicus jerked his hand free. “Plan? You think I planned for this?” He stood, pacing the chamber they occupied in their stone fortress overlooking Skara Brae. Rich murals lined the walls depicting ancient battle scenes. A fire burned in the fireplace, even though the day had been searing hot. Rubicus thrust a boot in the fire, dislodging a log and sending sparks shooting upward. “I was supposed to become a god! I cursed the sun. It rains death down on this realm. Odin should bow to me!”


Rubicus and Odin had been rivals for centuries. Each vying to best the other. The curse on the sun was Rubicus’s latest attempt to outdo the god. To earn a spot next to him in Valhalla. But the curse had quickly spiraled out of control, like a raging fire fanned by winds. And now, all of Orkney was in danger of extinction.


The sounds of a battle raging outside the walls drew Catriona to the window. She stared down at the hordes of Valkyrie warriors amassed outside their fortress gates. The Valkyrie were guardians of the gods, Odin’s private army. Immortal female fighters that were relentless in combat. They wore gilded armor and rode atop white horses whose thundering hooves made the very ground shake. Leading the Valkyrie was Odin himself, resplendent in an ornate breastplate and bearing a golden sword.


Nearly every Volgrim he-witch was engaged in defending their home, even those too young for the fight. Like Catriona’s brothers. Green witchfire lit up the battlefield, but their enemies’ numbers were far greater. Odin appeared unbeatable. He waded effortlessly through the line of he-witches, his sword flashing and glinting in the last rays of sunlight, making his way toward the gates. Even Rubicus’s guardians, the famed Safyre Omeras, a specially bred line of the black-hearted creatures who breathed fire and were loyal only to Rubicus, were being brought down by the flaming arrows launched by the Valkyrie.


“Odin advances,” Catriona said, gripping the ledge of the window tightly. “He bears a strange sword.”


The odious god swung the weapon in a mighty arc. In a flash of blinding light, the golden blade cleaved through an entire line of he-witches guarding the entrance.


Catriona turned away in horror. Rubicus joined her, taking in the sight with an angry hiss. “Odin wields the Sword of Tyrfing. Forged by the black dwarves in Gomara, deep in the Skoll Mountains. Its blade never fails to cut down its opponent.”


Catriona’s heart clenched. She clasped her hands, searching the battling masses. Where were her brothers? Her uncles? Surely their great magic would protect them, even from Odin’s powers. Another Safyre tumbled from the sky, crashing into the ground with a spray of dirt and screeching agony.


“We must help them, Father. Go down there and fight,” she pleaded.


Rubicus laughed harshly. “And share in their fate? Look at them. They fall like stalks at harvest.”


Catriona turned to stare up at her father. “Surely you won’t abandon your sons?” Maksim. Leonis. Young Jinmar. Their faces floated into her mind. Even a selfish brute like Rubicus would not forsake his own flesh and blood. “You are responsible for this curse,” she reminded him, then instantly wished she could take back her words at his sudden flash of rage.


He flung his hand out and flicked his wrist.


Immediately, an invisible iron band cut her airway off. She gasped, reaching for her throat.


His eyes were burning emeralds as he stepped closer to her. “I did this for them!” he shouted. “Odin wishes to throttle our power. Force us to bow down to him. I will never kneel before him, and neither will they, do you hear me?”


Catriona futilely tried to draw a breath in, but Rubicus’s magic was too strong. She nodded, hoping to appease him. Black spots appeared behind her eyes before he relaxed his hand. Catriona sagged in relief, dragging in air. But she was undeterred, desperate to save her brothers. “Then let your sons inside our fortress. You’ve locked them outside the gates, fighting a war that can’t be won.”


The lines in Rubicus’s face grew deeper as he clenched his fist in frustration. He kicked at the discarded tomes. “I was trying to buy time. To see if I could find a way to end this curse, but I failed. It has grown too powerful for me to control.”


Catriona was at a loss. Her father had always been invincible. “What will happen?”


“We will perish. Everyone and everything in Orkney. Unless . . .”


“Unless what, Father?”


A muscle worked in his jaw as he clenched out the words. “Unless I die, and every he-witch along with me. It is our blood that formed this curse. Our blood alone can end it.”


Catriona recoiled in horror. “No. There has to be another way. What if we went to Sinmara?” Sinmara, maven of the underworld, had given Rubicus a ruby ring that had helped create the curse on the sun.


But Rubicus appeared resigned, his eyes distant as he watched the last glimpse of the shimmering sun drop below the horizon. “There’s no time. Odin will be inside the gates in minutes. We have shown him we are a threat to his precious mankind, and now . . . now he will erase us from existence.” Rubicus turned to face Catriona. “You are my last hope. I must die for you to live, to carry on our line.”


“No,” she said, clutching his arm. “I can’t bear to lose you.”


Rubicus cupped her face with his hands. “Fear not, Daughter, we will rise again. It may take generations, but the world has not seen the last of the Volgrim witches. Mark my words: one day we will rule mankind in place of Odin.”


Catriona grasped his cold hands and spoke with a certainty she had never felt before. “I swear, Father, on all I hold true, that your line will live on. I will make it so.”


Pride brightened her father’s grim face. “I may not be able to save your brothers, but you can save your sisters and cousins.” He clapped his hands loudly.


They turned to look as a line of young girls entered from Rubicus’s private chambers. In front was Catriona’s knock-kneed sister, Agathea, sporting that ugly streak of white hair she’d had since age twelve. She held baby Vena, who squalled inconsolably for the mother who had died giving birth to her. And their cousins: Bronte, the oldest of the group, a sworn spinster and master of potions. Then spindly Beatrixe, mute since the day Rubicus had stricken her silent for talking back to him. The other three cousins, Paulina, Nestra, and Ariane, huddled together in a tight knot.


Catriona’s resolve hardened as she studied them. She would take them into hiding. Run from Odin until she grew strong enough to destroy him.


There was a pounding on the door to their fortified tower below them. The young witches screamed in fear.


“Rubicus!” It was Odin. His booming voice shook the walls with rage. “You will answer for this curse upon my world!”


Rubicus swept Catriona close, pressing a kiss to her forehead. “Take them, my darling daughter, and run. Keep them safe.”


She looked up at him. “Where can we go? We are hated by all in Orkney.”


He put two fingers to his mouth and whistled shrilly. Outside, the thunder of beating wings could be heard. A shadow darkened the window as a Safyre Omera landed with a thud on the sill. Rubicus gripped Catriona’s arms. “Go to the farthest ends of the earth if you must until you are ready to strike.” He strode to a cabinet in the wall and opened the door. He took out a small jeweled chest and raised the lid. Inside, on a velvet bed, was a dagger made from black obsidian decorated with ornate carvings and a polished silver hilt. He lifted it reverently and then quickly sliced deeply into his palm. As blood welled up, Catriona paled.


Her father murmured words, waving the blade over his palm. The small pool of blood began to swirl, then a thin trail lifted up, twisting and wrapping like a snake around the blade. Crimson smoke billowed out and enveloped the knife in a cloud. Rubicus murmured faster, his eyes fierce as he circled the knife over his palm until the cloud dissipated in a sizzling clap of thunder. When the air cleared, he put the weapon back in the case and handed it to Catriona. “The last of my dark magic is contained in this blade. With this you can defeat Odin.”


Excitement seized her. She wrapped her hands around his, clasping the blade. “Then let’s do it, Father! Kill him now!”


But the Volgrim he-witch dashed her hopes. “The dagger is powerful, but it is no match for the Sword of Tyrfing. And it won’t end this curse on the sun. The time for revenge will come, Catriona, and you will execute it in my name.”


He grabbed his sword down from the wall and strapped it to his waist, then drew the giant blade.


The door crashed open as Catriona herded her charges to the window, loading them onto the back of the Safyre. She took one last glance over her shoulder as her father flung himself at Odin. Up close, the god was as broad-shouldered and fierce as Rubicus. Blue eyes blazed out from under bushy white eyebrows. Odin swung his golden blade, aiming straight for Rubicus’s head.


Unable to tear her eyes away, Catriona would relive what happened next for centuries.


Her father fumbled to get his weapon up, and the Sword of Tyrfing unerringly found its target. When it was over, Catriona turned away and urged the Safyre skyward, arcing up and away from the fortress, steeling herself against the pain.


A fire had been lit in her heart, a raging hatred toward Odin and his precious mankind. She now lived for the day when that fire would consume all of Orkney.





Chapter One


North Shores of Garamond Present-Day Orkney
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A burst of green fire exploded the branch over the boy’s hiding spot. Samuel Barconian, youngest member of the Orkadian guard at age thirteen, flinched, brushing smoldering splinters from his hair. He had to move, and fast, or end up incinerated into a pile of ash. Breaking from his hiding place, he sprinted across the clearing, weaving side to side to avoid the blasts of crackling energy that tore up the ground around him.


Sam dropped behind a fallen log for cover and tried to catch his breath.


War had come to Orkney, the last sanctuary for magic in all the nine realms of Odin. Black plumes of destruction could be seen for miles, staining the azure skies. The flocks of sheep that normally grazed on the verdant hillsides had fled the scorching witchfire. Dozens of sleepy villages had been burned to the ground, driving the helpless Orkadians from their homes.


Catriona, that queen of evil, was extracting her revenge. A witch so nasty Odin had trapped her and seven of her cronies inside stones for all eternity. Until Sam had messed that up and released them when he tried to save his father. Known as the Volgrim witches, they wielded an ancient magic darker and more potent than anything Sam’s old adversary, Endera Tarkana, had ever attempted.


There was Bronte, a wizened hag, stooped with age, able to whip up deadly potions that raised putrid boils. Crafty Agathea, with her wide stripe of white hair, who bespelled the beasts they used in their attacks. And smelly Beatrixe, who could wipe you out with just her stench. One whiff of her made Sam want to puke. She reeked of sulfur and rotten eggs, but more importantly, she could shoot acid from her fingertips, melting whatever she touched. A handy gift Sam admired from afar.


The others—Paulina, Vena, Ariane, and Nestra—were like deadly tentacles, extending the reach of Catriona through all of Orkney.


After their escape, things had been quiet for a few months. While the shattered inhabitants of Orkney were still recovering from the deadly effects of the ancient red sun curse Sam had triggered on his twelfth birthday, the Volgrim witches holed up in the Tarkana fortress on Balfour Island, training Endera’s young acolytes to be a lethal force. And then the attacks had begun. Catriona sent her Volgrim cronies out with the young witchlings to wage war on Orkney, along with a legion of vicious creatures: swarms of bat-like shreeks that pecked and clawed their way under your skin, packs of Shun Kara wolves that hunted and snarled at your heels as you tried to fight, and droves of sneevils.


The sneevils were the worst of them. Bristly fur covered their ugly hides. Curved tusks jutted up from their lower jaws just waiting to rip a person apart with one hook of their snouts. But right now, sneevils were the least of Sam’s problems.


Another stump exploded next to him, scorched by a blast of witchfire. He had to get his butt moving. He rubbed the leather pouch that hung around his neck. A gift from his father, Robert Barconian. There was a hero, he thought. Inside, it held a shard of Odin’s Stone, a powerful talisman imbued with Odin’s magic, now destroyed except for this last piece.


Sam gripped the pouch tightly. Today, they would capture Agathea and strike a blow into Catriona’s vengeance plan. Then the witches would know that Samuel Elias Barconian, Lord of the Ninth Realm, Son of Odin, son of Robert Barconian, was a force to be reckoned with. He would avenge his father and send Catriona and her ancient cronies back into the netherworld they had emerged from. Then he, too, could call himself a hero.


Sam peered around the edge of the log.


Agathea had been leading her acolytes on a series of raids along the northern shores of Garamond, Orkney’s largest island and home to its capital city of Skara Brae. The witches were getting more and more brazen. Burning crops in daylight. Unleashing their beasts to terrorize. Then retreating to some hole where they waited to launch their next strike.


Captain Teren, the stalwart leader of the Orkadian Guard had a dozen of his best men creeping up the slope. If all went right, their ally, Gael of the Eifalians, would arrive along the flank side with his band of skilled archers. Their orders were to capture Agathea and bring her back to Skara Brae.


They were counting on Sam to stop her. With his growing magical powers, he was their only hope at trapping the witch and using her as leverage to get Catriona to stop this war. Being a witch wasn’t something Sam liked to brag about. Not when just about everyone in Orkney hated witches. But he couldn’t very well shut it out. The words of spells lit up like fireflies in his brain. The more he used his magic, the stronger it grew, like a virus multiplying in his veins. And the truth was, he secretly liked having magic. What kid wouldn’t like the ability to shoot fire from his palms?


Captain Teren signaled to Sam across the clearing, pointing up at the tree.


There.


A nasty little witch hid in the branches. She was preparing to launch another blast of witchfire.


Got you. Sam closed his eyes, centered himself, and then stepped out. He threw his hands forward, channeling the surge of power that coursed through him. A stream of virescent fire exploded from his palms, blasting the branch to pieces and sending the witch spinning through the air to land with a hard thud. Sam raised his hands to finish her off but hesitated as he saw how young she was. In a blink, she rolled behind the tree and sprinted to safety up the hill.


“Coward,” she taunted as she ran off.


Fuming, he watched her go, fighting the temptation to follow after her and finish the job. He could have incinerated that witchling to a pile of ash. But he couldn’t bring himself to win that way. Wouldn’t. He would not become like Catriona. Killing without mercy. But it was frustrating to know the witches believed him weak because he showed his humanity.


With a sigh, he hurried after Teren. The captain led his band of soldiers stealthily up the hill toward Agathea’s roost. Suddenly, a thundering sound made the ground shake. Teren’s men let out cries as the witches used magic to send a wall of earth down the mountain, tumbling boulders and pinning the men underneath. Sam did his best to deflect the debris, stepping forward and thrusting with his palms, sending a wave of energy across the field, but he quickly tired.


He had learned that magic was like a muscle. The more he used it, the stronger he got, but it had its limits. It was exhausting. Witches like Catriona seemed to have never-ending deposits, thanks to the centuries of training they had before being locked up in stone. Sam was still a novice; if he used too much magic, he grew lightheaded and jelly-kneed. He needed to get better fast, because every time he failed, people got hurt.


As the dust settled, Teren rallied his remaining men forward. Sam raced up the far side, darting through trees. His breath came in ragged gasps. He had one thought on his mind: get to Agathea and cast the containment spell he had been practicing before she fled. He heard the whisper of the wings before he saw them. Black rain poured out of the sky, armed with fangs and claws.


Shreeks.


The men cried out as the flying vermin latched on and bit. Sam turned back toward Teren to help. Shreeks descended on him, biting at his neck and arms. He winced at their sharp nips. He swung the pouch holding Odin’s Stone over his head, combining its magic with his own to create a powerful windstorm. “Fein kinter,” he cried. I call on my magic. “Fein kinter, ventimus, ventimus.”


The wind blew off the flying rats, sending them spinning into the air like black boomerangs, giving the men a fighting chance to slash at them with their swords.


Too late, Sam realized the witches had lured him out into the open. Dumbhead. A rain of fireballs arced up over the trees and came down, aimed directly at him. Two of the soldiers closest to him fell to the ground, aflame, writhing in pain. Sam threw his hands out, shouting, “Escudo!” and sent every ounce of his magic into forming a shield over them.


It was one of the newest spells he had mastered; a bubble of gleaming energy formed, deflecting the deadly rain. Sam murmured to himself, focusing his strength on keeping the shield over the men around him. His arms trembled, even as adrenaline flooded his veins, adding extra gas to his magic. Teren shouted encouragement, but his voice was muffled as if it came down a long tunnel. Finally, the blasts of flaming globules slowed, then stopped.


Sam’s shoulders drooped with fatigue as he lowered his hands. But the witches weren’t finished with them. While they were huddled, a pack of sneevils had surrounded them. His magic spent, Sam drew his sword, followed by Teren and the handful of men left: the redhead, Heppner; brawny Tiber; dark and wiry Speria; the jokester, Rifkin, sporting his bald pate and gold earring; and the steadfast Galatin. They closed together back-to-back in the center of the clearing, while eight, then ten, then a dozen sneevils crawled into the open, their lips drawn into a snarl. Ivory tusks curved wickedly at the ends, tipped with sharp points ready to gut them.


“Steady,” Teren said. “Wait until they draw close.”


In a burst of black smoke, Agathea appeared behind the creatures. A thick white streak marked her swath of ebony hair. Her band of acolytes stepped out from behind the trees around her.


“Go, my pretties, feast on some fresh blood,” she cooed to the sneevils, urging them to advance. “The traitorous witch-boy will make a delicious meal.”


The beasts circled closer to the heroes, heeding her call. The sneevil closest to Sam bared its teeth and charged. Without hesitating, Sam drew his sword up between two hands and plunged straight down, pinning the sneevil to the ground.


“Kill them!” Agathea screeched. The pack of sneevils attacked with vicious snorts, tossing their heads to gore the men. The young witches blasted the small band of fighters with bursts of witchfire. Sam deflected the blasts, but he was fatigued. His arms shook with the effort. Then a volley of arrows appeared, arching high in the sky, aiming directly down at the witches.


Their Eifalian ally, Gael, had arrived with his archers. Their skill with bows made them fearsome foes. Sam almost shouted with joy as the arrows found their marks, making the acolytes shriek in pain.


Agathea took her attention off Sam’s group to deal with the Eifalians. Their pale figures moved stealthily through the trees, keeping up a stream of deadly arrows. Agathea puffed out her cheeks and blew hard, sending a tornado of wind across the clearing. The Eifalians tumbled backward, their shots careening away. Teren and his men battled the sneevils, but they were in danger of being overrun. Agathea turned back to Sam and his companions, gathering her hands in a whirling motion as she created a large ball of witchfire.


Agathea was about to kill them all, and she would feel nothing. No remorse. No regret. She was a cold and heartless witch. Anger built inside Sam. He had to stop her. No matter what it took. But his witch-magic was spent.


Then he had it.


“Gungnir!” he shouted, and held up his hand. His palm tingled. There was a familiar crackle of energy, and then—in a flash of light and heat—his fingers were wrapped around the solid shaft of Odin’s spear. At that moment, all thoughts of mercy were shoved aside. All Sam felt was the raw power of the spear and the thought of making sure Agathea never bothered them again.


Sam threw the ancient weapon with all his might. It whizzed through the air across the clearing, heading straight for Agathea’s heart.





Chapter Two
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Agathea’s eyes grew wide at the sight of the danger. There was no time to conjure herself away. She was as good as dead. But in a blur of motion, she grabbed the nearest witch and pulled her close, using the girl as a shield. As promised by the gods, Gungnir found its target, only Agathea cheated death. The young witch was understandably shocked to see the spear in her chest. Sam recognized her.


Perrin Tarkana.


Endera Tarkana’s daughter. Horror rooted him to the spot. The spear began to glow, sending sparks shooting in every direction as it vibrated in the girl’s chest, and then in an explosion of bright light, it disintegrated into flying pieces of wood. Sam flinched, throwing his hands up to shield himself as stinging shards peppered his skin. When he lowered his arms, Perrin had vanished.


Agathea used the moment to spirit herself away in a cloud of billowing smoke. Agathea’s acolytes scattered like roaches exposed to the light. Only the most powerful of witches had the ability to conjure themselves away. The sneevils halted in their tracks, sniffing the air as if confused.


Teren and his men charged the beasts, waving their swords. Without Agathea to control them, the animals turned and ran.


“What did you do, my lord?” Teren asked, a grin lighting his face. The men surrounded Sam, patting him on the back.


“I called on an old friend,” Sam said through numb lips, staring at the spot where the young witch had been slain by his hand. Guilt and remorse were like twin slivers driven into his skull, making his head pound. “The Gungnir spear. It was a gift from Odin. It comes when you call it, and never misses its target.” But this time it had. And now, all that remained was a pile of splinters.


Gael came up in a flurry of robes, along with some of his men. The Eifalians had pale skin and long white hair they kept tied back in leather laces. Their aquamarine eyes were over-sized, gifting them with the ability to read auras and see deception. Gael always acted like Sam’s aura smelled like old gym socks.


“We failed to capture Agathea,” Gael said tightly. “You were supposed to stop her from leaving.” He looked disapprovingly over Sam.


Sam sighed. Nothing he did would ever please Gael. Not after that whole mess with the red sun curse.


“Don’t be so hard on the boy.” Teren put his hand on Sam’s shoulder. “He fought bravely. And we sent the message that we are not to be trifled with.”


Gael remained terse. “We shall see. An artifact of Odin was destroyed. That is a bad omen. There will be consequences, mark my words.” He took his leave of them, citing an urgent need to head north to his home island of Torf-Einnar.


Sam gritted his teeth at the unfairness of it. They needed his help to stop the witches, but he still knew so little about how to wield his magic. And now he had destroyed a gift from Odin. Way to blow it big time, Baron, a voice mocked him inside his head. He still thought of himself as Sam Baron, the boy from Pilot Rock. Being the son of Robert Barconian was too much to live up to at times.


Teren led their small surviving crew south to the capital fortress, Skara Brae. As they rode, Gael’s words rang in Sam’s ears. The temporary victory felt fragile, as if at any moment a great and terrible power would be unleashed on the world. Ever since Odin had swept these few precious islands into his Ninth Realm, Orkney had struggled to find a peaceful balance between the magical creatures that lived here and the witches’ raging thirst for power. Worry gnawed at Sam like a nest of rats that had taken root in his intestines. He had liked the power of wielding the spear, willing to take Agathea’s life without hesitation. Was he already becoming cold and heartless like them?


The blond figure of Teren rode up next to him. Teren was not only the captain of the Orkadian Guard, but also a patient teacher and friend. He had taken Sam under his wing these past few months, showing him how to swing a sword and carry himself in battle.


“You all right, Samuel?” His keen eyes searched Sam’s face. “You seemed upset earlier. It’s not your fault Odin’s spear was destroyed.”


Sam shook his head. “It’s not the spear—I mean, that’s bad, too. But I knew that girl. Her name was Perrin. She was Endera Tarkana’s daughter.”


Teren’s eyebrows rose. “That witch is a mother?”


Sam grimaced. “I know. I couldn’t believe it either.”


He told Teren how he had come face-to-face with Perrin one day in the forest. After skirmishing for days, both sides were worn out from lobbing firebombs and arrows at each other with no clear winner. Sam was resting against a tree trunk when someone plopped down against the same tree.


He held his breath, drawing his dagger as the unseen witch took a long drink.


“I know it’s you,” she said into the silence.


He gripped his weapon, palms sweaty.


“So you can put your skinny little blade away. I’m not going to kill you today.”


Sam waited, not daring to move.


“But I am going to kill you one day,” she whispered, and then she turned so her face was an inch from his.


He was surprised by how pretty she was. Dark green eyes framed a slender face with overripe red lips.


Her fingernail extended into a sharp blade. She drove the tip of it into the soft flesh under Sam’s chin. “I could end your life right now, Son of Odin.” Her voice was mesmerizing, trapping him in a fog of inaction.


“So why don’t you?” Sam asked, feeling the sting. He’d seen that fingernail trick before, but his brain felt like it had been fried to a crisp.


“A favor to your friend, Howie. He’s more than he seems. He tamed one of my mother’s rathos.”


Sam found himself entranced. “Your mother? Who is she?”


“Endera Tarkana. She would kill you outright.” Perrin withdrew her finger and leaped to her feet before Sam could recover from his shock. “See you soon, brother witch. Next time, one of us will die.”


Sam was left speechless. That’s where he’d seen that trick. Endera had used it on him once. How could someone as ruthless as Endera be a mother? he wondered. Howie had mentioned Perrin. The witchling had been kind to his friend when he had been locked away in Endera’s dungeon, sending him hot scones and little notes.


And now she was gone by Sam’s own hand.


“A second later with the spear, and it would have been all of us dead,” Teren said gently. “Agathea was not going to stop.”


Sam faked a smile, giving Teren a weak thumbs-up. The soldier rode off to the front of the line, leaving Sam to his glum thoughts. The thrill of holding Odin’s spear had been replaced by this wrenching guilt. It was a lot easier to wipe out a legion of zombies by holding a game controller than to fight in a real war.


Homesickness swamped him with a vengeance. He tried to remember Pilot Rock and his carefree days riding his bike, wind in his face as he and Howie raced each other to school, but the memories were faded, like they had happened to someone else. He was changing. Inside. The side effect of using potent magic. A sense of wrongness settled over Sam like damp fog, and he spent the day gloomily wondering who was going to punish him first: Odin for destroying his ancient spear, or Endera for offing her daughter with it.


At long last, after a full day’s ride, the horses crested the ridge overlooking Skara Brae. Red flags snapped in the breeze. The stone fortress looked serene and impregnable, built on the cliffs overlooking the blue seas below. Sam had a sudden vision of smoke billowing up from the turrets. He reined his horse in. The vision felt real, more premonition than daydream.


Teren turned in his saddle to look at him. “Everything okay, my lord?”


“Yes,” Sam lied. He forced a smile. “Go on, I just need a moment.”


They were within a stone’s throw of Skara Brae. Teren nodded and urged the rest of the horses on.


Sam’s breath caught in his chest. Something felt wrong. He searched the skyline. The glittering blue coast. The outline of the city. Nothing seemed untoward. His mare stomped her foot as the other horses headed toward buckets of well-deserved oats.


“Hold on, girl.” He turned around in his saddle and spied a clump of trees.


Kicking his horse in the ribs, he urged her away from the gates. He circled the first trunk then entered the thicket. The sound of the ocean faded. Sunlight filtered through the trees, lighting up tiny dust motes. The crumbling remnants of a wall indicated a building had once stood there.


Sam reined the horse in as he saw a figure seated on the low wall. Her pale hair gave her away.


It was Vor. Goddess of Wisdom.


“Vor!” He dismounted and strode three paces to her, dropping down on his haunches to look into her sightless milky eyes. “It’s good to see you.”


“Samuel.” She smiled and laid her hand on his arm. “Look how you’ve grown.”


“What is this place?” he asked, looking around at the tumbled moss-covered stones.


“This used to be the Volgrim fortress, before it was torn down. Rubicus created the red sun curse here.”


Sam shuddered. Rubicus had been about the worst kind of he-witch imaginable, and he was Sam’s great-great-grandfather. “I killed Perrin Tarkana today,” he blurted out.


Vor’s smile faded, replaced by a worrisome frown. “Taking a life is a heavy burden. It will leave a black mark on your conscience, like a stain you can’t wash out.”


Sam wanted to shout at her that he had had no choice, but it wouldn’t change the guilt he felt. Vor was right; it left a stain on him. “Why did the Gungnir explode?”


“When the Gungnir struck the wrong target, the magic in it was destroyed.” She hesitated, then went on. “Samuel, I’m afraid you have set in motion a chain of events that cannot be stopped.”


The blood ran out of Sam’s legs. He sank down onto the mossy ground. “What do you mean?”


“You have shown yourself to be a threat. You nearly killed Agathea. Catriona will be forced to take action.”


“I’m ready. I know who I fight for.”


“No, Sam. You are still a child, one born of two powerful bloodlines. With every spell you cast, you become more and more attracted to the power being a witch gives you. Without your mother to guide you, I worry where it will take you.”


It was like she knew his deepest fears. “So what can I do?”


But Vor turned her head sharply, as if she heard a distant noise. “I must leave.” Her image fluttered. “Odin would be angry at me for interfering.”


“Wait!” he cried. “Vor, what’s going to happen?”


For a moment, he thought she wasn’t going to answer. Her body was transparent. She was dissolving into shards of light. And then she whispered, “You must face the darkness inside you.”


“What do you mean?”


Her voice came from a great distance. “If you fight it, you will lose. Surrender and you might win.” The next instant, she vaporized into iridescent points of light.


Sam sat in the clearing long after she was gone, waiting for her to come back and tell him everything would be okay.


He spent the next few days mulling over Vor’s words, ducking out of training to lie on his bunk, staring at the ceiling. What did she mean by facing the darkness inside him? He was one of the good guys. Sure, there were moments he felt a raw power tugging at him, like when he watched a friend die in battle, or witnessed the destruction the witches unleashed on the land. In those moments, outrage flooded his veins, making his hands tremble with a need to lash out. But he kept it under control. Because he didn’t want to be like them. And he would never stop fighting for Orkney.


Finally, on the third day, Heppner dragged Sam out of his bunk, insisting the boy join them at supper. As Sam walked alongside, he stepped in a puddle, which was strange, because it hadn’t rained in days. His feet rooted in place as if turned to stone. Black liquid crawled up his legs, spreading around his calves like thick tar. Coldness seeped into his bones as the black goo climbed past his knees to his waist to his chest. He felt frozen, like he had swallowed ten gallons of ice cream all at once. His voice clogged in his throat. He tried to shout at Hep to help him, but he couldn’t move or even speak.


Hep turned and saw the danger Sam was in. He ran to the boy’s side, but before he could reach him, the blackness swallowed Sam up.





Chapter Three


Pilot Rock, Oregon
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Keely Hatch sat in the back row of English class listening to Mr. Platz drone on. The teacher seemed to have recovered from his experience as a giant lizard, although from time to time, a nervous tick caused his tongue to slither from his mouth.


Howie leaned over to whisper in her ear. “You wanna come to Chuggies later? I’m working the counter. I can get you some free chili fries.”


Chuggies was a burger joint owned by Howie’s uncle. He let Howie work there after school. “You know I think that place is disgusting,” she whispered back.


Howie just grinned, his curly hair falling over his forehead. He pushed up his glasses on his nose. “Leo said he would stop by. He said he had something important to talk about.”


That got her interest up. But then, everything about Leo was interesting to her. After they returned from their adventures in Orkney, Leo’s father, Chief Pate-wa, had transferred Leo back to the Umatilla school. Now they only saw Leo when he came to town. Keely had expected her dad to be beside himself with worry after her weeks’ long disappearance, but Sam’s mom, Abigail, had bespelled him and Howie’s parents into believing they were away at a special camp for gifted students. The school had received a glowing report from the “program” Abigail had invented, and besides having to catch up on schoolwork, the matter was closed. Forgotten. As if it had never happened. As the bell rang, Keely trailed behind Howie into the hallway, thinking about Leo and Sam and witches, when a figure bumped into her.


It was Ronnie Polk, the bully who lived to torment Howie. His nose was slightly crooked from the time Sam had pounded him into the ground. His eyes were mean, small for his face, and he reminded Keely of a sneevil. Ronnie wore his pants three sizes too big. They hung so low on his hips, half his underwear showed. Two of his ugly friends slammed Howie against the lockers while Ronnie rummaged through his backpack, taking his lunch out and opening the sandwich.


“Lookee here. Grape jelly. This is gonna look nice smeared all over your face.”


Keely stepped forward, ready to give Ronnie a piece of her mind, but Howie stayed her with his hand. “I got this,” he said, before turning to face Ronnie, his eyes large behind his glasses. “I think you should stop picking on me.”


Ronnie sneered. “Or what? You gonna tell your mommy on me?” His pals laughed along with him.


“Naw. I’m going to tell everyone you sleep with the lights on because you’re scared of the dark.”


Ronnie’s sneer faded. “Shut up. I am not.” His buddies hooted at the idea, and he joined in, though his laugh sounded a bit strained.


“No?” Howie jerked his arms free and stepped closer to the bully. “Then how come when I ride my bike past your house at night, the light is always on?”


“That’s a lie.” Ronnie dropped Howie’s jelly sandwich and balled his hands into fists. “How about we take it outside?”


Howie raised his hands. “I’m not going to fight you. I’m going to prove it. We’ll go in the gymnasium and turn out all the lights. See who lasts longest. If I lose, you can take a free swing at me.”


Keely waited for Ronnie to take Howie up on his offer, but the bully backed away, shaking his head.


“It’s just a trick to get me into trouble. I’m outta here.” Ronnie swaggered off, trailed by his two loser friends.


Keely raised her eyebrows at her friend’s sudden bravado. “Way to go, Howie. But he ruined your lunch.”


Howie whipped a candy bar out of his pocket and waggled it at her. “No problem. I always carry a supply of Nut Buddy’s.” He tore the blue wrapper open and took a bite. “You know I’ve faced off against bigger than Ronnie,” he said around a mouthful of nougat. “I mean, Sam and I did defeat a whole band of witches single-handedly.”


Keely smiled at his boast. “What do you think Sam is doing right now?”


“If I know my man Sam, he’s probably mowing down some witches.”


Keely replayed her memories of Orkney. Most of them were harsh, like being locked in Endera’s dungeon with filthy rathos. But there were good ones. Being pulled on a raft by dolphins. The witch-girl Mavery. The day they had played in the ocean. “Do you ever wish you’d stayed? Back in Orkney?”


Howie didn’t hesitate. “Every day. I even dream about it at night.”


“Me, too.” The dreams had started a week ago. The same one every night. “What do you see?” she asked.


“A big bird flying across the sky, like an eagle, only it’s not.”


Keely’s breath quickened. “You’re dreaming about a iolar. Rego had one as a pet. But you never saw a iolar when you were in Orkney, so how could you be dreaming about one?”


Howie shrugged. “What do you dream about?”


“I keep seeing this beautiful lake surrounded by trees, but I’m sure I’ve never been there.” She sighed. “Sometimes I want to scream out loud that witches and magic really exist, but who would believe me?”


“Just me. And our wolf-brother Leo. So maybe I’ll see you after school?”


She hesitated. “I need to get in some practice at the archery field, then I should get home. Get dinner for my dad. But I’ll try.”


They parted ways, and Keely went on to her next class. Her life after school consisted of two things: continuing her practice with a bow and taking care of her dad. Leo had taught her the basics back in Orkney, but she had been unskilled, and largely helpless. Next time, if there was a next time, she planned to be able to hold her own. Besides, it took her mind off the empty house she went home to.


Ever since her mom had died, it had just been her and her dad. She kept things normal as possible around the house. Doing the shopping. Fixing his favorite meals. Ironing his shirts. But they both missed her mom like crazy. And a gnawing guilt made it hard to talk about. A secret Keely kept and never shared out loud. She just tucked in her chin and carried on like everything was great. She could win an Oscar for her long-running performance of Life Is Just Fine, Thank You Very Much.


After school, Keely decided to pay a visit to Sam’s mom. Keely kept a notebook on everything she knew about Orkney, peppering Abigail weekly with questions about the realm. Abigail had tried and tried to get back to Orkney, but even with her magical powers, she had not found a portal after the stonefire had been destroyed. Keely trudged up the steps to Sam’s house. The lawn looked overgrown. Maybe Abigail was waiting for Sam to come home and mow it. She pressed the doorbell.


No answer.


Keely peered through the window. A pile of mail spilled over on the floor. By the looks of it, several days’ worth. Had Abigail left town? Or had she found a way back to Orkney? Disappointed and more than a little frustrated, Keely decided to skip archery practice and head to Chuggies. At least Leo would be there.


As she pushed open the door to the restaurant, the smell of fried foods made her wrinkle her nose. Howie was at the register helping a couple of kids order. His curly hair poked out from under a white cap, and the red bowtie of his uniform made his Adam’s apple stick out.


Keely waited till it was her turn, then stepped up to the counter. Howie’s eyes lit up behind his wire-frame glasses.


“Ready for those chili fries?”


She snorted. “As if. Just a salad and drink. Where’s Leo?”


“Not here yet. But he’ll show. He promised.”


Howie rang up her order, then handed her a cup. Another group of kids jostled her aside. She filled her cup at the soda fountain. No sooner had she sat down in a booth than a shadow fell over her. She looked up and then jumped to her feet.


“Leo!”


The tall lanky boy gave her a hug. Leo’s jet-black hair was tied in a ponytail. His cheekbones were high, his chin square. His eyes were like dark chocolate. He wore his usual flannel shirt over a tee and jeans. He sat down next to her as Howie slid in on the other side of the booth, sliding a basket of chili fries in front of Leo and pushing a plate of salad toward Keely. The boys began scarfing the gooey pile down. Suddenly hungry, Keely ditched the salad and grabbed a cheese-covered fry.


“What’s up, my wolf-brother?” Howie asked between bites. “We haven’t seen you in a millennia.”


Leo gave a tense shrug. “My father thinks I should spend all my time learning how to be a great chief. That fun is for people who don’t have responsibilities. Sometimes I want to run away as far as possible.”


Howie waved a fry at him. “What you need is another adventure, my man. A one-way ticket to Orkney to wrestle some sneevils, or take down a witch or two.”


Leo leaned in, lowering his voice. “That’s why I’m here. I’ve been having dreams. About Orkney.”


Keely and Howie traded looks. Things were getting weird. Orkney weird.


“We’ve been having dreams, too,” Keely said. “I keep seeing this lake surrounded by trees.”


“I see one of those iolar birds,” Howie added.


“What do you see?” Keely asked.


Leo hesitated. “I don’t know why, but . . . I see us drowning under water.” The color went out of his friends’ faces. “Look, these might not be just dreams.”


“What else could they be?” Keely asked, almost scared to know.


Before Leo could answer, the table began to shake, vibrating under her hands, making the fries skip across the surface. The overhead lights swayed wildly. Under her feet, Keely felt a rumble, then a loud crack echoed like a rifle shot. A jagged opening appeared in the tile floor, zigzagging across the length of the restaurant. Water shot out of the crack as if a water main had broken. Screaming patrons fled the restaurant as gushing water sprayed everywhere, dousing Keely and the others.


“What’s happening?” Keely cried.


“I think it’s an earthquake,” Leo shouted over the ruckus, taking her hand and pulling her out of the booth.


The soda machine went crazy, spraying fizzy liquid from every nozzle. Behind the counter, the shake machine turned on and began to spin, spewing thick gooey liquid in the air.


“Where’s Howie?” Keely asked. They looked around the deserted restaurant. There. Howie was lugging a bucket. He scooped up water and slogged it over to the sink.


“Howie, we have to go!” Keely shouted. They splashed to Howie’s side, but he refused to budge.


“My uncle went to the bank and left me in charge. I can’t let Chuggies go down the drain.” He looked like a drowned rat, his drenched curls plastered to his face, but his chin was determined.


Keely took a good look around. Something was odd. The restaurant was filling up too fast. Already the water was to their knees. Another minute and it would be at their waists. She tugged on Howie’s arm. “Come on, we have to get out before we’re trapped in here.”


Howie resisted, but as the water surged higher, he dropped the bucket, looking dejected. He followed her and Leo toward the door, but the waist-high water dragged on them, pulling them back. The harder they pressed forward, the more the water tugged them in reverse, like an invisible current was sucking them in. Keely lost her grip on Leo’s arm.


“Leo!” she cried in a panic, clutching at his hand. He grabbed for her but missed. The water swirled faster and faster around the restaurant, churning her like she was stuck in the spin cycle of a washing machine. The water rose higher, impossibly fast, until, moments later, she was floating, pressed up against the ceiling.


Leo bobbed next to her. Behind her, Howie flailed his arms, shouting for help. Keely had to think fast, or they were all going to drown.


“Take a deep breath and swim for the door,” Keely shouted. Leo nodded, puffing his cheeks out. Howie looked panicked, but he plugged his nose as the water reached the ceiling and sealed them off.


The strange current tumbled and spun her, but Keely was determined to find a way out. The door was just over there. She could see daylight coming through the murky water. She just had to reach it and hope Leo and Howie found their way. She kicked herself forward, fighting the current, and headed for the light. A flickering image came toward her. It had a speckled body and swam close enough for her to see its gills. It looked like a trout of some kind.


What was a fish doing in Chuggies?


Keely kept fighting her way forward. Either the door was farther than she thought, or the water was pushing her backward. Finally, as her lungs were about to explode, the current died down. A strange light shone above her. She could see blue sky on the other side. Keely didn’t have time to question where it came from. She kicked hard and broke through the surface, dragging in a lungful of air. She shook wet hair out of her face and looked around.


Chuggies was gone. And all of Pilot Rock. Replaced by a pristine lake rimmed by thick willowy trees. The lake from her dreams. The sun was just cresting above the horizon. A low mist clung to the surface of the water. In the distance, a snow-capped mountain rose. Ravens cawed a greeting from the trees lining the small lake. And then a large noble bird flew over, dipping down to snatch a speckled fish in its beak.


Keely nearly shouted with joy as she recognized the distinctive orange- and cinnamon-tipped feathers and the snowy white chest. That was a iolar. The same species as Rego’s departed companion, Lagos.


Which meant they were back. In Orkney.


Next to her, Leo broke the surface with a loud gasp. “Where’s Howie?” He spun around in the water.


Keely searched the area. Leave it to Howie to get lost. She was about to dive under to search for him when he popped up behind them, gasping for air.


Howie let out a whoop. “What’s up, Orkney!” he shouted, pumping his fist in the air.


Keely sighed with relief, exchanging grins with Leo, and then the trio swam to shore. They wrung out their clothes, shivering in the brisk air.


“What just happened?” Keely asked, looking from Leo to Howie as she squeezed water out of her thick hair.


“It’s what I was trying to tell you,” Leo said. “Those weren’t dreams we were having, they were premonitions. Someone was sending a message.”


“I bet my buddy Sam did the old toilet-flush trick to get us back to Orkney. Obviously he needs our help,” Howie answered, polishing his glasses and replacing them. Miraculously they had stayed on in that washtub. He looked a bit ridiculous in his dripping Chuggies uniform. The white shirt clung to his chest. The matching pants were mud-streaked and ripped on the knee. His red bow tie had come untied and hung limply.


Leo absently rubbed the twisting scar on his arm, the one he’d gotten from the Shun Kara bite the day he and Sam first met. “What if it’s Endera up to her old tricks?”


Keely thought about it, then shook her head. “No. Endera didn’t do this. Do you remember what Brunin said to us? Back on Asgard?” They had encountered a giant warrior bear named Brunin while exploring Asgard, one Mavery claimed was actually Odin.


Leo nodded. “He said the day would come when Sam would need us to stand by him.”


“What if that day is now?”


Leo remained silent, skeptical.


Howie clasped his hands on their shoulders. “Listen, my buddy Sam has always had my back. Friends stand together— that’s what he would say when someone bullied me. I say it’s time we stood by Sam.” He thrust one scrawny fist out. “To Orkney.”


There was silence. Like it or not, they were here. Keely wasn’t sure she was ready for an adventure of this size, but something prodded her on. The idea that Sam needed her to do this. To be brave when what she really wanted was to dive back in the lake and swim home as fast as she could. “To finding Sam,” Keely said, placing her fist in the circle.


They waited, watching Leo’s face, needing him to join in.


“To staying alive,” Leo added ruefully, covering Keely’s hand with his.





Chapter Four
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Hello? Is anybody there?”


Sam’s words were met with silence. He had awoken to find himself lying on a slab of cold stone. He sat up, trying to adjust to the darkness. Where was he? His head was fuzzy, like his brains had been scrambled.


Think, Baron, he said to himself. How did you get here? Last thing he remembered, he had been walking along with Speria . . . or was it Heppner? And then he had stepped into some black goo.


Sam got to his feet and found his legs were wobbly, but held him. He reached for the familiar pouch he wore around his neck, but it was gone. Feeling bereft, he blinked in the darkness, wishing he had light. He rubbed his cold hands together and then snapped his fingers. A flicker of light appeared over his palm. It was weak, but at least he could make out his chamber.


There wasn’t much to see: Roughhewn walls carved out of solid black granite. A stone floor spattered with the water that dripped down from unseen cracks in the ceiling. The air was oppressive, like there were fifty stories of cold unfeeling rock above him. A metal door had been notched in the wall. Sam shivered, feeling the cold press in on him.


“You got lousy service here,” he joked out loud. “Where’s the double cheeseburger I ordered? And my extra pillows haven’t been delivered. You’re not going to like the review I leave online. Zero stars for this joint.” His voice echoed off the walls, pinging back at him, piercing his skin like acid-tipped darts to remind him how alone in the universe he was.


Sam’s eyes fell on the door. He ran his hands over it. The seams fit snug into the rock. There was no latch on the inside. Maybe magic could open it.


He stepped back, shaking out the tension in his hands. His light went out, but he focused on opening the door. Channeling his magic, he put all his energy into creating a spell that would get him out of this prison. He said the words aloud, to add strength to his spell, and because he needed to hear a voice, even if it was his own.


“Fein kinter, terminus,” he said, then thrust forward with his palms. Emerald-tinged light shot from his palms and hit the door, which glowed brightly. Sam’s hope flared, but then the magic crackled and pooled in the center of the door and then zinged back at him, zapping him so hard that his teeth hurt and his hands went numb.


So it was enchanted. Good to know.


He needed to think this through. Sam sat down, then laid back, staring into the darkness. If magic couldn’t get him out, he would have to wait and see what the witches wanted. They had to be behind his kidnapping. Who else had the power to plant some kind of magical black tar and kidnap him? Only Catriona.


If Howie were here, he would find some way to make a joke about it. When Endera had locked him in her dungeon, Howie had befriended a rathos he named Bert. A tsunami of loneliness washed over Sam. He missed his friends. How long since he had last seen them? Six months? He remembered Keely’s laughter around the campfire the night before they set out for Asgard. Mavery’s little dance, her antics entertaining them all. And Leo, stoic and brave, but a true friend.


He wondered what they were doing. They had probably gone on with their lives, and their algebra homework, and forgotten all about him. Howie had probably beaten all ninety-nine levels of Zombie Wars III. Heck, he was probably playing Zombie Wars V by now. Sam wallowed around in his self-pity until a strange sound made him turn his head. A skittering sound. Like something was crawling across the stone.


He tensed, his nerves firing on all pistons as he sat up, listening hard to decipher the noise.


There it was again. A soft scratching.


“Who’s there?”


The noise stopped. Sam held his breath, waiting. When it didn’t reoccur, he relaxed, about to lie down, but then he heard it again, louder this time. Bolder.


There was something in the cell with him. Sam’s heart started beating faster. His hands were still numb, but he rubbed them together as the sounds got closer, trying to get his light back. He snapped his fingers. There was a spark, but nothing happened. He did it again, feeling the hairs on the back of his neck stand up as something brushed against his leg.


Fear made his fingers slick with sweat. He tried again, focusing everything on this one tiny spell. Light flared long enough for him to see his cell clearly.


It was crawling with scorpions. Dozens of them. As big as lobsters.


Deathstalkers, his mind supplied. He could tell by their oversized red bodies and the yellow bands across their pincers. Their tails curved up around their backs, tipped with lethal-looking stingers guaranteed to deliver a fatal dose of poison.


“Get back!” He scrambled away, but there were more behind him. They surrounded him.


Was this some kind of nightmare he was reliving? Endera had tried to kill him once by dropping a Deathstalker in his crib. Sam tried blasting them with witchfire, but his numb hands wouldn’t work. The first creature bit him on the ankle.


He let out a yell as a fire burned in his blood. The venom acted like nitroglycerin, sending his heart rate skyrocketing. His light flickered out, and he was left in the darkness. Another bit him on the thigh. He kicked them away, but they kept coming.
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Catriona stared into the glowing malachite orb. She had uncovered it from the bowels of this moldering pile of stones Endera and the others called home. It had been covered in dust and cobwebs. A useless piece of glass to anyone else. In her hands, it came alive. Showed her what she desired most.


And right now, she desired watching the young witch-boy suffer. In the fog of the rounded glass, his body twisted and contorted under the ministrations of her deadly pets.


“Is he dead yet?” Agathea hissed over her shoulder.


They were in Catriona’s private quarters, high up in the north tower of the Tarkana fortress. She had commandeered the entire wing. Rectangular openings carved into the walls allowed her to view the dank, steamy swamps below. Fat candles dripped wax on the stone floor. The light flickered as a cold wind blew in. It was raining out. Lightning slashed the sky. A stormy day, perfectly suited to her mood.


Annoyed at the interruption, Catriona waved her hand over the glass, sending the Deathstalkers away. “I didn’t bring him here to kill him.”


“You wish to torture him. Fine, let me unleash my rathos on him,” Agathea coaxed, a white stripe of hair falling over her face. She drew an oversized rodent from her pocket. “They will eat him alive. Slow as you want,” Agathea promised, lovingly stroking her pet.


Behind her, the voiceless Beatrixe waved her hands in the air, signaling her silent agreement. Wizened old Bronte ignored them, her bent figure huddled over a cauldron. She stirred it slowly, muttering one of her incantations.


Catriona seated herself on a broad velveteen chair in front of the fire. “Calm yourself, sister. He is far more valuable to us alive.”


“He tried to kill me,” Agathea sulked, seating herself across from Catriona. “Perhaps you grow soft. The brat fights for those Orkadian filth.”


Catriona gave her a look of such intense anger that the other witch shrank back in her seat. She raised her hand and made a fist. The rathos in Agathea’s hands squeaked in agony, its eyes bulging.
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