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Prologue


Asgard
Ancient Days
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The giant serpent thrashed against the chains binding him. Specially made by the dwarves of Gomara, the chains were sworn to be unbreakable, although Jormungand, the Midgard Serpent, did his best to prove that wrong. The other end of the chain was wrapped tightly around Odin’s fist as he dragged the creature across the seas toward where the water was deepest.


Beneath Odin’s feet was the mighty Skidbladnir, the ship of the gods. The ship could fly in the clouds as easily as it sailed on the waters.


At his side, the goddess Vor shook her head. “You know this will end badly.”


Odin grunted. “Justice must be served.”


“It is Loki who betrayed your trust, although even I do not believe he meant to harm Baldur.”


Pain lanced Odin’s heart all over again. His beloved son had been invincible—except for one weakness. Only the thorn of the simple mistletoe could fell him. Loki had known that. Used that. And now Baldur was lost to the shadows of the underworld, never to shine his light on the world again.


Anger roiled in Odin’s heart. For all his charm, Loki was evil, and his children were no better. Fenrir, the ravenous wolf, had already been chained to a rock in the center of the ocean; Helva, the goddess of death, cast into the darkest underworld, never to see the light of day. The remaining offspring, Jormungand, would not be missed. The serpent had grown so large wrapped around Midgard that he had swallowed his own tail. If left unchecked, who knew what havoc he would wreak on the unprotected world of men? No. Ridding the world of Loki and his miserable children was just and right.


“It matters not whether he meant it, Vor, and you know it,” Odin answered. “The price must be paid. Loki has been sent to live out his days in chains, and the world will be better off without his children roaming it.”


Vor laid a hand on his arm. “It won’t bring Baldur back.”


“No. But one day I’ll find a way. I haven’t given up.”


Vor’s face lightened with understanding. “You have a plan.”


“Not yet. I only know that when the time is right, I’ll get him back myself if I have to.”


He raised his hand, calling a halt. Behind him, a line of Valkyrie warriors, each holding another length of chain, paused midflight. Their golden armor glittered in the sunlight, wings fluttering as they waited.


Odin clasped his hands over his head and shouted, “Mighty Aegir, god of the seas, I command you to rise.”


There was silence. Even Jormungand paused in his thrashing, and the sea grew eerily calm. And then a ripple crossed the water’s surface. It turned into a whirlpool that foamed and tossed the ship about. Jormungand let out a screech, trying to snap at a Valkyrie, but the warrior nimbly somersaulted out of the way.


And then Aegir rose from the sea, riding a magnificent seahorse with purple-and-green scales, which he guided with a golden harness. His long, thin beard was pointed, and he carried a staff made of whale bone. On his head he wore a crown made of seashells.


“Odin. What brings you to my part of the world?” His eyes fell on the monstrous serpent, and anger blazed. “The Midgard Serpent doesn’t belong in my seas.”


“Aegir, friend, I had no choice. The serpent is a threat to mankind, and I swore vengeance on Loki for harming my son Baldur.”


The sea god stared at the serpent, looking doubtful. “He will not be easy to contain. He is far too powerful.”


“He will continue to shrink in size if he’s contained. Surely you have a prison that can hold him.”


Aegir hesitated.


“Or I can leave him to roam about your seas.”


Aegir scowled. “There is a place,” he said grudgingly. “Deep underwater.”


“How will he eat?” Vor asked. “He mustn’t be punished for what he is.”


“He will find a fresh supply of fish to satisfy him.” Aegir turned and waved his staff over the water. The whirlpool swirled wider and wider, growing ever deeper. “Come.”


Odin guided Skidbladnir down the side of the whirlpool, dragging Jormungand behind him as they followed Aegir into the depths of the seas. Seawater surrounded them on all sides, held back by Aegir’s powers.


At the bottom, they landed before a mountain of rock. Aegir held out his staff, and blue light blazed out and hit the mountain’s surface. Slowly, the rock slid sideways to reveal a cavern that encircled a dark pool of water. Bars lined the far side, beyond which a small trail led up to a round opening.


“The feeding chute.” Aegir pointed at the opening with his staff.


“This is too small,” Vor said. “How will he move about?”


“The chasm of water is deep,” Aegir said. “He will have ample opportunity to swim without being able to escape.”


Odin nodded. “Are you sure it will hold him?”


“As sure as solid stone can hold any beast.”


Odin signaled to the Valkyrie. Using their swords, they prodded the serpent forward into the large pool, then released the chains that bound him. The serpent sank from sight, his massive body slithering into the water until the tail disappeared.


Odin was about to turn away when Jormungand burst out of the water, striking at Odin’s face.


With swift reflexes, he grabbed the snake’s jaws, holding them apart. Jormungand’s fangs glistened with a deadly venom that could fell even the most powerful of the gods. If not for the Belt of Strength Odin wore, the snake would have had his way.


“Not today, Jormungand.” Odin heaved him backward against the opposite wall, and the serpent slithered back into the water.


As they turned to leave, Odin spied a small gate. “How does that open?”


“With this.” Aegir held his hand out, revealing a silver key.


Odin smiled and palmed it. “It might come in handy. If I ever want him released.”


“Why would you ever want the serpent released?”


“The future has a way of surprising us.”





Chapter 1
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Abigail stared sightlessly out the window of her attic room, toward the dark canopy of swamp trees outside the walls of the Tarkana Fortress. Inside she felt hollow, as if someone had carved her very soul out of her body. She had given everything she had to fix her mistakes, and it had only made things worse. Bitterness burned in her chest. She had trusted that mermaid Capricorn and been made a fool.


The mermaid queen had used the spellbook with Vertulious returned to it to open the prison of a dangerous creature: the Midgard Serpent—said to be able to wrap himself around the entire world and destroy it as well. Now, according to Vor, not just Orkney but the entire universe was in jeopardy, and it was all her fault.


There was a light rap on her door, quickly followed by a creak as it opened.


“You missed dinner.” Calla’s voice was hesitant.


“I’m not hungry.” Food tasted like ashes in her mouth.


Calla’s footsteps moved closer, but Abigail didn’t pull her gaze from the swamps, as if they could give her the answers she sought.


“Cook made jookberry pie. I thought you—”


“I’m not hungry,” Abigail cut in. “Did I not make that clear?”


Calla sighed. “Yes, Abigail. You did. But even a witchling has to eat. So tell me what’s so wrong that you’ve turned into a recluse. Hugo’s worried.”


“Hugo needs to mind his own business.”


Calla put a hand on her arm. “Since when do you care so little for your closest friends?”


Abigail shrugged her off. “Since when does the leader of the secondlings bother with a failed witch?” After excelling at all of her classes, Calla had been appointed Head Witchling of the secondlings and wore the gold T pin proudly on her shoulder.


“You’re not a failed witch.”


“I will be soon.”


Abigail hadn’t studied, had hardly attended classes since her meeting with Vor, claiming an unspecified illness. Surprisingly, Madame Hestera had instructed Madame Vex to leave her be. The coven leader was probably happy to get rid of her.


“It’s not too late. I can help you get caught up.”


Abigail laughed. “Why bother, when this place won’t even be here soon?”


“What does that mean?”


Immediately regretting her words, Abigail turned to face Calla, who had a perplexed look on her face. “Thank you for bringing me dinner. You can leave now.”


“No. I’m not leaving. This has gone far enough. Tell me what’s going on.”


“Or what?” A ball of witchfire appeared over Abigail’s hand. “What are you going to do?”
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Calla’s own witchfire ignited. The once glitch-witch had caught up, and her powers were now second only to Abigail’s. “I’m going to show you that you can’t keep carrying whatever this is alone. That you have friends who want to help. Now, eat the pie before I singe your pigtails.”


Abigail’s stomach let out a gurgle, and she let the witchfire die out. “Fine. If it will get you to leave.”


She scraped up a bite with the fork and savored the sweet taste of jookberries, then frowned as a bitter taste made her ask, “What kind of pie did you say this is?”


But Calla’s face had grown longer, as if her chin were sagging to the floor, and her eyes were large. The room spun in a circle, and then Abigail fell into a spiraling hole.





Chapter 2
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Outside Abigail’s window, Hugo bobbed on the back of Big Mama, anxiously studying the courtyard below. It was dinnertime, and the witchlings were in the dining hall, but it paid to be observant. The stone of the dormitory tower radiated warmth from the day’s sun. Beyond the fortress walls, he could make out the dark treetops of the swamp.


It had been weeks since he and Abigail had returned from Garamond, fresh off their victory of defeating Vertulious and averting a terrible war. Abigail should have been ecstatic, but instead she’d been refusing to see him. She hadn’t even offered an excuse, just ignored his every message. In desperation, he had turned to Calla, and the two of them had plotted a way to get Abigail to open up about whatever was bothering her.


The shutters flew open, and Calla’s worried face appeared.


“She’s out.”


“Can you lift her?”


“No, but I have a spell.”


Calla disappeared back inside, and Abigail floated into sight and out the window. Hugo reached out to snag her ankle and tug her onto the back of Big Mama.


The Omera snorted, twisting her head to study Abigail, a rumbling snarl in her chest.


“It’s okay, Big Mama. We’re trying to help her,” Hugo said.


The Omera chuffed but waited for Calla to climb on before taking flight.


They landed in the clearing in front of Baba Nana’s hovel with a thud. Hugo slid down first, taking Abigail by the shoulders and easing her off. Calla jumped down and grabbed her ankles. They carried her into the small shack, then set her down gently on a pile of blankets they’d arranged by the fire. It was springtime, but there was still a nip in the air.


Hugo knelt by her side. “When is she going to wake up? You didn’t give her too much, did you?”


“No, the potion is made from the kava kava fruit. It’s powerful, but she’ll wake up soon. What are we going to say when she does?”


“Whatever it takes to stop her from incinerating us with witchfire for kidnapping her,” he said wryly.


Abigail groaned. One hand went to her head, then her eyes fluttered open. “Where am I?”


“Baba Nana’s,” Hugo said.


“How did I—the pie!” She turned angry eyes on Calla. “You tricked me.”


“I did it for your own good,” Calla said firmly. “And don’t even think of using magic on us. We’re your friends, and you won’t tell us what’s wrong. According to Hugo, everything is fixed. We have peace, and Vertulious is gone.”


Abigail sat up, wrapping her arms around her knees. “He’s not gone.”


“Is that what’s wrong? Is he bothering you again?” Calla asked.


“No. I haven’t heard from him.”


“Then what is it?” Hugo asked. “Please, tell us. You don’t have to carry whatever it is alone.”


“Yes, I do.” Abigail angrily got to her feet. “You had no right to bring me here. I want to go home.”


She marched to the door and tugged on it, but the door wouldn’t budge. She whirled on Calla. “Let me out.”


The girl folded her arms. “No.”


A ball of witchfire sprang into Abigail’s hand. “Let me out, or I’ll burn this place down.”


Hugo stepped forward. “Abigail, I know you won’t hurt us. Whatever it is, you can trust us. Whatever you’ve done, I was probably right there with you.”


She glared at him a moment longer, and then her shoulders sagged, and the witchfire winked out. She looked shattered, hollowed out from the inside.


“You don’t understand,” she whispered. “It’s too terrible. I don’t even know if it’s true. I keep waiting, but nothing happens.”


Calla led her to the fireplace and patted the sagging couch. “Sit. Spill it.”


Abigail sat, looking grateful to be off shaky legs. Hugo sat on the other side of her and waited.


“When we returned from Garamond, I was so happy. I mean, we had finally solved everything, right?”


“Right,” Hugo said. “Vertulious was banished, and the war was over.”


“Only that’s not what happened, not exactly,” Abigail said. “Vor came to me.”


“Vor, goddess of wisdom Vor?” Calla’s eyes went wide.


Abigail nodded. “She’s been a friend, sort of. Helping me from time to time. She’s the one who gave me the news. I was such a fool.”


“Why?”


“I trusted the wrong person.”


“Who?” Hugo asked.


Abigail spat the word out. “Capricorn.”


Hugo frowned. “The queen of the mermaids betrayed you? But how?”


“She wanted the spellbook for one reason—to trick Vertulious into helping her release the Midgard Serpent.”


Calla gasped, her hands flying to her lips. “We learned about him in Animals, Beasts, and Creatures class. He’s a terrible monster. They say he can destroy the world with the force of his tail, turning it all to rubble.”


Abigail nodded mutely. “And Capricorn has released him.”


“But why would she do that?” Hugo asked.


“Vor didn’t say. She only told me that if he wasn’t put back into his prison, then it wasn’t just Orkney that was threatened but the gods themselves.”


There was shocked silence.


“You see? I didn’t fix anything at all,” she said bitterly. “I just made things worse, as worse as they can be.”


“Hey.” Hugo grabbed her hand. It was ice cold. “You did everything you could to stop the Orkadians and the witches from entering a pointless war.”


Calla stood, pacing briskly back and forth. “I don’t understand. My mother has spoken of Capricorn but never said anything about her being power hungry.”


“Why does your mother choose to be a mermaid and not a witch?” Abigail asked.


Calla flushed. “She doesn’t choose. It’s just . . . it’s complicated. She doesn’t talk about it much, but I overheard my great-aunt Hestera talking. She said something about my grandfather being a merman. She can take both witch form and mermaid form.”


“What about you?” Hugo asked. “Can you take a mermaid form?”


She shrugged. “I’ve never tried. I had a hard enough time getting my magic. I’ve never even been near the water.”


“You don’t swim?” Abigail asked.


Calla shook her head. “I didn’t want . . . I mean, the slightest touch of saltwater and I could change into one of those creatures! My mother is used to it, but she wanted me to grow up as a witchling.”


“You might have to try,” Hugo said, “if we’re going to confront Capricorn and get her to send Jormungand back to his prison.”


“How are we going to do that?” Abigail asked. “Even if Calla were a mermaid, it’s not like Capricorn would listen to her.”


“We have to do something. If Jormungand really is loose in the seas around Orkney, someone has to stop him.”


Abigail threw her hands up. “This is why I didn’t tell you, because I knew you would want to do something foolish.”


“Like running off to Jotunheim and getting Thor’s hammer?” he asked quietly.


“Yes! And see how that turned out?” she shouted. “Perfectly awful.”


“It’s not your fault that Capricorn betrayed you. You tried to do the right thing.”


“But it’s not okay. Everyone—this world—could be lost because of my actions.”


He put a hand on her arm. “So if we do nothing, what happens?”


She was silent for a moment. “Capricorn wins.”


“And if we try to stop her?”


“She might still win, but—”


“But she might lose.”


She raised her eyes to his. “What if something worse happens?”


“What could be worse than the end of the entire universe?”


Abigail laughed. “I don’t know, but knowing us, we’ll find it. Okay.” Her face lightened. “I guess you’re right. Doing nothing won’t stop it from happening. We need someone who knows a lot about the mermaids. Calla, have you heard from your mother recently?”


She shook her head. “Not in weeks. Sometimes I don’t hear from her for months. Baba Nana could help if only she were awake. She told me stories about the mermaids when I was young. Madame Vex has scoured the library searching for a way to reverse the spell on her.”


Melistra had cast a chill spell on Baba Nana the night Vertulious returned that was slowly turning her body into a block of ice. Only the counter magic of Madame Vex kept death at bay, but even her magic wasn’t powerful enough to counteract the spell. The old witch remained in a state of near death.


“Maybe if we worked together?” Abigail looked at Calla. “Our magic is potent when we combine it.”


Calla frowned, thinking. “What if we got more witches to help?”


“More?”


“Yes. What if we got the coven to work together?”


“The witches will never stand for bringing Baba Nana back. They thought of her as a traitor.”


Calla sagged. “You’re right.”


“But that doesn’t mean we can’t find some witchlings to help.”





Chapter 3
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Abigail stepped into her Magical Maths class. Truthfully, it felt good to be back. She’d been in a fog for weeks. Hugo was right—taking action was better than waiting for the world to end.


She looked around the room. Endera sat up front, flanked by Glorian and Nelly. The ever-popular Portia chatted with a circle of witchlings. Calla had intercepted Madame Vex to give Abigail some time to speak directly to the class.


Clutching her book bag to her chest, she strode to the front of the room. The witchlings all stopped chattering and watched her, curious.


“Um, hi,” she said.


“Look who’s back.” Endera sneered. “We thought you’d packed up and left. We even had a farewell party.”


The other girls sniggered.


“I’m still here. Back in Garamond, we worked together, Endera. We stopped Vertulious.”


“What’s your point?” Endera snapped. “You would have let the coven fail if I hadn’t stepped in.”


Abigail bit her tongue. She needed the girl on her side. “Right. I mean, we couldn’t have done it without you.”


The witchling preened.


“There is another witch that needs our help,” Abigail went on.


Endera stiffened, her face losing color. “Do not speak that name.”


“Baba Nana lies in a state of near death. We can—”


“I said don’t speak that name!” Endera stood and slapped her hands on the desk. “Or so help me, I will—”


The door opened and Madame Vex stepped in, staring down her long, thin nose at Abigail in surprise. Calla crowded in behind her.


“Abigail, did I give you permission to teach my class?”


“No, Madame Vex.”


“Then please explain what you are doing.”


“I wanted to ask the secondlings if they would help me bring back Baba Nana.”


Madame Vex frowned. “I have been tending to her for months and tried every spell I know to bring her back. Do you really think some secondlings have a better chance than a witch as powerful as me?”


When Abigail remained silent, she raised an eyebrow. “This from a witchling close to flunking out of the Tarkana Academy?”


Endera snorted with laughter, earning a glare from Madame Vex.


“I’m going to make up the work I missed,” Abigail said.


“Final exams are in two weeks. I suggest you don’t delay. Take your seat, we have many things to cover today.”


By the time class ended, Abigail’s head was spinning. Madame Vex had spent the entire class time writing out the formulas needed to make beetlewing potions in different potencies and batch sizes. She was hopelessly lost. As she was dragging herself from class, Madame Vex called out to her. The teacher waited until the other girls left before putting a gentle hand on Abigail’s shoulder.


“I appreciate your efforts to bringing Baba Nana back, but I’m afraid it’s too late. The old witch is nearly gone. You should be spending your time on catching up.”


“I will. Starting tomorrow. Please, do you have any ideas?”


She pursed her lips. “I’ve tried every spell I can think of to reverse the chill spell Melistra cast but so far I’ve failed.”


Abigail had a sudden thought. “What if Baba Nana was wrong?”


“What do you mean?”


“When Calla and I found her, she told us Melistra had cast a chill spell, but what if she was wrong?”


Madame Vex’s eyes narrowed. “I wonder . . . there are some potions that can have a similar effect, but this one would have to be immensely powerful. Melistra wasn’t known for her potions.”


“What about Madame Radisha?” Their Positively Potent Potions teacher was an expert on making potions but Madame Vex shook her head.


“Melistra and Madame Radisha did not see eye to eye. She would have never given her such a powerful potion. I suggest you speak with Madame Camomile. She may have an idea.”


Madame Camomile was their Fatal Flora teacher and knew every noxious plant in the realm.


Abigail curtsied. “Thank you, Madame Vex. I will speak to her today.”


She hurried into the hall where Calla was waiting, excited to tell her about the new plan, when a hand latched on to her shoulder, whirling her around.


“That witch should have died. She betrayed my mother.” Two angry spots of color stained Endera’s cheeks. Glorian and Nelly hovered behind her.


Abigail shrugged free. “You’re wrong. Melistra went after Baba Nana because Baba Nana wanted to stop your mother from bringing Vertulious back.”


Endera stabbed a finger against Abigail’s chest. “My mother wanted to bring back Rubicus, the greatest he-witch to ever live. She was betrayed. Maybe Baba Nana was working with that alchemist.”


“Is that really what you believe?”


Endera’s lip quivered slightly, then firmed. “Doesn’t matter. That old hag’s not coming back. And no one here is going to help you.” She pushed past Abigail, flouncing down the hall. Glorian and Nelly gave Abigail a helpless shrug and then slunk after Endera.


Abigail sighed. “Do you think she’s ever going to get over her need for revenge?”


Calla hooked her arm in Abigail’s. “Doubt it. She’s a witch. We don’t forget. Or forgive.”





Chapter 4


[image: Images]


Hugo hurried up the steps of the Balfin School for Boys. Now that the threat of war was over, things had gotten a lot better at school. Oskar no longer bullied him, and participation in the Balfin Boys’ Brigade—along with those stiff military uniforms—wasn’t required.


He took his trusted notebook out of his pocket and thumbed to a clean page. If there was one thing Hugo liked, it was a problem to puzzle out, and this one was big, even bigger than stopping a war. He wrote down Mermaids and then tapped the page. What did he know about them?


Their queen was Capricorn, and she lived in an underwater city named Zequaria. He and Abigail had visited when they’d been hauled overboard by one of her minions. The mermaid queen had seemed cold, but Hugo never imagined she would plot to use the spellbook to release the Midgard Serpent.


He headed straight for his favorite history professor’s classroom. It was still early, but Oakes was usually in.


“Come in,” the professor called at Hugo’s knock.


Hugo opened the door, and Oakes greeted him with a smile. “Hugo, my boy, what can I do for you?”


Oakes had been reinstated to his teaching position after the war had ended, and he seemed to credit Hugo.


“Well, sir, I was hoping you could tell me about mermaids.”


“One caught your eye then?” he asked with a wink. “I hear they’re quite beautiful.”


“Yes. I mean no, no one’s caught my eye, but they are quite beautiful.”


“Then you’ve met one?” Oakes sat down at a desk and motioned for Hugo to sit across from him. “Perhaps it is I who should be asking you about them.”


“They live in a domed city under the sea. Their queen is Capricorn. Are you familiar with her?”


“Only vaguely,” he said with a wave of his hand. “It seems like she had a feud with the king of the sea, Aegir himself.” He waggled his eyebrows. “She had a thing for him, and he spurned her for a mermaid named Ran. She never forgave him.”


Hugo wrote that down in his notebook. “What about the Midgard Serpent?”


Oakes’s brows went up. “The serpent who could encircle the world and swallow his own tail? We don’t exactly study that in history. Seems to fall under beasts and such.”


“Yes, of course. I just wondered.”


“If I knew any good stories?”


“Yes.”


“Hmm, I remember back when I was a student, I had a professor who was fascinated by the story of how Jormungand came to be trapped in an underwater cell. You’ve heard of the mischief maker Loki?”


“Of course, everyone’s heard the stories.”


“Well, did you know Jormungand is his son?”


“No. That seems . . . odd. Isn’t Jormungand a serpent?”


“Yes, there’s no accounting for the offspring of the gods. His other child is an oversized wolf named Fenrir, and his third, Helva, is the goddess of death.”


Hugo wrote all that down in his notebook. “That’s an interesting family—but that doesn’t explain how Jormungand ended up in a prison under the water.”


“Loki did something unforgivable. Odin and his wife Frigga had a son named Baldur, and he was their favorite. They made sure Baldur was invincible. Loki was determined to find a weakness just to poke fun at Odin, who was so proud of his son, so he disguised himself and visited Frigga in her chambers and found out Baldur had one weakness.”


“What was it?”


“The thorn of the mistletoe.”


“Really? Loki attacked him with a mistletoe branch?”


“Not Loki. He got Baldur’s blind brother, Hod, to do it for him. The poor lad didn’t know what he was doing, and Baldur took it in good fun. Until he fell down and didn’t get up. When it came out Loki was behind it, Odin was furious.”


“What did he do?”


“He wanted to end Loki right there and then, but Frigga demanded that Loki suffer for eternity. So Odin sent him to a cave deep underground where water drips on him daily. Then he banished Loki’s children.”
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