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      Hot breath steamed across the side of my neck, tickling the tiny hairs. At first I snuggled deeper into my pillow, thinking it was a dream. Then the bed shifted as someone climbed up beside me. Fully awake now, I froze, my thoughts racing for an explanation. I lived alone, had no pets, and didn't have the type of friends that would stay the night. Whoever was sidling up beside me had broken in.

      I opened my eyes to mere slits, not wanting to alert the intruder that I was awake. The room was nearly pitch black, but the curtained window let in enough moonlight for me to see the outline of a second form standing beside the bed. Judging by the build, I was pretty sure it was a man, though I was still unsure about the person in bed beside me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as the standing intruder bent at the waist, placing his hands on either side of my pillow. He continued to lean down until his face was only inches from the large artery in my neck. The one who had climbed onto the bed shifted a little closer to my feet.

      The man hovering over me took a deep breath, almost like he was scenting me, then the presence lifted away. I let out a quivering breath that turned into a scream as suddenly both figures grabbed me. The one on the bed wrapped strong hands around my ankles, as the other pulled me up by my armpits into a vice-like embrace. A large, masculine palm clamped over my mouth to stifle my screaming, overwhelming my nostrils with the scent of soap and skin. I thrashed violently, but both men held fast.

      My ankles lifted as the one at the foot of the bed reached the edge and stood. The intruders began moving toward my bedroom door. I screamed against the hand covering my mouth and struggled to kick my feet, hoping to loosen their grasp. I only succeeded in straining my back and a few other muscles as the figures carried me effortlessly through the dark house. I squinted to see in the dark as we neared the back door. Unable to take full breaths with the hand pressing against my mouth and nose, my screams degraded to whimpers. The other hand pulled painfully beneath my armpit. Trying to even out my body, I flung my free arm upward, but barely managed to slap at my captor’s face.

      The figure carrying my feet put them both under one arm so he could fling the back door open, bathing us in a wash of chilly air. I tried to make out the features of the person holding onto my bare feet, but the clouds covering the moon stunted my vision. All I could see was the outline of broad shoulders and possibly wavy hair.

      I turned my eyes skyward and began to cry, soaking the hand that covered my mouth. Stars twinkled serenely above me as we entered the woods that bordered my house. I gave up on my thrashing and let my body go limp, but it didn't slow my attackers any more than my previous strategy.

      My captors continued gracefully through the foliage. I began to shiver with the cold, but it didn't seem to bother the man carrying my upper half. He radiated warmth, even though I could feel only the fabric of a thin tee-shirt against the back of my head and neck.

      It seemed like we ran on for ages, but the men carrying me never tired. I closed my eyes and told myself that I was dreaming, yet the bite of cool wind and the ache in my back did their best to shatter the illusion. Eventually, we came to a stop, deep within the darkness of the woods.

      I felt dizzy from moving horizontally so quickly, and didn't immediately react as I was lowered to the damp ground.

      My back sank into a raised mound of earth, soft, like it had recently been turned, with loose rocks jabbing into me here and there. Moisture soaked into the back of the tee-shirt and underwear I'd gone to sleep in, chilling me further.

      I tried to sit up, but hands instantly pushed me back down. Something slithered across my arm. My panicked breathing brought in the scent of damp earth and growing things while my two captors crouched over me. My first thought as the cold, rough skinned creature made its way toward my neck was snake.

      My heart pounded in my throat as more things slithered over me. I pushed against the restraining hands, but I couldn’t budge them. I screamed, and one of the hands lifted from my shoulder to cover my mouth. It wasn't an improvement since now my head was being forced against the earth, hard enough that the soil scratched my scalp. Within seconds I was covered entirely with slithering objects. Some of the objects started reaching up toward the sky like tiny hands trying to grasp the moon.

      The spindly creatures unfurled toward the dim light, casting eerie moon shadows onto my face. Something was wrong with them though. They had no heads, and instead branched off at the ends like no creature I'd ever seen. I wasn’t covered in snakes. They were vines. I was glad the things weren't snakes, but being slowly engulfed in living vines did nothing to ease my panic. I screamed against the hand covering my mouth until my throat went raw. I fought against the vines with increased desperation, a last ditch effort to not be buried alive, but they only bound me tighter, until I could no longer move at all. They crushed my lungs, forcing out my last gasping breath. In that moment I knew I was going to die. I managed to catch one last glimpse of stars as the last of the vines covered my face, obscuring my view completely.
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      My eyes snapped open. I sat up in bed with a deep, aching breath, clutching at my chest. The last thing I remembered was vines encasing my entire body, then pulling me into the cold, moist earth. I had been buried alive while my attackers pinned me down.

      I glanced around. The first thing I noticed was firelight flickering nearby, then the bed. It was not my own. My bed was back in my small house in a suburb of Spokane, Washington where I lived alone, and had lived alone for many years. It had been a long time since someone had been in that bed with me. I hadn't expected for it to finally only happen when someone decided to kidnap me.

      I looked up at dimly-lit fabric above my head, realizing this unfamiliar bed was one of those four poster monstrosities with a princess canopy. I reached out and touched the nearest post, half expecting to wake up out of this nightmare at any moment. The wood was smooth to the touch, thick and obviously expensive.

      My distorted reflection peered back at me from the dark, gleaming wood. What I could see of my long, dark brown hair was a snarled mess. I looked back into my blurry blue eyes numbly, and couldn't seem to think of anything beyond my messy hair.

      I shook my head in an attempt to clear the fog. I had to escape. My bare feet slid to the edge of the burgundy comforter as I lowered myself to the ground. The floor and surrounding walls were made of strange gray stone that made me feel like I was in a castle.

      A thud to my left caught my attention. I jumped, ready to fend off my attacker, then realized the sound was a log tumbling in the simple stone fireplace behind me. I turned to stare into the flames, wondering if they could be used as a weapon, but I had nothing to wield them with. That was just like my attackers to not leave me a torch.

      “I didn't expect you to be awake yet,” a male voice said from across the room.

      I nearly stumbled as I tried to turn around too quickly. A man stood framed in the now open doorway, leaning against the frame casually. He wore black slacks and no shirt or shoes. It was an odd look that made it seem as if he simply hadn't finished dressing yet . . . or perhaps he just hadn't finished un-dressing.

      I grasped at the ends of my oversized gray tee-shirt and tried to cover at least a small portion of my bare legs. I realized as I looked down that my legs were still covered in dirt from my experience in the woods, verifying that it had all been quite real. Perhaps this man was one of my kidnappers. I backed toward the fire, not wanting him near me.

      He stepped into the room, casually observing me. His straight, black hair fell well past his shoulders to frame his pale skin and dark brown eyes. My mouth went dry with fear as he took another step forward. He was tall, I placed him around 6'2”, given that I'm 5'9” and still had to look up to meet his eyes as he came even closer.

      I held up a hand in front of me and took another step back. “S-stop,” I stammered. “Where am I?”

      He cocked his head. He was attractive in an ethereal sort of way. Something about the slope of his jaw or the narrowness of his nose made him seem almost feminine, though he was clearly all man. “Where do you think you are, Madeline?”

      “It's Maddy,” I corrected reflexively, still gripping my shirt with one hand while I pushed my hair out of my face with the other, “and how do you know my name? Who are you?”

      He met me step for step until my back was against the hard stone wall. When I couldn’t back away anymore he stopped, not closing the final space between us. His eyes danced with amusement.

      I craned my neck to look up into his deep brown eyes, feeling like a deer in the headlights.

      I flinched as he reached a hand out to twirl the ends of my hair around his fingers. “Don’t you want to know my name?” He smiled widely, and if I didn't know any better I would say I saw the points of little fangs where his canines should have been. Then again, I had just been pulled through the earth into some sort of windowless castle by vines. Maybe I didn't know any better.

      “No,” I gasped, side-stepping against the wall until I was out of reach, “but directions to the nearest exit wouldn't hurt.”

      He smiled again, flashing his little fangs. “I like a girl who can joke when she's terrified.”

      I gulped, unsure whether or not he was just toying with me. “I wasn't joking,” I said, voice barely above a whisper.

      He grinned. “Neither was I, but I'm afraid I can't show you the exit when you've only just arrived.”

      “Leave her alone, Alaric,” a woman's voice snapped from the doorway.

      The fanged man stepped aside to reveal a woman that looked startlingly similar to him. She strode into the room confidently, trailing the ends of her gossamer-thin red dress behind her. Her black hair hung nearly to her waist, intermingling with the loose red fabric like oil on blood. There was something else about her that I recognized, though I couldn't quite place it. It tickled at the edges of my memory, letting me know I had seen her before.

      Alaric left me to stand by the woman I had to assume was his sister, given their strong resemblance. He tugged on her long hair playfully like they were children, eliciting a steely glare from her dark eyes. I watched the woman's face, searching for any sign that she might recognize me as well, but she only returned her gaze to eye me coolly.

      “Out,” the woman ordered her brother sternly, pointing a finger behind her toward the door.

      Alaric gave her a mocking salute, then winked at me. I stared back at him as he turned and glided toward the door. Glide was the only word I could think of to describe his walk. He moved like a cat, with light steps and limber, balanced grace.

      The woman came toward me, taking my attention off Alaric's sinewy back as he left the room. She looked annoyed, yet I still instantly preferred her company to that of her brother. At least she wouldn't hit on me . . . probably.

      “I'm Sophie,” she introduced.

      The introduction would have been nice had it been accompanied by a smile, but I decided to keep my opinion to myself. I caught a glimpse of dainty, sharp canines in her mouth as she sniffed the air around me. I gulped, suddenly glad that I'd chosen not to speak.

      “You need a bath,” she said with a sneer, revealing her sharp teeth more clearly.

      “What am I doing here?” I asked, ignoring her statement. “I know I've seen you before.”

      “We've never met before, Madeline,” she replied flatly. She said my name with harsh emphasis on the e, and something once again tickled my memory.

      I saw a flash of her in my mind, sitting behind a large, wooden desk. “This time will be different,” she said with a warm smile. She wore a modest skirt suit, with her black hair pulled back into a tight braid.

      “You were my case-worker!” I blurted as realization dawned on me.

      I had sat on the other side of that desk so many times growing up, and those moments were thoroughly ingrained in my memory. In fact, I was surprised I hadn't recognized her sooner.

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” she snapped, though her eyes shifted nervously.

      I almost believed her despite the nervous twitch. She hadn't aged a day, and I'd been out of the foster system for nearly ten years. Yet, the resemblance was just too much to be a coincidence.

      “Why am I here?” I repeated, beginning to panic again. “Don't lie to me, I remember you. I was in and out of your office often enough to remember.”

      I knew I was right. Sophie had been my case-worker as I was bounced around from home to home all those years ago. Now that I'd made the connection, I remembered distinctly how she'd said my name each time she told me that the next home would be different. A few weeks, or a few months later, I'd go back and call her a liar, but she'd never get angry.

      My thoughts came to a screeching halt as my memories of childhood led to where they always led, a memory I'd done my best to block out entirely. My knees went weak.

      “Wait,” I said as I felt the color drain from my face, “am I here because of what happened back then? You said it would all be okay!”

      Sophie's expression softened, showing just a small hint of sympathy. She knew exactly what I was talking about. I tried to shut my mind off to the memory, but I wasn't successful.

      “This has nothing to do with what happened,” she explained evenly. “I swear it. You will face no repercussions for that day.”

      “Um,” I began weakly, my heart thudding in my throat, “then would you mind telling me why I'm actually here, and why you're here?”

      “That is none of your concern,” she snapped, leaving me to wonder if I'd only imagined the sympathy in her eyes.

      “It is my concern,” I argued. I fought them, but tears began to stream down my face. “In fact I find it very concerning that I was ripped from my bed at night, and pulled into the ground by vines! Not to mention that I'm now faced with my old social worker who hasn't aged a day in nearly ten years.”

      “Come with me,” she said, then turned around, expecting me to follow her.

      “I'm not going anywhere until you tell me what's going on,” I replied, trying to keep my voice steady as I backed away from her.

      My legs felt numb and shaky, but I managed to move my bare feet across the floor, step after step. I was sure that I was in a mild state of shock, which was probably a good thing, because it kept me from collapsing into a screaming heap on the floor.

      She turned back to me with a frustrated sigh. “Do you still sense the emotions of others?”

      I felt my face shutting down. She was one of the few people I’d ever told about my secret. I’d been able to sense what others were feeling since I was a child. It had made foster living absolute hell.

      “Do you, Madeline?” she pressed.

      I shook my head. “Is that why you brought me here? I was just a kid, making stuff up.” Lies. All lies. Lies I’d learned to tell to survive. Psych evaluations are no fun.

      “You made nothing up,” she said matter of factly. “And that man’s death? It was your fault, just as you’ve always believed. Now come with me, and I might tell you what else I know about you.”

      I stared at her in shock, forcing painful memories away. A fresh tear dripped down my face, then another.

      “Come, Madeline,” she demanded. “I promise, we mean you no harm.”

      I wiped the tears from my eyes, and took a deep breath. For people that meant me no harm, they sure had a funny way of showing it. “Where are we going?”

      Sophie looked me up and down, a wry smile on her full lips. “You're covered in filth. We're going down the hall to the bathroom.”

      I stared at her a moment, looking for any sign that she might be lying. Not that it mattered. I glanced past her to the open door. She and I were about evenly matched physically, I could probably escape her . . .

      “Don’t,” she warned. “Try anything and I’ll have my brother carry you to the bathroom kicking and screaming.”

      I bit my lip. I could try to run now, or I could wait for a better opportunity. I didn’t want her, or her brother, touching me.

      Seeming to sense my defeat, she gestured toward the open doorway. “Run, and I will catch you.”

      Giving her a wide berth, I hurried toward the door, exiting into a long stone corridor. I glanced both ways, but saw nothing but gray stone one way, and a wooden door the other. Sophie walked past me, heading toward the door. Upon reaching it, I noticed that the hallway continued on to the right. So there was empty corridor behind me, and this new path. Two possible routes of escape.

      Sophie opened the door and gestured for me to walk in ahead of her.

      I obeyed. Against the far wall of the over-sized space was an ornate, claw-foot bathtub made of white porcelain, standing on tarnished brass feet. To my left were the sink and toilet.

      “Bathe,” Sophie ordered.

      “I don't-” I began, but she cut me off with a stern look that said I know you're unhappy, but you have to listen to me regardless. It was the same look she used to give me when I called her a liar.

      She finally offered me a hint of a smile. “I will keep my brother at bay, if that is your concern. I know you are considering the best time for you to run, but I assure you, it would not be a wise choice. You will not escape this place easily.”

      I crossed my arms, glanced at the tub, then back to her. I was not going to get in that tub. “I never knew you had a brother.”

      It wasn't actually strange for me to not know. Most caseworkers kept their lives private from the children they worked with. It just seemed weird to me that I'd never seen him, or heard any mention of him at all.

      “Well I do,” she replied. “Now please, stop stalling and bathe, and I'll be back to fetch you soon.”

      With that, she turned and left the bathroom, shutting the door gently behind her with a soft click. As soon as I recovered from the surprise of being left alone, I ran to the door and quickly twisted the lock. I did a frantic scan of the bathroom, but didn't find anything that could aid my escape.

      There was no shower, just the bathtub, a toilet, and a sink surrounded by a pale pink marble countertop. Another fire burned in a fireplace set in the wall behind the bathtub. The room, ceiling, and floor were all made of stone, with no modern ventilation that I could see. There was also no visible lighting, yet the room was somehow well-lit. I scanned the walls and ceiling, but couldn't tell where the light was coming from. Eventually, my panic took over. I collapsed to my knees and closed my eyes, willing the whole situation to be a dream. It had to be a dream. Vines didn't move on their own, people aged and didn't have fangs, and rooms couldn't be lit without light bulbs or candles.

      I sat like that for several minutes, but when I finally opened my eyes, I was still in the strange stone bathroom. I rose shakily to my feet and looked at the bathtub again. I briefly considered just doing what Sophie told me, but couldn't bring myself to do it. Not seeing any other options, I turned toward the door.

      I wasn't about to trust Sophie just because she'd been my social worker. In fact, it made me trust her even less. I had to get out of here, now.

      Knowing Sophie was likely waiting right outside the door, I grabbed a small basket of wrapped soaps from the counter beside the sink. It wasn’t much as far as weapons went, but if it could distract her long enough for me to run, I’d take it.

      Not giving myself time to consider the consequences of my actions, I balanced the basket in one hand, flipped the lock with the other, flung open the door, and chucked the soap basket at Sophie where she waited outside.

      I barely registered her shocked expression as I took a sharp left and fled. My bare feet pounded harshly against the hard stone, sending little jolts of pain up through my shins and into my knees. I didn’t look back to see if she was chasing me. The narrow, high-ceilinged hallway seemed to stretch on forever, with no discernible landmarks to tell me where I was or how far I'd gone. I ran past several closed doors and turned another corner.

      I had only taken a few more steps when I ran straight into someone who'd been walking down the hall in my direction. We'd both hit the corner at the same time, and had no time to react. I bounced off his chest and fell to the ground with a thud. The man wasn't even shaken by the impact. He looked down at me and let out a good-natured chuckle. He wore a hunter green tee-shirt and jeans that seemed out of place in our castle-like surroundings.

      The man leaned down to offer me a hand, causing his chin-length, golden brown hair to fall forward.

      I scuttled away from him, stumbling to my feet to run the other direction. I managed one step before he grabbed my arm and jerked me back to face him.

      He lifted a golden brow, his fingers digging painfully into my arm. “Are you lost?” He had a slight southern accent, but it was faint enough that I couldn't really tell which state it came from. He looked me up and down, lingering on the fact that my bottom half was only covered by underwear.

      My heart pounded in my ears. “Just looking for the front door,” I growled, swinging my free arm toward his face.

      He caught my fist effortlessly.

      I balked, not understanding how he’d moved so fast. I opened my mouth to beg him to let me go, but my words caught in my throat as I finally looked directly into his icy blue eyes, so pale they were almost white. The rest of his face was handsome enough: a strong nose, a jaw just wide enough to be masculine . . . yet those eyes. I'd seen eyes like that before, and they hadn't belonged to the living. A flash of memory shot through me like lightning, raising the tiny hairs on my entire body. I shook away the horrifying image of a young man's eyes just as his life had left him. It had been a long time ago, and there were more pressing matters to worry about.

      “Are you going to behave now?” he asked, his grips on my fist and arm unyielding.

      I nodded, unable to look away from his eerie eyes.

      Slowly, he released me. “Now let’s get you back to Sophie—”

      The moment my arms were out of his reach I dropped to the ground, narrowly avoiding him as he made another grab for me. Once I was down, I did the first thing I could think of and kicked him in the kneecap. The move would have worked better if I wasn't barefoot. As it was, all I got for my effort was a grunt of annoyance. Recovering, I tried to push away, but he grabbed me again. This time he lifted me like I weighed nothing and threw me over his shoulder.

      I was so shocked by how fast he’d moved I went limp for a moment, blinking at the back of his shirt and wondering how I’d gotten there, then I started screaming, pounding my fists on his back and kicking with my bare feet.

      Not seeming to mind, he carried me down the hall. “You’re lucky that I like it rough,” he laughed.

      I pulled up the back of his shirt and raked my nails across his back. The pain I caused echoed through me. Another little secret I’d kept as a child. If I caused others damage, I’d feel that too. He dropped me to the ground on my butt, knocking the wind from my lungs. He pulled me back up, this time pressing my back against his chest, forcing me to stumble forward. Still relearning how to breathe, I dragged my feet in vain, bruising them on the hard stone floor as we went back the way I'd come.

      We rounded a corner, and Sophie came into view. She stood near the bathroom looking regal in her red dress, tapping her foot impatiently. The basket of soaps was neatly arranged under her arm. She hadn’t even tried to chase me.

      She approached, then grabbed my arm with her free hand, taking me from the man without a word. Moving her hand to my back, she shoved me into the bathroom. This time when she shut the door, she stayed inside with me.

      “I told you not to attempt escape.” She braced herself against the door and let out a shaky breath, betraying her show of confidence.

      I leaned against the wall, my battered body screaming at me. “You can't really blame me for trying to escape,” I wheezed back at her.

      Seeming to regain her composure, she locked the door and walked over to the bathtub to start the water. I glanced at the locked door, then at Sophie's turned back, surprised that she was leaving me the opportunity to escape again.

      As if reading my thoughts, she glanced back at me. “Trust me when I tell you that you are much safer in here with me, than out there with James.”

      James. A third kidnapping accomplice. Scariest one so far. “Safe?” I questioned. I was feeling a lot of things, but safe wasn’t one of them.

      Sophie shrugged. “Relatively so. I will not hurt you unless you make me. James would very much like to hurt you.” She shivered and I wondered if James had very much liked hurting her too.

      I stood up straight and pushed my back firmly against the wall as she left the tub to walk toward me.

      “Please tell me why I'm here,” I pleaded one last time.

      She pinched the bridge of her nose like I was giving her a headache. “Please take a bath,” she countered. “It is not my place to answer your questions. You will simply have to wait on that.” She breezed past me, returning to her post by the door without another word.

      I looked over at the slowly filling bath. It had an old-fashioned, slender faucet that didn't let out a great deal of water at once, and the basin was filling painfully slow. Feeling awkward, but definitely not wanting to go back out in the hall with James, I undressed, wishing I'd just listened to Sophie the first time. At least that way I wouldn't have had her watching me while I bathed. I couldn't even remember the last time I'd been naked in front of anyone, and I really didn't like being that vulnerable in front of someone I was afraid of.

      Wrapping my arms around my chest, but having nothing to cover the rest of me with, I dipped a toe into the bath. I quickly withdrew the toe, then added more cold to the water flow so that I wouldn't end up scalding my skin off. Once the temperature was bearable, I took a step in, then slowly sat, hissing through my teeth as I adjusted to the heat.

      I watched the black soil swirl off my skin into the steamy water for a moment, then glanced at Sophie. Despite the circumstances, she still seemed like the same old Sophie. At one point, I’d even considered her a friend. “What did James do to you?” I asked.

      She didn't answer immediately, and I was left with several moments of silence to ponder my situation. I was pretty sure I was, in fact, in shock, because all I could think about was how strange it felt to be around Sophie again, in a tub of now-dirty water no less. I'd spent so much time talking to her in my youth that it almost felt natural, even though we were now meeting under far different circumstances.

      Eventually she snorted, the gesture somehow elegant, as she came out of her own private thoughts. I'd previously thought that snorting elegantly wasn't a thing, but that was exactly what Sophie did. She moved away from the door to perch on the closed toilet seat, folding her long legs underneath her in a position that didn't look at all comfortable.

      “James would never dare offer me violence,” she explained, “but I've seen what he likes to do to people.” She turned the full power of her dark stare onto me. “The things I've seen would make a nice girl like you want to cut out her own eyes, though it wouldn't stop the nightmares.”

      I leaned forward to shut off the faucet, then huddled in the hot water, wincing at the bruise forming on my tailbone. I had to admit the warmth felt good, even if taking a bath was the last thing I wanted to be doing. “I've seen plenty of things to give me nightmares.”

      She startled as if she'd fallen deep into thought. “I know,” she answered finally. “I know much more than you'd think. The world has not been kind to you.”

      I swallowed past a renewed sense of panic. She knew what had happened with my last foster family, but she couldn't know about Matthew. I'd met Matthew years later, and that event was for my nightmares alone. I flashed on his dead eyes again, eyes that had looked so much like James'. I'd done it to him. I wasn't sure how, but Matthew's death was my fault. Sophie had no way of knowing anything about that.

      She smiled at me like she knew exactly what I was thinking. I looked away quickly, suddenly more frightened than I'd been before, if that was even possible.

      I watched her out of the corner of my eye as she reached toward the basket she’d replaced beside the sink, retrieving a new bar of yellow soap, still in the wrapper. She took off the plastic and handed the soap to me. It looked handmade, and smelled like vanilla.

      “Wash,” she demanded. “Once you’re dressed, I’ll take you to learn why we brought you here.”

      I began to wash myself, wishing I could wash away more that just dirt. Matthew’s dead eyes were still at the forefront of my mind.

      The world would be a lovely place if we could wash away fear and bad memories, but it wasn't a lovely place. I'd seen the ugliness of the world long before I'd learned to live in fear of making it worse.
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      At one point during my bath, someone delivered some clothes for me. Sophie had only opened the door a crack, so I hadn't seen who it was. I’d ended up standing in the middle of the bathroom, dressed in a slim-fitting black dress that encased my legs down to the tops of my knees. Black boots covered my calves and left just a sliver of flesh to be seen below my kneecaps.

      The boots had much higher heels than I was used to. Okay, they were only three inches, but I never wore heels. I got my height early, and therefore have the tall-girl syndrome of not wanting to tower over everyone. In the boots I was 6'.

      I stole a glance at myself in the bathroom mirror as Sophie leaned against the door. In addition to the uncomfortable added height, the black made my normally deep olive coloring a little washed out. Back in the real world, I never wore black without a little bit of makeup. At that moment though, my coloring was on the bottom of my list of concerns. The woman standing by the door was somewhere near the top.

      “Are you done primping yet?” Sophie asked impatiently. Her earlier show of camaraderie must have been a fluke, as she had already reverted back to the steely bitch persona.

      I looked in the mirror again. My hair was only partially dry, and felt heavy and snarled. It was thick enough that it would be hours before it dried completely, and Sophie hadn't offered me a blow dryer.

      “Where are we going?” I asked yet again, even though I knew my efforts were futile.

      “I cannot tell you,” she sighed, leaning more heavily against the door.

      I looked back to the mirror. The dress was tight enough that it was a little hard to breathe. “Then tell me why I'm dressed like this. I feel like a lamb being led to slaughter.”

      Sophie crossed her arms and cocked her hip to the side. “The sooner you stop asking questions, the sooner you'll know the answers.”

      On that cryptic note, she opened the door and walked out, expecting me to follow her. Not wanting to risk another run-in with James, or with Alaric for that matter, I did as I was told. Sophie was the lesser evil, at least for now.

      She glided down the hallway ahead of me, moving gracefully like her brother. Though I was slightly taller than her with the heels, I felt like I had to take twice the number of steps to keep up. Our heels clicked on the stone floor as we headed in the opposite direction from where I'd run.

      We didn't have to go very far before the hallway expanded into a larger walkway, opening into what I could only think of as a throne room. There was no actual throne, but there was a dais against the far wall that was just begging for a gilded throne. We walked across the barren, open space and went through a doorway into a private room.

      My confusion increased. Seated in front of me was a small old man. His long gray hair draped across the loose, deep blue clothing he wore, and continued on to pool on the floor in a silvery mass. With his apparent age and hair color, it seemed like he should have a beard as well, like some sort of diminutive wizard, but his face was clean shaven.

      He sat at the head of a simple table made of heavy wood. There were enough seats for ten, but no one else kept him company. He turned his weighted gaze to Sophie, who still stood beside me.

      “Leave us,” he said simply.

      With a curt nod, Sophie did just as he asked. I turned to watch her go, nervous to be left alone with the man.

      “Face me, Madeline,” he said softly.

      I turned around slowly, somehow more nervous now than I had been since first waking up. Maybe the shock was finally wearing off, or maybe I was just losing my mind. Most likely it was the latter. Upon closer observation, I placed the man as slightly younger than I had originally thought, maybe late sixties instead of seventies. His face was dappled in only slight wrinkles that increased a bit around his pale gray eyes. His eyes seemed to radiate a knowing as he looked me up and down. I'd learned to read people pretty well in my younger years, and I instantly knew that this was a man that I would never try to fool.

      “Forgive us for capturing you so abruptly,” he began, lifting his eyes to meet my gaze. “I would have liked to leave you be, but I am afraid our need is simply too great.”

      I wiped my sweaty palms on my dress. I had the distinct feeling of insects crawling across my skin. “What need?” I managed to ask.

      What could this man possibly need from me? A million thoughts raced through my head, none of them rational. My intuition was begging me to get far away from him.

      “What do you know of the Vaettir?” he asked, his expression pleasant despite what my instincts were telling me.

      I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. “I don't know that term.” I answered cautiously. He'd pronounced it vay-tur, and it sounded slightly Swedish. “Should I?”

      He smiled patiently, making me feel like a child back in school. “Two more common terms for what we are would be Wiht or Wight.”

      “What do you mean we?” I asked. “Why am I here?”

      “I'm attempting to explain,” he replied sourly. “If you'll please answer my original question.”

      “I don't know anything about Wights,” I answered, but that wasn't entirely true. “Aren't they similar to zombies?” I asked, still not sure what mythological creatures had to do with anything. I shifted my weight from foot to foot, glancing around the room for possibly routes of escape. He hadn’t threatened me, but I had a feeling this man was the reason I’d been kidnapped. I needed to get away from him.

      Not seeming to sense my unease, he continued, “In more common renditions, I suppose. Those myths began in the 1800s. Corpses would reanimate, but most were actually Vaettir. But I assure you, the Vaettir are not undead. Quite the opposite, actually. We are beings of nature, Fae, for lack of a better word. We are more alive than any others who walk this earth. In ancient Norse culture, we were revered as patrons of the land, though in later years, a less favorable picture was painted. Hence, our solitude.”

      I laughed, a nervous bark of sound in the quiet room. The sound seemed to startle me much more than it did the old man. In fact, his face didn't change at all. He simply waited for me to speak.

      “Wait,” I said finally, “you're trying to tell me that you are this Vaettir thingy?”

      I was beginning to sweat profusely, and had the feeling if this conversation didn't end soon, I was going to start screaming.

      The old man nodded, quite serious. “As are you,” he replied simply.

      The rigid smile wilted from my face. “You're kidding,  right?”

      His face still didn't change.

      I didn't know much about Norse mythology, but I knew I wasn't part of it. “Why am I here? I don't know anything about zombies or anything else.” I laughed nervously. “Next thing you'll be telling me is that I'm some sort of long-lost fairy princess.”

      Finally the old man smiled wickedly, turning my stomach to ice. “No my dear, you are definitely not our long-lost princess. You're our executioner.”

      I started laughing again, and it sounded psychotic, even to me. I couldn't help it. The old man was obviously serious, but he was talking nonsense. Feeling weak in the knees, I sat in a chair several seats down from him. “You people are insane,” I breathed.

      He tilted his head to the side and smiled. “What do you know of your parents?”

      “That doesn't mean a thing,” I replied instantly, knowing that Sophie had probably filled him in on my history. I wouldn't let them prey on the fact that I had been a foster kid. Enough people had done that already. “Not every abandoned baby ends up being a wizard, or a fairy, or . . . something out of ancient myth,” I finished coldly.

      “No,” he chuckled. “But in your case . . . ”

      I stood, deciding that I'd rather take my chances with James or Alaric than sit around listening to crazy stories. The old man slammed his hand on the table, and my legs collapsed underneath me. I barely managed to aim my butt toward the chair to keep myself off the ground. I tried to stand again and didn't even make it halfway out of my seat before being forced back down.

      “I apologize,” he said serenely. “This was not how I hoped this meeting would go. This is a homecoming, not a kidnapping.”

      I looked around the room frantically for an explanation. My legs wouldn't work. This had to be some sort of trick. Maybe they'd drugged me.

      “What's happening?” I demanded, my breath catching in my throat.

      “If you would stop trying to stand,” he said with a condescending smile, “I would not have to force you to sit.”

      My eyes widened. He was claiming that he could make me sit . . . with what, his mind? Of course, I was sitting against my will with no other explanation to go on.

      “Who are you?” I asked, panting with exertion while I clutched at the edges of my chair.

      “My name is Estus,” he replied. “I am Doyen of this clan.”

      I gritted my teeth, unable to stave off the tears that began to flow down my face once again. “I don't know what that means.”

      A hint of impatience flickered in Estus' eyes, cracking the kind old man act, not that I'd believed it to begin with. “We should never have left you to the humans for so long,” he sighed.

      “So why did you?” I asked, unable to think of anything else to say. If you can't beat 'em, then you may as well play along.

      “A clan only needs one executioner,” he explained. “Any others born with the specific qualities of an executioner are exiled. It would be chaos otherwise.”

      Each crazy thing he said made my tears flow more quickly. This had nothing to do with my years in foster care. These people were completely insane.

      “Too many executioners over the centuries have ended up killing each other,” he went on, ignoring my tears. “If we continued to let them live together, we'd end up without any executioners at all, and that would be very, very bad. Now, if we send the extras out into the world, we may call them back when we are in need of a replacement.”

      I moved my tongue around in my mouth to try and get some saliva going, but it was no use. I swallowed around the lump in my throat. “And you're in need of a replacement now?” I panted, still straining to stand.

      “Precisely,” he answered, seeming relieved that I understood. “Our clan cannot function properly without you.”

      If these crazy people wanted me to be their executioner, that meant they were going to try keeping me with them. It also likely meant they were going to expect me to kill people. I could never do that. Someone would have to come looking for me eventually. They had to.

      I mean, people don't just disappear without the police being notified. Of course, it might take a while for them to get notified. I had no parents to report me missing, and no spouse. I had a few friends, but the scenario of them not hearing from me for a few weeks wasn't unheard of. Events in my past had led me to a life of near-solitude, keeping people at a distance for fear that history would repeat itself. My history was dark and sad, and not worth repeating.

      Normal people would have at least had a boss to miss them when they didn't show up for work, but I did freelance writing for a living, so there were no coworkers or bosses to report me missing. I had a landlord . . . but seeing as it was only the 8th of October, he wouldn't be expecting a rent check for a while. He probably wouldn't sound any alarm bells until his pockets were feeling empty. Being alone was hard, but I'd never thought that being antisocial would come back to bite me in such a major way.

      Estus gave me several minutes to digest everything. I still didn't believe anything he'd said, though the fact that I was quite literally glued to my seat definitely gave me pause. Regardless, it definitely wasn't the time to argue. I was better off going along with whatever Estus said until they left me alone again.

      “I can see that you are having some trouble believing what I say,” he stated finally.

      “No,” I lied quickly. “I understand.”

      Some of the smile slipped from Estus' face. “I will not tolerate lies, now tell me what happened with Matthew.”

      A searing feeling of cold shot through me at the name. My breath caught in my throat. “How do you know about that?” I croaked.

      Estus eyed me steadily. “Just because we left you on your own, does not mean that we let you go. Not entirely. Now tell me.”

      “No,” I replied. “That's private.”

      I gripped the edges of my chair until my hands ached as I tried to push away the memories. That specific story was one I never planned on sharing with anybody, let alone one of my kidnappers.

      “It was not your fault,” he consoled. “It is your nature.”

      I was beginning to shake as I held back more tears, but the memories weren't held back as easily. We'd been in a car accident. Several cars had been involved. Others had died, but we weren't overly hurt. Matthew's wrist was clearly broken, but that seemed to be the extent of it. Good Samaritans had helped us out of our car to wait on the side of the road for the paramedics.

      We were sitting in the grass, and it was killing me to see Matthew gritting his teeth against the pain. I'd always been highly affected by the pain of others to an extent that made me avoid hospitals like the plague. If I saw an injury on someone else, my mind made me feel like I had it too. Even strong emotions affected me. At one point I'd gone to therapy for it, but nothing helped.

      The old memory played out in my head like a movie. I reached out and smoothed my hand across Matthew's face, hoping to soothe him just a bit, and in effect soothe myself. He looked at me, suddenly not just in pain, but frightened. His fear made my heart hammer in my throat, but I continued holding my hand to his face, not sure of what had changed.

      I felt a rush of energy as it left him, that spark of life. I watched as it left his eyes. I was so shocked as he slumped over that I didn't even scream. Later I would try telling myself that he'd damaged something internally in the accident, but I knew it was a lie. I’d stared at him as the paramedics arrived and rushed over to us, and knew for a fact that there was nothing they could do.

      I still rode next to his dead body in the ambulance as they did their best to resuscitate him. I was later told that they couldn't find the exact cause of death. They wrote it off as a small brain hemorrhage, but I knew otherwise. Some tiny voice screamed in my mind that it was me. I'd killed Matthew.

      “You are probably starving,” Estus said sympathetically, watching the emotions play across my face. “Sophie will escort you to the kitchens. We will speak more when you are at full strength.”

      As if on cue, the door opened behind me, and Sophie re-entered the room. I turned wide eyes to Estus to see if I was allowed to stand.

      He smiled warmly, then lifted his hands, shooing me away.

      I took a deep breath and stood without any unseen force impeding me. I turned and numbly followed Sophie's slim form without another word to Estus. I felt shaky on my feet, but I kept walking. That's all we can ever really do.

      We went back through the throne room and down another narrow hallway. Sophie looked back several times, but didn't say anything.

      Eventually I stopped walking, feeling like I might throw up. “That man—” I began.

      She stopped, then turned to face me. “Estus,” she corrected.

      “Did you tell him about me?” I asked. “Is he like, a mental patient?”

      Sophie's eyes widened. “Do not ever let anyone hear you say such a thing,” she hissed. “Estus is Doyen. All here obey him.”

      The urge to vomit increased. I felt like I was motion sick, but it was probably just another symptom of shock. “You're not really a social worker, are you?”

      She shrugged. “I like to think I was pretty good at it.”

      I just stared at her, at a loss for words.

      “Chin up,” she said with a sudden smile.

      She turned and began walking forward again, and I quickly followed, resigning myself to whatever fate might befall me. The queasiness dissipated as we walked, only to be replaced by an icy, shaky feeling that wasn't much of an improvement.

      I attempted to distract myself by taking in my surroundings, and noticed with a start that I had not seen one single window in any of the thick, stone walls. The entire place was illuminated just like the bathroom, with no visible source of light. It didn't make any sense.

      I trotted to catch up to Sophie and walk beside her. “Where does the light come from?”

      She gave me another sympathetic look, then explained, “The Salr provides its own light.”

      “The sah-what?” I asked, not knowing the term.

      “Salr, Sah-lur,” she sounded out for me. “It is where we live.”

      “I don't understand,” I replied. “How can a place provide its own light without any windows?”

      Sophie stopped walking again and put a hand on her hip. “Estus explained to you what we are, yes?”

      My pulse picked up again at the mention of Estus. What he’d done in that room . . .  “Kind of,” I answered. “But—”

      “You still don't believe him,” she finished for me. She suddenly gripped me by my shoulders and looked straight into my eyes. “Watch,” she instructed.

      Not sure what I was supposed to see, I looked into her eyes. As I watched, her dark irises flashed to golden, with large flecks of green. Her pupils narrowed until they looked like cat eyes. I tried to jerk away, but her hands held me iron-tight. A moment later, her eyes returned to normal.

      “What the hell was that?” I whispered, utterly still in her unyielding grip.

      She abruptly let go of my shoulders and started walking again. “My brother and I are Bastet,” she explained, as if it made all the sense in the world.

      I knew that Bastet was the cat-headed Egyptian goddess of warfare, but I didn't think Sophie was claiming to be a goddess.

      “That man, Estus, said that you're Vaettir,” I said, feeling extremely silly for discussing it so seriously. “Like zombies,” I added.

      Sophie smirked at me as we walked. “We are Vaettir, but we are not zombies. Sometimes the Vaettir reanimate after death.”

      “Uhh,” I began, “you know that's basically the definition of zombies?”

      Sophie grunted in frustration. “Perhaps, but we are not the zombies portrayed in all of those silly movies. We sometimes reanimate because a piece of our soul is left in our bodies. It gives the bodies life, but the person who inhabited that shell is gone.”

      I bit my lip, thinking about my reply, then tried to not sound condescending as I said, “That's still pretty much the definition of zombies.”

      Sophie huffed in annoyance, but didn't try to convince me further. If zombies actually existed, that would be it for me. I would lose my mind and run screaming into the dark, never to return.

      We passed through a large dining area and into a kitchen the size of what a large restaurant would have. Monstrous pots brimming with boiling liquids sat on the industrial sized stove, filling the room with savory smells. Sophie retrieved a large bowl and began filling it with what looked like beef stew.

      “I don't eat meat,” I said quickly.

      She stopped ladling and dumped the stew back into the pot. “Of course you don't,” she said with a touch of sarcasm. “Because a vegetarian executioner totally makes sense.”

      “I'm not an executioner,” I said nervously. “You've all made a mistake.”

      “Whatever you say,” she replied. She picked up a knife and began hacking away at a large loaf of bread that had been sitting out on the counter. “Cheese?” she asked.

      I nodded my head. “Yes, cheese is fine, just no meat.”

      “Not ever?” she asked as if she didn't quite believe me.

      I shook my head.

      She snorted. “Well that's irritating.”

      Setting down the knife, she ventured to the far side of the kitchen, opened a large, walk-in refrigerator, and disappeared inside, eventually emerging with an armful of produce. She returned to the cooking area and placed a tomato, an avocado, some lettuce, and a package of alfalfa sprouts on a cutting board. She began chopping haphazardly while I looked at the rest of the kitchen.

      Large, gas station style coffee pots took up a counter to my left, and in front of me along the far wall was bar style seating, along with a few small tables and chairs set out of the way.

      Within a few minutes, I was seated at the shiny counter built into the far wall with a veggie and cheese sandwich placed in front of me. Sophie had left out mayo and mustard, but the sight of her wielding the large kitchen knife had prompted me to keep my mouth shut.

      My stomach was groaning painfully, arguing with my mind for not wanting to eat. When my stomach won out, I picked up the sandwich and prepared to take a bite.

      “How is our little executioner doing?” Someone whispered right beside my ear, though no one had been there a moment before.

      I jumped and dropped my sandwich back to its plate. It fell apart, looking pathetic and unappetizing. I turned to find Alaric staring at me from just a few inches away.

      My pulse quickened as he reached out his hand, then swept my hair away from my face to reveal my neck, turning my initial annoyance into anxiety. “You know, there's no meat on your sandwich?” he asked, looking at my neck instead of my face.

      I scooted my stool a few inches away from him. He didn't seem offended. In fact, he pulled another stool up close and sat with his knee touching mine. I was glad that he'd at least found a shirt somewhere as he leaned against me.

      Sophie cleared her throat behind us. She sat near the door, drinking a cup of coffee. I would have loved some coffee, but I didn't really want to ask her for anything else. I already had the feeling that she hadn't appreciated having to make a sandwich for me.

      Seeing my longing gaze, Alaric rose from his seat and walked past his sister to pour two more cups from the coffee maker's spout. He returned and placed one cup beside me, then sat in his original position.

      Leaning away from him, I sipped the coffee, feeling instantly more stable as the warm liquid poured down my throat, thawing the icy pit that had formed in my insides. Alaric sipped on his own coffee as he watched me.

      I glanced at him, feeling increasingly awkward. “Do you have to do that?”

      “Do what?” he replied as he picked up a piece of my hair to play with.

      “Be creepy,” I answered, gathering up my sandwich once again. I leaned as far away as I could without falling off my chair.

      He laughed and dropped my hair, but didn't scoot away. He watched me take the first bite of my sandwich like he'd memorize every movement.

      “You know,” he said. “A lot of women don't like being watched while they eat.”

      I washed the first bite down with a sip of coffee. Without any condiments on the hard bread, the sandwich was a little dry. At least the coffee was good. Definitely not the cheap stuff.

      “I don't care if you watch me,” I replied. “Just don't touch me.”

      “Well you two are obviously getting along,” Sophie quipped, “so I'll just let Alaric show you back to your room.”

      I turned. “No!” I blurted. “Please don’t leave me,” I glanced at Alaric, then reluctantly added, “with him.”

      She smirked. “He’s only teasing you, Madeline. He’s not going to eat you.”

      I opened my mouth to argue further, but she simply turned her back and left the kitchen. I had to snap my gaping jaw shut as I turned back to Alaric.

      “Eat your sandwich,” he said good-naturedly, obviously not upset with the current arrangement. That made one of us.

      I took another bite of the dry sandwich and had even more trouble swallowing than before. It had seemed like a good idea to eat, if only to gather my strength, but now each bite was beginning to feel like heavy lead in my stomach. I put the sandwich down on the plate, suddenly disgusted with it.

      “Black isn't your color,” Alaric commented. “I tried to pick your clothes, but I was over-ruled.”

      “Who picked them?” I asked, feeling uncomfortable that he cared what I wore.

      “Sophie,” he replied. “She chose them before you arrived. I take it you will be staying with us?”

      I pushed my sandwich plate away. Yeah, definitely done. “Like I have a choice,” I answered bitterly.

      Alaric laughed as he spun down off of his stool in one liquid motion. “I suppose not.”

      I suddenly felt the tears welling up again. I didn't know why they chose to hit just then, a delayed reaction I guess. I looked down at my uneaten sandwich and cried, because I didn't know what else to do.
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      Alaric had waited while I cried. He didn't try to comfort me, and I was grateful. It would have been just a little too strange having one of my captors showing that type of compassion.

      My tears had left me numb and thoroughly without an appetite. I left the sandwich on the counter so Alaric could walk me back to my room. He reached my door first and held it open for me, the picture of a perfect gentleman. Yeah right. I turned and looked at him once I was inside, wondering if he was going to leave me alone in the room. He didn't.

      “I'm tired,” I said, hoping to appeal to his sense of mercy.

      “I know you've been through a lot-” he began.

      “That's a vast understatement,” I interrupted.

      “And I know you probably don't have warm, fuzzy feelings toward any of us right now,” he went on.

      “Keep going,” I sighed weakly, feeling unsteady on my feet. “You're on a roll.”

      He laughed. “Your ability to be sarcastic under the direst of circumstances is quite impressive.”

      “Would you rather I screamed and begged for my life?” I questioned.

      “It might be interesting,” he replied. “Though your life is in no danger.”

      I left him and walked further into the room to sit on the foot of the ornate bed, smoothing the thick comforter with my hands. “You don't have to die in order to lose your life,” I said quietly.

      He raised an eyebrow as he left the doorway and slunk toward me. “And your life was so great before?”

      I glared at him. “It was nothing special, but at least I had a choice in what I did.”

      “And you chose to shut yourself up in your little house,” he said softly. “No, I don't think we took you away from very much at all.”

      “How long were you people watching me?” I hissed. “I'm beginning to think that this wasn't just some random kidnapping.”

      “You know this wasn't a random kidnapping, Madeline,” he replied. “Just as deep down, you know what you are.”

      “My name is Madeline Ville, and I'm a human being,” I answered sarcastically.

      Alaric kneeled in front of me, putting us at eye level. It was an oddly intimate position, but he hadn't left me room to stand, so it was either scoot back onto the bed and give him room to follow, or stay where I was. I stayed.

      “Sophie told me what happened with your foster family,” he admitted. “I helped cover the incident up. It must have been difficult for you to deal with at such a young age.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “That's not possible. That’s—” I paused, not sure what to say.

      The last family I'd been placed with had been a couple in their late thirties, Ray and Nadine. They both suffered from alcohol issues, and used the foster system as an easy paycheck. It hadn't been terrible, not compared to some of the other places I'd been.

      I was seventeen at the time, and they let me do what I wanted as long as I didn't rat them out for not being real parents. I was content to stay there until I was eighteen and finished with high school.

      It was all fine, until one night they came home completely hammered. Nadine passed out, and Ray turned his attentions to me. I tried to fend him off, and things got violent. He ended up falling on the corner of the kitchen table, neck first. It sliced him open, then he hit the ground. There was a lot of blood and I panicked. I could admit to myself that I didn't care about his well being, but I knew if anything serious happened I'd be blamed for it. Plus, I could feel his neck wound on my own neck. It wasn't as bad as some of the other pain I'd felt, but it was still unpleasant. I'd put my hands on his neck and tried to stop the blood flow. His eyes turned up to me, frozen in terror, then suddenly, he was dead.

      I had thought his death was caused by blood-loss at the time, and had dismissed the strange rush of energy I felt when he passed as adrenaline. Then Matthew died, and I had to admit that neither death had been normal. They were both my fault.

      The night Ray died I'd called the police, and ended up in Sophie's office as the sun began to rise the next morning. I'd frantically pleaded with her to not let the cops take me, that it had all been an accident. She'd told me not to worry, that it was all taken care of. There would be no questions. I would simply wait for my eighteenth birthday in a women’s shelter, rather than with another foster family.

      “The police saw him,” I said out loud, returning to the present. “There was no way it could be covered up. I should have at least been questioned.”

      “You don't need to worry about that anymore,” Alaric assured.

      I curled my legs up underneath me and huddled in on myself. “What really happened?” I asked in a strained voice. I didn’t want to believe any of this was real, but if there was even the slightest chance I could learn the truth . . .  “Why did Ray die? I've been over that memory so many times. He hadn't lost enough blood. He was conscious and cursing at me as I tried to stop the blood flow.”

      Alaric placed his hand on my shoulder. “It is your gift, Madeline.”

      I pulled away, shaking my head over and over. “I don't understand.”

      He stayed kneeling in front of me, but didn’t try to touch me again. “You have the power to release the lives of those who are suffering.”

      “I don't believe you,” I said petulantly, though part of me did.

      I'd stayed up far too many nights wondering what had happened with Ray and Matthew to not have considered that there was something different about me.

      Alaric sighed. “You'll see in time.”

      “And what do you have to do with any of this?” I asked suddenly. “I still don't understand why I'm here.”

      “You'll understand soon enough,” he explained seriously. “I promise I'll do what I can to help.”

      I laughed, but it turned into more of a hiccup because of my tears. “You know, I preferred you when you were flirtatious,” I said, suddenly embarrassed by my breakdown.

      He wiggled his eyebrows at me. “As my lady commands.”

      I smiled, then quickly wiped it away. A girl shouldn't smile at her kidnapper, even when he was trying to cheer her up.

      “I'm tired,” I said again.

      He nodded. “I wouldn't go wandering,” he advised. “Many things less pleasant than my sister wander these halls.”

      With that ominous advice ringing in the air, he stood and left the room, shutting the door gently behind him. I leaned down and took off the high-heeled boots. Apparently I'd just been dressed up to meet with Estus. He was their leader, in some way, so I supposed he merited proper attire.

      I paced around the room, feeling sick and dizzy, and none too happy to be left with only the form-fitting dress to wear. There were a few dressers in the room that matched the bed, and as a last ditch effort I started going through them. Many of the drawers were empty, but eventually I came to two drawers filled with clothes. I found some silky red pajama pants with a matching shirt, but passed them over. I didn't actually want to go to sleep. I couldn't go to sleep. I had to find a way out.

      I searched through the clothes a little bit more and came out with a pair of black jeans and an indigo blue tee-shirt. The jeans fit me like a glove. My imprisonment had obviously been well-planned. Gre-at.

      I dressed quickly, nervous that someone would come calling while I was naked. I felt slightly better in normal clothing, more like myself. There was even a pair of black running shoes underneath the dresser. It was as if they actually wanted me to run. I was happy to oblige.

      When I could find nothing else of use in the room, I sat on the bed to wait. Hopefully everyone would go to sleep and I could search for an exit unhindered. I wasn't sure how anyone could even tell that it was night-time without windows, but I felt tired enough for it to be night. That meant that it had already been a full day since I'd been taken.

      I tried to just wait on the bed, but I was too nervous to sit still. Instead, I began examining the room, even though there wasn't much to it. Wood had been added to the fire before I was re-delivered to the space. The flames crackled happily as they gave off their warmth, contrasting drastically with my mood.

      I stood by the fire for a while, because it beat sitting on the bed. Eventually I went through the dressers again, even though I knew I'd find the same things, and looked underneath the bed as well. There was nothing under the bed, not even dust bunnies.

      Finally I'd had enough, and went for the door. I reached for the knob and hesitated, then placed my ear against the door to listen. I couldn't hear anything on the other side, but the wood of the door was so thick that it didn't mean much. I took a deep breath and grabbed the knob, opening the door before I could think better of it. I let out my breath when it was revealed that no one was waiting on the other side.

      With a steadying hand against the wall, I tip-toed out into the hallway, almost wishing I would have gone with bare feet rather than running shoes. I crept down the hall, cringing at the little tip-taps of my steps on the stone.

      The lighting in the halls was more dim than it had been earlier, but still enough to see by, luckily. Not sure where to go, I finally decided to go back down the hallway where I'd had my encounter with James. I did not want another meeting with him, but it seemed the most likely place for an exit. From what I'd seen of the opposite direction, the other halls led deeper into the compound.

      I glanced over my shoulder every few seconds, wanting to run, but afraid of the noise my feet would make. I was mid-step when I heard a low-throated growl that raised the hairs on my arms. I turned around in what felt like slow motion to see a dog the size of a grizzly bear creeping up behind me. It must have come out of one of the rooms, else I would have noticed it approaching.

      I stood perfectly still as the beast took a slow step toward me, scraping its long nails across the stone floor. I swallowed the lump in my suddenly dry throat. Maybe it wasn't a dog. It had a face similar to that of a Rottweiler, but with an elongated snout. Something about its stance was wrong as well. I took a slow step back, realizing its neck was far too long, and what I could see of its tail was too thick. It had the body of a bear, the head of a dog, and the neck and stance of a giant lizard. Dark brown fur flowed over its face and body, blending the aspects of the different animals seamlessly.

      The thing cocked back its head and sniffed the air, then let out another low growl. It shifted from paw to paw, preparing to pounce. Knowing that I would have no chance if it jumped on me, I turned and ran.

      I was no longer concerned about my footfalls as I rounded a corner in the hallway, my heart thudding in my chest. I grabbed the knob of the first door that I saw, praying to whatever I should be praying to that it wasn't locked.

      The door came open and I practically fell inside. I felt the air shift behind me as the creature went barreling by. I slammed the door shut and slid the deadbolt into place, not waiting to see if the creature came back. I was suddenly very glad that all of the doors in the place seemed to be made of heavy, sturdy wood, though it was a little strange to have a deadbolt on an interior door.

      I turned to look at the room I was now trapped in as I tried to regain my breath. The room was made of stone, of course, but something dark stained the walls and floor. I couldn't tell what the substance was, as the room barely had enough light to see by, but I could tell it had been a thin liquid, spattering the walls lightly, then pooling in large puddles on the floor. I waited by the door for a moment, listening for the return of the creature, but heard nothing.

      My shoulders relaxing, I walked toward the nearest wall and touched the stains, smoothing my fingertips across the stone. My fingers came away with something thick and sticky. Older, dry stains were spread underneath the more recent ones, flowing in patterns like water. I stepped away from the wall, rubbing my fingers on my jeans as I went. I still hadn’t heard a peep from the other side of the door. The creature wasn’t trying to come in after me.

      My sneakered feet stuck to the floor as I explored the dimly-lit room a little further. Large cages with thick steel bars came into view as I approached the far wall. The refuse inside of the cages hinted to the fact that they had once been occupied, but they were all empty now. I wondered if the cages were for other beasts like the one I'd seen. The room stank of rot and a strange burnt smell.

      A scratching at the door caught my attention. My heart leapt into my throat at the thought that the creature had realized where I was, but then I noticed that the scratching was coming from somewhere beside the door, not outside of it.

      I crept toward the sound, barely able to hear the scratching over the thudding of my heart. There was something small moving around where the floor met the wall, but there wasn't enough light to quite make out what it was.

      I crouched down and reached out a hand to try and coax the thing into the dim light. It worked. Too fast to follow, the thing lunged for me. It was only the size of a very large rat, but it flew into my chest with such force that it knocked me to the ground.

      The moist stickiness of the floor seeped into my clothing. I half sat up, frantically trying to grab at the thing that was now scratching its way up my torso. I wrapped my hands around it, but the creature was wet and slippery. It slipped right through my fingers and went for my throat, pinning me back to the ground. It wrapped tightly around my neck.

      My breath wheezed in and out shallowly as I pried at the thing's fingers. Fingers? It felt like a hand around my throat. Flashes of fear and rage pulsed in my mind, just like the other emotions I could sense from people. I saw blurry scenes that I knew had nothing to do with my own memories, they were somehow coming from the creature. The scenes faded as my vision began to go black from lack of oxygen. I forced away my panic, focusing on removing the thing at my throat. I felt a small rush of energy and the thing suddenly went limp. I threw it off me and pushed myself backwards across the floor.

      My vision came back in stages as I caught my breath. I could see the dark shape of the thing a few feet away, but it didn't move. I got to my feet and ran forward as steadily as I could manage in my panicked state, then stomped the creature with my heel as soon as I reached it. I jumped on it until I heard bones crunch. Sure that it was now dead, I leaned down to examine it again. It was a hand.

      The hand was now bruised and misshapen from my stomping, but that wasn't the worst of its injuries. Right above the wrist bone, the hand had been severed from its owner. Bone gleamed in the dim light as blood continued to gush forth. There shouldn't have been that much blood in just a hand, but the thing was covered in it. That was why it had been so difficult to keep a hold of.

      Yet, none of those things had been what killed it. I had killed it, just like I did Matthew. I knew it with a sickening surety. I had felt the same rush of energy when Matthew died. I had somehow stolen whatever life force had animated it.

      I pushed myself away from the hand, just before I lost what little dinner I'd eaten. My vomit and tears fell to commingle with the substance on the floor that I now realized was blood. The whole room was covered in congealed blood.

      I quickly got to my feet and tried to wipe my hands off on my jeans, but the blood was too sticky and I couldn't get it all off. I stumbled back toward the door, ready to take my chances with the creature in the hall if it meant I could just get out of that room. How had the hand even moved to begin with?

      I glanced back at the hand in question, half-expecting it to have disappeared, but it was still just lying there. My own hands were shaking so badly that it took me several tries to undo the lock. When I finally managed to open the door, I had to jump back because someone was in the doorway. I ended up slipping and falling hard on my tailbone.

      Alaric's hair fell forward over his shoulders as he looked down at me. “I thought you might try to run again. I figured I'd make sure you didn't get eaten.”

      “Great job,” I replied shakily, on the verge of hysteria.

      He crouched down and picked me up effortlessly into the cradle of his arms. He stood and carried me out of the room of horrors without a word, and I let him.

      “You need another bath,” he commented once we were walking down the hall.

      “W-what was that room?” I stammered. I wrapped my arms around his neck to feel more secure. In that moment, I didn’t care that he was one of my captors as long as he got me the hell away from that room. “There was a hand,” I added.

      He chuckled. “Sometimes parts get left behind. They can be a little cross about what happened to their bodies.”

      For a moment I thought I might vomit again, but I managed to hold it in. “And what happened to their bodies?” I asked weakly.

      “Did Estus tell you why you were brought back to us?” he asked rather than answering my question.

      “He said you needed a new executioner,” I answered breathlessly, as if it were a normal thing to say.

      Alaric stopped to hoist me up and get a more firm grip around me. “You just met the hand of our last executioner.”

      “You killed him!” I exclaimed, trying to wriggle out of his grip.

      “Not me personally,” he replied holding on and not letting me drop. “Though I would have. He was a traitor.”

      The struggling was getting me nowhere, so I stopped. “What did he do?”

      Alaric looked down at me with a cold expression. “He was a traitor, and we cannot afford traitors in times like these.”

      “Times like these?” I prompted.

      “My dear executioner,” he replied. “We are at war.”

      My next question froze on my tongue as I considered the complexities of what he was saying. Who would want to go to war with people that dismembered their victims, and let enormous, furry lizard beasts run loose in their halls? More Vaettir? Were there other places like the one we were in, with more crazy freaks populating them? I began to feel dizzy again.

      “What was that creature?” I asked suddenly, remembering why I’d run into the bloody room to begin with. “It was like a dog, but not a dog. Kind of like a lizard.”

      “Ah,” Alaric observed, “you must mean Stella. She’s James’ . . . pet. A lindworm, one of the few left.”

      Alaric let me down to my feet as we walked into the bathroom. He gave me a scrutinizing look. “I assume you can get back to your room from here?”

      I looked at him as he prepared to leave me while visions of lizard dogs and bloody hands danced in my head. “Please stay,” I said before I could think it through.

      He looked surprised, then smiled. “You mean, stay?” he drew out the word as if it meant more than just staying.

      My eyes widened. “Oh no,” I corrected. “It's just. What if there are more body parts wandering around?”

      “You handled that hand all on your own—” he began.

      “Please,” I interrupted.

      He shrugged and entered the bathroom fully so he could shut the door behind him, then went to sit on the closed toilet seat.

      “You have blood on your clothes,” I observed, suddenly feeling uncomfortable.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “You have much more on yours.”

      I looked down. He was right. The sticky, congealed blood had soaked into the back of my jeans, and there were smears of it all over my shirt.

      I knew I should ask him to leave, but I could feel bruises forming on my throat from the hand. I’d nearly died in there. “Close your eyes please,” I said, making up my mind. I was more than ready to get out of the soiled clothing.

      “And what if I said no?” he asked with his eyes still wide open.

      “Then I would take my chances with the severed body parts,” I answered bluntly, refusing to show him just how rattled I was.

      He laughed at me, but still obeyed and closed his eyes. I peeled the soiled clothing off and hopped quickly into the tub. Instead of just filling it right away, I ran the water and splashed off any of the blood that was on my skin so I wouldn't have to soak in it. The pinkish water running toward the drain would have almost been pretty if I didn't know that it was from a man who had been brutally murdered. When I was clean enough, I plugged the drain to trap the hot water.

      I glanced at Alaric, his eyes still closed. Really, the tub was tall enough to hide anything I’d want hidden unless he stood up and looked down, but I still felt uncomfortable.

      “Can I open them yet?” he asked in a tone that implied that I was being very silly.

      “Yes,” I answered. “But keep your gaze forward please.” If modesty was silly, then baby, call me the queen of slap-stick.

      “You know it would be much more efficient if I could just hop in there with you,” he joked. “At this rate I'll never get to bed.”

      “I'll be out soon enough,” I grumbled.

      The water had filled enough for me to start scrubbing myself with the vanilla soap. As I washed I realized I had blood in my hair too. I scootched forward enough to lean back and dunk my hair into the water. When I came back up, the water was pink. I quickly turned off the faucet and unplugged the drain.

      “I was only kidding,” he said.

      “I need to refill the water,” I explained, turning to look at him. “Hey, avert your eyes!”

      He looked away with a laugh. “Why do you need to refill the water?” he asked, obviously trying to distract me.

      “There was blood in it,” I answered.

      He laughed again. “It will be interesting to see how you adapt among the Vaettir.”

      “Why?” I asked. “Do you enjoy bathing in the blood of thine enemies?”

      “Something like that,” he answered soberly.

      “You can't keep me here forever,” I added.

      He turned to look at me, but he seemed so serious that I just hunched down to cover my breasts rather than telling him to look away.

      “It would have happened again,” he said cryptically. “The taking of life is your gift.”

      “The taking of life is not a gift,” I snapped, once again thinking of Matthew.

      “Not always,” he replied, finally averting his eyes. “Nor is it always a curse.”

      I shook my head. It was a curse. There was no way around it. I plugged the drain and renewed the water flow, then slipped down into the tub, fully prepared to sulk. It would have happened again, he'd said. I couldn't bear what had happened with Matthew happening with someone else.

      “Tell me about this war,” I said, needing to change the subject.

      He sighed. “We are just one clan of many. We fight for power, land, age-old vendettas . . . ” he trailed off. “Aislin, the Doyen of a clan predominantly residing in Scandinavia, and Estus have been at war for years. As far as I can tell, they’re both searching for something.”

      I turned my shocked expression toward him, but he was still looking away. “You mean you’re fighting a war without knowing what you’re actually fighting for?”

      He smirked at me, then quickly turned away. “You believe the wars of humans to be any different? I am simply trying to live my life in relative safety. I do as my Doyen bades, because that is the way it has always been.”

      I washed my hair and scrubbed my skin nearly raw in silence. These people were absolutely nuts.

      “You have lovely skin,” he commented, pulling me out of my thoughts. “You should probably try not to scrub it all off.”

      “Stop looking!” I exclaimed as I sunk down into the tub to ensure everything was covered.

      “I can't protect you from severed hands if I can't see you,” he argued, laughter in his voice.

      I smiled in spite of myself. He was being a lech, but he was also trying to cheer me up again. I had to appreciate the latter, at least a little.

      “If you died,” I began, then cringed when I realized how inappropriate the statement sounded.

      Alaric turned wide eyes to me. “Do you have plans that I'm not aware of?”

      I glared and removed one of my hands from my chest to gesture for him to look away. “If you died,” I began again, “would you reanimate just like that hand?”

      Alaric kept his eyes firmly forward, for once. “As would you.”

      I gasped. I hadn't thought about that. Part of me believed that Alaric actually would reanimate. I could no longer argue with all of the evidence laid before me, especially when one of the pieces of evidence had just tried to kill me. Yes, I mostly believed that Alaric and the others weren't exactly human, but me? I still couldn't wrap my mind around that.

      “What if I had died last week? Would my corpse have walked right out of the morgue?”

      Alaric laughed. “We had more than one reason for keeping an eye on you. If you had died, your body would have been brought here.”

      I somehow didn't find that comforting. “What if I had died in a plane crash, and my body ended up at the bottom of the ocean. What then?”

      Alaric glanced at me in surprise, then looked away quickly. “Then I suppose we'd hear of sightings of zombie mermaids in the news.”

      He'd meant it as a joke, but the idea of my corpse walking around after I was dead gave me goosebumps. I shook my head, then dunked my hair in the water again, trying to get warm. I stayed that way for a while, but couldn't seem to wash away the cold, because it wasn't that kind of cold.

      When I was finished, Alaric handed me two towels, one for my hair and one for my body. It was oddly considerate. Then again, with the length of his hair he probably had to use two towels too.

      He turned his back so I could step out of the tub and dry off. It only dawned on me as I finished drying myself that I didn't have any clean clothes to change into. At a loss, I wrapped the towel I'd used on my body tightly around me, then tapped Alaric on the shoulder.

      Now, when someone turns around to see you, you usually expect them to take a step back to make room. Alaric turned around without the step back, and was suddenly very close to me. His pants brushed against the bottom edge of my towel, moving the fabric ever so slightly. Luckily the smaller amount of blood he'd gotten on him was already dry and didn't transfer to the clean towel.

      I slowly moved my eyes upward, feeling nervous and perhaps a little bit of something else. Alaric looked down at me with a knowing smile, eliciting goosebumps up and down my arms once again. I eyed him warily, feeling small and vulnerable, but he didn't move out of my way.

      “If my gift is death, like you say,” I began carefully, “then shouldn't you be afraid of me?”

      “You would bring a swift death to a human,” he replied. “But I would only fear you if I were severely weakened.” He smoothed a hand down my bare arm.

      “You're really going to kidnap me, then hit on me?” I asked, pulling away from his touch.

      He smiled, not in the least bit offended. “I am simply letting you know your options. The choice remains yours.”

      “So I have the choice of whether or not I sleep with you, but not the choice of leaving this place?” I asked, now with a hint of anger in my tone.

      Alaric raised his hands in an I give up gesture. “That second choice is not mine to give. I would not offer you a lie.”

      A subtle throbbing was beginning to grow between my eyes. I pinched the bridge of my nose to ease the pain.

      “I'm very tired,” I said, hoping to end the conversation.

      This time when I was left in my room, I really would sleep. I felt unsteady on my feet just standing there. Alaric nodded and led me out of the bathroom and back down the hallway toward the room I'd been given.

      He stayed in the doorway of my bedroom, forcing me to squeeze by him in order to go inside. I half-expected him to follow me in, but he remained in the threshold. After a moment he stepped back to close the door for me, though he left it open long enough for him to peek his head back inside and leave a standing offer for him to be my “snuggle buddy”.

      I refused his offer. I needed a snuggle buddy like I needed hepatitis.
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      I fell asleep almost instantly, and if I dreamed, I didn't remember. I woke up confused as to where I was, until the memories of the previous day came flooding back.

      Had all of that occurred in just one day? I thought about my little house, and the fact that no one would have yet noticed that I was missing from it. No one knew that I hadn't spent the last two nights safely tucked into my bed.

      I was still sitting in bed dazed and confused when Sophie flung the door open without a knock. She glared down at me still snuggled in bed, annoyance clear on her face.

      “Get dressed,” she ordered. “Breakfast first, then you have a job to do.”

      The job they had brought me here for was the position of executioner. Did they want me to kill someone?

      “I, um, I don't feel well,” I stammered. “I should probably just stay in bed today.” I had to get the hell out of this place.

      Ignoring me, Sophie walked to the nearby dresser and started pawing through the drawers.

      I watched her in apprehension, dressed in flannel pajamas I’d found underneath the red silky ones.

      Straightening her back, she threw a pair of blue jeans and an olive colored tank top at me. Next came a clean bra, underwear, and a pair of socks that nearly hit me in the head. Once she was finished flinging fabric, she stood at the foot of my bed with her arms crossed.

      “Well?” she prompted.

      I rolled out of bed and got dressed quickly, not wanting her to throw something more substantial than socks at me.

      When I was finished she looked me up and down, then said, “You know where the bathroom is. You'll find a toothbrush and whatever else you might need. I'll be waiting in the kitchen.”

      With that, she was gone, leaving me to fret over just what the “job” might be by myself. I peeked out into the hall to verify that the coast was clear, then hurried into the bathroom where I promptly locked the door behind me.

      I debated my options. Escaping at night hadn’t worked out too well for me, nor had running blind with no idea where I was going. I’d be better off going along with things until I could figure out where the exit was.

      My decision made, I scanned the expansive countertop until my eyes landed on the basket where Sophie had retrieved the soap the night before. In it was a toothbrush still in its packaging, a brand new tube of toothpaste, lotion, and deodorant. I was in a B&B from hell.

      I brushed my teeth and put on deodorant, then stared in the mirror. Deep bags had formed under my eyes, marring my skin. I felt vaguely unreal, like I wasn’t truly there. I didn’t want to leave the bathroom, to face Sophie and the others, but eventually I had to admit to myself that I couldn't just stay in there forever. I needed to plan my escape.

      I sighed, knowing I needed to be honest with myself. I was grudgingly beginning to not just think about escape, but of learning everything these people might know about me. The Vaettir had verified what I had always somehow known about Matthew. That experience had kept me chaste and alone for fear of it ever happening with someone else. Maybe there was some way to control when it happened. If I could control it, I would be free to live an actual life. That was, of course, if I could not only learn control, but then escape my captors in one piece. The latter was seeming less and less likely.

      Finally, I took a deep breath and went out into the hall, heading straight for the kitchen, memorizing every turn in the hall, and every shut doorway. Did more of the Vaettir live behind the doors? Or were there just more bloody rooms with dismembered body parts . . .

      I picked up my pace, soon entering the kitchen. Sophie was waiting as promised, but so were Alaric and James. Sophie and Alaric were both dressed in all black again. It would have almost been cliché if it didn't look so good on their tall frames. They were also both sipping on coffee, while James had tea. I couldn't tell what kind it was, but the little green leaflet hanging from the string hinted at herbal tea first thing in the morning. I liked him less and less.

      I moved to stand by Sophie, who handed me a mug of already poured coffee. The division between the coffee drinkers and the non was highly apparent.

      I eyed James nervously and he eyed me right back, sipping his tea with a secretive smile. The smile made me more uncomfortable than a thousand angry glares ever could. His golden hair was still damp enough from his shower to leave small dark stains around the collar of his charcoal gray shirt. The dark color of the shirt made the icy color of his eyes even more pronounced.

      I suddenly felt nervous enough to throw up, and had to take a sip of coffee to keep it down. As the liquid was sliding down my throat I considered the possibility it was drugged since I hadn’t seen it being poured. I choked on it, lowering the mug as hot coffee sloshed over my fingers.

      James smiled a little wider.

      A woman I hadn't met yet came walking into the kitchen. She was shorter than me, around 5'4”, and had dark hair cropped closely to her head. She turned large, honey colored eyes to me, gave me a look of dismissal, then turned her eyes to James.

      “Estus wants her now,” she announced, as if I was no longer even there.

      James winked at me. “Looks like breakfast will have to wait.”

      I simply stared at him in response. I wouldn't have been able to keep any food down regardless. I looked to Sophie to lead the way, but she only shrugged apologetically at me and nodded toward James.

      When I still didn't move, James took hold of my arm and pulled me forward. I managed to set the coffee mug back by the industrial-sized pots before more of it could spill, though I was still craving more of it despite my fears.

      Alaric watched us quietly as I was pulled away, having not said a word since I’d arrived. He seemed somewhat . . . sad?

      I turned away as I was pulled out into the hall. The nameless, short-haired woman went ahead of James and I, then disappeared around the next turn. I looked over my shoulder for one final glance at Alaric and Sophie, but they had turned to speak quietly to each other, and didn't see me.

      Turning forward, I tugged my arm out of James’ grip and continued walking on my own. He gestured each time we were to turn down a new hall, and I went along willingly, wanting to avoid being hoisted over his shoulder again. Judging by the path we took, I began to suspect that we were going to the room where I'd been attacked by the hand. Call it intuition, but I had a feeling that was a room James frequented. My feeling of dread increased as we approached the door, but we ended up going past it and into the room immediately after it.

      This new room was cleaner than the one I'd visited, but just barely. This room also had a full man, and not just a hand. The man hung limply from a set of manacles hammered into the wall. His chest was bare except for a decoration of deep cuts and bruises across his tanned skin. Blood had soaked into his blue jeans, staining the fabric.

      I glanced to the side and jumped, realizing the short-haired woman was standing against the wall, just inside the door.

      I turned my shocked gaze back to the manacled man as he looked up from under sweat-matted hair. At first the look was distant as if he didn’t truly see us, then his eyes focused on me.

      “No,” he breathed, his gaze filled with horror. He struggled against his manacles, clanking the chains against the stone wall. As his head thrashed back and forth, I realized he was missing an ear. All that was left in its place was a bloody hole.

      “No,” he pleaded more firmly, his gaze now aimed toward the other side of the room. “Please. I told you I had no choice.”

      It was only then that I noticed Estus standing in the corner, looking dispassionately at the man. He was still in the loose, blue outfit he’d worn during our meeting. The clothing made him look like some sort of monk, but the tortured man begging him for his life kind of ruined the picture.

      I began backing out of the room, but James grabbed my arm and held it, tight enough to bruise. The short-haired woman stood silently on my other side. She didn't speak, but it was obvious by her expression that she wasn't enjoying the show any more than I was.

      “Please,” the man pleaded, looking at me now. “Please don't do this.”

      I looked away from the fear in the man's eyes. The fact that I was the source of that fear, and not the people who had tortured him, hurt my heart, even though I couldn’t quite understand it. I could feel what had been done to him just as I could often feel the wounds of others, and I could taste his fear like cloying perfume on the back of my tongue.

      James dragged me forward, and the fear and pain increased. By the time I stood directly in front of the man, his emotions were almost unbearable. In addition to his fear, I felt sadness and loss. He loved someone, and now knew that he would never see her again. I closed my eyes and shook my head over and over, trying to diffuse the emotions before they overcame me.

      “What is she doing?” the short-haired woman asked. “Why isn't she finishing this?”

      “It will come with time,” Estus explained. “Her nature will take over. This is what she was born for.”

      I heard someone saying, “No, no, no,” over and over again, and realized that it was me. His pain was too much. Something within me ached to release it, just like I’d done with Matthew. I wanted to reach out to him.

      The man sobbed, and I could feel his defeat.

      I forced my eyes open, the rest of my body frozen in fear.

      “Just do it!” the man broke down and shouted, flinging spittle in my face.

      His pain was palpable. I thought that if I could reach out and touch it, I could ease that pain. I wanted to reach out and touch it. It pulsed in front of me. I had taken several steps toward him without even realizing it. I began to reach out a hand. No. If I touched him, he would die.

      James pushed me forward so that the man's face was only inches from mine. The man could have tried to kick me or head-butt me, but he didn't. I felt his bitterness. He had given up.

      “Please,” the man whispered right against my face. “Please just let it be over before my body gives out. I know I'm not getting out of here alive, and I don't want to be stuck in a corpse like all the others.”

      “Stuck in a corpse?” I questioned distantly.

      “If we kill him and you do not release him,” Estus said from across the room. “A part of his spirit will remain in his body, forever.”

      It was just like what Sophie had said, but the gravity of it only hit me just then. His body wouldn’t just be animated like a zombie. Part of his soul would be trapped for eternity. What would happen to the rest of his soul if it was missing a part? I felt sick. I wasn't even sure if I believed in souls.

      I met the tortured man’s pained gaze. His eyes were a light brown with flecks of green in them. He obviously believed what Estus said. His eyes pleaded with me to act.

      I reached a trembling hand toward him, cradling his face. I knew what to do even though it had never been taught to me. Images flashed through my mind of a woman, and I almost pulled away. I felt his love for her, and his sorrow in knowing he would never see her again. I did my best to take that sorrow away. I held the man's gaze as the light faded from his eyes. His energy soaked into me in a warm rush as it left him.

      “Thank you,” he whispered with his last breath.

      I lowered my hand, then turned back to the room, awestricken. I noticed a figure in the doorway. Alaric stood framed in the light of the brighter hallway, watching me calmly.

      He offered me a solemn smile and said, “Not always a gift, but not always a curse either.”

      I wanted to run out of the room, but seemed incapable of moving my feet. I had just killed a man, and didn't even know what his crime had been. I had felt his emotions to the very end.

      “What did he do?” I asked to no one in particular.

      “He fought for the wrong side,” Estus answered apathetically.

      I glared at him, anger bubbling up inside of me. I felt giddy with the man's residual energy, and I could still taste his bitterness on the back of my tongue. It spurred my rage on. His memories clung to me, chastising me for what I'd done, even though he'd asked me to do it.

      I walked toward Estus, pointing an accusatory finger. “You took him away from someone who loved him!” The dead man's loss felt like my own. I thought of the woman who'd survived him, and how I’d felt when Matthew died. “What did she do to deserve this?”

      Estus held his ground and stared back at me, daring me to act.

      “How could you possibly know that?” James asked from behind me.

      I spun on him. “I felt it!” I cried. “I saw her. She was the last thing he thought of. His greatest concern was the idea of never seeing her again.”

      “Interesting,” Estus commented. “An empath and an executioner. I do not envy you, my child.”

      I turned back to the old man. I said very slowly, emphasizing each word, “I will not be doing that again.”

      “This is war, Madeline,” he replied. “We all do what we must.”

      “What war?” I spat gesturing back to the corpse on the wall. “I don't see any battles happening! All I see is torture.”

      Tears were running steadily down my face, and I couldn't seem to stop them. The man's last emotion was just too much for me to digest. The images of the one he loved were already fading from my mind, but the emotion was as fresh as ever.

      “Not all war is battle and bloodshed,” Estus replied, finally letting a hint of his own emotion show through. “And I will not let my people be slaughtered because of one squeamish executioner.”

      “What do I even have to do with it!” I shouted. “I’m not part of this!” I knew I was bordering on hysteria, but I just couldn't stop myself.

      Estus walked forward. “Without an executioner,” he said very carefully. “We do not truly die. Would you leave us all to that fate?”

      “This can't be my responsibility alone,” I sobbed. “There must be another way.”

      Estus sneered, making me wonder if the kindly old man act had ever even existed. “We could have chopped that man up and put him in ten different boxes, and still some part of him would have lived. He would no longer have thought or spoken, but the life force would have remained.”

      A horrifying realization dawned on me. “Is that what you did to the last executioner?” I asked. “Is the rest of him still alive in a box somewhere.”

      “It is a fate befitting his crimes,” James said from beside me. I hadn't noticed how close he was standing to me until just then.

      I took a step away from him. “Take me to him,” I demanded.

      Estus smiled. “So, you would kill another?”

      “You owe me for this,” I gestured wildly to the dead man. “Now take me to him.”

      Estus simply nodded and walked toward the door. I followed him, but everyone else stayed put. Alaric stepped out of the doorway as we walked by to give us space. I followed Estus out into the hall, then into the room where I'd found the hand.

      “I see you have already met with part of him,” Estus commented as he kicked the dead hand aside.

      He walked to the wall with the cages and felt across the stones. A brush of his fingertips revealed a handle I hadn't seen before. Estus gripped the handle and pulled, causing the stone to come out of the wall like a drawer.

      I didn't want to look into the drawer. I knew it would be something horrific and bloody, but I also knew that the life, or soul, or whatever you wanted to call it, was still trapped inside this man's dismembered corpse. It wasn't right.

      Estus stepped away from the drawer to make room for me. Before I could think better of it, I walked forward, avoiding blood puddles as I went, and looked down into the box. Inside was a human heart. It didn't beat, yet blood seeped steadily out of the severed ventricles. The box wasn't sealed at the edges, and the blood dripped through the cracks onto the floor. I felt rage and betrayal radiating from the heart, and somehow knew that it could sense my presence.

      “The heart is the key,” Estus informed me. “Release the heart and the soul is free.”

      Not thinking about what I was doing, I reached down and stroked a finger across the heart. I should have been horrified, but I was more intrigued by the heart than anything else. The muscle that composed the thing felt thick and alive. I willed the life out of the heart, but nothing happened.

      “It's not working,” I whispered to myself.

      “Do what you did in the other room,” Estus advised as if I'd been talking to him. “Do not will the life away. Take its pain.”

      Feeling like I was in a trance, I reached out again and felt the soul's hatred and pain. Yet the emotion that outweighed everything was betrayal. If this man was a traitor, it was not by choice. He was killed by the ones he considered kin. I took a shaky breath. This time, instead of willing the life away, I focused on taking the heart's pain, and taking away the feeling of betrayal.

      The heart gave a final shudder, then collapsed in on itself. More blood leaked out as the heart deflated and then was still.

      Estus shut the drawer and dismissed me with a wave of his hand like he was tired. After a mostly sleepless night and no food, I should have been exhausted, yet I was filled with energy. Electric currents ran through me to collect in my fingertips, which felt heavy like they were filled with too much blood.

      I left the macabre room to find Alaric waiting for me in the hall. He looked at my expression carefully, attempting to judge my mood.

      I did my best not to cry, but something must have shown in my face, because he wrapped me tightly in his arms. I didn't know him well enough to receive that sort of comfort from him, but I didn't know where else I was going to get it, so I returned the hug. A sob racked my entire body, releasing some of the emotions I'd absorbed from the dead man and the executioner's heart. I clenched my eyes shut, and did my best to slow my breathing. We stayed that way until I had gathered myself, then Alaric gave me a final squeeze and pulled away.

      “Let's get you some breakfast,” he said softly.

      I shook my head. “I don't think I could eat. I feel . . . strange.”

      Alaric placed his hand gently at the base of my spine and guided me forward. “Let us at least distance ourselves from these rooms.”

      I could tell by the tone of his voice that he was just as appalled by the torture rooms as I was. I felt oddly relieved at the sentiment.

      We had only traveled a few steps when a screeching roar sounded in the hallway, grabbing both mine and Alaric's attention. I turned wide eyes up to him for an explanation.

      “Get back to your room and lock the door,” he ordered.

      “Wha—” I began to ask, but he had already left me to run down the hall.

      Estus, James, and the short-haired woman all ran by before I could even move. They all disappeared around the next bend, and suddenly I was alone.

      I glanced around. It was the perfect opportunity to search for an exit, yet something kept my feet glued in place. I was horrified by what had happened to the man in the torture room, but I was even more horrified by my part in it. I had killed him, and part of me, just a tiny dark part, had liked it. Could I really return to the normal world without learning more about my terrifying gift? Without learning how to stop it?

      I stood frozen in the hallway until I heard the sounds of distant fighting as the others reached whatever the original sound had been. My mind snapping into the present, I started to run in the opposite direction that they had gone, but stopped beside the room where I'd taken the life of the first man.

      His body was still hanging against the wall, limp and lifeless. How could I return to my safe little house, when I could accidentally take someone's life with a touch, just like I'd done to the poor man hanging on the wall?

      I wrapped my arms tightly around my stomach, feeling ill. The people down here were monsters, but maybe, just maybe, I was a monster too.
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      I stood outside the torture room, questioning my own sanity. These people had just made me kill a man. I couldn’t stay, not even to gain knowledge of my curse. With the sound of fighting in the distance, I turned and ran the other direction. I had nearly reached the end of the hall when I heard a blood-curdling scream. Goosebumps erupted across my arms. My feet slowed. Somehow I knew the scream had come from Sophie. Even through the stone walls and space between us, I could sense her pain. Sophie, who had helped me through my childhood, and who I was pretty sure was still trying to help me. Well shit.

      I turned and ran the other way. I kept going toward the sound of fighting, cursing my choice even as I made it. I had no idea how I might be able to help, but I couldn't just think about myself and ignore what was happening. I knew deep down that Sophie was a good person. When I’d been in foster care, she was someone I’d actually almost considered a friend. She’d made me feel safe in a world of chaos and pain.

      I went around several bends in the hallway and came to the room that I thought of as the throne room, already slick with blood and littered with corpses. I skidded to a halt, then ducked out of view, clutching at my stomach as the pain in the room hit me. Leaning against the wall, I resisted the urge to vomit, instead taking deep breaths to distance myself from the violence. Mixed emotions sang through me—fear, pain, bloodlust . . . I shivered, forcing them to the back of my mind. I’d come to find Sophie.

      Releasing my stomach, I gripped the wall and peered around the corner. The intruders, at least I guessed they were the intruders as I watched James slash a throat with a long knife, were dressed in ornate leather armor. The pieces of armor reminded me of insect carapaces, and didn't fit at all with the modern day attire everyone else wore.

      The dog/lizard creature I’d encountered in the hall the previous night darted across the room to crash into one of the intruders, and suddenly the shrieking roar made sense. The creature must have been the one to find them. I assumed the intruders were other Vaettir, though everyone in the room appeared human.

      I stared in utter shock, unable to move. I corrected my original thought that the attackers looked human. Only half of the violence was done with weapons. The other half was done with what I could only refer to as magic. A woman swiped her hand in front of a man's face, and his skin erupted with blood like he'd just been sliced by invisible claws. One of the male intruders pushed another man to the ground and climbed on top of him, pinning down his arms. The man struggled to free himself, but slowly his body iced over until he could no longer fight. I looked away from the frozen man as his icy pain shot through me. Corpses fell quickly, painting those who still fought with their blood.

      Finally, my gaze fell upon someone lying in a heap in the far corner. Sophie. I couldn’t tell if she was breathing. I leaned a little more into the hall, then realized my folly. One of the intruders quickly spotted me, then started in my direction. His movements reminded me of a snake as he wove through the chaos with his eyes focused solely on me. As he got closer, a long, serpent-like tongue flicked out of his thin lips. I froze in place as the man drew near. I glanced around for help while backing toward the hall, but everyone else was engaged in the fighting.

      My mind screamed at me to run, yet fear held my limbs rigid. I could hardly even breathe. The intruder came to stand in front of me, but only remained there for a moment. In the blink of an eye a black shape barreled into him and sent him flying back into the thick of the fighting.

      I didn’t take the time to see who had saved me, and instead hurried to hide in one of the nearby rooms. I should have closed the door, locked it, and piled every piece of furniture in front of it, but I couldn't make myself do it. I still needed to reach Sophie.

      I peeked back out into the fighting, which had suddenly all but halted as the last of the intruders were put down. The furry lizard tore into the stomach of one of the dead, splitting the armor like the delicate petals of a flower. The creature found the intruder's spinal cord and tore a chunk of it free. Its dog-like mouth munched happily, flinging dribbles of blood down its face.

      I forced my gaze away and found Alaric, crouched over the now-dead snake-man. Blood and thicker bits ran down Alaric's face and onto his chest. As I watched, he spat a thick glob of flesh onto the ground. He'd bitten the man's throat out. Alaric looked over at me with eyes that had turned entirely feline, and I was horrified to see the teeth to match.

      He turned away from me, assessing the dead and injured. James still lived, though his arm hung limply at his side, and Estus seemed completely unharmed. Sophie was still lying in the corner.

      I stepped out into the room, feeling almost as if I was floating. I didn't feel anything else, and wondered vaguely if I was going into shock again. Alaric cast one final glance at me with a face that had returned to normal, then hurried to his sister's side.

      I started to step around a body, then made the mistake of looking down. It was the short-haired woman that had led James and I to the torture room, now lying completely still. The side of her head was a bloody mess, the skull damaged. Though she was dead, the pain of the blow hit me like an icepick, doubling me over.

      Without a thought I reached down and smoothed a hand across her face, releasing her life force. I was instantly horrified that I'd done so without thinking. What if she could have been healed? If these people could maintain their lives when they were chopped up in little boxes, maybe her head would have healed.

      I withdrew my trembling hand and straightened, then noticed Alaric seated against the wall, rocking his sister back and forth like a child. Her body hung limp and unresponsive in his arms.

      James came to stand beside me, though his gaze was all for Alaric and Sophie. “You need to release the dead,” he instructed. “Do it now.”

      “But what if they can heal?” I asked, unable to take my eyes off Alaric and Sophie.

      “They will not heal,” he said darkly. “Once we are dead, we do not come back, but we do not fully die either. It is our curse.” His voice shook as he said it, surprising me.

      I closed my eyes. There was so much pain in the room that it was almost unbearable. The dead man nearest to me was the one that the lizard creature had half-eaten. As I looked at him, the pain in my stomach made me ill. It was only a small fraction of what he’d felt. My feet swayed beneath me, and I fell to the ground, curling up to shut out the pain. My cheek was in a pool of blood and I didn't care. I just wanted the pain to go away.

      I forced my hand out toward the man and took his pain. As soon as he was truly dead, my own pain eased, but there was still plenty more to go around. I forced myself to my feet. If I released them, the pain would go away.

      I went around the room and took the lives of the fallen one by one. Each life that I took seemed to stick to me, leaving a little bit of itself behind. As I went, the collective pain lessened each time, just as the remnants of life force remaining with me grew.

      Finally, all that was left was Sophie. I could tell that her throat had been cut without even looking at her, since it was the only physical pain left that was strong enough to ring though me. The wound was not nearly as brutal as some of the others, but her pain hurt my heart more than anything else.

      I could feel Alaric's pain too, like a heavy weight on my soul, mourning the loss of his sister. The others left living felt pain, but nothing like what was coursing through Alaric's veins at that moment.

      I came to stand before him, and he looked up at me with human eyes, his tears streaming down to mingle with the blood staining his mouth. I crouched across from him and looked down at Sophie. Her blood was beginning to congeal in her loose, black hair. She looked pale and very dead.

      I reached my hand out slowly, looking at Alaric rather than Sophie. His loss was almost unbearable. I touched her shoulder, meaning to soothe her pain, but instead tried to soothe his.

      I focused on taking that sense of loss away while I stroked my hand down Sophie’s arm. I felt the clinging remnants of the lives I'd taken leave me while I touched her. At first they slowly dripped off like water, then they leapt from me in a mighty torrent. I looked down, surprised at the sensation, to find that Sophie's eyes had opened. She took a deep, rasping breath and sat up in her brother's lap. The wound in her throat was gone.

      Alaric looked stunned for a second, then laughed, hugging his sister to him. Pushing his arms away, she scooted out of his lap, seeming rather cranky, so he turned to me instead. Before I could react he pulled me against him and kissed me. I could taste the blood and salty tears on his mouth, but underneath that I could taste him. I was too shocked and overwhelmed to pull away.

      After a few seconds I managed to gather my wits about me and pushed my hands against his chest. I fell back from my crouch, landing on my butt. I took a shuddering breath, then looked into Alaric's eyes, sparkling with joy. He laughed, and I found myself laughing with him, or maybe I was crying, but there was still a smile on my face. We laughed together, covered in blood, and surrounded by corpses, and I knew with a surety that my life would never be the same again. Maybe I didn’t want it to be.

      No one said a word as Alaric helped me to my feet, then guided me around the carnage. Those who watched looked at me with wide eyes, like they didn't quite know what I was. Alaric continued to smile, paying them no heed.

      I met Estus' gaze just before we left the room, and he gave me a small nod of recognition. I didn't like the nod. I wanted as little of Estus' attention as possible, and I had a feeling that I'd just gained his undivided interest.

      I shivered as we walked out of sight. “Why do I get the feeling that I did something highly out of the ordinary?” I whispered, my voice sounding distant to my own ears.

      Alaric raised an eyebrow at me. “Should we not be amazed that you just brought my sister back to life?”

      Hearing him say it out loud made things seem all too real. I was just coming to terms with the idea that I could kill with a touch, but people killed things all the time. Bringing someone back to life was a little more difficult to digest.

      “I mean, can't you all do things like that?” I asked, knowing it sounded dumb.

      “No, Madeline,” he said softly as we neared my room. “I've never even seen an executioner perform such a feat.”

      “Maybe it was just a fluke?” I suggested. “Like some sort of miracle?”

      “Miracles don't happen in our world,” he stated as the smile finally slipped from his face.

      I shook my head and looked down at the ground. “They don't happen in my world either.”

      We reached my room and kept walking, though since I really didn't want to be left in my room alone, I didn't question it.

      “Why didn't you run?” he asked suddenly as we took another turn in the hall. He still huddled close to me, as if he was afraid I might run now.

      “What?” I asked, startled because my mind had began to wander.

      “Why didn't you run when we were attacked?” he clarified. “We were all distracted. You'd think it would have been the perfect opportunity to escape.”

      I shrugged, feeling suddenly uncomfortable, and maybe a little embarrassed. “I thought about it.”

      “But?” he prompted when I didn't elaborate further.

      I sighed. “I don't know how I can go back, knowing what I know now. Knowing that I could kill someone with a touch. If there's some way to control it . . . ” I trailed off.

      “You would regret not staying to find out,” he finished for me, “because if you could control it, you could have a normal life.”

      I nodded as we stopped beside a closed door that looked like all the others. Alaric opened it to reveal a bedroom more modern than mine. The bed was simple, with a deep blue bedspread and several fluffy pillows. The rest of the room was taken up by a large dresser, a desk, and a bookshelf, the contents of which had overflowed onto the floor.

      As we walked inside, I crouched down and picked up one of the books, but it was in a different language. I put the book back down quickly as I noticed the blood on my hands. It was probably on my face as well. I felt sick and dizzy enough that I had to sit on the edge of the bed before I lost my feet. Alaric shut and locked the door, then came to sit beside me.

      “Is this your room?” I asked numbly.

      “I figured you might want some space,” he explained. “If I had put you in your own room, you would have been bombarded with visitors and questions soon enough.”

      I took a shaky breath. “Good thinking, but don’t even think about trying anything now that we’re alone.”

      I scooted back on the bed and pulled my knees up to my chest, my thoughts a jumbled mess. I was beginning to question everything I knew, and everything I thought I was. Alaric sat beside me, watching me quietly and not complaining that I was getting blood on his bed.

      I met his eyes as the gears slowly clicked in my mind. I was no longer a part of my old world, and I wasn't sure I really ever had been. I knew with a surety that I was going to remain among the Vaettir long enough to learn more about my gifts.

      “I won’t kill anyone,” I stated. “If someone is already dead, I will—” I hesitated, “release them, but that’s it. I won’t release someone’s life while they’re still alive.”

      Alaric nodded. “I will state your terms to Estus,” he hesitated. “And Madeline?”

      I blinked up at him, still shocked I was actually considering staying.

      “Stay away from James.”

      I tilted my head. “Why?”

      He reached out a hand as if to touch me, then stopped, letting it fall to his lap. “You may be our clan’s new executioner, but James is the questioner.”

      I didn’t have to ask what that meant. I’d seen that man’s battered and burned body.

      I let out a shaky breath, then nodded. I would learn what I needed to learn, and find an escape route in the process for when I was ready to leave. While I was there, I would grant the Vaettir their final deaths. Anything to be able to live a normal life again, eventually.

      Did that make me a monster, or did it just make me practical? Who knew.
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      “It's time,” Alaric announced, way too chipper first thing in the morning. He was dressed in gray sweats and no shirt. I would have felt more comfortable if he was wearing a shirt, but I suspected if I said anything, he would only tease me. His long black hair was tied back in a low ponytail, making his dark eyes stand out.

      “I don't think this is a good idea,” I began.

      I had been waiting in my room, already dressed in my own workout attire of black yoga pants and a matching sports bra, but now my nerves were kicking in. The previous day’s events had left me reeling, and now Alaric wanted to teach me to fight. If there was another battle, I wouldn’t be utterly defenseless.

      “Of course it is,” he replied happily. He took my hand and pulled me up off the bed.

      We hesitated for a moment as he held my hand, and I almost thought that he might kiss me again, but then he simply led me out of the room. I trailed behind him with a nervous flutter in my heart, which I instinctively squashed. Alaric was part of a dark world that I didn’t belong in, not really. Once I learned to control my gifts . . .

      My thoughts lingered on our kiss. The sight of him spitting out the gob of flesh that had once been a man's windpipe was a bit unsettling. More unsettling still, was the fact that I had almost enjoyed the bloody kiss afterward.

      James came into view down the hall, clearly waiting for us. I found the golden-haired, handsome man way more unsettling than anything else put together, and that was really saying something.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, sincerely hoping that he wasn't planning on joining us.

      James laughed. “Like I would miss the little mouse receiving her first lesson in combat.”

      “Just be careful that she doesn't turn her training on you,” Alaric commented. “You might have all of the torture techniques, but Maddy has the follow through.”

      James looked down at me smugly. “I'm okay with follow through. Be sure you save some of it for this evening.”

      My heart stuttered to a stop. “This evening?”

      “We have another traitor in our midst,” he said ominously.

      My stomach lurched at the news. Part of me had been hoping the man I’d killed had been a fluke, and that perhaps I wouldn’t be needed again unless we were attacked. Even if the body was actually dead before I arrived, the final pain and emotions lingered. I’d felt every excruciating moment of the last man’s death. His pleading eyes haunted me more deeply than anything I’d seen during the battle.

      James watched as the emotions played across my face, then seemingly satisfied, turned and walked away. Alaric glared after him.

      I tapped his shoulder, but he kept glaring, deep in thought. I could feel the edges of his anger dancing across my skin like tiny flames.

      Remembering his warning from the previous night, I muttered, “I’m sensing some sort of rivalry there.”

      Alaric still didn't look at me. “No rivalry,” he corrected, “just moderate hatred. I told you what he does.”

      I nodded as we began walking again. “Yes, but how can hatred be moderate? Hatred is the extreme.”

      He finally glanced over at me, his expression unreadable. “That's not true. There are many different types of hatred. I doubt you've felt most of them.”

      I stopped walking and put my hands on my hips. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      Alaric turned to me, still looking angry, then his expression softened. “I meant it in a good way. You don't seem to be the grudge-holding type. Hatred gets you nowhere, but even knowing that, it's difficult to avoid.”

      “That’s not true,” I growled. “I’ve felt plenty of hatred in my life.”

      He shook his head. “You’re an empath, Madeline. While I can’t begin to understand how that feels, I know you can sense the deeper emotions of others. How can you hate, when at least a part of you can understand where everyone else is coming from?”

      I frowned, annoyed that he was right. I hated, sure, but I also understood. I couldn’t hate blindly. I was yet to meet someone purely evil, purely deserving of hate. Evil usually sprang from long-hidden pain.

      “Well I can at least hold a grudge,” I grumbled. “I’m still angry about being kidnapped. That’s a grudge.”

      “Yes,” he replied, “but you're also still here. You could have tried to flee when we were attacked, but you came back to help instead. You're angry and confused, but you don't hate us. You don't even hate Sophie, and that's . . . uncommon.”

      “I appreciate Sophie,” I admitted. “She doesn't try to tell me pleasant lies. She never has.”

      Alaric looked surprised. “And I do?”

      I started walking again. “I'm not sure yet, but you do pretend like nothing is wrong when your people are in the middle of a war.”

      “Our people,” he corrected, catching up to me.

      Our people. I still hadn't quite processed the fact that I was one of the Vaettir myself. To sound monumentally cliché, I'd always known I was different, but I never would have guessed I was a member of an ancient race populated with people and creatures that were quite literally the stuff of fairytales. Being a little empathic was one thing. Living in a magical domicile with people that killed each other for being traitors was quite another.

      “Our people,” I agreed slowly, “but you've distracted me. Why do you hate James? It can’t just be his . . . occupation. I’m sensing something else.”

      “It doesn't matter,” he replied. He stopped next to a door and held it open for me, gesturing for me to walk inside. “Just as long as you don't trust him.”

      “Well I don't really trust anyone here.” I flicked my gaze up to him. “No offense.”

      A hurt look passed across Alaric's face, but he didn't comment. I considered telling him that I trusted him, maybe just a little, but it would have been a lie. I might not be a very hateful person, but I'm also not stupid. At least not stupid enough to trust someone that had participated in my kidnapping and subsequent imprisonment. He might have been nice and protective since then, and he may have cheered me up when no one else could, but it didn't cancel out the original act.

      I walked through the doorway ahead of him to take in the room beyond. I had hoped that my combat lessons would take place outside, but I was apparently out of luck. The room we entered was large enough to be a banquet hall, and boasted numerous racks of weaponry, but not the open blue sky I'd been craving. Humans needed sunlight. The lack of it was depressing, and  a bit maddening. Maybe that was the real reason the Vaettir were killing each other.

      I walked around and perused the weapon racks, wondering if I’d be able to sneak one out of there. The floor of the room was covered in thick exercise mats that squished beneath my feet. It was a nice change from the hard stone floors of the rest of the compound.

      “Isn't there an outdoor area to practice in?” I asked hopefully.

      Alaric retrieved a blade the length of his forearm from one of the racks. “No part of the Salr is outside,” he explained, moving the weapon from hand to hand, testing its weight.

      “Well can't we just walk out the front door?” I asked.

      Alaric laughed. “Have you seen any front doors since you've been here?”

      “Well no—” I began.

      “The Salr isn't fully aligned with the human world,” he explained. “Do you remember how you got here?”

      “I was kidnapped,” I said hotly. “I told you already, I haven't forgotten that.”

      He had the grace to look abashed. “What I'm trying to say is that we have no front door,” he explained, giving his weapon an experimental swing. “The Salr is a protective enclosure. A place cannot be a sanctuary if people can just walk right through the front door.”

      Watching the sharp edge of the blade, I took a step back. “But those Vaettir that attacked us found a way in.”

      He sighed. “They found the way that you came through. It has since been sealed.”

      Sealed? Did that mean there was no way out at all? “Are you telling me I never get to go outside again?” I gasped.

      “You will,” he answered. “When it's safe.”

      My shoulders relaxed, just a bit. “Do you get to go outside?” I pressed.

      He spun the blade around in his hand like he knew what he was doing. “I'm beginning to think that you're just trying to distract me from giving you your lesson.” He walked toward me with the blade.

      My heart thudded in my chest. “Last question, I promise,” I blurted.

      “Yes Madeline, I get to go outside.” He swung the blade at me. I was so shocked that I almost didn't move, but at the last moment instinct kicked in and I dropped to the ground to avoid the blade's razor sharp edge.

      I looked up at him wide-eyed. “You could have killed me!”

      He tsked at me as he spun the blade casually in one hand. “I was only testing your reflexes. I wouldn't have hit you.”

      I believed him, because if he’d wanted to hit me, I’d be dead, reflexes or no, but I wasn't about to stand so he could swing at me again. “I don't think it's fair for me to have to spar with someone that outweighs me by at least fifty pounds, especially when that someone has a blade and I don't.”

      “Would you rather learn from Sophie?” he asked, swinging the blade aside to offer me a hand up.

      I thought of Alaric's hot-tempered sister teaching me to fight. The size was the only less intimidating thing about her. If I had to choose, I'd say I'd end up with many more bruises if Sophie were my teacher.

      I grabbed Alaric's hand and got to my feet. “Can we at least not start out right away with the sharp pointy objects?”

      He laughed and dropped my hand, then went to put the blade back into the rack. I followed him with my eyes, and couldn't help but watch the smooth muscles work in his back as he walked away. I've always been a sucker for a nice back. I quickly averted my gaze as he turned around to face me, but his small smile let me know that I'd been caught.

      He came to stand in front of me once again. I was relieved that he was empty handed this time, but my relief only lasted for a moment as he suddenly lunged for me. In the blink of an eye, I ended up on the ground for a second time that day. Alaric came down with me as I hit the mat, straddling my hips and pinning me to the floor.

      He grabbed my wrists in one hand and held them against the mat above my head at an angle that was almost painful. I'd made the mistake of leaving my hair loose, and now it was pinned underneath me, making the position even more awkward.

      I struggled against him, but it didn't do much good. “How is this helping me learn how to fight?” I huffed.

      “The best way to learn is to do,” he explained. “Now do your best to get me off of you.”

      “I already did,” I replied hotly.

      He still didn't move. “Try getting your legs underneath you,” he advised.

      I did as he instructed. Rather than doing it slowly and asking for approval, I got a firm planting then bucked my hips upward. When I had a little bit of room to work with, I flipped over onto my stomach. I managed to turn my wrists enough in his grip that I could somewhat comfortably bring my knees up under myself. With my new vantage point, I rolled him off me, then scuttled away out of arm's reach.

      Alaric sat on the mat smiling at me. “See? Now what did you learn?”

      I glared at him. “I learned that you're an ass.”

      He rose to a crouch then lunged for me again.

      Despite my best efforts, I was on my back within a few seconds. This time he stretched his body over me, pinning me more fully.

      His mouth was only inches from mine when he asked softly, “Now what would you do in this situation?”

      I smirked, beginning to enjoy the game in spite of myself. “I would probably headbutt you. Or,” I decided, “I could seduce my attacker into kissing me so I could bite out his tongue.”

      “Well I like the first part of that second option,” he said, bringing his lips even closer to mine.

      My pulse sped, sending shivers through my entire body.

      “This isn't like any combat training I've ever seen,” a woman's voice stated from the doorway.

      I craned my neck to see an upside-down Sophie as she came to stand over us. I tried to wiggle out from underneath Alaric, but he wasn't budging.

      “Sure it is,” he argued, looking up at her. “I think any attacker coming after Maddy would definitely try to put her in just this position.”

      Sophie snorted. “You are such a lech.”

      Alaric finally rolled off me and helped me to my feet. “Well if you can manage to spar with her without being the least bit tempted, then be my guest.”

      I took a few steps back, not wanting to spar anymore with anyone. Sophie turned toward me with a mischievous grin. That grin was the only warning I had before she jumped me with much more force than her brother had used, though she only pinned me for a moment before letting me go.

      Alaric side-stepped out of the way as I got to my feet and fled from Sophie, only to be knocked to the ground again.

      “You can’t just leave me here,” I groaned, curling up on the mat so Sophie couldn’t knock me down again.

      “Just try the kissing maneuver!” he called out as he left the room.

      With my cheek on the mat, I rolled my eyes, then stood to continue my lesson.

      With Alaric gone, Sophie actually began to instruct me as she attacked me. Just as I'd guessed, she was a much more aggressive fighter than Alaric, and she was fast. She darted and dove around like a cat, which was an accurate description given her and her brother’s . . . feline qualities.

      It was nearly impossible to fend her off as she continued to tackle me over and over again, shouting out instructions on what I should be doing to avoid her. The only problem with her method was that since she was telling me what to do, she knew how to counter my movements before I made them. I eventually stopped listening to her instructions in an attempt to get one step ahead of her, but it didn't do me much good.

      Finally, she knocked me down one too many times and I refused to get back up. My entire body ached like I'd been hit by a truck. I expected Sophie to try and force me back up, but instead she sat down beside me.

      “You’re developing feelings for my brother,” she observed without warning. She didn't look like she just had an hour long workout. I probably looked like I'd been working out for a week straight.

      I sat up. “No, I’m not.” Sure, we had chemistry, but chemistry and feelings were two very different things.

      “Well I'd advise against developing any,” she replied bluntly. “Not for his sake, but for yours.”

      “What do you mean?” I pressed, suddenly very interested in the conversation.

      “I like you,” she said. “You're very sweet, and Alaric would only hurt you.”

      I crossed my legs so I could lean forward. “I can take care of myself.”

      These people obviously all just thought I was some mushy cream puff. I was really more of a muffin, or some other moderately firm baked good.

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “I'm trying to be nice here,” she chided. “Alaric's attention tends to shift quickly. I don't want to see you get all goo-goo-eyed just to have him shift his attention to someone else. Plus, the only reason he’s drawn to you is because you are an entity of death.”

      I raised my eyebrows at her. “What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

      “Really, Madeline,” she sighed. “One would think you would have thought more deeply on your gifts. Yours is the power of death. Alaric and I are Bastet, we were born in her image.”

      “And?” I pressed, still not getting it.

      “Bastet is a goddess of war,” she explained. “War, and death. Alaric likes you because your energy resonates with him. It is why I feel a certain kinship with you as well. Like attracts like.”

      I thought about what she was saying, feeling a little sick at her explanation, but grateful for it as well. I was more drawn to Alaric than I’d ever been to a man, even though the rational side of me knew I shouldn’t be. Still, it was hard to argue with the feeling of comfort I felt when I was around him. Maybe it was artificial, but I still felt it.

      Sophie frowned, watching my thoughtful expression slump into disappointment. The feeling in my heart might have been hard to argue with, but that wouldn’t stop me from trying.

      “I hope I didn't burst your bubble,” she apologized.

      I shook my head. “I know better than to try living in a bubble.”

      “Good,” she nodded to herself. “Very good.”

      Yeah, I knew better. The world was full of rusty needles just waiting to pop all of the shiny happy bubbles that came rolling along.
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      I wanted to ask Sophie more, but James entered the room. He didn't actually say anything, or even approach us, but his presence was enough to halt our conversation. He looked so harmless standing in the corner with his golden hair and country boy charm, until you got to his eyes. You could see the dark soul, or lack thereof, in those eyes.

      Sophie glared at him. “You don't get her until this evening,” she said coolly.

      “I need her now,” he said in a tone that made Sophie's iciness seem like mid-summer. “Maya isn't talking.”

      “That doesn't explain anything,” Sophie snapped.

      I could sense intense emotions from her. Something about this Maya person had her on edge.

      James sighed. “I just need Madeline to scare her. No one is going to die . . . yet.”

      I raised my hand to join in the conversation. James and Sophie both turned their attention to me, and I wished I'd just sat quiet.

      “Um,” I began, turning toward James, “no offense, but I'm guessing if you can't scare her, then I won't be of much help.”

      Sophie laughed bitterly, but James answered, “The final death is a greater threat than any damage I can do. If she sees you, she’ll know we mean business.” He didn't seem happy about the admission.

      I glanced at my bare stomach, then back to him. “Can I at least change first?”

      He scanned my attire. “Make it quick.”

      With a final long, somehow meaningful look at Sophie, James retreated from the room in a whirl of angry energy. That he didn't make any quips about my state of dress, or about Sophie and I “getting sweaty” together, made me think that this Maya woman had him seriously annoyed, but the look on Sophie's face told me there might be another reason.

      She glared at the space where James had been, reminding me of Alaric earlier, except there were tears in her eyes.

      “You both really hate him, don't you?” I asked.

      “Both?” she questioned, turning her gaze to me as she quickly wiped the moisture off of her cheeks.

      “You and Alaric,” I amended. “Your brother wears a very similar look when James is around.”

      “Hate is a very complicated word. Mostly, I just don't trust him,” she answered quietly.

      “There seems to be a lot of that going around,” I mumbled, “but I get the feeling there's something else.”

      She looked at me for several seconds, and for a moment I thought she might actually explain the raw pain in her eyes, then she shook her head and turned away.

      “You should get dressed,” she ordered curtly. “I have things to do.”

      With that, she stood and fled the room. I stared at the empty doorway, then stood. Whatever was eating at Sophie would have to wait. My issues were a bit more pressing.

      I was supposed to go and threaten this woman with death. I'd never honestly threatened anyone before. It just didn't feel right, even though what I was threatening to do felt natural to me. Releasing pain was instinctual. Yet, growing up around humans and not knowing what I was had given me a different moral scope than what seemed common among the Vaettir.

      I exited the room to find one of the Vaettir waiting to escort me. He was tall with black hair and large features. Giving him a wary glance, I headed back to my room to change, not looking forward to finding something else to wear. Almost everything Sophie had picked out for me was black, tight fitting, and expensive.

      I reached my room, glanced once more at my escort, then shut the door behind me. I pawed through the dressers, searching for something appropriate to wear. The jeans I ended up with were a perfect black, not the faded gray that most black jeans turn to, and the long-sleeve shirt was a deep purple that almost managed to be as dark as the jeans.

      After getting dressed I looked around for something else to delay my journey to the torture rooms, feeling ill at the remembered scent of blood, death, and burned flesh. I found myself wondering if the hand that had attacked me had been severed while the previous executioner was still alive.

      Shaking my head, I tugged on a pair of low heeled boots and exited the room. My silent escort waited outside. I ignored him.

      When I reached the chamber where I was expected, I paused to push my ear up against the thick wood, heedless of the man watching me. I could hear someone speaking quietly, but the door was too dense for me to make out the words.

      I was leaning against the door with my ear pressed firmly to the wood when it suddenly swung inward. I stumbled into the room and nearly bit it on the stone floor.

      Estus offered me a small smile that made the slight wrinkles decorating his face bunch up. His long gray hair was twisted into an intricate braid that trailed all the way to his ankles. He looked like a diminutive, jolly, Santa Claus, but I was quite sure he was the scariest thing I'd met in the Salr so far.

      I steadied myself, wondering with a shiver if Estus had opened the door using the same power he’d used to glue me to my seat. There was a twinkle of laughter in his pale blue eyes that said yes.

      James stood near his latest victim, watching me with interest. His hands were covered with fresh blood, and there were little spatters of it on his handsome face. The blood had come from the woman I'd come to intimidate, though she hardly seemed broken despite her wounds. The name Maya suited her. Her proud eyes and aura of calm made her seem like some sort of fallen goddess.

      She was in plain white underwear that had been stained with sweat and blood. The fabric of her bra was also singed at the bottom corner, drawing my attention to the fact that her dark skin was covered in what looked like brands, though they had no specific shape to them. The smell of burnt flesh wafted off of her, making the room smell like an acrid campfire. I tried to breath shallowly through my mouth, but it was a mistake. Even when I returned to nose breathing, I couldn't get the taste of burnt flesh off the back of my tongue.

      I looked down the length of Maya's muscled body to see that she was also missing a foot. The skin at the stump of her ankle had been cauterized. My stomach threatened to crawl out my throat. This woman had been undergoing torture for a while if James had gotten to the point of cutting her foot off, yet she still eyed me defiantly. I backed away. I couldn’t be a part of this. This was wrong. I didn’t care what this woman had done, no one deserved this.

      My steps slowed as I noticed something else strange about Maya. I couldn’t sense her pain. Not that I minded the lack of pain, but if she was feeling it, I should have felt it.

      “I don't feel it,” I said to myself, not expecting anyone to reply.

      “Yes,” Estus replied. “We've come to the conclusion that she does not feel it either.”

      I looked down at the woman's missing foot again, then to James' frustrated face. It must have really chaffed his hide to have his intimidation tactics nullified.

      “Madeline is our executioner,” Estus announced to Maya.

      Rather than showing fear, she only laughed. “She doesn't look like an executioner,” she observed. “Just look at those innocent blue eyes.”

      James grabbed my arm and pushed me forward.

      I struggled against him, not wanting to get closer.

      He yanked my arm hard enough that I thought my shoulder might dislocate and I stumbled forward, unable to tear my gaze away from Maya.

      She looked down at me. Her black, curly hair had been ripped out of her scalp on one side, leaving a bald patch to slowly ooze blood as she watched me with a predatory expression. “Have they told you what they want to know from me?” she asked as if the men were no longer in the room. “Do you know what all of this is for? Why you’re here?”

      James squeezed my arm tightly, obviously wanting me to lie.

      “No,” I answered honestly.

      Maya smiled. “Not an obedient pet after all. Maybe you'll be smart enough to run away before you end up like their last executioner.”

      “What do they want to know from you?” I asked.

      James began to jerk me away, but Estus simply shook his head. James let his hand fall from my arm, though he obviously didn't like it.

      “Come closer,” Maya said with a smile. “I'll tell you a secret.”

      I obeyed hesitantly. I didn't feel her pain as I stepped closer, but she could still try and injure me once I was within reach. Yet, something in her face made me trust her. I stepped close enough for her to reach her mouth down toward my ear. The manacles she was shackled to held her slightly off the ground, but I was tall enough and she was short enough that we ended up face to face.

      She leaned in a little closer until her lips touched my ear and I had to force myself to not jerk away. “Find me tonight,” she whispered.

      The sound was barely audible to my own hearing, so I knew James and Estus would not be able to hear. “Listen to what I have to say,” she continued, “and I'll tell you everything that your friends want to know. It will be up to you whether or not they get to know it. Not everything is as it seems in this place.”

      I stepped away and tried to hide my shaking hands. I balled them in fists at my sides and turned toward Estus.

      “She's not afraid of me,” I announced. “I can’t help you.”

      Estus nodded, as if he'd known all along, which made me suspicious. Why summon me at all, and why allow Maya to whisper in my ear?

      “We will call you once she has spoken,” he assured.

      “But—” James began, but Estus cut him off with another look.

      I backed out of the room while I still could. The woman kept her gaze focused on me as an eerie smile crept across her face. I made it out into the hallway and shut the door behind me with a thud. I almost leaned against it, but then remembered how Estus had made me fall inside the first time, and walked a few steps down the hallway to where my escort awaited.

      Ignoring him, I leaned against the stone wall and tried to think. Maya’s words echoed in my mind, not everything is as it seems. I didn’t know how things seemed. I didn’t know anything at all, so how could she tell me any different? After growing up in foster care, then living a life of solitude, being confused and alone was nothing new, but it was time for me to stop accepting my fate. I needed answers if I ever hoped to take back my life.

      The odd thing was, for the first time in a very long time, I felt like I somewhat belonged. Alaric and Sophie were stronger than normal humans. I wouldn’t accidentally kill them with a single touch. But what if this was all some scheme to use me, and then discard me when I was no longer needed? Would I end up just as alone as before, with no real answers?

      I had seen a few other Vaettir within the Salr, but most gave me a wide berth. At first I thought they knew about my gifts, and it made them nervous, but maybe they didn't fear me. Maybe they just feared I'd find them out. I had to know for sure. Even if I couldn't escape, I at least would not be led like a lamb to slaughter. If this so-called traitor could give me answers, then I would be an idiot to not listen.

      “Are you okay?” someone asked from behind my turned shoulder, opposite my escort.

      I jumped, as I hadn't heard anyone else approach. I turned and had to look down to see the woman who had spoken. She couldn't have been more than 5'2”, with wispy white-blonde hair and large lavender colored eyes. She wore a spider-silk thin dress that matched the bluish-purple of her eyes.

      “I'm fine,” I answered instinctively.

      She offered me an innocent, closed-lip smile. The bones of her face were so delicate that I thought they might crumble with the movement. She flicked her gaze to my escort, then shooed him away.

      To my surprise, he obeyed.

      I turned to fully face the woman. “I’m surprised you’re actually speaking to me.”

      “Most are afraid of you,” the woman said, still smiling.

      I licked my dry lips. “Why are they afraid?”

      “Your gifts can be dangerous for those who are weak of will,” she explained. “I am not weak of will, and so I am not afraid. My name is Sivi.” She held out a dainty, bony hand to me.

      I took her hand, careful to not squeeze. Her fingers seemed longer than they should have been, and wrapped around my hand with more force than I expected.

      “Maddy,” I replied, wondering what this tiny creature wanted from me.

      “I know,” she said cheerfully. “I'd actually like to bestow a favor upon you.” She looked around the hallway as if someone could have snuck up on us. “But not here,” she added.

      She switched her grip from my hand to my wrist and pulled me down the hall toward an area of the Salr that I was yet to visit.

      “Where are we going?” I asked as she rushed me along.

      Instead of answering, she stopped suddenly to open a door and pull me inside. The room we entered smelled of moss and mildew, which probably had something to do with the giant pond that took up most of the floor. Vines and lichen grew out across the stones surrounding the reflective water, framing the surface in shades of green.

      Sivi pulled me toward the pool, then dropped down into a seated position, forcing me to follow suit. She curled her dainty legs demurely and smiled at me, then ran her hand across the surface of the water while her other still gripped my wrist. As the water rippled, the vines began to shiver. She swirled the water more and the vines came to life and grew outward, searching for something to grab onto.

      I flashed back onto the experience of being pulled by vines into the ground, and tried to pull my wrist out of Sivi's grasp as my pulse sped. Her grip was like iron, and she didn't seem to struggle at all as I continued my attempt to pull away.

      “Look,” she said pointing down to the water.

      I looked down automatically. Before, the reflection had been of the stone ceiling, but now I could see trees and blue sky, as if I was in a lake looking up through the water, rather than looking down.

      “What is that?” I asked nervously. One of the vines crept across my jean-clad leg, then continued its blind search.

      She grinned, exposing pointy little teeth. “It's a way out. For you.”

      “Alaric said the only way out was sealed,” I argued, though I couldn't really argue with the scene in front of me.

      “Sealed from people coming in,” she countered. “Not from going out.”

      “Why are you showing this to me?” I asked, suddenly suspicious. “What do you want?”

      A thousand thoughts competed in my mind. I could escape and go back to my little house. No one would even know that I'd been gone. I would never have to see Estus or James again . . . until they found me and stole me away once more. Maybe I could go into hiding.

      “I am only trying to offer you your freedom.” She continued to smile, though now the smile seemed slightly strained. Her lavender eyes flicked to the door then back to my face.

      “Why?” I pressed, more to delay making a decision than anything else.

      She sighed and let the smile slip from her face with another glance at the door. “Are you always this ungrateful?”

      I shook my head. “Not ungrateful. Suspicious.”

      “Yet you are not suspicious of Alaric and Sophie,” she snapped. “Where does your suspicion draw the line?”

      “I'm suspicious of everyone,” I answered honestly. “It's nothing to get offended over.”

      “Do you not want to go home?” she asked, seeming increasingly impatient.

      “I do,” I answered. “But—”

      “But what?” she interrupted. “Either you do or you do not.”

      “It's not that simple,” I interjected. “It's not safe for me to be around humans. I want to know who—what I am. I need to know.”

      Sivi cocked her head like she didn't understand me. “You've spent your entire life in that world—”

      “And it was fine at first,” I finished for her. “I didn't kill anything, not until . . . ” I hesitated, not wanting to say Ray or Matthew's names out loud. “Eventually I had to be alone,” I finished. “If I go back, I'll have to be alone again. I can never touch anyone again.”

      “And you hope Alaric can help you with this, alone-ness?” she questioned. “The Vaettir can die just like humans. There is no safeguard against being alone.”

      “Well he's a lot less likely to die,” I replied sullenly, “and I won’t be the one to kill him.”

      Sivi laughed. “How many have died since you came to us? Will you be able to give Alaric the true death when his time comes? You would not need to do so for a human.”

      I shook my head. “At least if I did bring him death, it wouldn't be an accident.”

      “If you went home,” she began anew, ignoring my argument, “you could learn to control your gift. Now that you know what you are, you can learn to interact with humans. There is no need for you to hide in the dark any longer.”

      I shifted uncomfortably, gazing down at the pool. I wanted to go, but why did Sivi want me gone so badly, and why hadn’t she offered this before?

      “I'll think about it,” I said, hoping to escape her until I could think things through. She seemed to want me to jump in the pool right that moment, but I wanted to talk to Maya first. If she could tell me what I needed to know, I might be able to leave.

      Sivi eyed me as if she didn't fully believe me. “See that you do,” she answered finally. “I may not want to help you so much tomorrow, and the next day I may want to help you even less.”

      She stood, then crossed her arms and turned her back, dismissing me. I stood slowly and backed away from the pool, watching the vines warily. I backed all the way into the hall until I could no longer see Sivi's tiny form, then turned and ran back to my room. Panting and feeling shaken, I shut and locked the door behind me.

      I was becoming increasingly unsure of who my true enemies were. It was funny how small things could change your perspective. In a few short hours I'd had cryptic warnings, I'd threatened a footless woman, and I was offered an escape through a vine-filled, magical pool. You know, small things.
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      I stayed in my room for the rest of the day. No one bothered me. Laying with my back on the bed, staring up at the stupid canopy, I began to grow anxious about finding Maya. I highly doubted the escort awaiting outside my door would let me go wandering. I’d have to figure out some way to escape him, but first, food. My stomach growled painfully.

      I sat up. I knew the way to the kitchen, but really didn’t want to leave the solace of my room. What if another attack occurred, or what if James wanted me to torment someone else?

      My stomach growled again.

      Giving in, I stood and made my way to the door. I opened it a crack to peer outside, then stifled a groan. Sure enough, the same dark-haired man from before waited for me. I opened the door the rest of the way then walked out, dutifully ignoring him as I turned toward the kitchen.

      Shouts echoed down the hall as we neared. I almost turned around and fled, but I recognized Sophie’s voice. Curious, I peeked into the kitchen.

      Though I didn’t make a peep, Sophie froze and turned a tight-lipped frown my way. James wore a similar expression that said, Oh great, here comes naïve little Madeline, she really has some nerve interrupting us. I tried to back out of the kitchen, but Sophie stormed past me before I had the chance.

      Well, now that I’d butted in, I might as well eat. I ended up slurping on a bowl of mushroom soup while James watched me like I was a new toy that he might purchase . . . though really he was more of the shoplifting type.

      “Maya was even more smug after she saw you,” he said suddenly.

      “Maya?” I questioned, startled that he had finally spoken.

      “The woman you met earlier,” he explained.

      “Oooh,” I said, though I already knew who he was talking about. “The woman whose foot you cut off.”

      “I had to make her talk,” he replied as if it justified his actions. “And I don't see that you're in any place to judge.”

      “I’ve never tortured anyone,” I replied coolly, though my thoughts echoed, Murderer.

      I could take people's lives and still be morally righteous . . . at least that's what I kept telling myself.

      He laughed. “Give it time. You'll be one of us soon enough.”

      I laughed right back, though mine sounded tired. “So you're saying everyone else here is an egotistical sadist like you?”

      “The sadist part at least,” he said with a smirk. “Even Alaric.”

      “I'll be the judge of that,” I mumbled, not meeting his eerie white-blue eyes.

      He laughed again. “We all have the same nature Madeline. Some just hide it better than others.”

      When I didn't reply, he watched me in silence. As it became obvious that I was now ignoring him completely, he stood and left the kitchen. I let out a breath at his departure.

      I stood and threw the rest of my soup into the large kitchen sink. I didn’t bother washing it. Let my silent watcher wash it if it bothered him. Crossing my arms, I met his gaze. How to escape him . . . I drummed my fingers on my arm.

      “I imagine you can find your way back to your room on your own?” he asked.

      I raised my eyebrows at him. He was actually just going to leave me alone? Staring at him blankly, I nodded.

      He turned and left the room.

      Debating my options, I wiped sweaty palms on my jeans. Something was fishy. Why escort me around all day, only to leave me to my own devices now? Was it a test? Maybe Estus wanted to see if I still planned to escape. Maybe Sivi’s offer had been just a ruse too.

      It probably didn’t matter. My priority in that moment was Maya. She seemed the most likely person to help me make sense of everything.

      The hall was empty as I left the kitchen. I strode confidently forward so that if I encountered anyone, they wouldn't think I was up to anything. When in doubt, act like you know what you're doing and people usually won't question you.

      I went around a corner and let out my breath as I saw that the next hall was empty as well. Despite the fact that I was lucking out, I still felt a little bit wary that I wasn't seeing anyone. While I’d interacted with few of the Salr’s inhabitants, I’d seen others during the battle. I knew they were around . . . somewhere.

      By the time I came to stand in front of the door to the torture room I felt queasy and cold. I took a deep breath and grabbed the knob. If someone was inside with Maya, I'd simply lie and say I was checking to see if they needed me. It was my job to be there, kind of, so they couldn't really question me.

      I strode into the room, fighting an overwhelming sense of revulsion, to find it empty. Completely empty. The manacles that once held Maya hung loose against the wall. Panic shot through me. What if James had killed her? Would he have mentioned it? I shook my head. That wasn’t right. He wouldn't kill her until he got what he wanted from her. Plus, if she was dead I would have been called to release her spirit . . . unless Estus decided to put her heart in a box.

      I searched the room for any evidence as to where she might have gone, but came up empty. Other than the blood staining the floor and walls, there was nothing to see. She could have been moved anywhere within the Salr, and I hadn't even explored the entire compound to know how big it was, or how long I'd have to search.

      I walked back into the hall, feeling numb and not knowing what to do next. At a loss, I crouched down and leaned against the wall of the hallway. Then I saw the blood. There wasn't a lot of it, but there was a definite trail of blood drips leading farther down the hall.

      I stood and followed the trail through a few twists and turns of the hall, all the way to a gargantuan stairway leading downward. The stones composing each step were larger than my torso and had to weigh a few hundred pounds a piece. Speckles of blood decorated the large stones all the way down into the darkness. I paused to consider my options, then hurried down the huge steps awkwardly, straining my knees as I went.

      The steps ended in a narrow corridor. Where the rest of the Salr was lit by means that weren't visible to me, this corridor was lit by torchlight, and the torches only went so far. Roughly twenty feet in front of me, the darkness was complete. I grabbed one of the torches off of the wall to light my way and almost dropped it, not expecting it to be as heavy as it was.

      As I got a better grip on the torch, I began to tremble with anticipation and fear, but still I forced myself forward. I crept along, crouching every so often to hold the torch near the floor to make sure the occasional spot of blood could still be seen. The corridor began branching off into hallways on either side of me, but the blood drops led straight forward.

      There was absolutely no light as I went deeper, and I began to fear that my torch wouldn't last long enough to lead me back out again. I almost turned back, but then I felt the pain. Not Maya's pain, as I couldn't feel anything from her, but old pain from others that had been kept down there. This place had to be where prisoners were kept when they weren't being tortured. The walls practically ached with despair. I blocked the pain out as much as possible and hurried onward, now sure that I was going in the right direction.

      Just as I was thinking that I was lucky to only be going straight, as I probably wouldn't get lost, the blood drips took a turn to the right. I veered off and trotted down the new corridor, hoping desperately that I wouldn't have to make any more turns.

      The corridor ended with a final turn that led to a cell. Behind the thick metal bars was Maya, who had to quickly cover her eyes at the sudden light. She looked even worse than when I'd left her. One of the hands that she held in front of her face was missing several fingers, and the left side of her face was a mass of swollen bruises.

      “I'm surprised you came this far,” she rasped. “You didn't happen to bring any water, did you?”

      “I'm sorry,” I said quickly. “I didn't think-”

      She waved me off then lowered her hands as her eyes adjusted to the light. “I suppose I should just be glad that you aren't stupid enough to believe everything you're told.”

      “Why are you being tortured?” I asked, itching to escape the dark corridors as soon as possible.

      “Estus wants a certain object,” she said, “and I may or may not know where it is.”

      That lined up with what Alaric had said. Estus and someone named Aislin were searching for something, and they wanted it bad enough to kill. “What is it?”

      “If he had this object,” she went on, ignoring my question, “the war would be over, and Estus would be the sole man in charge.”

      “Is that the worst possible outcome?” I replied. “At least no one else would have to die.”

      Maya let out a laugh that ended in a hacking cough, making me wonder if James had damaged one of her lungs. “Tired of your job already?” she asked.

      I frowned. “Can you blame me? I didn’t ask to come here. I was kidnapped. The second I learn what I need to know, I’m getting out of here.”

      She shook her head. “Don’t say that to anyone else. You'd be a fool to believe that the last executioner was actually a traitor.”

      My mouth went dry. “How do you know about that? Do you know why he was killed?”

      She shrugged. With her injuries, the shrug should have hurt, but she didn't so much as cringe. “Word gets around, but we're getting sidetracked. You implied that letting Estus win might be a good thing, but you're not looking at the big picture. Of course having one leader cuts back on the bloodshed, but what if that leader is a tyrant?”

      I shook my head. I didn’t really care who led the Vaettir. “I don't know . . . ” I trailed off.

      “No, you don't,” she replied. “The Vaettir withdrew from the human world for a reason. They called us wights, the undead, and burned many of us alive.”

      “So you—” I hesitated, “We’re hiding so that they don't kill us?”

      She laughed again. “Things are different now. The Vaettir have grown in number, and they've become twisted things. The humans were right to be afraid. We are not what we were meant to be.”

      “And what was that?” I prodded, desperately hoping that what we were meant to be wasn't the terrible picture of the Vaettir that I was forming in my mind.

      “We're nature spirits,” she explained. “We're supposed to be guardians of the land, created in the image of the old gods. In all of history we've never gathered together like this. The Salr is supposed to be a sanctuary, not a home, and definitely not a fortress.”

      I let out a sigh of relief as some tension within me eased. Perhaps my nature wasn't what I'd been led to believe after all. The idea of some part of me being like James made me ill, but maybe James was the exception and not the rule.

      “What does Estus want?” I asked, filing the information away. “Please, they could find me down here soon,” I added to hurry her along.

      She shook her head. “Estus wants a lot of things, and none of them should you give him.”

      I looked over my shoulder again. “Why shouldn't I give anything to him? How can I trust you? Everyone seems to have a different idea of who I should trust. Sivi said—”

      “Sivi?” Maya interrupted

      “She tried to get me to leave,” I explained. “She showed me a way out of here.” I bit my lip, feeling stupid for not taking it. “Maybe if I could get you out of this cell we could—”

      Maya shook her head. “There is no getting me out of this cell, and I wouldn't trust Sivi either. If you want an example of what the Vaettir are supposed to be, she's it.”

      “But isn't that a good thing?” I asked. “Just a moment ago you were telling me that we've been twisted away from what we're supposed to be.”

      “She is what we're supposed to be. She has maintained her connection to the land, even down here.” At my blank stare, she went on, “Let me guess, this alleged way out had something to do with water?”

      “How did you know?”

      My torchlight was beginning to seem dim, but I wasn't sure if the fire was actually getting lower, or if my fear was playing tricks on me.

      “She can travel through water,” Maya explained, “because it is the element that she's associated with. She is descended from Coventina, goddess of wells and springs. She has maintained that connection, making her less interested in power plays, and more interested in restoring the natural order. Sivi is very, very old, and hasn't changed much over the centuries.”

      “Centuries?” I laughed. “You're kidding right?”

      Maya shook her head. “Her age isn't important. All you need to know is what Sivi would do if she could convince the other Vaettir to follow her.”

      “The natural order doesn't sound bad—”

      Maya cut me off with a sharp motion of her mutilated hand. “The natural order would mean far fewer humans and Vaettir alike. She would try to knock the world back to medieval times.”

      My eyes widened as my mouth formed an “oh” of understanding.

      Maya glanced around as if she could hear something that I couldn't. “You're running out of time,” she said quickly. “Listen to me very carefully. Sivi is only looking out for her own well-being. The Vaettir by nature are solitary creatures, and she holds to that. Your escape would benefit her and only her. If you stay, you can work against both Estus and Sivi. Trust me, it’s the right thing to do. Now get out of here.”

      I shook my head. “Wait, there’s so much more I need to ask you.”

      “No waiting,” Maya snapped. “The answer that Estus is looking for is right under his nose, only he can't find it. Only someone with a connection to death can find it. You can find it. Just like Sivi is a guardian of water, you're a guardian of death. Estus recently figured that part out, and that's why he suddenly wants you. That’s the real reason you were brought here. I think that the last executioner failed, and so he was killed. Soon it's going to be your turn, and I'm going to help you do it.”

      “Why?” I asked, growing more confused by the second.

      “This thing would grant Estus complete control. He'll make you find it eventually, even without my help. At least if you find it without him present, before he even knows that you're looking for it, you can decide what to do with it.”

      I could hear footsteps in one of the nearby corridors. “How do I find it?” I whispered.

      “Estus believes that only someone with a connection to death can see the object he seeks, but he's not quite right. In truth, only the dead know where it is, so someone with a connection is needed to ask them.”

      The footsteps had stopped, but Maya looked around again as if she could hear something that I couldn't. “There is a place within the Salr where the worst of traitors are kept,” she continued, barely loud enough for me to hear. “Their punishment is to have their souls trapped forever within their dead bodies. Only the dead can show you the way to this object, so you need to go and ask them.”

      “How am I supposed to ask them questions?” I rasped. “They're dead!”

      The footsteps sounded again, closer this time. We both froze at the sound as someone came to stand in the cross-section where I'd turned to find Maya. I blocked as much of my torch with my body as I could and waited. Whoever it was paused for a moment, then walked on.

      “Just go and try,” Maya whispered, barely loud enough for me to hear at all. “It's the only chance we have. Now go.”

      I waited until the footsteps got far enough down the hallway that I could no longer hear them, gave a final apologetic look to Maya, then ran to the end of the corridor. I looked both ways down the hall, but my torch didn't cast enough light to see more than a few feet. Things seemed to echo more harshly down the main corridor, so despite my instinct telling me to run, I crept back slowly the way I'd come.

      I knew I was almost back to the stairs, though I couldn't yet see them, when I heard the footsteps again. Whoever it was had walked farther down the corridor, and now they were walking back at a much faster pace than I was going. I paused for a moment, not sure what I should do, then decided echoes be damned, I needed to run.

      I took off at full speed and could tell instantly that whoever was behind me had heard. The heavy footsteps quickened just as the stairs became visible ahead of me. I dropped my torch onto the ground as I used my hands to speed my progress up the giant steps.

      I reached the top and ran at full speed down the hall, refusing to look back. I ran that way until I reached my bedroom, unsure if whoever was down there had actually seen me.

      Not wanting to be caught in the hallway huffing and puffing, I let myself quickly into my bedroom, only to be caught huffing and puffing by the two people sitting on my bed waiting for me.

      “Where were you?” Sophie asked. “We looked everywhere.”

      She and her brother sat at the foot of my bed with matching worried looks in their dark eyes. The symmetry was continued by the fact that they both wore their long, dark hair loose, and they were both dressed up in black evening wear. They looked like the poster children for Goths R Us.

      “I was just walking around,” I lied, stepping away from the door. I did my best to keep my voice even in spite my racing pulse. “I can't just stay shut up in this room all of the time.”

      “If you were just walking around the halls we would have found you,” Alaric countered. “We looked everywhere.”

      “I don't see why it's any of your business, either way,” I snapped, feeling like my nerves were about to snap as well. I thought about what Maya had said. Part of me wanted to trust Alaric and Sophie, to believe they were different from James and Estus, but how could I? They might not have tortured Maya, but they hadn’t tried to stop it either.

      “Something has happened,” Sophie said calmly, though it was an obvious effort for her to not snap back at me. “Estus called a gathering this evening to tell us.”

      So that's why the halls had been so empty. “And I was the only one not invited?” I asked, though in truth I didn't mind the exclusion.

      “You tell her,” Sophie growled at Alaric. As she stood, she turned to me and said, “You really shouldn't be so impossible when people are trying to help you.” With that she left the room, slamming the door behind her.

      Alaric stood as well, but it was to walk closer to me. I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly feeling more nervous than I had been while running back to my room.

      Alaric circled me. “Estus has asked us to search for something. It's very important.”

      I turned with Alaric, trying to keep him in my sights. “And what something is that?” Could this be the same something Maya had mentioned? The something that might get me killed?

      “It's a small charm,” he replied, stopping just a step away from me.

      Did he know I’d gone to see Maya? I was finding it hard to breathe, but managed to glare at him regardless.

      “Estus asked me to speak with you,” he went on. “He believes that you of all people can find the thing he's looking for. He'd like your help.”

      My breath caught in my throat. Bingo. It was just like Maya had said. “Why me?” I pressed, curious to see if he would give me the same explanation that Maya had.

      He shrugged. “Trust me, I’d like to know myself, but Estus is Doyen of this clan, and when he asks, I obey.” There was a tightness around his eyes as he said the latter, making me think that he wasn't entirely happy with the arrangement.

      I took a step back, effectively putting myself out of reach. “And what is so special about this charm?”

      “That is not for us to know,” he replied. His brow creased a little further.

      I crossed my arms, the hint of a smug smile creeping across my face. “You don't like taking orders, do you?”

      He smiled bitterly. “No one likes taking orders, but these are the times we live in. We are not free to choose our own paths as we once were. Estus says find this elusive thing,” he waved his hand in the air, “and I must find it. He says use Madeline, and I must use you.”

      “Well I'm not going to help find it until I know what it is,” I replied, “and I don't like the idea of being used. I'm not a tool.”

      Alaric took a step toward me. “This is how things work, Maddy. It's how they have always worked. We are all just tools in our little microcosm. To be here means safety, but it comes with a price.”

      How they had always worked? Not according to Maya.

      I stared up into his dark eyes. “Don't lie to me,” I said evenly.

      He smiled again, but this time it was sad. “It seems you’ve been gathering information on your own, haven’t you? It’s how things work now,” he corrected, “and how they have worked for a very long time.”

      I stood rigid, refusing to move. “Define a very long time.”

      “For as long as I've been around,” he answered cryptically. “I've known no other way.” He grabbed a lock of my hair and began twirling it around his finger, distracting me. “And I don't see it changing any time soon.”

      “And how long have you been around?” I asked softly. Maya had claimed that Sivi was several centuries old. I wouldn’t have believed her, except I’d seen that magical pool. I’d sensed Sivi’s power. That meant that any of the Vaettir might be older than I'd originally guessed.

      He leaned in close and whispered, “Long enough.”

      I opened my mouth to ask more, but he delicately pushed his hand under my chin to shut my jaw. He then used that hand to guide my face up toward him. Suddenly the situation took on a whole new tone.

      I blinked up at him, wondering why the hell I wasn’t stepping out of reach.

      He leaned down and kissed me.

      I froze as too many emotions collided inside of me, then pulled away. “Is what Sophie said true?” I gasped.

      Heat danced in his eyes. “What did she say?”

      I licked my lips. “She said I’m drawn to you because death goes with war, and vice versa.”

      He shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      I took a shaky breath. My hands rested on his arms, and I didn’t quite remember placing them there. I needed to do what Maya had told me. I needed to figure out Estus’ evil plan. I needed to—

      Alaric leaned down and kissed me again.

      My hands slid up under his shirt to feel the smooth skin underneath. I had so many unanswered questions, but I couldn't seem to pull myself away long enough to ask them.

      Washed away on a wave of anxiety and fear, my palms smoothed over his chest nearly up to his throat. As the kiss intensified, I drew my hands down to either side to caress the bones of his ribcage. Suddenly I slid my hands back out of his shirt and pulled away from the kiss, surprised and embarrassed by my actions.

      His fingers caressed my waist, pulling me closer. He kissed a gentle line down my throat, leaving a pleasant, burning sensation in the wake of his kisses.

      My thoughts raced, telling me that I shouldn't trust Alaric to touch me, but my doubts were outweighed by the fact that it had been a very long time since I'd been touched. I hadn't been with a man since Matthew. Matthew. The sobering thought stopped me, and I was able to pull away completely.

      Alaric let his hands fall from me, and I regretted the loss as soon as it happened. His dark eyes observed me curiously. In his eyes I saw the remnants of the heat from just a moment before, but also some sort of sadness that I didn't understand. The sudden loss of heat left me with only cold memories.

      “I killed the last man I was with,” I blurted out, as if it explained everything.

      Alaric nodded and raised his hands as if to touch me again. “You will not be able to kill me in the same way.”

      I stepped back. “Someone told me that I could still harm the weak of will, even if they are Vaettir.”

      Alaric smirked, letting his hands fall back to his sides. “And you believe me weak of will?” he asked playfully.

      I crossed my arms. “I don't know you well enough to judge,” I answered. “Which is another reason why we shouldn't be doing this.”

      Alaric smiled and raised his hands in an I give up gesture. “In that case, I will have to leave the next move to you.”

      Despite his statement, he stepped close to me so that his chest touched my crossed arms.

      “I'm tired,” I lied, stepping away from his touch once again, and feeling instant regret just as I had before. Hadn't I been wanting him to kiss me again? I chastised myself for ever giving in to that fantasy. I barely knew him. He had been kind and protective, if a bit of a pain in the ass, but he was also one of the people holding me captive for reasons I couldn’t fully comprehend.

      Alaric’s shoulders slumped with a heavy sigh. As he turned to leave, he opened his mouth like he might say something, then closed it. He left the room without another word.

      I regretted everything as soon as the door was shut. I regretted the kiss, and I regretted ending it. Being alone with only memories was a terrible thing, even if it was the thing I was most used to.

      If I'd known what I was sooner, Matthew wouldn't have died. If I'd been raised among the Vaettir from the start, maybe I'd have had some idea on how to live my life. Maybe I'd actually know how to have a normal romance with someone, not supernatural chemistry with my kidnapper. My ifs were more torturous than James or any of the other Vaettir could ever be.

      Even as I half-wished that Alaric would come back, Maya's words still rung clearly in my mind. I didn't fully trust her, but she'd given me enough information that I didn't trust anyone else either.

      I couldn't trust Alaric with my heart, just as I couldn't place my fate in Estus' hands. There was nothing I could do about Alaric, so I'd focus on Estus. If I could find what he was looking for without him or Alaric knowing, then I would have the upper hand. It was time to stop being such a willing prisoner.

      I crawled into bed fully clothed, though I knew a nap was unlikely. The large, four-poster bed and burgundy bedspread still felt foreign to me, and I found myself missing my little house and my small bed. I'd only been gone a few days. Sadly, it wasn't likely that anyone back home had even noticed I was missing.

      I sighed and thought about the kiss, trying to convince myself that I was right to end it. Yet, even with my rational thoughts laid before me, my conclusion marked me as a total idiot.
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      I awoke, surprised that I'd managed to fall asleep in the first place. I was even more surprised by the fact that someone was crouched over me in my bed. At first I thought maybe Alaric had returned, but the form was far too small to be him.

      Tensing, I lunged at them, but they dove easily out of the way. My room slowly lit up of its own volition, as if noticing I was awake, and I blinked against the sudden brightness.

      Sivi crouched beside me, eyeing me like a pale bird of prey. The light shining through the curtain of her hair made me realize that it wasn't actually white, it was translucent. Her strands of hair looked like impossibly thin lengths of fishing line. Her violet eyes stood out in the paleness of her skin like amethysts.

      “Time is up little one,” she whispered. “Will you stay or go?”

      I crept backward out of bed, putting some distance between us. “I haven't decided yet.”

      “Well I might not want to help you later,” she taunted from her perch on my bed.

      “And why do you want to help me now?” I asked. “Why is it so important to have me out of the way?”

      “You ungrateful little wretch,” she hissed. “I've seen countless executioners die one after another over the centuries. What makes you think you're so special?”

      “Well,” I replied, “you sneaking into my bedroom for a private conversation was my first hint. Like you said, you've seen countless executioners die. Why would you finally choose to help one?”

      She smiled ruefully. “If only you knew the creatures you've chosen to align yourself with. In time you'll wish you had taken my offer, but it will be too late.”

      I crossed my arms. “I haven't aligned myself with anyone.”

      She crawled off my bed with snake-like grace and went for the door. With her hand on the knob, she stopped to regard me one last time. “It will be interesting to see which one of them kills you, once they get what they want. I'd like to see your face in that final moment of betrayal.”

      The slamming of the door made me jump. I blearily wondered what time it was. Did the lighting of the room mean I’d slept half a day and an entire night? It sure felt like it. I stretched my arms, then hurried to my dresser to get a change of clothes, shaking my head at the surreal encounter. Estus expected me to look for the charm today. I'd look for it alright, though I hadn't yet decided what I'd do when I found it. Maybe it was a like a weapon of mass destruction and suddenly I’d have power over them all. Fat chance, but I still wanted to find it.

      Estus obviously knew that someone of my talents was needed to find it, but he didn't know as much as Maya. If he did, he would have sent me straight to the corpses of the alleged traitors to ask them. No, he thought I'd somehow be able to see the charm where others could not. That thinking was probably what had gotten the last executioner killed.

      I picked out an outfit to suit my mood: black jeans, black silk top, and low-heeled black boots that went up to my knees. That morning I was beyond caring how black looked with my coloring. Clothes in hand, I ventured out into the hallway toward the bathroom. If I was lucky, no one would get in my way. Unfortunately, I'm rarely lucky.

      “I don't get it,” James said, reaching an arm in front of me to block my way.

      He had been waiting in the hall, still in his clothes from the previous day, letting me in on the fact that he was yet to get any sleep.

      I tried to push past his arm, but didn't have much success. “Don't get what?” I huffed, giving up on forcing my way through.

      “I don't get why Estus is so fixated on you, and I really don't get why Sivi was in your bedroom a few minutes ago. I think I might have to dedicate a bit more time to finding out what's so special about you.”

      I took a step back, but he instantly closed the gap. Instead of stepping back again, I met his eyes with a glare. “Is that a threat?”

      He smiled, and I was reminded of the first time I'd met him, and how he’d callously thrown me over his shoulder. Sophie had improved since that night. James had not.

      “Is my attention such a frightening thing?” he asked playfully, putting an arm on either side of me, trapping me against the wall.

      “Yes,” I answered honestly. I dropped down out of the circle of his arms and wiggled my way to freedom.

      I backed away from him toward the bathroom, even though I knew he wouldn't let me go so easily. He matched me step for step until he had me pressed against the bathroom door instead of the wall. This time he put his whole body into trapping me. He wasn't as tall as Alaric, and being tall myself, I could nearly meet his eyes directly. I tried to remain calm in front of his icy blue eyes, but it was hard to keep my panic down below the surface.

      “Get away from her,” a voice said from behind James.

      I peeked around James' broad shoulders to see Alaric walking down the hallway toward us. He'd changed into clothes more casual than what he'd worn the night before, but the entire outfit was still black. James looked back at him, giving me enough room to maneuver. Repeating to myself, I'm not a cream puff, I'm not a cream puff, I took a deep breath and drove my knee up into his groin.

      His pain echoed through me, but it was worth it. He grunted in surprise and backed up a step, hunching over. Giving in to the fact that I was being a bit of a masochist, I punched him with every ounce of oomph I could muster. The punch didn't rock him back much, but the satisfying crunch I felt told me that maybe I'd broken, or at least damaged, his nose. The sudden pain in my own nose verified it.

      I resisted the urge to rub my sore nose. “I’m not your plaything,” I said calmly as blood dribbled down his shocked face. “Don't ever touch me again.”

      I opened the bathroom door and went inside. Before I shut it, I noticed Alaric as he held up a hand in front of his face to hide his silent laughter. His eyes met mine for a brief moment, and then I was blissfully alone in the bathroom. I quickly turned the lock before I took a second to catch my breath.

      I would have preferred a quick shower, but I only had the tub. Still, not willing to forgo bathing, I turned on the water and stripped down. I half-expected James to start pounding on the door, but the hall outside was silent.

      I washed myself quickly and got dressed, the whole time nervous that someone would interrupt me. Fully clothed, I was finally able to breathe easy as I went for the door.

      Alaric stood leaning against the wall directly outside of the bathroom. “About time,” he said. “You're not the only one who takes baths around here.”

      I glared at him, suddenly embarrassed about our kiss the night before. “I'm sure there are other bathrooms.”

      He grinned as he walked in and I walked out. “But I like this one.”

      “You were protecting me,” I observed, turning back to look at him. “I think I proved that I can handle James on my own.”

      “You proved that you're dumb enough to piss off the world's biggest bully,” he countered, “and I was not protecting you. I was simply waiting to take a bath. Speaking of, if you for some reason didn't get clean enough, you're welcome to hop back in with me.”

      I smiled sweetly. “Let me get my coffee, then I'll get back to you with a clever retort.”

      I turned to saunter away, trying very hard to keep my mind off of the idea of Alaric in the bathtub. It didn't work, and I simply had to be grateful for the fact that no one could see me blush as I walked away.

      I could feel him watching me, and it took a great deal of self control to not simply scurry to the nearest hallway where I'd be out of sight. Finally, I heard the bathroom door shut. I picked up my pace, eager to get on with my search. It seemed I’d been relinquished of having a constant escort, and I didn’t want to press my luck, but I really needed some food first, and I definitely needed coffee.

      I had a well-thought idea of where I'd look first, but there were drawbacks to my plan. I stood a good chance of running into James again if I went to the room where Estus had shown me the executioner’s still-beating heart, and he probably wasn't happy about his nose. Still, since there’d been one heart hidden there, there were probably more. I wasn’t sure about somehow communicating with them, but I’d sensed the magic and pain in that first heart. I had to try.

      I reached the kitchen to find it already occupied by three people I’d never seen before, sitting at the counter together drinking coffee. I gritted my teeth, hoping none of them would note the fact that I was alone. They watched me silently as I poured myself a cup from the massive coffee maker. I turned my back to them, but could feel their eyes following me as I went to the large pantry to find something to eat. I couldn't help feeling that they were just waiting for me to slip up like the last executioner, but maybe that was just my own fear speaking.

      When I emerged from the pantry, bread in hand, they all averted their eyes and pretended like I wasn't even there. I put the bread into the toaster and slammed the handle down loudly, looking pointedly at their turned backs.

      The oldest looking of the three cleared his throat, and they all stood to file silently out of the kitchen. I shook my head as I waited for the toast to pop up, and just took it dry when it did, wanting to get out of the kitchen before anyone else showed up. Something strange was going on beyond my comprehension. I was being allowed to wander around alone. No one wanted to talk to me except James and Alaric. It felt like a trap.

      I left the kitchen, wondering what would happen if I hurried across the Salr to Sivi’s magical pool. I could escape and go home . . . but it wouldn’t be that simple. Even if I managed to hide, I could never touch another human again, and I’d always wonder if I could have learned enough within the Salr to lead a normal life.

      I scarfed down my toast as I walked through the hall, nearly choking on the half-burnt dryness, then scalding my throat when I tried to wash it down with the too-hot, black coffee. By the time I reached the first interrogation room my toast was gone and I only had a half-cup of cooling coffee left to sooth my scratched and burned throat.

      I took a deep breath, then reached for the doorknob and turned it. I had nothing but horrifying memories of the room, and wasn't looking forward to seeing the blood-stained walls once again, but I wanted to ensure no one was next door to catch me searching for more hearts.

      I pushed on the heavy door and it opened slowly with a long creak, just like a door out of a horror movie.

      “What are you doing?” someone asked from behind me.

      I nearly jumped out of my skin, then turned to see that Sophie had come around the corner, catching me as I took my first step into the room. I'd been so intent on not getting caught by someone inside the room, that I'd completely ignored the possibility of someone walking behind me.

      Cursing my hesitation at going into the bloody room in the first place, I turned to fully face her. “I think I lost . . . a bracelet,” I lied.

      “I picked out all of your clothing,” she snapped, instantly sensing my mistruth. “You haven't had a bracelet since you came to us. Now tell me what you're doing.”

      I crossed my arms and stayed in the doorway. “Why do you care?” I asked sharply, irritated that she was snapping at me for no good reason.

      She crossed her arms across her chest to mirror me, completely ignoring my anger. “Why has Sivi been lurking around your room?”

      “I don't know what you're talking about,” I lied, stepping out of the room to close the door.

      I wasn't going to be able to look with Sophie around, so there was no reason to stay in the morbid room any longer than I had to.

      Sophie narrowed her eyes at me for a moment, then brushed past me to walk down the hall. For a fleeting second I thought I was off the hook, but then she snapped, “Come with me,” as she continued walking.

      With a heavy sigh, I followed her tall, black-clad form down so many twists and turns in the hall that I wasn't sure if I'd be able to remember my way back. Finally, she went into a room and left the door open behind her for me to follow.

      The room inside was done in deep grays and other neutrals, though rather than being bland, it was cozy. There was a large bed similar to the four-poster in my room, only it didn't have a canopy. I personally liked the canopy-less bed better. The canopy made me feel like a little girl playing princess.

      As soon as I stepped inside, Sophie turned on me. She pointed. “Shut the door.”

      Sophie's fangs were peeking out, and her nervous energy elicited goosebumps on my arms. I debated trying to bolt before she unleashed her temper on me again, but so far Sophie had seemed to genuinely be on my side, and I didn't want to lose that just yet. I shut the door.

      Now that we were alone, I expected Sophie to start talking, but instead she just stood with her arms crossed, shifting her weight from foot to foot. It was only then that I noticed that she was still in her clothes from the previous day, just like James.

      She bit her lip as if she wanted to say something, but was holding back. “I don't know who else to talk to,” she finally blurted out, her anger melting away like a poorly done disguise.

      I took a few steps closer to her. My instinct was to reach out and comfort her, but I wasn't sure if Sophie and I were on that level. She solved the problem for me by sitting on her bed and patting the spot beside her with her palm. I sat next to her and waited for her to speak, shivering as her nervous energy touched me.

      She turned her worried, dark eyes to me. “Swear to me that you'll keep your mouth shut. It could be very bad for me if anyone knew what I was thinking, and I could make it very bad for you as well.”

      I frowned. “You know, threatening people really isn't the best way to get them to help you.”

      She waved me off. “I know, I know. I'm sorry. I had a long night.”

      When she didn't say anything else, I cleared my throat.

      Sophie glanced at me, then took a deep, shaky breath. “I need to help Maya escape.” She instantly looked horrified that she'd said what she was thinking out loud.

      I tilted my head, wondering if she was tricking me. Sensing she was genuine, I replied, “I think that's a wonderful idea.”

      “What!” she rasped. “You can't. We can't go against Estus. He is Doyen. He'll have us all killed. You’re on thin ice as it is.” Tears streaked down her face.

      “Okay,” I said soothingly, wondering what I’d gotten myself into now. “First start by telling me why you want to free Maya.”

      Sophie looked at me with red-rimmed eyes and bit her lip again. “She was my lover,” she said finally, “and then she left. She no longer wanted to live in the Salr, but she's not a traitor. Estus claims that she's sided with Aislin, but I know she wouldn't. She wouldn't do anything that would hurt me.”

      “Who's Aislin again?” I asked, feeling like I wasn't fully comprehending what Sophie was trying to tell me.

      “Aislin was once Doyen of a small clan,” Sophie explained. “But now she has gathered many clans together. They all answer to her. Estus is afraid that she'll come for us next, and if he's afraid, it means such a thing is likely to happen. They both want this object you’re supposed to find. Estus claims it is the only way to protect us.”

      “So let me get this straight,” I began. “Aislin was the one who sent those Vaettir who . . . killed you. Was Maya with them?”

      “I told you she's not with them,” Sophie sobbed. “She's going to die simply because she did not want to live like we do. Obeying orders and hiding from the sun.”

      I sighed. I really needed someone to trust, and Sophie had just put her trust in me.

      “When I first met Maya she offered me information, but she would only tell me if we were alone. I waited until evening, then went to visit her in her cell. Some of the things she told me . . . ” I let my words trail off, still not sure what I thought about everything Maya had told me.

      “So you believe me?” Sophie asked like my answer mattered a great deal to her.

      I shrugged. “I don't know who to believe, but I'm going to tell you what Maya told me, because I need someone to help me understand what's going on.”

      I filled Sophie in on everything Maya had said. About half-way through She seemed to calm down as she processed all that I was telling her.

      When I finished, she looked worried. “Estus told us about this object, this . . . charm, but only told a select few of us know he wants you to find it. Now we know why.”

      “So you believe what Maya said?” I asked. “She doesn't know me. She might not have been telling the truth.”

      She gathered her long hair over her shoulder and started stroking it like it was her favorite pet. “We need to tell my brother,” she said finally.

      I was both glad and worried that she wanted to tell Alaric. He’d been a lascivious tease, but he'd also been kind to me. Yet, the idea of telling him was troubling. He was loyal to Estus, but I could tell he didn’t fully enjoy taking orders. If I had both Sophie and Alaric on my side . . . well, I might not only escape with my life, but I’d have two allies to help me figure out everything else.

      “What if he doesn't believe us?” I asked.

      She glared at me, though the effect was lessened when she had to sniffle her nose and wipe more tears away. “He may not believe us, but he will also not turn us in. He would never betray his own sister, and well you . . . he has a certain affection for you, even if I do not approve of it.”

      “How will we get him alone?” I pressed, ignoring what might have been a subtle insult.

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “I imagine he'll solve that problem for us soon enough. He's developed a habit of lurking around your bedroom door.”

      The thought of Alaric hanging out around my bedroom brought a nervous flutter to my stomach, but I decided it would be best not to comment on it. “So I have to tell him?” I asked weakly.

      Sophie smiled as if she was enjoying some secret thought. “Yes, you'll need to go back to your room and wait for him there. It will work out beautifully actually.”

      “Beautifully?” I questioned, not liking her tone.

      “Well,” she answered, “he's much less likely to take his anger out on you. So, you can break it to him, and your discussion will lead the way for me to discuss matters more fully with him.”

      I bit my lip, anxious to find some way out of being the one to tell Alaric. “I don't want his anger either,” I argued weakly.

      Sophie sighed. “He won't hurt you, and likely won't even get mad at you at all. He would, however, be extremely angry with me, so you telling him first gives him some time to calm down before I speak with him.”

      “Fine,” I agreed sullenly. “I guess I should probably go wait, though I'm not as sure as you are that he'll just show up.”

      I stood to go, but Sophie grabbed my wrist to stop me. “How was Maya?” she asked, concern back in her voice. “What did James do to her? Estus won't let me see her.”

      “She's alive,” I replied, not wanting to tell her the gruesome torture that Maya had endured. “Let's do our best to keep her that way.”

      Sophie nodded to herself. “Okay,” she said distantly, “now go break the news to Alaric. If he gets angry . . . well, I'm sure it will be okay.”

      Great, I was off to play the sacrificial lamb, and the look in Sophie's eyes told me that despite her claims, I was about to get roasted.

      I left Sophie and went back to my room to wait. I waited so long that I ended up falling asleep. When I awoke, the only indication of time I had was the lighting of the room. It had dimmed to almost darkness, evening, but not the middle of the night, else it would have been pitch black. Panic gripped me. I had slept the whole damn day away again. The stress must have been affecting me more than I’d realized. I’d wasted so much time.

      I felt the bed shift and I froze, thinking that Sivi had decided to pay me another visit. I waited for more movement, but nothing happened. Finally, I sat up in bed and shifted my gaze to find Alaric sitting on the side of the bed next to me. He was slumped forward with his elbows on his knees and his hair thrown over one shoulder.

      When he made no move to acknowledge me or say anything, I asked, “What's wrong?”

      “Well,” he began, “I was going about my evening when my sister found me, and she was very upset that I had not yet visited you. Now, I love my sister, but she is not really one to watch out for other women. I pressed her about it, and eventually she told me a very elaborate story.”

      He turned and leaned toward me enough to make solid eye contact in the dim lighting. “You do realize these allegations can be very dangerous?”

      I clenched my fists in the bedding. “I'm not making any allegations. I just told Sophie what I'd been told.”

      “Sophie's judgment is clouded on this matter,” he stated.

      I sat up straighter and pulled my knees up to my chest as I watched him. “So you're not going to help us then?”

      He laughed bitterly. “Well I can't just let you get caught now, can I? Sophie is determined to see this through, and if I don't agree, she'll just do it without me and get herself killed.”

      “So . . . you don't believe us, but you'll still help us?” I pressed.

      He met my eyes again. “Something like that.”

      He continued staring into my eyes long enough that I finally looked down, feeling uncomfortable with the pressure of his gaze.

      He reached out a hand and lifted my chin up so I would meet his eyes again. “Why does Estus believe that only you can find the charm? I've heard little of the thing until now, and suddenly it's in the Salr and only our new executioner can find it. It seems far too convenient to be true.”

      So apparently Sophie didn't tell him everything. “Maya thinks that I can somehow use the spirits of the dead to find it. She thinks that I might be able to communicate with them. I don't know how much Estus knows, but I don't think he's figured out that piece of the puzzle yet. He thinks if I search I’ll be able to see it.”

      “And when the hell did Maya get a chance to tell you that?” he asked in surprise. “I doubt she'd say all of that with James around.”

      I blushed and was glad that he probably couldn't see it in the dim lighting. “I might have made a trip down to her cell,” I admitted.

      He placed his palm against his forehead in a sarcastic now why didn't I think of that? gesture. “Of course you did,” he sighed, then turned back toward me. “You know, it would be easier to keep you out of trouble if you bothered to tell me your schemes beforehand.”

      “I hadn't planned on telling anyone my schemes,” I explained. “I only told Sophie because she took a risk telling me about Maya. I figured it was safe.”

      He stood and started pacing in the dark. “And what makes you think that you're so unsafe here?” he asked as he walked.

      I stood, finally feeling agitated myself. “What is there to make me think that I am safe? I was forcefully brought here, if you don’t remember. Sophie almost died, and that was only from an outside attack. James seems to be torturing someone new every day. You people killed your old executioner. What did he even do to deserve it? If I can't find this charm for Estus, will I be next?”

      “I'm here because I don't want you to be next!” Alaric hissed. He moved to stand in front of me. He seemed shocked at what he'd just said. Finally, as if coming to terms with his admission, he lowered his voice and added, “I don't want to see your heart in a box with all the others.”

      “So I ask you again,” I began calmly, “How could I ever feel safe?”

      He smiled bitterly, and I realized that he had gotten rather close for me to be able to see it. “You have a point, I suppose,” he admitted.

      “Darn right I do,” I seconded.

      He smiled mischievously, “Though you would probably feel safer if you had someone to sleep in this big, lonely room with you.”

      I looked up at him innocently. “Do you think Sophie would have a slumber party with me?”

      “Sophie,” he said as he took a step closer, “was not who I was referring to.”

      I placed my hand against his chest and pushed. “I don’t think so, buddy. We may all be in this together now, but don’t go getting any funny ideas.” My words belied my racing heart.

      He didn’t step back.

      I gulped. Damn it all, I was drawn to him. Maybe it was all the mystical death and war stuff Sophie had told me, but it was hard to think straight. “There’s something else,” I said breathlessly.

      Alaric nodded for me to go on.

      “When I was first summoned to see Maya,” I explained, trying to keep the quaver out of my voice, “she wasn't afraid of me at all, and it was like Estus knew that was the case. He even let her whisper in my ear. That's how I knew to go find her in the dungeon. There were no guards around her cell to keep her from speaking to anyone. Why would Estus let an alleged traitor tell me anything, when he's so intent on keeping me in the dark? And why was I allowed to walk around alone all morning?”

      Alaric's eyebrows raised. “Maybe because he wanted you to do exactly what you're doing now.” He paused in thought. “If Estus knew that Maya had information on how to get the charm, and knew she wouldn't tell him, he would logically turn to tricking someone else into finding out the information.”

      Icy fear shot through my gut, speeding my heart rate even more than Alaric's closeness. I was an idiot. I’d expected a trick, but I hadn’t expected to fall for it. “So why hasn't he come to get it out of me then?”

      His brow furrowed. “Because it would make much more sense to just wait for you to find it. Then he could take it from you and be done with it.”

      I shivered at the thought.

      “I won't let anything happen to you,” he assured.

      I shook my head. “How can you promise that?”

      He reached out his hand, rubbing it absentmindedly up and down my arm as his gaze turned distant with thought. After a few uncomfortable seconds, a smile crossed his face. “I have a plan.”

      My thoughts were becoming increasingly jumbled at his touch. “Care to share it?” I breathed.

      Alaric smiled even wider. “Nope.”

      He placed his other hand on my free arm and pulled me against him. All of my arguments slipped away. All I could think of was that the room was dark and cozy, and Alaric's body felt warm and exhilarating. I looked up into his eyes and felt like a field mouse caught by the big, predatory, barn cat.

      He had managed to distract me from what we were originally discussing, and I wasn't sure if he was really going to help us, or just not tattle on us. Did he really have a plan, and if so, why wasn't he telling me? I suspected he was distracting me on purpose, and I should have pressed the subject, but the warm electric feeling in my chest made the fear I'd been feeling just a short time before irrelevant.

      Alaric leaned down and kissed me, just a soft caress. That small touch drew out my years of solitude and sadness. The softness was nice, but I wanted more. If matters were really as bad as they seemed, I wasn't going to waste my time with gentle niceties.

      I wrapped one hand around the back of Alaric's neck and the other around his waist, pulling him tighter against me. He let out a sound in his throat that made me pull even harder.

      He put his hands underneath my butt and lifted, giving me the choice of either hopping up and wrapping my legs around him, or keeping them straight to be held off of the ground awkwardly. I hopped. He held me up and carried me toward the bed effortlessly.

      Being carried like that was a new experience for me. Matthew and the few guys I'd dated before him had been my height or just an inch taller, which meant if they lifted me up, my torso would tower above them.

      With Alaric's height, the once-awkward position was comfortable. Well, it was comfortable for the few moments it took to reach the bed. I was no longer thinking about comfort as he laid me gently on the bedspread and smoothed himself over me.

      As he kissed down to my collarbone, he glided his hands up from my hips to the sides of my chest, then ran the barest of touches over my bra. I tried to hold still, but the anticipation was too much.

      I pushed at Alaric's shoulders and rolled him off me. At first a look of confusion crossed his face, but it was soon erased with a wry smile as I slowly crawled up his body until I was straddling him.

      I grabbed his arms and pinned them over his head, much like how he had pinned me during my sparring lesson. His smile turned into something dark and feral, just as I felt the same smile creep across my face.

      See? I told you I'm no cream puff.
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      I had reveled in the feeling of touching and being touched. It was a relief to know that I could still feel that way at all anymore. Since Matthew, I had closed myself off, not even allowing myself the simple pleasure of a kiss for fear of harming someone again.

      To go past a kiss and have everything thrown at me in one heaping punch of passion left me nearly delirious. Beyond that, was the feeling of actually drifting off in someone's arms. It was delectable, but something still itched at me. I couldn't stop thinking about Maya wasting away down in her cell, or even worse, about James taking another shot at her.

      I believed what she had told me more than what anyone else had said. She stood nothing to gain in meeting with me, and even told me the very thing that she'd kept from James and Estus. She had tried to leave the Salr, and they brought her back and tortured her. Even the possibility of her choosing to work with our supposed enemies wasn't excuse enough for what had been done to her.

      Alaric drifted into what seemed a deep sleep as I worried over a woman I barely knew. Of course, I was in bed with a man I barely knew, so I couldn't judge Maya based on that fact alone. I stayed in bed a moment longer, saying in my head just do it, just do it, until I finally sat up and gently placed my feet on the floor.

      Alaric turned onto his side and reached toward my now-empty spot, but his eyes didn't open. I wanted to reach out and touch him, but I couldn't risk waking him. Instead, I crept around the room, picking up the pieces of my clothing that had been thrown haphazardly about. When I had everything, I dressed quickly in the corner as I watched Alaric for any signs that he might be waking up.

      After quietly putting my tennis shoes on, I took one more moment to observe Alaric in my bed. It was strange seeing him in such a defenseless position, when normally it seemed like nothing could touch him. I left him there as the warmth of his embrace left my skin.

      The halls had a little more light than my room, which I was thankful for, but it also meant that I would be easy to spot. Of course if Stella, the Lindworm, was out and about, she would sniff me out regardless.

      I wasn't sure if I should try to find Sophie, or if I should just look for the charm. Maya had said that there was no way for me to get her out of her cell, but there had to be a way. If someone could put her in, then I should be able to get her out, especially with Sophie’s help.

      I hurried down the hallway, following the twists and turns that led to Sophie's room. She opened the door before I even had a chance to knock and pulled me inside.

      “What did he say?” she whispered as soon as the door was shut. “I didn't mean to tell him before you could, but he forced it out of me.”

      She'd changed clothes with the obvious intention of not getting any sleep, and was now dressed in skin-tight black leather pants and a billowy black blouse. There was one of those battery-powered touch lights illuminating the room, answering my question as to what we were supposed to do when the Salr decided that it was lights out. I felt a bit bitter that no one had given me a touch light.

      “Well, he doesn't fully agree with us,” I explained, “but he doesn't want us to get ourselves killed either. I'm not sure how much he'll help, but he'll do his best to make sure we don't get caught.”

      Sophie's eyes narrowed at me. “And what took you so long to come here?” she asked suspiciously. “I've been waiting forever.”

      My face suddenly felt hot. “I um-” I stammered.

      Her eyes widened. “You slept with him! I told you not to.”

      I shrugged. “Sorry.”

      “Don't be sorry,” she snapped. “Just don't come whining to me when he breaks your heart.”

      I didn't know how to respond to that, so instead I asked, “What do we do now?”

      She turned away from me and started pacing, reminding me of Alaric. All I wanted was to crawl back in bed with him.

      “Focus,” Sophie ordered, glancing at me. “We need to help Maya escape, and we need to find the charm. The problem is which one first. If we help Maya escape, then everyone will be looking for the traitor that did it and it will become more difficult to find the charm in secrecy. We could try finding the charm first, but who knows how long it will take? I don't like leaving Maya down there.”

      “Maybe we just shouldn't find the charm at all,” I offered. “If it's such a dangerous thing . . . ”

      Sophie shook her head. “If Estus wants it, it will be found. He's already figured out that he needs an executioner to find it. He will eventually discover that using the traitor's hearts is the key, even if Maya won't tell him. If he discovers what to do, then we'll have no chance of keeping the charm from him.”

      “So you agree with Maya then?” I asked. “She thinks that Estus would be a tyrant, but isn't he kind of one already?”

      Sophie snorted. “He's only a small scale tyrant right now, and he's kept it hidden well. Most of our people love him. I've never held any love for the man, but my time spent here has been mostly comfortable. I was content, until I found out about Maya. Now I can't ignore the fact that I could end up in a cell just as easily. If what Maya says about the charm is true, then Estus would be a uniting leader amongst the clans. He wouldn't have to worry about keeping up appearances in order to keep his numbers strong. He would have all of the numbers, so what would a few extra deaths mean?”

      The implications were making me dizzy. I shouldn’t care what happened to the Vaettir, but if all these freaks were banded together, what might that mean for the world at large? I slumped onto the bed. “But what would he do with the numbers?” I asked weakly. “World domination? Is he that power hungry?

      Sophie's gaze went distant. She spoke like she was standing on the edge of a cliff. “I believe that Maya thinks he would have us on the outside world again, but not how we were before. I am not sure of that. As far as I'm concerned, Estus only wants power. Keeping his people underground under close supervision would give him that. The only thing we know for sure, is that whatever he plans, it isn't good. No one strives for such power for noble reasons. We need to find that charm and get rid of it.”

      I stood, my mind made up. “We need to help Maya first.”

      “It could ruin any chance we have—” Sophie began.

      “We help Maya first,” I said again. “We would still be in the dark if it weren't for her. We can't just take her information and let her rot.”

      Sophie eyed me very carefully, then suddenly pulled me into a hug. She whispered, “Thank you,” then let me go abruptly.

      She opened a large closet and started clanking around inside while I waited. I went to the closet door to watch her as she pawed through several large wooden crates.

      “I have something in here that could help cut through the bars of Maya's cell,” she explained. “If we can get down there with no one seeing us, we should be able to get her out.”

      “Are there no keys?” I asked, puzzled.

      Sophie shook her head. “The Salr listens to the Doyen of the clan. If he wants someone to be imprisoned, the cell will not open without his say-so.”

      I nodded, creeped out by the idea of the Salr listening to Estus, or anyone for that matter. Buildings were not supposed to be sentient, even when they were magical underground sanctuaries.

      I wondered if the Salr knew what we were doing, and would tattle on us to Estus. Of course, if that were the case, Sophie likely wouldn't be talking about things so openly, and we would have already been thrown in cells ourselves.

      “So what do we do with her once she's free of the cell?” I asked. “If the only way out is Sivi's pool—”

      “That's not the only way out,” Sophie sighed.

      I put my hands on my hips. “But Alaric—”

      “He lied,” she interrupted, finally turning to look at me. Her face softened at my hurt expression. “He had no choice. He was only following orders.”

      Confusion replaced a bit of the hurt, but only a bit. “Did Estus really get that specific? Why would he want me to believe there’s no way out? It’s not like my escape attempts were successful.”

      “Orders concerning you were very clear,” she said bitterly. “He’s not going to risk you getting snatched away. Executioners aren't exactly a dime a dozen, and we've already lost one.”

      I crossed my arms. “He already killed one you mean.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes like it made no difference. “What I'm saying is that he wants to keep you here, badly, and from what you've told me, Sivi wants you to leave just as badly. It all backs up what Maya said.” She stood with a small, perfectly round stone in her hand.

      I eyed it skeptically. “And that's going to get Maya out of her cell?”

      “Yes,” she replied. She closed her fingers around the stone and looked me up and down. “Are you ready?”

      “W-what?” I stammered. “You want to go now?”

      She nodded. “Isn't that what you came here for?”

      I shook my head rapidly. “I came here to plan. Shouldn't we wake Alaric?”

      Sophie's eyes narrowed again. “You left him sleeping in your bed, didn't you?”

      I looked down at the floor, embarrassed. In an attempt to change the subject, I asked, “I thought we told him everything because we needed his help. Shouldn't we tell him what we're doing?”

      Sophie sighed. “The purpose was to have him willing to help you should anything happen to me tonight.”

      It was my turn to narrow my eyes. “You planned on helping Maya tonight regardless of what I chose to do, didn't you?”

      Sophie blushed, not quite meeting my accusing gaze. “I can't leave her there. I can't risk Estus storing her heart with all of the others. If you had chosen to find the charm first, I would have tried to help her on my own.”

      I clenched my jaw in frustration. At least she was honest. “So if something does happen to you, then what?”

      “You flee the scene,” she instructed. “If anyone sees you, you tell them I forced you to help me. Then you and Alaric can find the charm and get rid of it.”

      I shook my head. “If I blame you like that, you'll end up just like Maya.”

      Sophie's lips twisted into a wry smile. “If we get to the point of you needing to blame me, I will already be dead or on the run. Just promise me that if the former occurs, you'll find a way to release me. I don't want to be stuck in a box.”

      I nodded. “I promise.”

      Sophie hugged me again, then pulled away, blushing harder. “Are you ready?”

      I took a shaky breath. Alaric probably wouldn’t forgive me if I let his sister get killed, but it was a risk I was going to have to take. “As ready as I'll ever be,” I sighed.

      Sophie looked at me like she didn't quite believe me, and she shouldn't have. I wasn't ready at all. A silly, childish part of me thought that maybe with Alaric I could be happy. Sophie might argue that, and she might be right, but I could still try. Now I was going to risk the first man I’d been able to touch without the risk of killing him. Sophie thought I could get away without blame, but there was no guarantee. Just the thought of being under Estus' scrutinizing gaze made me shiver.

      I could have tried forming a semblance of a life with Alaric, but instead I was about to risk it all for a woman I'd just met. It was stupid, but I couldn't just leave her there to rot, and I couldn't be blindly happy while people were being tortured for no good reason. Ignorance was bliss, and I already knew far too much.

      Maybe at first I could have believed that what I was expected to do was just a casualty of war, but what did the other side think about that? It would have been nice to ask the last executioner what he thought about it, but he had been tortured and killed by James, all on Estus' orders.

      Even if I didn't want to save Maya, I couldn't just wait idly by for the same fate to befall me. I shook my head at my own foolishness. I should have just left when Sivi gave me the opportunity. I was in way over my head, and sinking fast.
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      The dungeon was just how I remembered it: dark, scary, and filled with pain. We found Maya right where I had left her, but not how I had left her. At some point James had taken one of her hands to match her already missing foot.

      Sophie started crying the moment she saw Maya curled up in the corner of her cell. The battered woman now reached her one hand through the bars for Sophie to hold while she knelt in front of her.

      Sophie’s back shook with silent tears. “I’ll kill him for this,” she rasped.

      “It wasn't James' fault,” Maya muttered. “He may be a sick bastard, but he was just following orders. Estus is the one who did this to me.”

      Sophie raised her head to meet Maya’s gaze. “And that is who I mean to kill.”

      Maya’s shoulders slumped with a sigh. “Sophie—”

      I couldn’t help the feeling that there were eyes on my back. I felt for both of them. Literally, I could feel Sophie’s heartache, but we needed to get out of the dungeon before someone caught us. “Umm, not to interrupt, but we really should get this show on the road.”

      “What show?” Maya asked sharply.

      “We're busting you out,” I explained. I offered a hand to Sophie. Her fingers trembled as I helped her to her feet.

      “No,” Maya rasped, shaking her head in disbelief. “You can't. You'll just end up down here too.”

      Sophie ignored her as she fished the small stone out of the pocket of her leather pants. Before Maya could protest further, Sophie placed the stone against one of the bars. At first nothing happened, then sparks began to fly out from underneath the stone. I watched in awe as Sophie withdrew her hand, leaving the stone in place. After a few seconds the sparks stopped, and she reclaimed the stone to reveal a clear cut through the bar.

      “What the hell was that?” I asked.

      Sophie didn't acknowledge me, and instead set to placing the stone on each bar until a perfect cut went about two feet across. Next she cut the bottoms of the bars, instructing me to hold each one so it wouldn't fall when it came loose. The bars were much heavier than they looked, and my arms felt like pudding by the time we had a hole big enough for Maya to fit through.

      Once the bars were all set aside, Sophie crawled through the opening, then helped Maya up, balancing on her remaining foot.

      “I wish we had something to help with the pain,” I commented without thinking as they maneuvered through the opening.

      “Maya doesn't feel pain,” Sophie explained.

      “How did you manage to keep that information from Estus until now?” I asked.

      It seemed pointless to torture someone who couldn't feel pain. Of course, I suppose the threat of losing a foot could make a person talk regardless of whether or not they'd feel it.

      “I knew better than to share my secrets around here,” Maya said, looking pointedly at Sophie.

      “I've learned that lesson too,” Sophie said quietly.

      Maya nodded and we all started forward. Eventually I went to Maya's other side to help speed our progress. She reeked of burned flesh and other smells, and I had to hold onto her scabbed skin more tightly than I would have liked, but it was necessary.

      We were lucky that Maya was small, or we would have had trouble carrying her out. I couldn't help but wonder how she'd even survive out of the Salr with the condition she was in.

      Sophie's eyes caught mine over the top of Maya's head. The look in her eyes was sad, yet determined, and told me exactly what she was thinking. She was going to go with Maya and leave me to find the charm on my own, even if we managed to get Maya out undetected. Sophie watched as the realization played across my face. She bit her lip, waiting for my reaction. Doubting that I really had much choice in the matter, I nodded that it was okay.

      As we reached the stairs, the three of us looked up with concern. The tall steps were strenuous enough to climb in the best of conditions, and these were definitely not the best of conditions. Our worries about the stairs were erased as a new worry stepped into view. A tall figure came to stand at the top of the stairway, clearly intending to block our way, though it was too dark to see his face.

      “I'll try to keep whoever it is busy,” I said quietly. “You run with Maya.”

      “You'll be killed,” Sophie replied harshly. “Or worse, you'll end up in Maya's cell, only you'll be able to feel the pain that James will cause you. Run to whoever it is for help. Tell them I forced you to do this.”

      The figure took a step down the stairs, then another. “We're caught now,” I said through gritted teeth. “And me turning you in won't do any good. I'll try to take them down, then I'll follow you. I'll leave too.”

      The thought of leaving without telling Alaric sent an uncomfortable squirm through my heart, but it had to be done. I couldn’t involve him any further. If Estus hunted Maya down, he would hunt anyone else that left too. I ran out of time to think as the figure drew closer. It was clearly a man, but I still couldn't see his face.

      I let go of Maya and prepared to charge.

      “Maddy?” a man's voice said. “Is that you?”

      “You idiot,” Sophie chided, relief clear in her voice. “You scared us half to death.”

      “You should be scared,” Alaric whispered back. “What the hell are you two doing down here?” He eyes turned toward me as he stepped close enough for me to see in the near dark. “First you ask for my help, then you sneak out of bed while I'm sleeping and run off, once again not allowing me to help. What happened to letting me in on your schemes before you carry them out?”

      I shrugged, at a loss for words.

      Obviously frustrated, Alaric walked past me and effortlessly lifted Maya up into his arms. “The North Breach?” he asked.

      “Yes,” Sophie answered simply as she started forward, leading the way.

      I wanted to ask what the North Breach was, but kept my mouth shut as I followed our party up the stairs, then started down the hallway silently. We walked unhindered for a while and I was just starting to feel a little less nervous when I heard clicking behind me, then something poked into my back. I jumped forward and bumped into Sophie. The forward jump wasn't enough to get me out of the way, as the next thing I knew I was on my back with a tremendous weight on top of me.

      Stella's rottweiler face panted inches from my nose, forcing hot, steamy breath into my sinuses. I gagged, but didn’t try to scoot away. She could have easily crushed me with her thick middle, but instead she hovered above me with her legs to either side, only placing enough weight on me to keep me in place.

      “Stella!” Sophie hissed.

      Stella looked up at Sophie and growled. I watched upside down as Alaric gently let Maya down to her foot. She leaned against the wall as if only having one foot was a perfectly normal thing for her.

      Alaric glanced at Sophie. “I'll grab Stella, then you grab Maddy.”

      Sophie replied with a curt nod. As Alaric stepped closer, Stella lowered her belly more firmly against me, still not crushing, but making it obvious that she didn't want me to go anywhere.

      Alaric stepped behind Stella so that I could no longer see him.

      “Be ready to grab her quickly,” he whispered. “I don't want Stella's claws to get to Maddy when I lift her.”

      I thought the idea of Alaric lifting Stella questionable in itself, since the beast had to weigh several hundred pounds. Even more questionable was the idea that Sophie could get me to my feet quickly enough to avoid getting skewered by Stella's large, bear-like claws.

      “One,” Alaric counted down.

      “Two,” Sophie said.

      Before anyone could say three, Alaric and Sophie both lunged toward the creature. Suddenly I was on my feet, and Stella was thrashing around in Alaric's arms as he tried to hold her aloft.

      “Go!” he grunted.

      Sophie shoved me forward ahead of her, then picked Maya up in a less-than-graceful fireman's carry. It was either run or block Sophie's way, so I forced myself forward. I looked back over my shoulder as we took a nearby turn. The last thing I saw was Stella turning around in Alaric’s grasp to slash him across the chest just as she let out a loud bellow.

      “We have to go back!” I cried as Sophie used her free shoulder to shove me forward.

      “He'll catch up!” she yelled back.

      I cringed at her shout, but after Stella's warning shriek, we were no longer concerned with silence. Our only hope now was speed, and I was hindering us.

      I tried to force my way around Sophie to go back to Alaric, causing her to nearly drop Maya. Sophie blocked me and got in my face as she repositioned Maya over her shoulder. Eyes that had gone full-feline stared me down. “He will catch up. Now go.”

      I went, not sure where I was running to, but trusting that Sophie would guide me. Tears streamed down my face as I thought of Alaric getting cut up by Stella. What if he didn't catch up? Would Estus blame everything on Alaric if Sophie and I left?

      “Wait!” Sophie shouted.

      I came to a skidding halt in front of a door to my left as Sophie stopped right beside me. She still had Maya over her shoulder, and her little stone was in her free hand. Sophie placed the stone against the lock on the door until it became a melted hunk of metal. She pushed the door open, then gestured for me to go inside.

      I staggered in, then stopped, expecting a room and not a long, narrow hall. I forced myself to run again, even though my muscles and lungs were screaming at me from over-exertion. Sophie’s steps echoed behind me. Clean stone walls whipped by, eventually showing signs of erosion. We hit an expanse of vines creeping up over cracked stones. I couldn't tell for sure since everything was a blur around me, but it seemed like the vines were moving.

      The hallway ended suddenly in a writhing mass of vines. Sophie set Maya gently down amongst the serpentine tendrils. The smaller tendrils crept forward and instantly began to envelop her, just like they'd done to me when I was first brought to the Salr.

      I watched in awe as Maya's form disappeared from view with barely a sound. I was so entranced that I only heard the footsteps a moment before someone grabbed my wrist and whirled me around. I came face to face with James. He watched my fear for a moment, then tugged my wrist again, bringing me toward him. My back thudded against his chest and his arm looped around me, tight enough to constrict my breathing.

      “I've been dreaming about having you chained to a wall,” he grunted as I struggled against him. “It looks like my dreams are about to come true.”

      Sophie watched us as she backed herself toward the vines. I realized what she was going to do as the first tear crept slowly down her face.

      “I'm sorry, Maddy,” she said softly before turning her sad eyes to James.

      “I'd stop you,” he began, “but what I'm going to do to your brother will cause you so much more pain than knives and fire ever could.”

      I started struggling again as Sophie lowered herself into the vines. She met my eyes until the vines reached her face and pulled her down into the swirling mass.

      I continued struggling as James pulled me back away from the only route of escape. “You can't kill me,” I grunted, gasping for a full breath. “Estus needs me.”

      James laughed. “Accidents happen,” he said happily, forcing me back down the hallway. “An accident happened with the last executioner, and we found a new one just fine.”

      My mind raced at his admission. “So he wasn't a traitor then?” I breathed, already knowing the answer.

      James laughed. “He couldn't figure out how to find the charm. I had hoped to inspire him, but I might have gone too far.”

      “So you knew?” I gasped. “You've known what Estus was looking for since the beginning?”

      We had reached the door with its melted lock just as Alaric came into view. His bare chest and neck were a bloody mess. I squirmed in discomfort, feeling every little cut on his body.

      Ignoring his blood dripping onto the floor, Alaric sneered his unnaturally elongated teeth at James. I had only seen his teeth look like that one other time, and that was right after he'd bitten a man's throat out. Even as injured as he was, he still planned on a fight.

      James tossed me aside like I weighed nothing.

      I staggered, thudding into the wall.

      “You better not have hurt Stella,” he hissed.

      I turned as Alaric glared at James defiantly, then spit blood onto the ground. Whether it was his own blood, or someone else's, I wasn't sure. “You'll have to get through me to find out.”

      James took one step forward.

      “That, will not be necessary,” Estus said as he came into view behind Alaric.

      Alaric stepped aside, repositioning himself in front of me.

      Estus cocked his head to one side. His loose gray hair streamed over the shoulder of his dark colored robe like silk.

      “Truly Alaric,” he said calmly, “you could have at least tried to keep your sister here.”

      Alaric dropped to one knee and bowed his head. “I was preoccupied,” he apologized, “but at least you still have your executioner.”

      I looked from Estus to Alaric’s hunched back in confusion. Just a moment before he had been ready to fight James, and now that Estus was here, he was just handing me over? I stared down at Alaric, willing him to turn and look up at me, but he just knelt there as a small pool of blood formed underneath him.

      “Take her to a cell,” Estus ordered.

      James looked just as shocked as I felt. “He was helping them,” he stated, pointing at Alaric's still form. “I should be bringing him to a cell.”

      Estus looked directly at me when he said, “Alaric was working on my orders. Madeline is the only prisoner here.”

      James growled and grabbed me again, shoving me forward harder than he needed to. Alaric kept his head bowed as Estus approached him, then we turned a corner and I could no longer see the true traitor in my life.
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      My bones ached from the cold as I slowly lifted myself to a seated position. I had no idea how long I'd been left alone in the dark, but judging by the pain in my stomach, I'd say at least 24 hours. The side I'd been lying on slowly regained feeling as I groggily peered around in the darkness.

      I reached forward blindly until my hands met with cool metal. I snaked my grip around the bars as everything came crashing back once more. Sophie and Maya, James, Estus . . . and Alaric. He had betrayed me, and now I was in the same dungeon we had rescued Maya from. Poetic justice at its best.

      With nothing to comfort me in the pure darkness, I resorted to curling up in a corner with my back pressed against the wall. I squeezed my eyes tightly shut. The darkness was much worse than the hunger or cold. I laid there for what felt like hours. Every time I tried to open my eyes, I would panic from lack of bearings. Realistically I knew I was in a cell by myself, but when you can't even see an inch in front of your nose, you constantly feel like something is going to reach out and grab you.

      A noise somewhere down the long hall that ended in my cell startled me back into full awareness. My eyes snapped open before I could stop them, only this time I wasn't assaulted by the oppressive darkness. The light at the end of the hall crept closer, and a sliver of hope made my heart race.

      That hope sank to the pit of my stomach when I saw who was approaching. James eyed me thoughtfully with his cold, pale eyes as he came to stand in front of my cell. His eyes reminded me of the eyes of a corpse . . . cold, dead, and unfeeling. Not liking the feeling of him looking down on me while I huddled in my corner, I forced myself to my feet.

      He eyed me for a few more silent moments, as if he'd memorize the pitiful sight of me, then smirked. “I just don't see it,” he said, shaking his head.

      “See—” I rasped, then took a moment to wet my throat. “See what?” The words felt foreign on my tongue after the prolonged silence of my imprisonment. Emotions that I'd been avoiding came flooding into reality now that I had a target for them.

      “Why Estus won't let me kill you,” he stated bluntly as he pushed his golden hair out of his face.

      His hair was that annoying length where it's almost long enough to tuck behind the ears, but not quite, so it always just fell forward instead. His hair and faintly tan skin gave the image of someone who spent a lot of time hiking, or doing other outdoor activities, yet his favorite activities were reserved for dark rooms, behind locked doors. A dungeon cell was close enough.

      I leaned back against the wall with my hips slightly jutted forward. I'd only done it because I was ready to lose my feet, but James didn't need to know that. When in doubt, try to look tough.

      “What do you want?” I asked coolly, ignoring his insult.

      James put his free hand on one of the bars of my cell so he could lean forward and leer at me. “Just because Estus won't let me kill you, doesn't mean I can't harm you. I wanted to see you so that I could picture clearly what I'm going to do to you.”

      I glared at him in response. The idea of being left to James' tender mercies made me want to scream. I'd seen what he liked to do to his victims. I doubted I would come out of the ordeal mentally or physically intact.

      “It must have hurt when Alaric let me carry you off,” he said suddenly.

      I knew he was just trying to get a reaction out of me, but I couldn't help the hurt expression that crossed my face. It had hurt, but even more than that, it had been humiliating. I never should have trusted Alaric, and I was paying for that mistake ten-fold.

      I corrected my expression to one of extreme distaste and grumbled, “Fuck off.”

      James lifted his hands in a mock expression of fear. “Oooh, the little girl has some teeth after all.”

      I staggered closer to where James was leaning and pushed my face against the cool steel, inches from where his hand gripped the bar. “Come closer and I'll show you my teeth,” I taunted.

      James laughed at me, but he pushed away from the bars instead of leaning closer. “All in due time, darlin'. All in due time.”

      With a final laugh he walked back down the hall, taking the light with him. I slumped back into my corner, feeling utterly defeated. Sophie had abandoned me, Alaric had betrayed me, and the only person who cared enough to visit my cell was a deranged sadist. I had heard that things start to go downhill when you neared thirty, but this was just ridiculous.

      The darkness eased again sometime later as someone I didn't know came into view with a torch. The woman slid a hunk of bread and a single, small cup of water through the bars of my cell, then silently walked away.

      As I devoured the bread so fast that I almost choked, I thought of what the food delivery might mean. Estus obviously wanted me alive, at least for the time being. He still needed an executioner to find his stupid charm, though I'd be damned if I was going to find it for him. He'd kill me as soon as I did. After I died, there would be no one to release my spirit, so some part of me would be stuck in my dismembered corpse forever.

      The thought almost made the bread come back up, but I forced it back down with a gulp of water. By this point, I was pretty sure that Estus kept many hearts in the same place he'd shown me the heart of the last executioner. I would not be surprised if there was a drawer reserved in that room for me. There probably was one for Sophie too, if she ever came back. Alaric's heart was safe, if he even had one.

      I tried to turn my thoughts away from Sophie and Alaric, but the bitter feeling of betrayal flooded in regardless. I had helped Sophie free Maya, and the two of them left me to rot. I should have never trusted Sophie or Alaric. I shouldn't have trusted anyone. To the Vaettir, I was a tool, and nothing more.

      I couldn't help but feel like everything that had happened was punishment for being what I was. I could trash talk the other Vaettir as much as I wanted, but it was my curse to take life. It was my curse that had gotten me into this position. It seemed so much worse than having telekinesis or turning part feline from time to time.

      I couldn't blame the humans who were frightened of us centuries ago, forcing the Vaettir to go into hiding, if I were to believe what I’d been told. In hiding was where we deserved to be. It was where I deserved to be. Still, if I had the opportunity, I would go live amongst the humans again, even if it endangered them. Call me selfish all you want. You'd be right.

      I was startled as another light came into view. I had already been fed, and James had already taunted me, so there was no reason for anyone else to visit.

      My heart pattered nervously, hoping in spite of myself that this new visitor would be Alaric. He would come and tell me that it had been an elaborate ruse. He had been on my side all along, but couldn't let Estus know. I would be freed at once and we would run away together.

      I was overwhelmed by a sinking feeling in my gut as Sivi came into view. The pale, fairy-like creature swayed toward my cell, though her feet didn't make a sound. Her violet eyes and translucent hair were illuminated by a small, hovering light in the palm of her hand. I wasn't even surprised by the free-floating ball of light. I'd seen things more astounding ten times over.

      Sivi cocked her head, observing me. “I told you not to trust them,” she chided. “You could have been free.”

      “Lack of foresight is a real bitch,” I grumbled. “What do you want?”

      “I want the charm,” she said simply. “I will free you in return.”

      “What would you do with it?” I asked, actually considering the offer. Sivi probably wasn’t the best person to be granted ultimate power, but I'd take her over Estus any day of the week.

      “I would put us back where we belong,” she answered. “We are guardians of nature. To live in the cage of the Salr is blasphemy. It is not meant for this.”

      “And what of those who would resist?” I pressed. “Many of the Vaettir enjoy their current existence.”

      Sivi shrugged and made it clear by her expression that I was boring her. “They will die. Those who choose this life are abominations. This is not what we're meant to be.”

      I rose to my feet and walked toward the bars of my cell. I towered over Sivi, and I felt a little better looking down at the tiny woman rather than looking up at her.

      “What about the humans?” I asked. “The world is not how it used to be.”

      Sivi spat on the ground in disgust. “The Vaettir are far greater in number now. We will not be hunted as we were in the past. Humans will grovel at our feet and beg forgiveness for what they have done.”

      “And that is our natural place?” I asked skeptically. “Nature guardians who rule over humanity?”

      “The humans have destroyed the home granted to us by the gods,” she said almost sadly, then her face contorted back to anger as she added, “and they will pay.”

      I shook my head. “I don't think I'll be helping you.”

      Sivi pressed her face close to mine and sneered so that I could see her tiny, pointed teeth. “You would rather rot here than be free?” she snarled. “You're a fool.”

      I shrugged. “At least this way, I'll be the only one to die.”

      Sivi let out an ugly laugh. “An executioner that values human life, how precious. You're as twisted as the rest of them.”

      I didn't really like being lumped in with the rest of them, since they had only brought me grief, but I kept quiet. I was more concerned with the fate of humans than I was with the fate of the Vaettir. Plus, I was beginning to believe that the Vaettir really were all evil. I didn't particularly want to help any of them. If I was going to die a gruesome, torturous death, I might as well do it with a bit of dignity.

      Sivi glared at me for a moment longer, then turned to go. I watched as her slender form seemed to levitate down the hallway silently. She stopped half-way down and looked back over her bony shoulder at me with a malicious grin. “Remember when it comes time to choose sides, that one ruler locked you in the cell, and the other would have had you freed.”

      I fell back to the ground as she disappeared from view, regretting my decision, but knowing I could have done no different. I'd done enough harm already. While I’d take freedom if it was offered under other circumstances, I'd be damned if I was going to sacrifice countless human lives just for a chance to see the sun again. A few, maybe, but not the large scale bloodshed Sivi had in mind.
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      It seemed like a full day had passed before I once again saw the light of a torch. A man and a women I had never seen before removed me from my cell, and held me up by my arms as we  walked down the hall, then ascended the enormous, stone stairway leading away from the dungeon. I was weak enough that I didn't argue or try to escape. I was just happy to be out of the darkness.

      The man glanced at me nervously as we walked. He looked young, with dark hair cropped close to his skull, making his blue eyes seem wider. He seemed unsure of himself. I almost thought about trying to reason with him, but then I saw the woman's face. Her lovely hazel eyes looked at me with an expression that said it all. I was the scum of the earth, a traitor, and I deserved what I had coming to me. She tossed her ginger colored hair over her shoulder as she looked away, a gesture perfected by mean girls the world over.

      I was beginning to see that Estus' power didn't only extend to telekinetic feats and a little mind reading. His real power was in the sway he held over his people. If he told them that jumping off a bridge would help their clan, I had little doubt that most of them would do it.

      The couple brought me to a bathroom I'd never been to, though it was nearly identical to the one I'd used on a regular basis before my imprisonment. They shoved me ahead of them, then shut the door behind us. The woman gestured to the bathtub.

      I glanced at the clean, white, tub, having no desire to hop in. I turned toward her and crossed my arms. “What’s the point of bathing if James is just going to kill me?”

      The woman wrinkled her nose at me. “You stink.”

      I looked at the tub again, then back to the man and woman blocking the doorway. I could try getting past them, but I doubted Estus would send only two people to guard me if they weren't fully equipped for the task.

      Deciding that it wasn't my time to escape, I turned my back and began undressing. My black silk top was in surprisingly good shape for all I’d been through, as were the black jeans. I did stink though. Sweating during the attempted escape with Sophie, then lying in a dungeon for several days had taken its toll.

      I slipped down into the bathtub before even filling the water, wanting to cover my nudity as quickly as possible. The man and woman watched me dispassionately, not interested in my state of undress either way.

      I plugged the drain and turned on the faucet, then turned back to my prison guards. “So,” I began casually, “what lies has Estus told you about me?”

      The woman glared at me. “You are a traitor, working for Aislin. You freed a valuable prisoner, and so, have been sentenced to death.”

      I gulped, feeling sick. I'd known I was likely going to die, but hearing it out loud made it seem a little more real. “Is that where you're taking me once I'm clean? To be killed?”

      The woman shook her head, but kept her eyes forward. “You must be questioned first.”

      The man beside her was beginning to sweat profusely. Either he was nervous to be around a traitor, or he didn't like what was happening. Perhaps Estus' sway wasn't as complete as I'd originally thought.

      “To what end?” I pressed. “I know nothing of value.”

      When the woman didn't answer, the young man finally met my eyes. “That is not for us to know.”

      I smirked at him, though my insides were filled with sickly acid. “Your Doyen says jump, and you say how high?”

      The woman sneered at me. “Hurry up and bathe. Your very presence taints us.”

      I tsked at her and began washing myself as I mumbled, “There's no need to be insulting.”

      She gave no sign that she heard me, and instead stared straight ahead. A good little soldier.

      I finished bathing, and stepped out to dry myself off with a nearby towel. My guards both still stood directly in front of the door. The only way I might escape them was to try it after we left the bathroom, but at that point they would both have a hold on me again, and I was almost too weak to stand.

      The female guard reached down to the floor toward a pile of folded clothing I hadn't noticed until then. She straightened, unfolding the fabric to reveal a loose-fitting, black, spaghetti strap dress, and a black bra and panties to match. I didn't see any shoes among the offerings. Not bothering to ask for any, I took the clothing and got dressed. The dress fell below my knees and seemed a size or two too big.

      I looked back up to my guards to see that the young man now held a length of rope in his hands. I began to back away, but there was nowhere to go. The woman lunged for me. I darted back, then slipped on a puddle of water, landing hard on my butt. The woman grabbed both my arms, then the man knelt and secured my wrists in a quick, efficient manner. Maybe he wasn't such a novice after all. All I could do was groan in pain and curse the pair’s existence.

      Once I was thoroughly bound, my escorts each gripped one of my arms, tugged me up off the ground, then opened the bathroom door to lead me back down the hall. As hard as I tried to stare down the young man on my right, I was given no further explanation of where I was going . . . though I didn't really need one. I knew exactly where I was going. I was about to end up where all prisoners ended up. We were going to the place I lovingly thought of as the torture room.

      Though I was still stinging from my fall, this was my last moment to fight. Soon I’d be in shackles. I feebly threw myself backward, managing to free my arm from the young man, but not from the woman. He panicked, but the woman did not. She let go of my arm and punched me square in the jaw. I reeled away from her and nearly fell, then before I knew it, both of the guards had a hold of me once more, and I could feel a welt forming on my cheek.

      They half dragged, half carried me the rest of the way to the blood-stained room where I'd first met Maya, chained to the wall, and covered in cuts and burns. I'd done my best to save her, but I doubted anyone planned on doing the same for me.

      James was already in the room, dressed in a skin-tight, white tee-shirt and dark jeans. His eyes sparkled with excitement as my escorts chained my bound hands to the wall above my head from one of the manacles. The woman had to stand on a stool to reach, and I would have kicked it out from under her if I'd had the strength. Too weakened to fight, all I could do was glare into James' eerie, white-blue eyes while I tried not to cry.

      Unlike Maya, I was tall enough that even hanging from the manacle, my feet still touched the ground, though just barely. Once I was secured, James nodded to my attendants and both left the room without a word. The sight of the door shutting behind them made the last sliver of hope drip from my body like icy water.

      I  narrowed my eyes in the dim light toward a small medical table at James' side. James stroked the gleaming metal instruments on the table as if they were his favorite pets. In a way, they were.

      “I've been waiting for this since the moment I met you,” James taunted as he left his table behind to approach me, “though it would be nice to see some of the fight you had in you yesterday.”

      “Now, now,” I replied weakly. “I wouldn't want to go and make this enjoyable for you.”

      James laughed and took another step forward, rubbing a hand up my arm. “I'm going to enjoy this either way, Madeline.”

      I stifled a shiver as James moved his hand slowly toward my breast. He smiled as he watched my face. I tried to keep my expression blank, but I'm sure some of the horror I was feeling showed through. He stopped short with his hand on my ribcage. With a another smile, he let his hand drop and turned away from me.

      He looked toward the door as it opened, seemingly of its own volition, to reveal Estus. James dropped to one knee in acknowledgment of his omnipotent leader, but Estus only had eyes for me.

      The small man approached, surveying me with eyes even paler than James'. His impossibly long, silver braid slithered from the front of his shoulder to fall against his back as he came to stand directly in front of me. I would have given much in that moment to strangle him with it. He was dressed in his usual ensemble of dark colored, loose fitting shirt and pants.

      I looked down at the elderly man and felt more fear than James would ever manage to cause me. While James was a sadist, I was beginning to sense that Estus was a complete sociopath. One might expect to feel pity, anger, or a myriad of other emotions from the person condemning them to torture, but I looked down at Estus' impassive face and knew that he felt nothing beyond his sick obsession with power.

      “I will need her relatively whole,” he said as he looked up at me, though obviously he was speaking to James. “She still has a task to perform.”

      Movement in the doorway drew my attention as Alaric came into view. My heart stopped at the sight of him, looking tall and handsome, and none too concerned with my fate. His dark hair was tied back at the nape of his neck, giving it the illusion of being shorter than it actually was, and leaving the shoulders of his black dress shirt bare. His dark brown eyes flicked to me briefly, then landed firmly on Estus as the old man turned to face him.

      “Ah, there you are,” Estus said, sounding like a jovial grandfather who just caught sight of his favorite grandson. “I thought you might like to see Madeline one last time in her current state. It's always a pity when we have to ruin pretty things.”

      The muscles in Alaric’s jaw and neck tensed, and for a moment I thought he might actually be against me being tortured, but then the moment was gone, and his face was apathetic once more.

      James watched the whole scene carefully, and seemed disappointed by the results. His disappointment was nothing compared to mine as Alaric gave me one long, cold stare, then turned back to Estus.

      “Will that be all?” he asked blandly.

      Instead of answering, Estus motioned one small, bony hand toward James.

      James' face erupted into a toothy grin as he turned his attention back to me. He sauntered over to his table and lifted a dainty scalpel into his meaty palm. He twirled the delicate knife in his fingers as he walked back toward me.

      My eyes flicked around the room, looking for something to help me. Coming up with nothing, I settled on meeting Alaric's eyes as panic bloomed in my stomach. I stared at him, daring him to drop his gaze as James stroked the dull side of the knife gently down the side of my throat.

      I couldn't help it as my breathing sped, but I kept my eyes glued on Alaric. As far as I was concerned, he'd tied me up to the wall himself. I cringed as the knife turned to bite into the flesh of my collarbone, but my eyes remained on Alaric. Other than a certain tension around his eyes, no emotion was visible.

      I was so focused on Alaric's unreadable expression that I was shocked when James stabbed the knife into my side. I shrieked at the sudden pain and closed my eyes. Panting, I forced my eyes open to glare at the man who'd betrayed me.

      I hoped to whatever deity might help me that he could read my thoughts, because if I escaped my imprisonment alive, I was going to make Alaric pay. In that moment I didn't care about hurting James, Estus, Sophie, or anyone else.

      I looked at Alaric as pain screamed through my body, and I hoped he knew the hole he'd dug for himself. Normally I found the idea of leaving the soul in someone's dead body abhorrent, but for Alaric, I would gladly make an exception.

      Not liking the lack of attention, James stabbed the knife into my side again. I screamed, my body reflexively jerking away, but I only managed to slam my head back against the hard stone wall. I opened my eyes long enough to see Estus smile, then he turned to go, with Alaric following close behind him. The door shut on its own, leaving me alone with James once again.

      He stood inches from me, his knife at his side. His face was a bit lower then mine, but I could clearly see the satisfied look in his eyes. I took in one ragged breath after another, refusing to scream. When he didn't move away, I let out a sob and spat in his face.

      He laughed, wiping the spit away with his free hand. “Now there's the fight I was looking for.”

      My vision began to go gray. “Well sorry to disappoint, but you won't be getting much more of it,” I rasped.

      I could feel blood trickling down my side and onto my leg, growing cooler as it went. James smoothed his hand against my leg, smearing the blood across my skin as his hand searched upward underneath my dress.

      At first I thought things were about to get sexual, but his fingers continued on to poke at the wounds in my side. I let out a grunt of pain, knowing that his fingers were pressing on the damaged flesh, but unable to feel exactly where because my pain-receptors were going haywire.

      James reached his other hand beneath my dress to grip the clean side of my waist. “I'd like to offer you a deal, Madeline,” he said softly.

      I was feeling so woozy that I almost didn't understand what he was saying. “W-what?” I questioned weakly.

      James smiled. Bracing himself with my waist, he leaned against me so he could put his mouth against my ear. “I want you to find the charm,” he said softly, “and give it to me.”

      “You want to lead?” I groaned, feeling dizzy and confused, but not really surprised.

      James chuckled. “No, you're not getting it, Maddy. This whole time Estus has been looking for a traitor.”

      My head was spinning, but I managed to put together the pieces. “You're working for Aislin,” I panted.

      James had been the traitor all along. Apparently Estus was correct in his fear that Aislin would try and take his clan from him. The proof was quite literally staring me in the face.

      “Bingo, kiddo,” he replied, removing his hands from underneath my dress.

      “Why are you telling me all of this?” I asked. “I could easily turn you in to Estus.”

      James shook his head. “I'm your only hope of survival, Maddy. You might be stupid, but I know you're not that stupid.”

      “Couldn't you have offered this before you stabbed me?” I rasped. I was actually considering his offer, though it was probably just the blood loss talking.

      James pouted at me, and the pout seemed wrong since his hands were covered in my blood. “I had to put on a good show for Estus. Plus, I really wanted to stab you.”

      I took a deep, aching breath, then cringed from the pain. “Well if I die, then I won't be helping anyone.”

      James snickered. “You are Vaettir, Madeline. We are not so easily killed.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, feeling like I might vomit from the pain. “And what would I get in return for this deal?” I whispered, barely able to speak.

      “Your life,” James answered simply, as if surprised that I would ask for more.

      I shook my head slightly. “Someone else has already offered me that. Keep trying.”

      James sighed. “I cannot speak for Aislin, but I'm sure she could find a place for you in one of her clans.”

      “I want a guarantee,” I hissed. “I want a guarantee of protection from Estus.”

      James raised an eyebrow at me. “You're not exactly in a place to bargain, little mouse.”

      I tried to laugh but it came out as just a shaky breath. “I told you, I've had other offers. Now give me a reason to pick you.”

      James eyed me with a look of what might have almost been respect. “I'll be back,” he replied.

      He left me hanging, literally and metaphorically, in the darkness. Part of me wished I had simply taken Sivi's offer right off the bat, but I couldn't do that. James didn't know that though. Perhaps Aislin planned on being a better ruler than Estus or Sivi. If so, I'd be happy to give her the charm if it meant I wouldn't get stabbed anymore.

      Beyond that, I wasn't sure how I felt about getting involved with another clan. It would have been nice to just go back to my little home in the above-ground world, but I knew Estus would only recapture me. I needed protection. Plus, I couldn't help hoping that another clan would be different. It was only in that moment that I'd realized just how close I'd been to my breaking point back home. Even after all I’d been through, I didn’t want to go back.

      Years of solitude out of fear of hurting someone had taken a toll on me. Even though Alaric was not the person I'd thought, my one intimate night with him had shown me just what I'd been missing. I wasn't sure if I could go back to my old life after that.

      I'd accidentally killed my lover before Alaric, and now I was seriously considering killing Alaric on purpose, but perhaps there could be another lover in yet another new life. Third time is the charm, right? Of course, I'd have to escape the Salr alive first. With the blood dripping steadily down my side, my chances seemed grim.
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      The door opened again a short time after James left me. I thought perhaps he was back with whatever offer Aislin had for me, but the silhouette in the doorway was too tall and slim to be James.

      Rage washed over me as Alaric came into view. He watched me cautiously as he approached. His caution was unwarranted, as I couldn't have even lifted a leg to kick him, no matter how badly I wanted to.

      When I made no attempt to attack him, he closed the distance between us. He wore a worried expression, but he didn't say anything as he lifted the side of my dress to examine my stab wounds. His fingers hovered over the damaged area, but didn't touch. I felt like I should have been offended that he lifted my dress without asking, but given everything else, it seemed a relatively petty argument.

      “James wouldn't have hit any vital organs,” he said softly. “You'll be okay.”

      My head was throbbing so loudly that I could barely see Alaric's face, but I'm pretty sure I managed to glare at him.

      “That's all you have to say!” I choked out. “I'm going to rip your lying, deceitful head off!”

      Alaric took a step back. I felt his shock and hurt at my sudden outburst.

      “Don't you dare look hurt at me,” I rasped. “You betrayed me. You left me in a cell to rot. You let James stab me. You better hope Estus kills me, because so help me, I will make your death slow.”

      Hot tears streamed down my face. The pain in my side was nothing compared to the stabbing sickness in my stomach.

      “I had no choice,” he interrupted before I could go on. “It wouldn't do much good if we both ended up in shackles. This was the only way, Maddy.”

      I shook my head over and over. It wasn't the only way. He had a choice, and he chose to save his own hide. I wouldn't have done the same to him.

      “Estus knew,” I sobbed. “He knew I was going to help Maya. You told him the entire plan.”

      He shook his head. “I didn’t tell him anything. He had already figured it out, don't you see?” He reached his hands toward me, then let them fall away. “When I realized what you were doing that night, I did my best to get you out of here. If you only would have told me your plans, I could have protected you. Once Estus found us it was too late. I did the only thing I could that would ensure I had some chance of saving you.”

      “I don't believe you,” I said coldly. I tried to hold in my tears, but they just kept coming.

      He raised his hands as if to cradle my face, but I turned my head away the best I could, and his hands dropped.

      “You will see in time that everything I've done, I've done to protect you,” he replied sadly, “and you haven't made it an easy job.”

      I turned back to him, anger drowning out my sorrow once more. “Well I didn't feel very protected when you let James drag me off to a cell, and I'm sure I won't feel very protected when I die from infected stab wounds.”

      “The Vaettir do not contract infections,” he answered, ignoring my actual point. “You're not going to die.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but given I'd never had an infection in my life, I couldn't. I'd always just chalked it up to a healthy immune system.

      “How can you be so calm about this?” I asked, exasperated. “How could you just stand there while James tortured me?”

      “I had no choice,” he replied vehemently. “I knew he wouldn't kill you.”

      I turned my gaze away from him, tears still dripping down my face. “There is always a choice.”

      Alaric stepped closer to me again. “I'm going to get you out of here, Maddy. You just need to be patient.”

      I looked down at Alaric's handsome, angular face. Part of me still ached to kiss him, and I hated it. “I'm going to get myself out of here, and you had better hope that we do not cross paths again.”

      “Maddy—” he began.

      “No,” I cut him off. “Please leave.”

      “Maddy, I couldn't save you if I was dead!” he rasped.

      I managed to stop crying and glared at him. “I told you, I don't need you to save me. I don't need you at all. Now leave.”

      Alaric opened his mouth to say more, then closed it. A tidal wave crashed into my heart as he turned and left. The water coursed through my veins, wiping away my thoughts, then all was silent.
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        * * *

      

      By the time James finally returned, my hands and arms had lost feeling, and my feet felt like ice cubes. I'd stopped bleeding, and the blood that I'd lost had gelled to a sticky, cold mess on my side.

      “I've spoken with Aislin,” he began, then paused as he looked me up and down.

      I noticed that he held a pair of hiking boots in his hands, and I sincerely hoped they were for me.

      “And?” I asked quietly.

      “And,” he continued, “she says to name your terms.”

      “I don't understand,” I replied.

      James shook his head and smiled. “Neither do I, but that was her reply. I'm pretty sure that beats any other offers you have at the moment . . . if you really do have other offers.”

      I glared at him, but my eyelids were so heavy it probably just looked like I was about to fall asleep. “Get me down from here,” I demanded.

      James didn't move. “So we have a deal?”

      “Yes,” I sighed before I could think better of it.

      It was probably a bad idea putting my trust in a woman I'd never met, but it was an even worse idea to wait for Alaric to save me.

      Instead of letting me down, James put the boots on my feet and began lacing them.

      “If we have to run, I don't want you complaining about your poor, girly feet,” he explained.

      I didn't reply. Having shoes to run away in would be nice. I could suffer a few insults if it meant shoes on my feet.

      James unshackled my hands, then had to take most of my weight to keep me standing as he untied the rope around my wrists. My limbs felt like jelly, and my torso felt hollow. When it became clear that I couldn't stand on my own, he finally just lifted me up into his arms.

      “We have to find the charm before we can leave,” he stated.

      “Take me next door,” I ordered.

      James didn't move. “Next door?”

      I sighed. I was starting to feel like I might throw up. “No one tells you anything, do they?”

      James grunted. “I'm the hired muscle. All I need to be told is who to torture, and when, not why.” He said it like it was something he had been told, but not necessarily something he agreed with.

      “I'm going to use the hearts of all of the people you tortured to find the charm,” I explained.

      James nodded, either not picking up on my disapproval or not caring. I was betting on the latter. Regardless, my explanation got James to move, and it also confirmed my suspicions that there were more hearts.

      I had to wrap my arms around his neck to brace myself while he used one hand to open the door. The feeling was returning to my limbs, making them ache more than my side, which was beginning to go numb in contrast.

      We walked through the doorway like nothing was out of the ordinary. As the resident torturer, no one would question James moving one of his victims to the adjacent torture room, unless they noticed the boots on my feet.

      We made it to the next room without a hitch, and suddenly I was nervous. The wall where I'd seen Estus remove the heart of the previous executioner looked smooth and solid, but there had to be other drawers within the stone. Of course, there could have only been the one, and the other hearts might be somewhere else. If that was the case, we were screwed.

      “What now?” James asked.

      I turned my head to look up at him. “Do you know how to open the drawers?”

      He stared at the wall. “Who do you think put the hearts in there to begin with?”

      He carried me over to the wall without another word, then wrapped one arm more tightly around my legs so he could use the other to smooth a finger around one of the wall's stones. I could hear a soft click from within, then the stone popped out of the wall. James pulled on the drawer to reveal a fresh-looking human heart. It didn't exactly beat, but the smooth muscle of the heart rippled and twitched in irritation at being disturbed.

      I looked down at the heart, not sure what to do. I could feel the heart's physical pain distantly, as if it was stuck in the memory of having its body destroyed. Beyond the pain I felt hatred, violence, and jealousy. If I had to venture a guess, I'd say that the heart had belonged to a terribly unpleasant person.

      I unwrapped one of my arms from James' neck, forcing him to put both of his arms around me once again to keep me aloft. I hovered my free palm over the heart, searching for . . . something. At first all I could feel were mixed emotions, then I heard it. It was like a soft voice whispering in my ear, but I couldn't make out anything that it was saying.

      “Open them all,” I demanded.

      “What?” James asked, seeming startled that I'd finally spoken.

      “Open all the drawers,” I replied.

      I wasn't sure what I was doing, but some sick compulsion told me that I needed to see all of the hearts. I could feel them fluttering within the wall like caged birds.

      James let me down to my feet and helped me to lean against the wall. It hurt to use the muscles in my side to keep myself erect, but it was a distant pain, drowned out by the whispering of the hearts as James began to open the drawers.

      I could feel their pain, but it was more than that. Most of the hearts had been taken from their bodies years ago, some over one-hundred years ago. I could feel each heart's age along with its plea to be released.

      As soon as James opened the final drawer he retracted, rubbing at the goosebumps on his arms. “What are you doing to them?”

      “I'm not doing it,” I replied softly. “They want to be released.”

      “Well you better do whatever you plan on doing quickly. If this energy continues to grow, Estus is bound to feel it.”

      I knew the thought should have worried me, but my brain didn't seem to be working right. All I could think about were the hearts. Their whispers were becoming more clear as they begged me to set them free. My body ached to answer them, but I needed to find the charm first.

      As soon as I thought it, the hisses and whispers grew together until I could hear just a few clear voices calling out to me.

      A picture formed in my head of a place I had never seen before. A great tree was surrounded by what appeared to be burial mounds. The mounds throbbed in my mind like something alive. The voices of the hearts began to whisper in unison, “The Key.”

      I nodded my head and could feel myself smiling. The charm was a type of key, and it was in this secret place, protected by the mounds of the dead.

      “I can hear footsteps,” James rasped. “We need to go.”

      “Not yet,” I said distantly.

      “Maddy, now,” James ordered.

      Ignoring him, I walked closer to the hearts, no longer feeling the pain in my side. I reached my hands into the drawers and started releasing the hearts one by one. Each release was a relief to me, yet at the same time, pressure began mounting in the air. I could feel energy swirling around me as each heart was set free. A part of each spirit left, while a part remained behind to swirl around me.

      The door opened just as I touched the final heart. I turned to see Estus framed in the doorway, with two nameless men at his back. Their forms seemed foggy to me as I tried to look at them through the pulsing energy.

      “What have you done, Madeline?” Estus asked calmly.

      “I've undone your wrongs,” I said simply.

      With a thought, I sent a portion of the energy rushing forward. It collided with Estus and his men, hitting them like a semi-truck. The three of them flew backward into the hallway, hitting the stone wall with enough force to make it shudder.

      “The charm isn't here,” I said to James. “We need to go.”

      He rushed over to pick me up, but I stopped him with a palm on his chest. “I can run,” I said simply, and it was true.

      The energy from the hearts had healed the wounds in my side. In fact, I felt like I'd just woken up from a perfect night's rest.

      Taking me at my word, James darted forward and I followed. We ran past the crumpled, groaning forms of Estus and his men, and further down the hall. We were going in the same direction we'd gone when Sophie and I helped Maya escape. I remembered the vine-filled room vividly. I also remembered Sophie disappearing through the vines, abandoning me to my fate.

      James and I reached the door that led to the vine room to find a new, shiny padlock on it. Sophie had melted the last one, but she had taken the tool she used with her. I extended my hand toward the lock. It popped open without a hitch.

      “How did you do that?” James balked.

      “It won't last long,” I explained. I could feel the energy from the hearts dissipating with each use. Knocking Estus down had taken a far greater deal of energy than healing my side or opening the lock.

      James threw the lock to the ground and pushed open the door. This time, he pushed me to run ahead of him as more footsteps thundered down the hallway behind us.

      He turned around, bracing himself against the door. “Don’t wait for me,” he ordered.

      “I wasn't planning on it,” I replied, then took off toward the vines.

      I could hear someone banging on the door behind me as I ran at full speed down the hall. A few tendrils of vine became visible amongst the broken stones of the hallway, letting me know I was getting close to my destination. Adrenaline pulsed through me as I entered the room, then nearly burst into tears. The vines had been destroyed. Giant heaps of cut foliage littered the room, and the thick stumps of the vines were scorched black.

      I shook my head, refusing to give up. I was getting the hell out of there. Not knowing quite what I was doing, I threw the last of my borrowed energy at the burned stumps. For a painful second, nothing happened. Then a shiver of movement pulsed through the vine stumps. Slowly, they began to writhe and grow before my eyes, healing just like my stab wounds.

      James reached my side as the vines finished filling out. He grabbed my hand and flung us forward, just as more forms piled into the room. I braced myself, worried that we would go face first into the stone, but the vines reached out and caught us. Within seconds we were engulfed in the swirling mass. I held onto James' hand for dear life as a tingling sensation overcame my entire body, and then I was sitting on my butt in the middle of a forest.

      James offered me a hand up. “We need to move.” He was a mass of cuts and bruises from holding off our pursuers, but none of his injuries looked serious.

      Reluctantly I took his hand, feeling shaky as I rose, but I knew I needed to keep moving. Forcing my feet into motion, I ran off ahead of him, not really worried about what direction I was heading, as long as I was heading away from where we'd arrived. Using the last of the heart's energy on the vines had taken a toll, and my legs and lungs began to burn with exertion. The forest was chilly. Distantly I remembered that it was October in the real world, so the cold, autumn air made sense. We ran with no signs of pursuit until we reached a large, icy-looking river.

      “Get in!” James demanded as he reached my side.

      “We'll freeze to death,” I argued, but it did me no good as James grabbed my arm and threw me into the river.

      Icy water clamped around me, driving the breath from my lungs. My head went under, and I had to fight frantically toward the surface with heavy, stiff limbs. I gasped as my head emerged, only to flinch away as James dove in right beside me.

      Not bothering to ask if I was alright, he began swimming downstream with perfect swimmer's form.

      Still in shock, it was all I could do to doggy-paddle after him and keep my head above water in the strong, rushing current.

      We went downstream for what seemed like hours, but was probably only ten minutes, traveling swift and far, profoundly exceeding the speed of foot travel.

      Relief flooded me as James finally swam over to the bank and lifted himself out of the water, but I overshot the area where he had gotten out as the current rushed me too far forward. James had to run along the side of the water and snatch me out when I finally got close enough.

      I curled up into a shivering heap as soon as I was free of the river. My lungs and skin burned painfully. I shut my eyes against the tears that stung my skin like mini drops of fire.

      After a minute, I opened my eyes to find James standing perfectly at ease above me, completely unaffected by the cold.

      “What are you, superman?” I asked through my chattering teeth.

      “I am Vaettir,” he said simply, surveying our surroundings.

      “Yeah well so am I, but I'm also currently an ice cube.”

      James looked down at me with a raised eyebrow. “We all have our gifts,” he said cryptically. “Let's keep moving.”

      I just stared at him. My body had given all that it had to give. There would be no more moving for me for at least a few hours, and that would only be after I got warm.

      When I didn't move, James sighed and crouched down to lift me into his arms. He took off at a steady jog away from the river. It was strange being carried around by someone I'd grown to thoroughly loathe. He'd taunted me since I'd first arrived at the Salr, and that was the least of his sins.

      The hands that held my body aloft had tortured and killed countless people. He might have been acting on orders, but that didn't change the fact that he'd enjoyed every bit of it.

      Now this sadistic murderer was my only lifeline. He was the only person I had left to trust. It was just me and the Devil, running through the woods.
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      James ran with me in his arms for hours, never seeming to tire. My black dress was finally almost dry, but the remaining dampness from the river still made me shiver. I attuned myself with the bumping up and down of James' gait, finding it surprisingly tolerable, though it would have been nice to know where we were going. I imagined at some point I would be delivered to Aislin so we could find the charm, or key, or whatever it was, but I was too weak and delirious to ask.

      I felt myself slipping in and out of consciousness, and my bleary thoughts turned to Alaric. He'd claimed that his betrayal was the only way to save me, that if we both ended up in a cell, he wouldn't have been able to rescue me. I called bullshit. We could have fought our way back to those vines to follow Sophie and Maya out into the human world. I'd made the right choice in taking James' offer. He might terrify me, and he might have tortured me, but he worked for the other side. From what I'd seen of Estus' little clan, any side was better than his.

      The trees above us faded in and out of view as I warred with my heavy eyelids. The October air of the forest that would have been pleasant had I been dry, chilled the damp parts of my clothing in an almost painful way. The only warm part of my body was the side pressed against James.

      It seemed odd that he was carrying me like a bride on her wedding day, rather than in a fireman's carry, but the uneven weight distribution didn't seem to fatigue him, and I was more comfortable that way, so I didn't complain. My long hair was caught between our bodies, but I didn't complain about that either.

      We seemed to run on for days, though the sun never fully set, and I was only partly conscious when he finally set me down on the ground. I looked at him in confusion, wanting to ask for an explanation, but I couldn't form the words.

      “We'll stay here for the night,” he explained as he walked around, observing our surroundings. “Once you've . . . recovered, we'll find the charm. I'm assuming you know where it is,” he added with enough menace to let me know that what he actually meant was, you better know where it is, or else.

      “The hearts showed me an image of where it is,” I explained dizzily, “but we might need Aislin's help in finding the right place.”

      “They just showed you a picture?” he asked incredulously.

      “Yes,” I replied, my gaze partially focused on the light slowly fading from above the trees. It would have been nice to argue with James from a safe, standing position, but my legs felt like congealed pudding. “It was a very unique picture, and it gave me a feeling of distance. The charm is far away. With a little research we could probably find the right place, and I think if we get close enough, I'll be able to sense it. If Aislin is as old as Estus, she might even know where it is.”

      “We'll need to have the charm in hand before I take you to Aislin,” James replied.

      I mustered the strength to turn my head in James' direction. “I thought you said—” I began.

      James shrugged like it didn't really matter. “I lied. Aislin wanted me to sneak another executioner into the Salr to search for the charm. I thought this way would be easier, though I'm beginning to reconsider my choice.”

      “What!” I asked again as a surge of adrenaline enabled me to sit up. “So there's no deal for me? You lied about everything?” I pulled my legs up to my chest and curled around them. I was in deep shit.

      James rolled his eyes at me. “Trust me. If you and I can deliver the charm to Aislin, we'll both be given whatever we want.”

      “Trust you?” I snapped. “You just admitted to lying to me about everything. Why the hell should I trust you now?”

      James laughed. “Do you have any better options?”

      I was fuming, but he was right. Aislin was still my best chance. It wasn't a very good chance, but given that the other option was to just wait around for Estus to find and kill me . . . Alaric and Sivi had both probably lied about their offers of help too. Of course, Sivi's offer of well, you'll be alive while I murder everyone, didn't have enough sugar coating to be a lie, and Alaric, he'd betrayed me after fully gaining my trust. At least James was upfront about being a scheming, sociopathic jackass.

      “The charm can be found inside a giant tree,” I explained with anger still tinting my voice. “The tree is surrounded by large burial mounds that protect the charm. The place is very old, and hidden. I got the feeling that you could walk right by it and never know. It might even be underground.”

      James stood with a huff. “That's it?” he asked sharply. “That's all you got? You couldn't have asked for a map?”

      I let myself slump back to the ground, curling up on my side in the dry leaves. “It wasn't like I was just discussing things with the hearts over a nice cup of tea. I seem to recall you urging me to get things done before Estus came to kill us. We had a bit of a time constraint.”

      James sighed and came to stand over me. “It's fine,” he said, more to himself than to me. “Our plan is still the same.”

      “So you know how to find the tree?” I asked hopefully.

      “No, but I know someone who might be able to help. We'll visit her in the morning.” He began to walk away. “I'd tell you to wait here,” he added, “but I doubt it's necessary.”

      “Where are you going?” I asked, suddenly nervous.

      “I'm going to find us some dinner,” he replied, his voice already a good distance away.

      With a tired sigh, I curled up into a ball on the ground in an attempt to get warm. I sincerely hoped that dinner would come with a fire. I hadn't quite recovered from our swim in the icy river, and the increasingly chilly air was not helping matters. Not only that, but I felt like I had expended myself a little too much back in the Salr, like using the lifeforce from the hearts had taken a bit of my lifeforce along with it. At the time, using the energy had felt marvelous, almost as good as it had felt to release all of those long tortured souls, but I must have overdone it. I raised a shaky, pale hand in front of my face and could barely even force my eyes to focus on it. Yep, definitely over-did it.

      I was still curled in a ball on the hard ground when footsteps alerted me to James' return. I peeled my eyes open to see that he carried a dead rabbit in one hand, and some kindling for a fire in the other. I had no idea how he had killed the rabbit, and I didn't want to know.

      Without a word he set the rabbit down and began building a fire near me. His back was to me, but with a few motions of his hands, the dried grass he’d gathered underneath the kindling began to smoke. Maybe he’d had some sort of flint.

      “You're like a giant boy scout,” I commented.

      “Ha ha,” he replied sarcastically. “Not all of us spend our entire existence among the comforts of the Salr.”

      James turned his attention back to his task at hand, and soon the dried grass and small twigs went up in flames. He began expertly stacking smaller logs over the flames before the small fire could go out.

      I let out a sigh of relief as the fire roared to life and engulfed me in its warmth. My eyes slipped closed, allowing me to feel a measure of peace for a time as my numb extremities came back to life, then I smelled cooking meat and came to a horrible realization. The only thing we had to eat was rabbit.

      “I don't eat meat,” I commented weakly with my eyes still closed.

      “Then you won't be eating,” James replied, like it didn't matter to him either way.

      “Good luck finding the charm after I die then,” I replied just as casually.

      “You already told me where it is,” he replied. “Your death wouldn't be much of an inconvenience.”

      My heart climbed up into my throat for a moment, but I managed to force it back down.

      “The charm is protected by death magic,” I explained. “You'll never be able to get to it even if you find it.”

      “And when did you become so wise?” he asked sarcastically. “You only just found out what you were a few weeks ago.”

      “The hearts told me,” I lied.

      My theory was actually just an educated guess. The images the hearts had shown me had been muddled at best, but through them I could feel the mounds. I somehow knew that if I reached them, I would be able listen to them, just like I had with the hearts.

      “If you won't eat the rabbit, then you'll just have to wait until morning,” he said finally.

      “Fine,” I mumbled. I edged closer to the fire. If I was going to starve, at least I'd be warm.

      I thought about my situation as James ate the cooked rabbit meat. An entire clan to choose from, and the person I disliked the most was the one I ended up with. I was beginning to think my whole life was just a cruel joke. I'd had an ounce of happiness with Matthew, then I took his life away. After years of solitude, I'd had about two seconds of happiness with Alaric, then he betrayed me. I'd killed the man who was good to me, while the bad one was still alive and well.

      “How long did you serve Estus?” I asked suddenly, wondering why James was so willing to betray him, while Alaric was not.

      James turned thoughtful eyes to me. I almost thought he wouldn't answer, but then he said, “Thirty years, give or take.”

      “So what?” I questioned skeptically. “You served him since you were a baby?”

      James' eyes glittered with amusement. “For a know-it-all, you know very little.”

      I frowned. “Enlighten me.”

      “The Vaettir age slowly, some among us get to be very old indeed.”

      I rolled my eyes. “I know Estus is like, really old, and Sivi too, but you can tell that they're older.”

      “How could you tell that Sivi is old?” he asked, though I had a feeling he was trying to prove some sort of point to me.

      Come to think of it, I wasn't sure. Maya had told me a bit of Sivi's history, but I'd sensed she was ancient upon first meeting her, even though she appeared around twenty-five.

      “I could just sense it,” I replied, not sure of how else to explain it.

      “The more powerful Vaettir can live for centuries,” James explained. “Some even longer. Sivi is nearly eight-hundred years old.”

      The news was shocking, yet I wasn't terribly surprised. I sat up and gathered my legs to my chest. The last hints of cold had been chased from my bones, and I was feeling better despite the lack of food and water.

      “Then Estus must be over a thousand,” I commented, trying to sound like I knew what I was talking about.

      James shook his head. “Estus is younger than Sivi.”

      I scrunched my face in confusion. “But he looks so much older than her.”

      “It's a power thing,” James explained. “Most of us have become more and more human as we become disconnected from the old gods we were once connected to. The change ages us. Some are even born with less power than the generations before. Sivi remained what she always has been, and so, has not aged.”

      It all made sense in a theoretical kind of way, though my mind didn't quite want to embrace what James was telling me. I'd seen too many things over the past weeks to ever believe the Vaettir were similar to humans, but the idea of someone living eight-hundred years and not aging past twenty-five was difficult to stomach.

      “So why is Sivi serving Estus, and not the other way around?” I questioned. “If she's powerful enough that she looks a good fifty years younger than Estus, why is she stuck scheming behind his back?”

      James shrugged. “Estus is beloved. He is a seemingly human figurehead for a race that has become all too human. Our people would never follow a creature like Sivi.”

      The woodsmoke was beginning to sting my eyes, but I still wasn't ready to lose the warmth of the fire. Instead, I rolled over so that my back was to James and the fire, and squeezed my eyes shut.

      “Is Aislin a seemingly human figurehead as well?” I asked, suddenly wishing that I could still see James' expressions as he spoke.

      “More or less,” he replied. “She's more powerful than Estus, but is struggling to gain control since many of our people were born during less enlightened times, and are unwilling to follow a woman.”

      The statement had me rolling back over toward the fire so I could give James a look of disgust.

      He raised his hands in surrender. “Hey, I follow her. Don't shoot the messenger.”

      With an irritated sigh, I scooted away from the fire to keep an eye on him. The silence stretched out, only to be broken by the hoots of a distant owl, and the chorus of crickets that surrounded us.

      “So back to your time spent serving Estus,” I began again, still curious about the whole arrangement. “Thirty years seems like a big investment just to find a charm, especially when the charm wasn't even in the Salr to begin with.”

      James stared into the woods. “It wasn't always about the charm,” he admitted.

      “What was it about then?” I pressed.

      He'd lived with those people for such a long time. It was hard to imagine sacrificing thirty years just to be a spy.

      “That's no longer relevant,” James answered quickly, almost as if he was nervous about the line of questioning.

      He rose to throw a few more logs onto the fire with more force than was necessary. I had to scoot back to avoid the sparks he created with each new log.

      I glared at him. “Suit yourself. Just trying to make conversation.”

      He returned to his original seat in the dirt. “And why is that? I'm well aware of your . . . distaste for me. Why even attempt conversation at all?”

      I shrugged, not entirely sure of my answer. “I'm not going to argue that I think you're a monster, but not everything is black and white. I could throw stones at you for enjoying your work, but . . . ” I trailed off, not wanting to complete my thought.

      “You enjoy yours too,” James finished for me.

      I stared into the fire, regretting starting the conversation to begin with, because he was right. I hate what I was, but the actual taking of life, the release, felt like nothing else. I'd been frightened when I'd accidentally killed one of my foster parents, and I'd been devastated when I'd accidentally killed Matthew, but the Vaettir I’d released, and the hearts . . . it felt amazing. I was pretty sure that it made me evil, or a sadist, or . . . something, but I couldn't help it.

      I glanced back at James with his icy eyes that practically promised death all on their own and shook my head.

      I could avoid thinking about the monster at the door as long as I wanted. The monster in the mirror was another story entirely.
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      I awoke to the sound of fighting. Not huge, battle-style fighting, but the distinct grunts and curses of a one-on-one fight. I opened my eyes to see that the fire had burned down to embers, but I didn't get to look at it long as I was pulled roughly to my feet.

      Someone gripped my back tightly against their chest, with their arms wrapped around my shoulders protectively, not quite pinning me. I recognized Alaric's voice immediately beside my ear as he said, “She's coming with me. I don't know what lies you've been telling her, but she won't want to stay with you once things have been set straight.”

      James came into view with blood dripping from his nose. “She's just about the only person who knows the truth, actually.” He looked at me when he said it, though he spoke to Alaric.

      I shoved Alaric's arms off me, and took a few steps to give myself some space, putting us all into position for a three-way standoff. If only I had a gun.

      Alaric turned his dark gaze to me. His black hair was tied back to leave his face bare, and he wore casual clothes perfectly suited to the woods.

      I could sense his anger, but his voice was hurt when he asked, “How could you trust him, of all people? I would have gotten you out of the Salr, if you'd only given me time.”

      I snorted and crossed my arms. “Sorry, I got tired of starving and getting stabbed while I waited.”

      “But he stabbed you.” He gestured toward James. “Surely my crimes are not worse than his?”

      “He never pretended to be something he's not,” I countered, “and when he decided to help me escape, he actually followed through on it.”

      Alaric's shoulders slumped in defeat. “I've only tried to ensure your survival, Maddy. You must believe me.”

      “No, I mustn't,” I replied haughtily.

      James watched our exchange with an annoyed expression. When no one had spoken for a moment, he stepped forward.

      “We need to get going. There's no telling who could have followed him here,” he said with an irritated nod toward Alaric.

      I glared at Alaric. “How did you find us so quickly?”

      “He's Bastet,” James answered before Alaric could say anything. “He sniffed us out.”

      I’d seen the teeth, eyes, and claws, but I’d never considered that Alaric might have a heightened sense of smell too.

      Alaric just stood there looking miserable while James snuffed out what remained of the fire. Once he was finished, he walked away through the trees wordlessly. I took one last look at Alaric, then began to follow.

      “Maddy, please,” he begged.

      I stopped, then turned to look over my shoulder at him. “I've got things to do. I’d appreciate it if you would keep this meeting to yourself, but I'm sure you'll run to Estus the moment my back is turned.”

      I started walking again, hoping that he would go back to where he came from, but he quickly caught up to my side. I was out of luck it seemed. Not that I had any to begin with.

      I stopped walking and glared at him. “What are you doing?” I asked sharply.

      “I'm coming with you,” he answered, looking forward at James' back in the distance instead of at me.

      With a huff, I began walking again, and Alaric kept pace wordlessly beside me. As we made our way through the woods, Alaric unbuttoned his navy flannel, then took it off and held it out toward me. Although I was still quite cold in the lightweight dress I was wearing, I ignored the shirt and walked a little faster.

      “I don't want you to come with,” I pressed. “I think I've proven that I don't want, nor do I need, your help. You’re lucky I’m too tired and fed up to attack you.”

      Alaric snorted and let his hand with the shirt fall to his side as he trotted to keep up with me. “Well if you've chosen to trust James, then you do need my help. It wouldn't surprise me if this was all some elaborate plan orchestrated by Estus to trick you into to finding the charm.”

      That stopped me dead in my tracks. I'd trusted James because he was willing to risk his life to help me escape, but what if he wasn't risking his life at all? Estus could have easily assigned James the task of making me believe he was an ally, so that I'd be willing to find the charm. Then once James had the charm, he could just give it to Estus instead of Aislin.

      “Didn't think about that, did you?” Alaric asked with a bitter smile.

      I started walking again, trying to brush off my reaction. “Of course I thought of that,” I replied, “but he's helping me at the moment, and if he does turn on me, I'll be prepared.”

      He caught up to walk at my side. “Well since we're being so logical, I'm sure you can see that your best option lies in having me join you as well.”

      “On the contrary,” I replied, “I'd rather only have to watch my back against one traitor, not two.”

      Alaric laughed, annoyingly delighting in our repartee. “If one of us is a traitor, then the other one can help you escape. You'll have the odds of two against one either way.”

      I glared at him, then quickly turned my eyes forward. “Unless you're both on the same side, and Estus sent you both to trick me.”

      Alaric shrugged. “Do you think I'd be Estus’ plan A, or plan B?”

      “Plan B,” I grumbled.

      Alaric shifted his gaze quickly to me, then back to the woods ahead of us. “And why is that?”

      “Because Estus would have to be an idiot to believe I'd ever trust you again,” I answered. “He wouldn't waste Plan A on the underdog.”

      Alaric was silent after that, though he stayed by my side. When it became clear that I wasn't going to take his shirt, he put it back on. The moment he did, I shivered and wanted the shirt even more, but I refused to ask for it.

      We followed James for several hours. The protests from my stomach grew louder as my feet began to drag, and I grudgingly accepted Alaric's help as I stumbled and almost fell several times.

      Just when I thought I couldn't go on any further, James stopped. At first I was unsure of why we'd come to a halt, as all I saw were more trees ahead of us, then the air went all shimmery. As the shimmers dissipated, a small cottage came into view.

      I balked at the cottage’s sudden appearance as James confidently opened the front door, walked through, and shut it behind him.

      “Son of a bitch,” I grumbled under my breath, hurrying toward the door. I eyed it, wondering what to do. At a loss, I raised my fist and knocked.

      No answer.

      Feeling irritated because Alaric was watching me with a raised eyebrow, I grabbed the doorknob and turned it, then pushed the door open and went inside. I scanned the interior for any sign of life, but it seemed abandoned. Where was James? Given his absence, I desperately hoped that who or what ever might live in the cottage wouldn't try to eat us, and would possibly offer us food instead. I stepped inside, my too-big hiking boots echoing on the floorboards.

      Alaric followed me in, keeping close to my side. I could feel tension radiating off him like tiny ants marching across my skin.

      “This should not be possible,” he said quietly, peering around at rickety furniture covered in a thick layer of dust.

      I stepped out of the way as a mouse scampered past my boots. “What should not be possible?”

      “The Vaettir are forbidden to live above ground,” he explained. He crept around the room, running his fingers along the wall as if looking for a secret panel.

      “I don't think anyone lives here,” I whispered, following his progress around the room.

      He traveled down a nearby hallway, forcing me to either follow, or stay in the creepy, dusty room by myself. I followed.

      “It's an illusion,” he explained, “a facade to turn away any who might discover the nature of whoever lives here.”

      “Forgive me,” an elderly female voice said from behind me.

      I whipped around to find an old woman standing in the middle of the living room. The room she stood in was the same one we'd just left . . . only different. The dust had all been lifted to reveal spotless furniture, and a few candles were lit to make the place cozy.

      “I needed a moment alone with James,” the woman explained. “It is not often I receive visitors, especially other Vaettir.”

      The woman was dressed in a long, pale blue robe that obscured any other clothing she might be wearing underneath. The hood of the robe was pulled up to cover her short, curly, gray hair.

      “And where is James now?” I asked suspiciously.

      “He's fixing you supper, little mouse,” the woman said with a smile. Her eyes were the vibrant green of fresh-leaves, and looked out of place in her pale, deeply lined face.

      “I really wish people would stop calling me that,” I grumbled.

      The woman chuckled to herself, casually removing the hood from her head. “I am Diana,” she introduced, “and I offer you refuge for the evening.”

      “Um, thanks,” I replied hesitantly. “I'm Madeline.”

      James entered the room from the hallway opposite us. He carried a large tray stacked with sandwiches on one side, and several teacups on the other. He set the tray on the low coffee-table that stood in between the couch and two comfy-looking chairs. He sat in one of the chairs, followed by Diana, who sat in the other.

      Alaric sauntered past me and took a seat on one side of the couch. The three of them watched me as I considered where to sit. With a final pointed look at Alaric, I sat cross-legged on the floor in front of the coffee table. The position I'd chosen put me closer to Diana than I wanted to be, but it was the spot farthest from both James and Alaric.

      “Sit by your man, child,” Diana scolded. “There's no need to sit on the floor.”

      “He's not my man,” I replied politely. “I much prefer the floor.”

      Diana huffed. “Just because you're mad at him, doesn't mean he isn't yours.”

      The woman was obviously senile, but I humored her none-the-less. “I'm not just mad at him,” I explained. “He had me put in a cell, and then he watched while James stabbed me. Mad doesn't even begin to cover it.”

      Diana tsked at me. “You will see things differently in time.”

      James stared at her. “What else do you see?”

      Diana turned toward him. “You know better than to ask,” she chided. With that, she took a cup of tea into her bony hand and settled more comfortably into her chair.

      Confused by the conversation, I turned my attention to the sandwiches lying only a few torturous inches away from me. I smelled peanut butter and jelly. While it was a strange choice for supper, I was just glad there wasn't any meat in them. Noticing my gaze, Diana gestured toward the sandwiches with a smile.

      “Now, about this charm,” Diana began as I snatched a sandwich and bit into the hearty bread.

      My mouth half-full, I interrupted, “James sure told you a lot in that short amount of time, didn't he?”

      She set her teacup on the table, then laced her hands in her lap. “He told me very little, though he did mention your current quest. I wanted a moment with him before I met you so that I might scold him for not warning me of his visit.”

      I narrowed my eyes at her, suddenly feeling very uncomfortable. I had a suspicion that Estus could sometimes read the thoughts of others. Perhaps this woman was the same.

      “Then how did you—” I began, wondering how she’d known about me and Alaric.

      “I see things,” she interrupted. “What has been, some of what will be, but only sometimes what is.”

      Well that explained her observations about Alaric, which I'd have to think more upon later. At that moment I was more concerned with the look in Diana's vibrant green eyes as she stared at me. It was a look that said she was imagining peeling my skin off layer by layer.

      “Could you please stop looking at me like you want to eat me?”

      “I have offered you sanctuary,” she replied. “You are safe from my appetites . . . tonight.”

      I gulped. I hadn't actually thought she wanted to eat me, but I had seen a similar, predatory look from James.

      Diana turned her attention to Alaric. “Now my dear,” she said, “I haven't seen you since you were a boy. Where is Sophie? You two were never far from each other as children.”

      Alaric looked truly surprised. “I'm sorry, do I know you?”

      Diana smiled. “I asked my question first.”

      “Sophie is . . . ” Alaric paused, seemingly at a loss for words.

      It only occurred to me in that moment that I wasn't the only one Sophie had abandoned. She had never even planned on telling Alaric that she was going to leave with Maya. It had to hurt.

      “Sophie is away on business,” I answered for him. That was a whole can of worms we didn’t need to open.

      Diana cocked her head at me. “You're not lying,” she began, “but you're also not telling me the truth.”

      I shrugged and took another bite of my sandwich.

      Diana sniffed and turned her attention from me. I glanced up at James, who was sitting stiffly with an unreadable expression. Something told me that we didn't want Diana to know that Sophie had left the Salr, though I wasn’t sure why.

      “I will help you find the charm,” Diana said suddenly, “but I want to share in the credit when you deliver it to my sister, Aislin.”

      “Aislin?” Alaric sputtered as he choked on his tea at the same time I asked, “Sister?”

      Alaric turned to me for verification. “Why would we give her the charm?”

      “Because Aislin didn't have me hung from a wall and tortured,” I answered sweetly.

      Diana chuckled, her glittering eyes on Alaric. “I see someone has yet to choose the correct side.”

      Realization dawned on Alaric's face as he stared at Diana. “Aislin knows that you're living above ground, doesn't she? And she allows it?”

      Diana's smile grew. “Like I said, the correct side.”

      Alaric turned his glare to James. “I wonder which side you actually work for,” he mused darkly. “In the end, which will you betray?”

      Diana snorted. “James would not abandon his own grandmother, and I have no intention of betraying one as powerful as Aislin, sister or no.”

      I was doing my best to figure everything out while the attention was off me. If Diana was James' grandmother, then that made Aislin his great aunt. Given the family connections, James was probably telling the truth about working for Aislin during his time with Estus. The family ties lent him credibility. Then again, lies might run in his family as well.

      I started eating another sandwich as Alaric and Diana continued to bicker. I felt like a little kid, sitting on the ground while the grownups talked about grownup things. I might have even been offended if I wasn't so bone-achingly tired.

      James watched me with a small smile on his face throughout the exchange. Eventually he nodded toward the hallway, then stood. Not particularly wanting to remain in Diana's presence, I rose to my feet as he walked past me and down the hall. I followed warily, still expecting some sort of trick.

      A moment later the bickering stopped, and Alaric was following close behind me. James pushed open the first door he reached, revealing a small, clean bedroom. He stood to the side of the door while he waited for Alaric and I to walk through.

      Once in the room, I turned and looked a question at James. “I hadn't hoped for a private room, but separate beds would have been nice.”

      James regarded me with an evil smile. “I figured I'd let you two lovebirds have the honeymoon suite. I'll sleep on the couch.”

      I glared at him. “I knew you would betray me.”

      James gave me a little salute, then shut the door in my face, leaving me alone in a dark room with a man I once could have loved.

      I hugged my arms tightly around my stomach, not wanting to turn around and face Alaric again. Sure, I'd spoken to him in the woods earlier that day, but we hadn't been alone. Being alone made me nervous.

      The room was small, and fit with the rest of the cottage-style decor. The single bed stood ominously, lit by the moonlight shining through the room's only small window.

      I jumped when a hand landed gently on the side of my arm. Alaric's long fingers gripped my bare skin, turning me to face him. I moved stiffly, not wanting to look at him, but knowing I couldn't avoid it.

      “We shouldn't stay here,” he whispered. “We need to look for Sophie. She can give us a place to hide and regroup until we decide what to do.”

      “There is no we,” I hissed. “There is only me, and I'd like to get some rest, if you don't mind.” I looked at the lower half of his face while I said it, not wanting to feel the full pressure of his gaze.

      He put his fingers underneath my chin and raised my eyes up to him. “You're putting yourself in the middle of a war, Maddy. You don't understand what you're doing.”

      I took a step back out of his reach. I'd thought my anger was exhausted, but I was wrong. “You put me in the middle of a war. I had no choice in the matter.”

      Alaric's shoulders slumped as his hand fell to his side. “Nothing would have happened to you if it weren't for Maya.”

      “Maya?” I scoffed. “You mean the woman who was being tortured right in front of me?”

      Alaric raised his hands in frustration, but seemed to calm as he closed his fists, then dropped them back down. “Maya's problems weren't your fight, Maddy.”

      “Then whose were they?” I countered.

      “You're defending a woman who abandoned you!” he growled. “I didn't see Maya coming back to risk herself when you were the one in the cell.”

      “Well I didn't see you risking yourself either,” I snapped. “Just because Maya didn't save me in return, doesn't mean I shouldn't have saved her to begin with. I didn't help her because I thought she deserved it. I helped her because that is the type of person I want to be. I don’t want to be the person who leaves others literally hanging from manacles.”

      “That type of person does not exist among the Vaettir,” he replied coldly. “Do not risk yourself for others, because they will never risk themselves for you.”

      “And yet here you are,” I stated blandly, “risking yourself for me.”

      “So you believe me?” he asked, instantly jumping on what I'd just said.

      I shook my head. “I don't believe anything anymore. Not without solid, indisputable proof.”

      Alaric took another step toward me, and this time I didn’t back away. “I'll prove it to you in time,” he said with an almost smile, “that is, if we live long enough.”

      “You think Estus will come after us?” I questioned, though I already knew the answer.

      “He will. Especially after you released all of his hearts. He put two and two together, and he would rather die than let you hand the charm to Aislin.”

      “And you would let me give her the charm, even though your Doyen forbids it?” I pressed.

      “I left the Salr against his wishes,” he answered. “He is no longer my Doyen. The life I had is gone.”

      “You didn't need to follow me,” I stated coldly. I'd be damned if he'd make me feel guilty for his loss.

      He shook his head. “I was already planning on leaving once I managed to free you. If we would have been more swift, or if you had bothered sharing your plan with me, I would have left with you the night Sophie escaped with Maya.”

      I shook my head. “I don't believe you. You would have had no reason to make such a sacrifice for me. You barely even know me.”

      “You keep insisting that I've made some huge sacrifice,” he replied, his head tilted slightly to one side.

      The movement made his now loose, dark hair fall over his shoulder. I didn't know at what point he'd untied it, but I had the overwhelming urge to reach out and run my fingers through the soft tresses. Repressing the impulse, my hands balled into fists at my sides.

      “You left your home,” I explained. “Leaving home is always a sacrifice.”

      He shrugged. “I've had other homes, and I'm sure I'll have more in the future.”

      It was my turn to tilt my head in confusion. “It was my impression that you and Sophie grew up in the Salr.”

      He laughed, the abrupt sound startling in the darkness. “Sophie and I grew up in a very different world from the one we know now.”

      “James informed me that the Vaettir don’t always look their age,” I said as an idea formed in my mind. “How old are you, exactly?”

      He shrugged. “Old enough.”

      I shook my head. “No. No more lies. I'll need two forms of I.D. before I'll believe anything you say.”

      He sighed and turned to wander around the room. He ran his fingers along the quilted bedspread, then went to fiddle around with the bedside lamp like it actually interested him.

      “I've lost track of the exact time,” he said finally, “but I was born around the year 1500, give or take a few years.”

      “You're trying to tell me that you're over five-hundred years old?” I scoffed.

      He flicked the lamp on and off absentmindedly. “Don't believe it, if you wish. I wouldn't have told you if you would have let the subject go.”

      I went to stand in front of him with my hands on my hips. “And why wouldn't you have told me?”

      He smiled. “You don't seem like a woman who'd be interested in a much older man.”

      I laughed, and it felt strange after the past few days I'd had. “It is a little creepy, now that you mention it.”

      He held a hand to his chest dramatically. “Oh Madeline, you wound me.”

      I laughed again, and it felt a little more natural. “We should get some rest,” I said finally. “I hope you find the floor comfortable.”

      He let out a dramatic sigh. “I suppose arguing tonight would be a moot point?”

      I nodded, “Just in case you're lying, I'd rather not revert to snuggle buddy status.”

      He cringed. “I suppose I deserve that.”

      I nodded again, then stood on my tippy-toes to plant a kiss on his cheek.

      “And what was that for?” he asked in surprise as I took a step back.

      I shrugged and climbed into bed. “For the possibility that you're telling the truth.”

      “Would another truth earn me a pillow?” he asked hopefully.

      I tried to look as disinterested as possible when I said, “It might.”

      He was standing far enough back that all I could see was his silhouette as he said, “In all of my five-hundred years, letting James stab you was the most difficult thing I've ever done.”

      Tears started to well up in my eyes, and they were tears that I didn't want to share with anyone. I grabbed the extra pillow off the bed and tossed it to Alaric, then I laid my head on the other pillow with my back turned toward him.

      I listened as he lowered himself to the floor. A long while later, his breathing slowed to the even rhythms of sleep. Finally I let a few, silent tears slip out. They weren't tears for Alaric, or for anyone else but me. They were tears for the life I'd lived thus far, and for what might lay ahead. Sometimes you just have to cry for yourself, because no one else will.

      Moments later, loud snoring that could only belong to James echoed through the wall, and I wished I had the extra pillow to sandwich my face. Instead I pulled the quilt over my head in a futile effort to muffle the noise. And here I thought there wasn't supposed to be any rest for the wicked.
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      I woke up early to find Alaric already wide awake, sitting at the foot of my bed, watching me with a distant sort of look. He perked up as I struggled my way out of the tangled mess I'd made of the bedding.

      “How long have you been sitting there?” I groaned.

      He shrugged. “A few hours. I couldn't sleep.”

      “You know, a normal person would have found a book or something else to occupy their time,” I chided.

      He shrugged again, then stood and offered me a hand to get up. I ignored his extended hand and stretched my arms over my head. I had to put them back down quickly though, as it dawned on me that I hadn't showered in a while.

      “I'm going to find the bathroom,” I announced, hoping that Alaric hadn't caught a whiff of me, but knowing that he had.

      “Would you care for some company?” he asked with his eyebrows raised.

      “Absolutely not,” I mumbled, then made a beeline for the door.

      The bathroom was just across the hall from the room we'd been given, so I was able to make a quick escape. I locked the bathroom door behind me, thinking that I should have asked Diana before I went to take a shower. Oh well, I wasn't about to go back into the hall in my state of stench, so I found a spare towel rolled in one of those little towel baskets and started the water.

      I stripped out of the black dress, immensely displeased that I'd have to put the tattered thing back on after my shower. At least the river had washed away the blood from my stab wounds.

      I observed my naked side to find two small scars where the knife had punctured my flesh. In that moment I realized how someone with my particular gifts could abuse such a power. The ability to take lives in order to heal others should never have existed.

      Feeling more cold than the temperature of the room could account for, I stepped under the hot stream of water. I used the shampoo and soap that had been left in the shower, but couldn't find any conditioner. I scowled. Long, unruly hair needs conditioner. I'd be a total poofball by noon.

      By the time I finished my shower and emerged from the bathroom in my shabby dress, coffee and breakfast had been made. We all sat at a small kitchen table like a nice, dysfunctional little family. James and Alaric sat to either side of me, leaving me to look directly at Diana as I sipped my coffee.

      Diana was dressed more normally today, in khaki slacks and a pale green, floral blouse. The green of the blouse made her leaf-green eyes stand out vibrantly in her pale face. She watched me carefully as I ate my french toast.

      I had been mildly surprised the night before when James made sandwiches. When I'd found out that he'd also made the french toast, I was shocked. It was perfectly cooked, the outside crispy, and the inside sog-free. I was also pretty sure that I detected a hint of cinnamon and nutmeg. Maybe torture was just James' day job, and he secretly moonlighted as a chef. Then again, maybe not.

      “The place you seek is not on this continent,” Diana said suddenly.

      It took me a moment to figure out what she was talking about, then I realized that James had probably filled her in on what I'd told him.

      “Please tell me you're joking,” I replied with my mouth full of french toast. I looked to James for confirmation.

      He shrugged, like it didn't really matter. “It looks like we'll be taking a trip. Passports and IDs are all taken care of in case Estus tries to track us by more mundane means. Your new name is Nicole, FYI.”

      I blinked at him. A sudden international flight? Fake passport? Was I working with spies?

      “But we'll need to find Sophie first,” Alaric chimed in.

      I turned my dimwitted stare over to him. “Why do we need Sophie?”

      “Strength in numbers,” James replied plainly. “Plus, I already had a passport made for her. I'd hate for it to go to waste.”

      I sighed, dropping my fork onto my plate. “And you two just planned this whole thing out while I was in the shower?”

      “You should not be so remiss to visit your homeland,” Diana interrupted.

      “I was born in California,” I countered. “I've visited my homeland plenty.”

      “The Vaettir originated in Scandinavia,” Alaric explained. “She's not referring to where you were born.”

      “Scandinavia?” I asked incredulously. “You expect me to believe my ancestors are Scandinavian?” I gestured to myself. “I might be tall, but blonde I am not.”

      Diana tsked. “Truly, have you boys taught her nothing?” Addressing me, she continued, “When our race first came into being, Scandinavia is where we originated, but we come from many pantheons of gods with different ethnic origins.”

      “Okay . . . ” I trailed off, wondering what pantheon I’d come from. “So skipping over all that confusing information, if this charm is in another country, why did Estus ever believe it was in Washington?”

      “The Salr is not in any one place,” Alaric explained. “The entrances are stationary, but the actual structure resides on its own plane of reality. It’s not really in Washington, nor is it anywhere else, and there are many more Salr spread out across the world.”

      “That doesn't make any sense,” I replied slowly. I knew that the Salr was a place of magic, but it had to exist somewhere real.

      Alaric shrugged. “The Salr were created long before my time. I cannot explain any more than I know. All I can tell you is that they are a place of refuge. They came into being where they were needed.”

      Dianna nodded. “Yes, originally the Salr were meant as places of sanctuary, but clans began moving into them permanently as our numbers dwindled. Those who did not have a clan were left out in the world alone. Leaders stepped forward to rule over those who resided within each Salr. Those rulers became Doyen, like Estus and Aislin.”

      I shook my head. I understood the theory of what I was being told, but the mechanics didn't make sense at all. “Okay, so Estus became Doyen over a Salr, how, just because he wanted the job? Was there another Doyen before him?”

      “Enough chit chat,” James interrupted irritably. “We need to get moving.”

      I tilted my head. This was more information than I’d been given previously by a long shot. I wasn’t about to stop questioning now. “So say we hop on a plane, and end up in Finland or wherever. How will we find the charm once we get there, and how can we be sure that it is even there?”

      “Because I know the place that you were shown in your vision,” Diana replied, “and I will be going with you.”

      “Couldn't you just draw us a map?” I asked hopefully.

      Diana bared her teeth in an unpleasant smile. “Do you not desire my company?”

      “It's not that,” I corrected quickly, though really it was. “I just don't see the need for everyone to drop what they're doing to fly to Scandinavia.”

      Diana stared at me until I finally looked down. Strangely, I was much more nervous about the idea of traveling with one little old woman than I was about traveling with my almost sort-of ex-boyfriend and a man who might very well be a psychopath.

      I averted my gaze and ate the rest of my french toast in silence, even though it felt like cardboard in my stomach.

      “I should find Sophie before we all leave this place,” Alaric announced, breaking the silence. “We are well hidden here. It makes no sense to risk Madeline being out in the open until we are ready to depart.”

      “So we should just let you run off to Estus while we wait here for the ambush?” James countered.

      Alaric glared back at James. “If my sister sees us together, she'll hide. I have a better chance of talking to her on my own.”

      “Sophie won't hide from me,” James muttered, looking down at his plate.

      I snorted. “Wanna bet?”

      “You don't know what you're talking about,” he snapped.

      I looked back at him, too surprised to be angry. Normally James could take any insult I had to throw at him.

      I turned to Alaric. “What exactly am I missing here?”

      “James and Sophie were once lovers,” Alaric explained, “and he is somehow deluded enough to believe she still cares for him.”

      “You don't know what you're talking about either,” James said to Alaric. “What happened between Sophie and me is our business. Period.”

      I held up my hands before an argument could begin. “I'm still having trouble grasping the fact that Sophie would ever even look at James to begin with. How recent was this?”

      “The breakup occurred roughly one year ago,” Alaric answered while still looking at James.

      I was beginning to understand all of the tension between James, Alaric, and Sophie. Both siblings had told me not to trust him, but wouldn't give me a reason. My guess was that James had betrayed Sophie's trust, and Alaric had gotten protective of his sister. It was all a moot point as far as I was concerned. I'd never trusted James regardless.

      “It doesn't matter,” James snapped. “You're still not going alone to find her.”

      “And I'm not going to let you two run off and kill each other,” I added. “Plus, Sophie owes me an apology.”

      “I'll wait here,” Diana said calmly. She rose from the table and walked toward the sink to fill her tea kettle.

      “It's settled then,” I stated flatly.

      “It's not settled,” Alaric argued. “We don't need to risk your life any more than we have to, and our best chance of recruiting Sophie is if I go alone.”

      “First,” I replied, holding up a finger dramatically in the air, “I don't think Sophie will run from me. She may have deserted me, but she's no coward. Second,” I said as I held up another finger, “you've risked my life plenty. There's no need to start getting squeamish about it now.”

      “I agree with Madeline,” James added.

      “I don't care if you agree with me,” I snapped. “I'm the only one here that can find the charm, so we're going to start doing things on my terms. I don’t know if either of you realize this, but I’m no longer a prisoner.”

      “Maddy—” Alaric began.

      “She's right, you know,” James interrupted with an infuriating smile.

      “Why is it,” I began as I looked at James, “that even when you're on my side, I still want to slap you?”

      “Oooh, please do,” he taunted.

      “Enough,” Alaric said, bracing his hands on the table. “If we're all going, we may as well get on with it. If I know Sophie, she'll be hiding in the city. She wouldn't go far until she knew whether or not I'd be following her, and she sure as hell wouldn't hide out in the woods.”

      “So we go to the city, and what, sniff her out?” I asked.

      “Yes,” he replied, “but we might run into a problem.”

      “Which of our myriad of problems are you referring to?” I asked tiredly.

      Alaric looked at me like I was being silly. “You're technically a missing person, Maddy. Someone must have noticed that you’re gone by now. Walking openly around Spokane is probably not the best idea.”

      “Well then we should probably get me something more to wear than this stupid dress,” I said irritably. I didn't feel the need to point out that I probably wasn't a missing person yet, given that there would have been no one around to miss me.

      “We'll be sure to stop at Nordstrom,” James sniped.

      Alaric took a deep breath to say more, but Diana cut him off with a tsking sound. “Enough bickering, children. We have things to do, and time is short. Estus may not know where the charm is, but he'd be a fool to discount the possibility of Madeline finding it. Do what you must, then meet me at the airport.”

      I had to wonder just how old Diana was to be referring to Alaric as a child, but I wasn't about to ask her. Instead, I straightened my dress and got to my feet like a good little girl.

      Soon we'd be off to somewhere in Scandinavia. Though it was true that I needed a vacation, I would have been happy with a beach in Mexico. Something told me I wouldn't be getting any margaritas with Diana around.
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      Our only choice was to leave on foot, which was fine, except that Spokane was a good five miles away from Diana's hidden home. Normally I'd be fine with a five mile hike, but a five mile hike in boots that were a size too big, with two very grumpy hiking companions was not my idea of a good time.

      Also, it was cold. Fall had just begun in Spokane when I was snatched out of my bed and taken to the Salr, but it felt like winter had taken over in the relatively short time I'd been gone. I knew winter would get much colder before the year was through, but normally I would be properly attired for the occasion.

      I'd grudgingly accepted Alaric's long-sleeved shirt, and he didn't seem fazed as he walked bare-chested in the chilly air beside me. I'd have to remember to give him his shirt back before we made it to civilization. I was pretty sure a bare-chested, 6'2”, ethereally gorgeous man walking through town would draw more attention than a woman who may or may not have been reported as a missing person.

      I did my best to keep my eyes off of his bare skin as we walked, but I might have lagged behind a few times just to get a good view of his back for a while. Of course, every time I lagged behind, he would turn and wait for me, dashing my plans to bits.

      “You two are pathetic,” James commented from behind us as Alaric stopped to help me over a fallen log.

      “It's a good thing that I don't value your opinion at all,” I replied, “or I might have some hurt feelings right now.”

      “That's all well and nice for you,” Alaric said with a smile, “but I think I need to go cry in a dark corner for a little while.”

      James snorted. “Mock all you like, but I'm not the one acting like a teenager with their very first crush.”

      “I saw you as a teenager,” Alaric replied without looking back, “I'm not sure I could ever match how ferociously you flirted with Sophie.”

      “Wait,” I said as I stopped walking, “Sophie was an adult while James was a teenager, and she still dated him?”

      Alaric laughed. “Well it was much later that they dated, and he was as much of an adult at the time as he is now . . . which is, of course, debatable.”

      “Oh you guys are just barrels of fun to be around,” James muttered, picking up his pace to walk past us.

      “You started it!” Alaric called after him.

      When James was a good distance ahead of us again, I turned to talk to Alaric as we walked. “It almost seems like you guys are friends.”

      Alaric shrugged. “Perhaps once, but things change, and some things are unforgivable.”

      “And those unforgivable things have to do with Sophie?” I pressed, my curiosity getting the better of me, as it often did.

      “Sophie and James were together for two years, just after Maya left, and then Sophie lost interest. Sophie was unfazed, but James had taken their relationship very seriously,” Alaric explained.

      “Why was Sophie so unfazed?” I asked. “Two years is a long time to spend with someone.”

      He shrugged. “Two years to someone who has only lived a human lifetime can seem like a lot, but when you live long enough, two years seems like a blip on the radar. Sophie tried to explain the concept to James, who is much younger than us, but he wouldn't accept how casually he'd been brushed aside. My sister admittedly could have had more tact, but she has a short attention span, and moved on almost immediately with another man.”

      I glanced at him with an eyebrow raised, then glanced at James in the distance to make sure he wasn't close enough to hear us. “You know, that's exactly what Sophie said about you when she warned me not to develop any feelings.”

      “That I moved on immediately with another man?” Alaric joked.

      “The short attention span,” I replied without mirth, though I was pretty sure he knew what I meant.

      He peered at the ground as we walked. “My sister needs to learn when to keep her mouth shut.”

      “Was she telling the truth?” I prodded, not willing to let the subject drop so easily.

      He sighed. “Perhaps, but the past is not always a predictor of the future.”

      We walked in tense silence for a moment, then Alaric said, “But back to my story.”

      I blushed, because I'd completely forgotten that we'd originally been talking about Sophie and James. I cleared my throat. “Yes, do go on.”

      “James couldn't handle seeing Sophie with another man,” he continued, “though he never admitted it. Instead he befriended the man, Sammael was his name.”

      “Well that was big of him, I suppose.”

      Alaric shook his head. “James spent a good deal of time befriending Sammael. They became quite close really. Sammael would have trusted James with his life. It was at that point that James tortured and killed Sammael. This happened roughly six months before you came to us. James later admitted that he spent the time to gain Sammael's trust in order to make his vengeance more rewarding. He also wanted to allow Sophie enough time to grow attached to Sammael, so that the loss would hurt her more.”

      “And he was allowed to remain in the Salr?” I asked, shocked.

      “That was the day James became Estus' pet torturer,” Alaric replied distantly. “Estus claimed that James would prove to be the very best man for the job.”

      I let out a slow breath. “Well, Estus was right on that count, I suppose.”

      “Though he was wrong to ever trust him.”

      “Wasn't he wrong in trusting you as well?” I countered. “You didn't exactly hold up well on the loyalty meter either.”

      Alaric glanced over and offered me a small smile. “I suppose you're correct.”

      I shrugged. “It still seems too simple to me . . . ” I trailed off.

      “That Estus would put so much faith in any of us?” he questioned, reading my mind.

      “Escaping shouldn't have been as simple as it was,” I elaborated, “and even after James and I escaped, to let you go as well?”

      “I've considered that,” he replied.

      I rolled my eyes. “I'm going to need a little more feedback than that.”

      “I've considered the fact that perhaps we are doing exactly what Estus hopes. Perhaps he knew all along that the charm was not in the Salr. He couldn't trust us to go free and find it for him out of loyalty, so instead he set us up to do it out of a need to defeat him,” he explained.

      “What if that's all true?” I asked. “We could very well be doing exactly what he wants us to do.”

      Alaric's expression turned somber. “We must continue on regardless, and hope that we can defeat Estus when the time comes.”

      I let out a huff of breath, fogging the chilly air. “I'm not doing it to defeat Estus. I'm doing it to join Aislin's clan.”

      “And why would you want that?” Alaric countered quickly, like he'd been wanting to ask for a while. “You're out here, free. You could just move somewhere far away and live your life.”

      “And have to look over my shoulder forever?”

      He shook his head. “That's not why you're doing it.”

      “What is it that you want me to admit, exactly?” I snapped.

      I wasn't sure why I was getting angry, I just knew that I didn't like being pressed on things I didn't want to talk about . . . even if I didn't know why I didn't want to talk about them.

      Alaric shrugged. “Nothing at all. I'd only like you to consider the fact that not having a clan does not automatically mean you will be alone.”

      That was it. He'd hit the nail on the head with the word alone. I looked ahead again to see how far James had gone. He was barely visible in the distant trees ahead of us, but I lowered my voice none-the-less. “What exactly are you saying?”

      Alaric moved closer to me so that we were walking shoulder to shoulder, except my shoulder was quite a few inches lower than his.

      “I propose that we destroy the charm,” Alaric whispered. “Our people are not meant to be ruled. Destroy that power, and perhaps we can escape them all.”

      “Just a few days ago you were all, Estus is Doyen, he asks and I obey,” I argued, shocked at what Alaric was suggesting.

      “He pushed too far,” he said simply.

      “Really?” I balked. “Was it the assigned kidnapping, the maiming of your sister's girlfriend, or the maiming of your own girlfriend that caused you to finally draw the line?”

      “My girlfriend?” he asked with a lascivious smile, ignoring everything else I'd said.

      I rolled my eyes. “You know what I mean. What finally changed your mind?”

      “My mind was changed as soon as you and Sophie decided to leave the Salr, as I no longer had much reason to stay,” he began. “The only reason we were there to begin with was because I wanted to protect Sophie. I thought it the safest place. But when James harmed you . . . ” he shook his head, as if reliving the moment. “I will not again put myself in the position of obeying one leader blindly.”

      Now that I understood his reasoning, I couldn't argue with him. He was right to assume that I'd give the charm to Aislin just so I wouldn't have to be alone again, even though I didn’t relish the thought of becoming another clan’s pet executioner. I didn't trust myself around humans, but any Vaettir I might associate with would be impervious to my gifts. I’d thought joining another clan the only solution. . . but if Alaric would hide with me, if he would be willing to teach me more about my curse . . .

      “Please tell me what you're thinking,” Alaric said after I'd been silent for a while.

      I glanced up toward James again. “I'm thinking that this could very well be the biggest decision of my life, but you’re acting like it’s an easy choice for you and Sophie.”

      “You're young,” Alaric stated. “My sister and I have been part of many clans, and we have been on our own as well. The centuries change things. Eventually big decisions become inconsequential.”

      “Well that's depressing.”

      “It is something you'll learn to deal with, in time,” he said with a small smile.

      I snorted. “Barring the fact that I'll probably be killed off any day here, I doubt I'll live anywhere as long as you have.”

      He blinked at me. “Why would you say that? You are Vaettir, just like the rest of us.”

      “James explained about the more powerful Vaettir aging slowly,” I answered. “I imagine I'll be aging rather quickly.”

      “It is not as simple as that,” he sighed. “My sister and I are long-lived not because of our power level, but because we are more closely linked to our goddess than others. Many no longer even know from which god they descend.”

      “So you're like, part god?” I asked incredulously.

      Alaric shook his head. “I am Vaettir. We come from the earth, just as the gods and goddesses of old. We embody their energy.”

      “Then where do I come from?” I asked, perplexed.

      He shrugged. “A death goddess, I imagine. You inherit your gifts from your mother’s side.”

      “And what about my pesky penchant for empathy?” I asked.

      He shrugged again. “Now that, I have no explanation for, and it was clear that Estus did not expect you to come with such interesting gifts.”

      “Okay,” I began, reverting back to our original line of conversation. “If I am a denizen of death,” I said spookily, “and other Vaettir like Sivi identify with the elements, what exactly do you, as Bastet, embody?”

      “War,” Alaric replied simply. “I believe Sophie mentioned this to you.”

      I bit my lip, thinking back. “She said something about me being attracted to you because war and death go together, but how can you embody war?”

      “Well, I’m very good at killing.”

      “Well that's comforting,” I mumbled.

      He laughed and pushed against my arm playfully. “Since when is death intimidated by a little bit of war?”

      My legs were beginning to tire from all of the walking, and my brain was tired enough that I didn't quite know how to answer him. Sure, death was a part of war, but death wasn't supposed to feel the pain and emotions of those who were to be claimed.

      I took a deep breath, and gave Alaric the only answer I could think of.

      “Since death grew a heart.”
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      I felt like my feet were about to fall off by the time I first heard sounds of traffic. The sun was making its slow descent past the trees, robbing us of the last of its warmth. James had eventually fallen back to walk with us, though he'd remained silent by my side.

      I unbuttoned Alaric's shirt, not looking forward to baring my arms to the chilly air. He took the shirt absentmindedly and began putting it on as he sniffed the air, reminding me of a lion, or some other large cat.

      “Anything?” James asked as he eyed our surroundings.

      Alaric shook his head. “I know a few places she would go. We might have to search for a while.”

      “We don't have much time,” James replied sternly. “That we're yet to see any sign of pursuit from Estus is shocking, to say the least.”

      “There's probably time for food though, right?” I chimed in.

      My stomach was cramping terribly from the lack of food over the last few days. Alaric and James didn't seem affected by it, but they didn't seem affected by a lot of things. Me, I needed food and a nice warm coat.

      Alaric pulled me toward him and wrapped an arm around me. My first instinct was to fight, but I was freezing, tired, and hungry. I simply didn't have any fight left, and his body heat was one small comfort I wasn't willing to refuse.

      James gave us an irritated look, but didn't comment. Instead, we all began walking again, following the sounds of traffic.

      Soon we started seeing houses here and there, and our footing transitioned from dirt and pine needles to sidewalk and asphalt. I didn't recognize where we were, but Spokane is a large city, and there was no way for me to be familiar with all of the suburbs.

      As darkness fully fell, we reached a small strip mall. The smell of cooking food wafted out of a few restaurants, but the few clothing stores had already closed. Maybe it was Sunday. I’d completely lost track of the days.

      “Get her something to eat,” James instructed, his attention on Alaric. “I'll find her a coat.”

      I raised a finger in the air. “And some socks . . . if you don't mind.”

      James sighed loudly, then turned and disappeared into the darkness of the nearby storefronts, presumably to steal me a coat. Alaric ushered me across the street, then toward the nearest restaurant, a small pasta/pizza place.

      “It's like we're going on our first date,” he intoned happily, his arm still snug around me.

      I glared up at him, my feet dragging as he gently urged me toward the restaurant. “The first date usually occurs before the breakup, and it definitely occurs before the . . . ” I trailed off, not wanting to say what I had originally intended.

      “The sex?” Alaric finished for me. “So we like to do things backwards,” he went on, “it's part of our charm.”

      “There is no we or our,” I corrected, “and this is not a date.”

      “No roses, no wine,” Alaric joked. “Got it.”

      “Wonderful,” I grumbled.

      Alaric held the door for me as we went inside the small restaurant. Nervous, I pulled my hair forward to cover my face. The chances that someone would recognize me as a missing person were slim, but it was still a possibility that I'd rather avoid.

      I received a few odd glances at my tattered dress, though the glances were probably more because of the small amount of fabric I was wearing in the cold weather than the state of my clothing. Grunge was in again, or so I'd heard.

      With no sign of a hostess, we slid into a corner booth with our backs to the wall. Even with a full view of the restaurant, I felt like Estus would pop out and nab us at any moment.

      I fiddled with my place setting. “Maybe we should have gone with fast food.”

      Alaric slouched against the backrest like he hadn't a care in the world. “I don't eat fast food. That stuff will kill you.”

      I snorted. “If five-hundred years of living among the Vaettir doesn't kill you, the fast food surely will.”

      He smiled and raised an eyebrow at my joke, then turned as a young waitress came to the table for our drink orders. Her eyes lingered on Alaric for longer than was polite, and she looked a little confused as she took in my disheveled, frizz-haired appearance.

      I ordered an iced tea and gave the waitress an uncomfortable amount of eye-contact. Alaric ordered a glass of red wine and gave the waitress a cheerful wink, completely undermining the hopefully intimidating stare I had going on.

      “I thought you said no wine,” I grumbled as the waitress walked away with a smile on her face.

      “I lied,” he said simply. “I'm supposed to be a liar, remember?”

      “And here I'd thought you'd changed,” I sighed.

      Alaric feigned a hurt expression. “Well at least you're talking to me now.”

      I opened my mouth to argue that I was only talking to him since he was the only company present, but the waitress came back and placed our drinks in front of us. I hadn't had time to look at the menu, but it would have been a moot point as Alaric started ordering for us: fettuccine, spinach lasagna, mozzarella sticks, fried mushrooms, a pizza, and three different deserts.

      I looked at him in astonishment as the waitress walked away. “Are we expecting guests?”

      He winked one dark brown eye at me. “Who knows when our next meal will be? We should enjoy ourselves, for tomorrow we might be dead.”

      I stared dejectedly at my iced tea, unsettled by Alaric's way of thinking. Suddenly I wished that I'd gotten something more extravagant like a strawberry daiquiri or a milkshake. If I was going to die soon, I really didn't want to waste my time with bland iced tea.

      Alaric used his index finger to slowly scoot his glass of red wine in front of me. Not needing any more of an invitation, I wrapped my fingers around the stem of the glass. He smiled as I took a long sip, then offered the glass back to him.

      He reached out for the glass, brushing his fingertips across mine as he took it. His expression had lost its playfulness. The look in his eyes made me gulp, and I quickly turned my gaze back to my iced tea.

      Movement caught my eye, and I let out a sigh of relief as James entered the restaurant. I didn't know how to deal with the heat in Alaric's eyes, and James was a welcome distraction. He approached our table and handed me a knee-length black coat with a fur-lined hood that I sincerely hoped was faux.

      “Put it on and keep your face covered,” he said quickly. “We need to go.”

      Alaric stood immediately, taking James' mood seriously. I stood and wrapped the coat around me, wanting to cry at the fact that I was going to miss another meal.

      “Socks are in the pocket,” James said to me, “but you'll have to put them on later. Now move.”

      He grabbed my arm and pulled me forward so that I was walking in front of him. Our waitress watched us leave with what looked like our appetizers in her hands. In fact, the whole restaurant watched us leave. Hopefully we’d be long gone before they noticed we hadn’t paid for the wine.

      So much for not making a scene.

      “We were tracked,” James said as we spilled out into the parking lot. “Marcus confronted me. He's dead, but there will be more.”

      My eyes darted around the half-full parking lot as we walked, but everything in the night was still. Who the hell was Marcus?

      “If Marcus was here, then Siobhan won't be far behind,” Alaric said.

      Since I didn't know who they were talking about, I kept my mouth shut and allowed myself to be led down the dark sidewalk and past more closed or closing businesses. We crossed the street, then went into the parking lot of a large, abandoned warehouse. The yard was strewn with refuse, and didn't look like it had been used in many years. Whatever suburb we were in, the place had definitely seen better days to leave such a space right in the middle of town.

      “Give up the girl,” a female voice said from behind us.

      The three of us turned in unison.

      A man and a woman stood under the illumination of a streetlight. The woman's long, white coat made her strawberry blonde hair stand out vibrantly in the light. The man looked out of place beside her in his casual street clothes and knit winter cap.

      “I don't want to hurt you, Siobhan,” Alaric replied, “but the girl you cannot have.”

      As the girl in question, I didn't like being talked about like I wasn't there, but I'd complain later. The mismatched pair left the sidewalk and approached us warily, sizing up the odds, then everything exploded into chaos.

      James shoved me out of the way as the man rushed us, and Alaric had already collided with Siobhan.

      I stumbled aside, then turned to see James' grappling with the man. Within seconds he had him pinned, then I smelled burning. James’ hands seemed to melt through his attacker's chest. I clutched at my own chest as searing agony hit my skin. Lesser pains I could block out, but this was too much. My vision blurred. I couldn’t quite make sense of what James was doing to the man, then the smell increased. I was pretty sure I’d just figured out how James had started the fire in the woods.

      Miraculously still alive, the man bucked his legs, throwing James off him. He staggered to his feet, then lunged at James as if he didn't have two palm-shaped, scorched craters in his chest. I panted against the pain as the pair tumbled to the ground again, then James lifted the man up by his neck. I didn't have much time to contemplate James' apparently super-human strength as his hands burned through the man's neck, cutting off the sound just as he tried to scream. I was glad that it was a quick death, because the moment of pain I'd felt in my throat was almost unbearable. His hands now gripping a charred mass of flesh, James cast him aside like a rag doll.

      “You burned him,” I croaked in astonishment.

      “How else did you think I cauterized my victims wounds?” he replied, brushing his hands together to remove the man's charred flesh.

      I didn't have time to answer, as Alaric drew my attention with a loud bang against a large, metal dumpster. The woman, Siobhan, had him pinned against it with fingernails that had grown to be as long as daggers at his throat. They seemed sharper too, more like claws than nails.

      I opened my mouth to speak, hoping to draw her attention, then someone with a black curtain of hair moved behind them. Siobhan’s pain echoed through me as a blade sliced into her flesh, pushing up through her abdomen into her heart. I made a grunt of pain, then Siobhan slumped to the ground, dead. Sophie stood before her brother, bloody blade in hand.

      “I never liked her,” Sophie commented, peering down at Siobhan's body.

      “I was trying not to kill her,” Alaric answered hotly.

      I personally was stunned to see Sophie, but judging by Alaric's expression he was not at all surprised that she'd found us first.

      Sophie rolled her eyes at him as James and I approached. “Don't be so sentimental,” Sophie chided, “the two of you dated, what, two-hundred years ago?”

      Ignoring Sophie and Alaric's bickering, I kneeled down and released the spirit from Siobhan's body, averting my gaze from her bloody wound. She was pretty, and I felt like maybe I should be jealous that Alaric had dated her, but really I just appreciated the fact that he didn't want to kill her. Maybe he could be sentimental after all. With that task done, I went to the man, once again not looking too closely at his wounds, lest I lose the meager food in my stomach. I stood and flicked my hands, hoping to cast away the little thrill the fresh energy sent through me.

      “Do I not even get a hello?” Sophie said in irritation at my back.

      I turned to glare over my shoulder at her. “Do I not even get an I'm sorry?”

      Sophie had the grace to look abashed. “I did what I had to do, and Maya left me anyway.” I stood and stepped away from the now lifeless corpse, feeling much better with the new burst of energy in spite of myself. “Seriously?”

      “She was working for Aislin all along,” she explained. She didn't let her pain show in her expression, but I knew that she felt it none-the-less.

      “Sorry to break it to you sweetheart,” James interrupted, “but so are we.”

      Sophie glared at James for a moment, then turned to her brother. “Is this true?”

      Alaric shrugged. “I couldn't really argue with the decision.”

      Sophie snorted at his answer, but seemed to accept it as well. “We need to move,” she instructed. “I could smell you from a mile away, and there will be more where these two came from.” She gestured to the two corpses on the asphalt.

      “Plus,” I added, “we might want to run away from the corpses before someone calls the cops. We're not in the Salr anymore.”

      For once everyone listened to me, and we made our way past the abandoned warehouse and into the alleyway behind it, but something still nagged at me. If Maya was working for Aislin, why didn’t James know the information she’d held, and why had he tortured her? Unless . . . unless James wasn’t actually working for Aislin. I eyed him askance as we walked, but his deadpan expression gave nothing away.

      Sophie and Alaric began whispering in a language I didn't recognize. I knew it was probably just so they could talk freely around James, but I didn't appreciate the exclusion. For all I knew, they were talking about running off and leaving James and I to find the charm on our own. Or, they had reached the same conclusion I had.

      I caught Alaric’s gaze, attempting to convey my worry.

      I wasn’t sure if he understood, but he lagged behind to take my hand. “It will be alright,” he whispered. “I promise.”

      I knew I shouldn’t trust him, but my shoulders relaxed at his words. It hit me then that I'd been expecting Alaric to leave since he'd first found us. I'd expected at some point he'd decide that I simply wasn't worth the trouble, and he'd abandon me.

      Yet, when we reached a busy street and hailed a cab, Sophie took the front seat, and James and Alaric each slid in on either side of me. When we reached the airport and boarded a plane with Diana, who met us there as planned, Alaric was still by my side. When I fell asleep on his shoulder during the long flight, I vaguely sensed him as he craned his neck to give me a kiss on the top of my head.

      It was strange, because in that moment, while we were flying to another land, with danger at our backs, and plenty of more danger to face, for the first time in quite some time, I felt like I was going home.
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        * * *

      

      Later, I woke up groggy, sometime mid-flight, and glanced back at Diana and James. They whispered to each other conspiratorially. I knew with surety in that moment that they were both playing us. Neither was working for Aislin. Only Maya was her actual spy.

      I settled back into my seat, glancing at Alaric, who was dead asleep. I’d share my fears with him later, or maybe I wouldn’t. Not just yet. We needed Diana’s help to find the charm. Once it was found I’d be damned if Diana, Estus, or maybe even Aislin got a hold of it. Something that caused so many lies had to be protected. If it was as powerful as Maya said, even the fate of humanity might be at stake. A protector was needed.

      Unfortunately for humanity, all they had was me.
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      The sensation of the plane bouncing on the tarmac woke me. It had been a trying few days, and the extra sleep on the plane was a welcome reprieve. I didn't mind lying on Alaric's shoulder either.

      I still wasn't quite sure how to feel about him. Okay, I knew exactly how I felt. I just wasn't sure what to do about it. As much as I wanted to ignore the fact that he'd misled me about many things, and had allowed my torture, those two facts still ate at me.

      Forgiveness is one thing. I'm great at forgiveness. Being an empath means I'm a seasoned pro at putting myself in the shoes of others. At some point I had relented to mostly forgive Alaric, but I couldn't forget what had happened, and I sure as hell couldn't trust him.

      Betrayal is a funny thing. The sting of it often sticks with us longer than the thrill of love, the fire of hatred, or the emptiness of loss. Betrayal eats at us when we know we should be happy, and it overwhelms us when we're already sad.

      I raised my head up from Alaric's shoulder as the plane came to a slow stop. He smiled down at me, unaware of my thoughts, and I couldn't help but smile in return. Despite everything, it felt good having him by my side. It would have felt even better if we were on a plane to some romantic destination, but we weren't.

      Although, I suppose Norway could be romantic, given the right circumstances. The pictures I'd seen were gorgeous and fairytale-esque, and I was traveling there with a handsome man, but I'm pretty sure romantic vacations aren't supposed to include being hunted by supernatural beings while looking for a charm that's guarded by the dead. Running for your life is a major mood killer.

      We waited while the rows of people ahead of us stood and un-stowed their luggage. I shifted uncomfortably, feeling trapped. Once there was enough room, I stood and glanced back toward James and Diana, wondering why each of them really wanted the charm, and to what lengths they would go to get it.

      James pulled Diana's luggage down from the storage compartment. He had none of his own. In fact, he was still wearing the white tee-shirt he'd worn while he tortured me, just as I was still wearing a black dress with holes in it where he'd stabbed me. Luckily James had stolen me a long, black winter coat with faux fur trim around the hood. It hid my dress, but looked slightly out of place with my too-large hiking boots and thick winter socks.

      Sophie waited in her seat across the aisle for James and Diana to get out of the way, pushing them closer toward me. Her original seat had been next to the unwelcome pair, but she'd managed to flirt her way into a seat trade, leaving James to sit next to a man who could have easily taken up two seats on his own. The man in question was still asleep in his seat by the window.

      Squeezing past me, Alaric woke the man with a gentle shake of his shoulder, then signaled for him to move, much to the chagrin of the people behind us who would now have to wait even longer.

      The line ahead of me moved and I scurried forward, eventually exiting the plane. It was a surreal feeling leaving the West Coast a few hours after dark to arrive in another country where evening had already come again. I'd never traveled such a long distance. Heck, I'd never traveled much at all. Living as a recluse with meager monetary means had prevented me from seeing much of the world.

      My next shock came after we went through security and emerged into the cold night air. My coat was warm by West Coast standards, but it could not contend with the icy temperature of Oslo in late October. I clutched the meager protection closer to my body, but my bare legs still erupted in almost painful goosebumps.

      James and Sophie stepped ahead of the rest of us, scanning the busy street like a pair of vengeful angels, dark and light, illuminated by the halo of a streetlamp. I could sense their nerves. We all knew Estus wouldn’t let us escape so easily.

      Alaric, seeming unaffected, smiled and put an arm around me.

      Diana tsked at us like we were all being silly children and went to the curb to hail a cab. She clutched a modern black cape around her small form, the fabric swirling around her legs in the cold breeze like it had a life of its own. Though she was small and elderly, with perfect gray, granny-styled hair, I would never mistake her for anything less dangerous than she was.

      She was the sister of Aislin, ruler of several clans, which made her old, and we're talking centuries, not decades. Though I was yet to see her do anything out-rightly scary, the threat was always there. She was twenty times scarier than James, and he'd stabbed me and tormented me for fun.

      A cab pulled up, and it became readily apparent there were five of us, and only four available seats.

      “We'll wait for the next one,” Alaric announced, clearly referring to him, myself, and Sophie.

      James smirked. “I don't think so. Madeline will come with us.”

      My heart sped at the idea of being left alone in a cab with James and Diana, but Alaric stepped forward before I could move. “I'll go with you, and Maddy and Sophie will catch the next cab. You can kill me if they don't show up.”

      My eyes widened, but I wasn’t about to argue.

      With a curt nod, Diana climbed into the front seat of the cab while James put her suitcase in the trunk. Alaric gave me a quick kiss on the cheek, then slid into the backseat after James. I touched my cheek where he'd kissed me, feeling a mixture of annoyance and apprehension.

      Diana rolled down her window and relayed the address of the hotel, then suddenly we were left to wait for another cab by ourselves. It was the first time Sophie and I had been alone since she'd rejoined our party after leaving me to be tortured in her place. I crossed my arms and turned away from her, half-wishing I would have just gone with the others, leaving her to catch a cab on her own. It wouldn't compare to her leaving me in the Salr to face punishment for her crimes, but it was a start.

      She sighed dramatically at my back. “How long are you going to ignore me? Maya left me. I think I've paid for my actions.”

      I looked over my shoulder at her. “So because someone betrayed your trust, it makes it okay that you betrayed mine?”

      “I said I'm sorry,” she snapped, quickly losing patience.

      I turned away from her again and mumbled, “Barely.”

      Another cab pulled up to the curb. I turned and followed Sophie as she opened the back door and climbed in. The heat inside was almost stifling, but felt good after standing on the chilly curb.

      I would have been tempted to take my own cab, but one, I had already forgotten the address, and two, I had no money to pay the cab driver, so I was stuck with Sophie.

      The driver barely even looked at us as Sophie told him where to go. I crossed my arms again and stayed silent as he drove the cab through a few roundabouts leading out of the airport, then onto the highway. I had no idea how far away the hotel was, but I hoped it was close. Sophie was staring at me intently, her face a pale oval in the darkness of the cab, and I wasn't sure how long I'd be able to maintain the silent treatment.

      “You would have done the same,” she said eventually.

      I looked into her dark eyes, so similar to her brother's, and could see she really believed what she'd said.

      I shook my head. “Not everyone is like you.”

      “Look,” she sighed. “I said I was sorry. It's not something I say often, and I wouldn't have said it if I didn't mean it. What else do you want from me?”

      Her emotions were intense enough at that moment that I could sense her frustration, and underneath it, guilt. She really did feel remorse over leaving me. It might not make up for the original act, but it was a start.

      “Okay,” I replied.

      She narrowed her eyes at me. “Just . . . okay? Why don't you seem angry suddenly?”

      I shrugged. “I know you regret leaving me. I’ll get over it . . . eventually.”

      Sophie's eyes widened. “You empathed me! That's not fair.”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can't help it. Strong emotions leak through whether I want them to or not.”

      She harrumphed, then glanced at the driver as he swerved to the right and cut several people off so he could exit.

      She turned back to me. “So you've forgiven my brother?”

      I shook my head. “Not quite. Maybe with time.”

      She shook her head in return. “I don't know how you do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “Forgive so easily,” she explained. “If I were you, I'd have already tried to kill me, and Alaric would have been dead the moment I saw his face. Not that I'm not grateful that you're not attacking me . . . ”

      I shrugged again. “It's the empath thing. Trust me, I did want to kill Alaric, but guilt is a very strong emotion. So is fear. It's hard to blindly judge someone’s actions when you can literally feel what they are feeling.”

      It was Sophie's turn to cross her arms. “I am not afraid.”

      I laughed. “Oh please, you're terrified, and you're sad.”

      She glared at me as the cab pulled into the parking lot of a large, well-lit, resort-style hotel. “I don't think I like you very much.”

      I grinned. “And here you were just begging for my forgiveness.”

      The cab halted, and I quickly opened the door and climbed out, leaving Sophie to pick up the tab.

      “I was not begging!” she shouted after me.

      I laughed as I walked across the asphalt toward the hotel. Torturing calm, cool, and collected Sophie with my empathic abilities was far more rewarding than snubbing her.

      Alaric and James, who had been waiting outside the hotel lobby for us, came striding forward to meet me. The warmth I'd collected in the cab was quickly fading, and the expanses of surrounding near-darkness made me nervous. Anyone could be out there watching us, and we wouldn't even know. I gazed at the hotel longingly as the men reached me.

      “Ms. Moneybags has us staying at the most expensive hotel in the country,” Alaric explained. He was still just dressed in his navy flannel and black jeans, unfazed by the cold.

      “I wouldn't let Diana hear you calling her that,” James chided.

      Sophie reached us, then breezed on by without a word, like a tall, dark, angry cloud.

      Alaric watched his sister's back, then whispered, “You must tell me what you did to make her so angry.”

      I wrapped my arms tightly around myself, fighting shivers. “You wouldn't be able to pull it off. Now can we please go inside before I freeze to death?”

      Alaric placed a hand at the small of my back and guided me forward. The building rose up in front of us as we neared. I counted ten stories, the exterior done in a crisp white that matched the surrounding patches of snow on the ground.

      James strode past us toward Sophie.

      Alaric smiled down at me. “We have our own room,” he said with a waggle of his eyebrows.

      I stopped walking, though my bare legs were burning with cold. “Why?”

      He shrugged, placing his hand against my back again to keep me walking. “If I didn't know any better, I'd say Diana is trying to play matchmaker, but I think she has much more nefarious plans in mind.”

      My stomach lurched, but I kept walking. She was planning something, I knew it. But why the room? “If she’s manipulating us, shouldn’t we, I don’t know, not go along with it?”

      “Why would I argue with plans that benefit me?” he said happily as the automatic glass doors slid open in front of us.

      Some of the tension seeped out of my body once the doors slid shut behind us. The bellhop waiting inside gave us a strange look, probably due to our lack of luggage. The young man shrugged his narrow shoulders and sighed, then led us to a row of elevators. James and Sophie had already gone up, leaving us to ride up with the bellhop alone.

      Alaric put an arm around my shoulders as the elevator lurched into motion.

      I dutifully removed it, then took a step away, thinking that it was a really bad idea for us to share a room. Not only was Diana up to something, but I didn't fully trust myself. It had been impulsive to fall into bed with Alaric the first time, and I didn't want to be that stupid again. Of course, we still might die tomorrow. Normally it was wise to err on the side of caution, but was it really wise to make good life-choices when my life might not last much longer? Shouldn't I just enjoy being alive while I could?

      Alaric could act like we weren't in danger all he liked, but I knew better. If Sophie was scared, it meant we were up a very smelly creek with no paddles, with plenty of holes in our boat. I'd seen first hand how Estus dealt with those who opposed him. If he found us and sent more of the Vaettir to capture us, we would all suffer very ugly ends.

      The elevator came to a stop and the doors slid open. Without a glance in our direction, the silent bellhop led us down an extravagantly decorated hall to our room. He used a key card on the door, then handed it to Alaric as we entered. The room was bigger than my old house, with a full sitting area, king-sized bed, and a kitchenette partially obscured from view by bar-style seating, all done in delicate gold and pale blues.

      My eyes scanned the room, then came back to rest on the bed. They lingered there, then went back to the couch. It looked comfortable enough.

      Alaric tipped the bellhop, then urged him out of the room. Once we were alone, Alaric walked past me to flop down on the bed. He laid on his back with his arms behind his head, watching me as I took a closer look around the room.

      “So what do you want to do?” he asked eventually, putting emphasis on the word do, to make it seem dirty.

      I walked past one of the cushy chairs on either side of the couch to peek into the bathroom. “I think we're here to find the charm, so that's what I want to do.”

      “Diana claims the location is very near, but she doesn't know exactly how near,” he explained, “she needs time to pinpoint it, which means we have some time to kill.”

      I glared at him. “Stop emphasizing random words to make them seem sexy.”

      He grinned. “Is it working? Are my words . . . sexy?”

      I shook my head and turned away from him.

      In an instant he was up off the bed and at my side, moving a lock of my dark brown hair behind my shoulder to bare the side of my neck, grazing his fingers across my skin as he went. It might have been a sexual gesture if he wasn’t watching me with such a concerned look on his face.

      “I take it your attitude means I'll be sleeping on the floor again,” he said softly.

      I glanced at him, but didn't pull away. I had to audibly gulp before I could answer, “I'll take the couch this time. It's only fair since I had the bed at Diana's.”

      He let my hair fall from his grasp, then took my hand into his grip instead. He kissed my knuckles one by one, then answered, “As you wish.”

      I slowly pulled my hand away. “Why are you being so agreeable?”

      He glanced into the large bathroom that boasted a full-size jacuzzi tub as well as a glass-walled shower. “I think I'll take a bath.”

      I crossed my arms. “You didn't answer me.”

      “I don't suppose you'd like to join me?” he asked, still not answering me.

      “We don't have any clean clothes,” I commented. If he wasn't going to answer me, I wasn't going to answer him either.

      Alaric shrugged and walked into the bathroom. “It's late. We'll buy you a whole new wardrobe in the morning.”

      I stayed where I was standing and glared at his back. “Some jeans and a sweater would suffice.”

      He began to unbutton his shirt with his back still to me. As the fabric fell to the floor, I blushed and turned away, marching dutifully over to the couch to turn on the TV. The screen came to life. The commercial that came on was in Norwegian, obviously, but it didn't matter because I was so distracted by the sound of Alaric filling up the bathtub that I wouldn't have been able to concentrate on it regardless.

      “Maddy?” Alaric called out.

      “Yes?” I asked hesitantly.

      “Come keep me company.”

      My mouth suddenly went dry. I cleared my throat. “I don't think so.”

      “Do you really find it entertaining to watch a show in a language you don't speak?” he pressed.

      I glanced at the TV screen again, then back to the open bathroom door.

      “I'll be a perfect gentleman,” he added. “Scout's honor.”

      Silently cursing myself, I stood and made my way to the bathroom. Keeping my eyes dutifully averted from the bathtub, I entered the steamy room and took a seat on the closed lid of the toilet.

      I could feel Alaric's eyes on me, but refused to look. “There are plenty of bubbles,” he assured. “You won't see a thing.”

      With another sigh, I rolled my eyes as I turned my head to look at him. There were indeed plenty of bubbles, but I could still see the top of his chest, slick with water. He'd wet his dark hair, pushing it away from his face to make him look even more ethereal than usual.

      I did my best to maintain eye-contact as Alaric slipped a little further down into the bubbles. “You know, it seems like a waste of water to fill this gigantic bathtub just for one person,” he commented.

      I smirked. “Well you're the one that did it, that's on your conscience.” Desperately wanting to change the subject, I added, “I thought Diana said she knew of the place the hearts showed me. Why does she need time to find it now?”

      “Norway has changed a great deal since she was last here,” he explained, “and this is not a place you can see, it's a place you have to feel. She's using her connections to at least get an idea of the general area so we can go there and search.”

      “So what do we do until then?” I questioned.

      A small smile curved across his lips. “You could get in the bath with me.”

      I stared at him for several heartbeats, then sighed, “Fine.”

      His eyes widened. “Fine? I was expecting a lot of things, but fine wasn't one of them.”

      I shrugged and tried to act like my heart wasn't racing. “We're stuck in a hotel in a foreign country,” I explained, “waiting for a very scary old woman to lead us to a place that you can only feel and not see. Meanwhile, we have an angry, sociopathic Doyen thirsty for our blood. Normally, I would be appalled by your offer, and I would snub you to the fullest extent, but I'm scared, and I'm cold, and I have no idea what tomorrow will bring, so I say fine.”

      Alaric raised his eyebrows in surprise. “You are a very strange woman, Madeline.”

      I smirked as I stood and began undressing. “Says the guy with cat fangs.”

      He grinned to show his dainty, pointed canines, then watched my every move as I took off the holey dress, bra, and panties. I quickly slipped into the tub on the side opposite him, inhaling sharply at the heat of the water. I let out my breath slowly as my skin adjusted to the temperature change, then settled down until the bubbles nearly reached my chin.

      Alaric's smile turned mischievous, and I eyed him warily. Before I could react, he reached through the water and grabbed my arm, then spun me around in one fast movement so that my back was pressed against his. A little wave of water splashed out of the tub a moment later to soak his towel where he had set it on the tiled floor.

      “I said I'd take a bath,” I replied coolly, “I didn't say I was going to snuggle with you.”

      “Shh,” he breathed as he lowered his lips to the side of my neck.

      He laid gentle kisses all the way up to the base of my ear, making my chest and upper arms erupt in goosebumps, despite the warmth of the water.

      “I—” I began, but he cut me off by turning my face to the side with one damp hand so he could kiss me.

      My thoughts were a jumble of emotions, ranging from nervous excitement to guilt. The guilt was all for me, like I was letting myself down somehow, but it was drowned out by the feel of Alaric's free hand making its way down my ribcage.

      I pulled away from the kiss and looked up into Alaric's eyes, which looked even darker surrounded by his wet hair. “Desperate times call for desperate measures?” I questioned weakly, looking for an excuse for my actions.

      He chuckled. “Something like that.”

      He pulled my face back up for another kiss and I gave in. I would probably regret everything tomorrow, but that was tomorrow. This was tonight, and Alaric's soapy body felt far too good against mine to just go to bed.
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        * * *

      

      Some time later we ended up on the king-sized bed with the covers pulled partially up. Alaric was lying on my lower body with his head cradled on my stomach while I stroked his drying hair. My original plan of sleeping on the couch seemed pretty silly now, and seemed even sillier as Alaric's hand slowly slid up from my hip to the side of my waist.

      His fingers found the little scars where James had stabbed me. His entire body seemed to tense. When I didn't react, he relaxed, and began running his fingers back and forth across the scars.

      I could sense he wanted to say something, but was probably afraid of opening up a can of worms since the scars were kind of his fault.

      “What is it?” I prompted.

      “How did you know I wanted to say something?” he asked with a hint of laughter in his voice.

      “I'm an empath, remember?” I reminded him, though really I was just going off intuition.

      He chuckled and ran his fingers over the scars again. “How did you heal them so quickly?”

      It was a good question. In theory I knew how I'd done it, but I wasn't sure if I could replicate it, or even explain it. “I used the energy from the hearts, just like I did when I healed Sophie after the battle.”

      He moved his arms underneath my lower back and squeezed me tightly. “You know executioners aren't supposed to be able to heal, right?”

      I smirked, but he couldn't see it. “Actually, I don't know much about executioners at all.”

      He lifted his head to meet my gaze. “And you know nothing of your parents?”

      “N-no,” I stammered, taken aback by the question. “Do you?”

      He shook his head. “No. There's a chance I may have met them at some point, but I don't know who they are. Estus probably knows.”

      I shifted to put another pillow behind me so I could see him better. “Would they be executioners too?”

      I'd gone so long without thinking about who my parents might be, I hadn't considered that they might be still be among the Vaettir. The thought was both intriguing and terrifying.

      Alaric lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “We inherit the traits of our mothers, but some lines are more specific than others.”

      Confused, I nodded my head for him to go on.

      “Since Sophie and I are descended from a goddess of a major pantheon, we have similar gifts to our mother. Other smaller deities are simply embodiments of nature, and the gifts inherited may vary. Your mother could have been descended from a major death goddess, in which case your gifts would be similar to hers, or she could have come from a lesser nature deity. Death is a part of all things, and can be inherited at random.”

      “So what about my empathy?” I questioned.

      He laid his head back down on my stomach, rubbing his hair across my skin to cause a delightful shiver. “I do not know,” he answered finally. “It should not be, just as your ability to heal should not be. Few among the Vaettir are true healers, and they usually descend from major deities.”

      I sighed. He spoke like all of these gods and goddesses actually existed. I would never have believed it before, but I’d had a rough few weeks. I was willing to believe most anything now. I thought about my next question, then asked, “What would other executioners do with the leftover energy of releasing someone's life force?”

      He kissed my stomach, sending another shiver up my spine. “They would keep it, or use it as a weapon.”

      I took a shaky breath, then decided to ask a question I'd been wanting to ask ever since I found out what I was. Really, I’d been wanting to know the answer since the first time I’d killed. “Do you think I'm evil?”

      Alaric lifted his head and looked up at me again, surprised. “How long have you been holding onto that one?”

      I stared back at him. “Just answer it, please.”

      He eyed me seriously. “You're not evil, Maddy.” I felt a moment of relief, but it was short lived as he added, “but you're not entirely good either.”

      At my horrified expression, he rolled off me so he could sit by my side and pull me close.

      “I don't mean that how you think I do,” he explained. “In nature there must be polarity. A forest fire may kill many trees and creatures, but it also brings new life and fertility to the land. Death is neither good nor bad, just as you are neither good nor bad. You simply are.”

      “But I'm a person with emotions and a moral compass,” I argued. “I'm not simply death.”

      “Ah,” he said with a coy smile, “but you were not asking me about your moral compass. You were asking if you are innately evil, because of your gifts.”

      I took a moment to think about what he'd said. “I guess I understand, but what about you? How could war ever be viewed as a good thing?”

      He pulled me in a little closer, nestling me in the curve of his arm. “You are thinking of war in terms of bloody battles and rotting corpses. While that is part of what I am, that is not what war is in its purest form.”

      “Okay,” I commented, “you've lost me again.”

      “It goes back to polarity,” he explained. “Without one side, the other does not exist. Without conflict and chaos, there can be no victory nor peace.”

      “I suppose that makes sense. Without darkness, there’s no light, and so on and so forth.”

      He gave my shoulders a squeeze. “Precisely. Now we should probably get some rest. Come morning we will likely have work to do.”

      I turned, my expression utterly serious. “Well then it's probably time for you to move to the couch.”

      His eyes widened in surprise, and he opened his mouth to say something, but no words came out.

      I snickered.

      Realizing my joke, he lifted me off him and pinned me to the bed with a wicked gleam in his eyes.

      “I thought we were going to bed!” I exclaimed, still laughing.

      He smiled wide enough to flash fang. “Not quite yet.”

      My laughter died down as I gazed into his now serious eyes. He leaned down and kissed me, and as he pulled away, I smiled. I'd already made one bad decision that night, so I might as well make another.

      As he kissed down my chest, I glanced over at the heavy curtains covering the window. It likely wouldn’t be long until the first light of dawn edged along the corners. Early rising Diana was going to be pissed if we weren't up and ready when she was.

      Pissing people off seemed to be fast becoming a hobby of mine, but it was better than a lot of the alternatives.
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      A loud banging at the door woke me, not like someone knocking, but someone trying to break in. Alaric was already up out of bed, struggling into his dirty clothes next to the bathroom door. I held the sheets up to cover myself and rose to search frantically around the room for my dress, until it dawned on me that I had left it in the bathroom. The banging grew louder until the door slammed inward, hitting the wall with a startling thwack.

      I froze halfway to the bathroom while Alaric faced whoever stood in the doorway. He had managed to get his pants on, but no shirt. Before I could react, a woman barreled into him, sending them both to the carpet at my feet. I caught a quick glance of her bright blonde hair and black clothing, then turned to face four more people rushing into the room.

      They all wore black, like the woman, and I didn't recognize any of them. Shouts and the sound of fighting echoed through the walls from the next room over, letting me know we weren't the only ones being attacked.

      Two of the intruders, both men, went to help the blonde-haired woman with Alaric, while the other two, a man and a woman, slowly approached me.

      “She's the executioner,” the man commented with a glance to the woman.

      I looked back and forth between them, weighing my options. Sparring with Alaric was the only fighting experience I'd had, and I doubted I was any match for the pair in front of me.

      One of the men attacking Alaric went flying across the room. He hit the wall hard enough to dent the drywall, then slid to the ground and was still. Five-hundred years of fighting experience had obviously done Alaric good. The man’s pain was only a dull throb to me, which meant he was either dead, or unconscious.

      I darted my attention back as the pair in front of me finally started to close in. My eyes shifted from side to side while I hiked the sheet up around my body like a dress. My body felt strange, like I was feeling emotions and injuries from too many people, and it all just condensed into a huge wave of pain and anxiety. It made it difficult to move or even think. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, attempting to shut everyone else out. A measure of calm reached me, then my own emotions came flooding in. I opened my eyes just as the pair reached out in unison to grab me.

      “Stop this at once!” a booming voice called from the doorway. The three of us turned to see Diana, looking a little mussed but unharmed, holding out both arms in a dramatic stance.

      The two intruders that had approached me let their outstretched hands drop, then turned to face the new threat. Seeing an opportunity, and still blocking out a measure of the emotions around me, I ran to the man Alaric had thrown into the wall.

      He was unconscious, but I couldn't tell how injured he was. I reached a hand hesitantly toward him, hoping that if he was near death, his spirit would reach out to me. The energy from one death wouldn't be much, but Alaric had claimed other executioners used that energy as a weapon. Maybe I could too.

      I turned as one of the male intruders started shrieking to see Diana standing over his hunched form, one hand held out like she was Darth Vader. I searched for Alaric, but it sounded like much of the fighting was now happening in the hall. I wasn't sure what Diana was doing to the man, but he dropped to his knees and began clawing at his skin, leaving deep craters to fill with blood. I clutched at my own face, clenching my jaw against the sudden pain.

      The horrifying sight was taken from my view as the blonde-haired woman that originally attacked Alaric darted around her tortured colleague and came to stand in front of me.

      “I'm not going to hurt you,” she assured, “but I need you to come with me.”

      I reached out to the unconscious man again, guiltily hoping he was near death. I could feel his life force, but it felt solid inside of him. I reached out mentally, trying to connect with the energy, but it wouldn't budge from his body, meaning he wasn't badly hurt.

      With a glance at her prostrate colleague, the woman grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet. It was all I could do to use my free arm to keep the sheet around me. I tried again to pull at the unconscious man's life force, but another answered. The energy came rushing out of the man Diana had tortured, ready to be released. It flowed through me as the woman began hauling me toward the door.

      Rather than assisting me, Diana tilted her head as a strange smile crossed her face. I looked at her in panic as the blonde woman jerked me forward. She turned, raising her free arm like she was going to hit me, and I reacted by shoving the energy at her, much like I had done to Estus when I escaped the Salr with James. The woman went flying back, losing her grip on me as she shot out into the hall.

      I stared at her crumpled form, dumbfounded, until James stepped into view in the hall. He was covered in soot and ash, letting me know he had probably burned a few people to death.

      He looked at the woman, then over to me and chuckled. “Little mouse has some teeth after all.” He walked into the room, smirked at the sheet covering my body, then walked up to Diana. “Thanks for the help,” he said sarcastically.

      “Madeline is what's important,” Diana replied coolly.

      Not taking the time to ponder the harsh statement from Diana, I ran out into the hall in search of Alaric. I found him being helped to his feet by Sophie, surrounded by several dead people.

      Seeing me, Alaric pulled away from Sophie and closed the distance between us, engulfing me in a tight hug as soon as he reached me.

      Diana came into the hall, followed by James. “Release them quickly, Madeline. We must go before the human police come.”

      “But they're not all dead,” I argued, reluctantly pulling away from Alaric.

      “They will be,” she said apathetically as James crouched down and slit the unconscious blonde woman's throat with a knife.

      My stomach lurched at the sight. He must have picked up the knife sometime after we landed. I looked away as the woman's blood flowed onto the fancy carpet. The rest of the hallway was utterly still, but I knew the chaos had to have been heard by others. I wasn't surprised as police sirens suddenly wailed in the distance.

      Snapping into action, I gathered my sheet tightly around myself and ran past Diana back into the room, then dashed straight into the bathroom. My wrinkled, tattered black dress was on the floor where I'd left it, looking unappealing and a little damp. Knowing I had no other options, I slipped the undergarments and dress back on, cursing the fact that we were yet to get me anything but a coat.

      I returned to the main room to find James finishing off the unconscious man. In total we had five victims, the blonde, the two Alaric had killed in the hall, the man Diana had taken down, and the latest one, although I still had no idea what happened in the other rooms.

      The sirens grew nearer.

      “There's no time,” Diana barked. “Leave them.”

      “I can't leave them like this!” I shouted, panicking as Diana put her iron cold grip around my arm and began to drag me out of the room.

      Sophie had followed us in, and grabbed my coat off the couch as Diana pushed me in front of her so she could shove me into James' grasp. I began to struggle, horrified at the thought of leaving life in dead bodies, but Sophie cut in and quickly helped me into my coat.

      “They're right,” she snapped. “Now move.”

      When I didn't react, James threw me over his shoulder and carried me into the hall. Alaric had been busy checking the other rooms, but as we neared him James tossed me onto his shoulder like a rag doll.

      “I have to free them,” I pleaded from my awkward perch, knowing Alaric would at least listen to me, but he continued walking forward as the others entered the stairwell.

      “There's no time,” he explained as the door to the stairwell slammed shut behind us. “Besides, you'd be doing nothing for them once the police arrested you.”

      I knew he was right, but I could feel the souls of the dead reaching out to me, pleading to be released. “We have to go back!” I shrieked, unable to listen to reason as the spirits cried out in my head.

      Alaric jogged a little faster down the stairwell. We were five stories up, but no one had even glanced at the elevators. The sane part of me knew that we were taking the stairs so we wouldn't be entirely trapped should the police show up too soon, but the rest of me could only think about the corpses we'd left behind.

      I cried in vain as Alaric took the stairs in great bounds. If I fought to go back, I would likely get us all killed, or at least jailed, though something told me James and Diana would not go down without a fight.

      We reached the bottom stairwell and continued into the lower parking garage. From my backward vantage point on Alaric's shoulder, I couldn't tell who was leading us, I only knew we were last in line. The sirens grew louder as another door slammed shut behind us, and Alaric lowered me to my bare feet, but my legs buckled. He caught me with an arm under my shoulders before I could fall. I felt like I wanted to cry. We’d forgotten my damn shoes. No one else standing in our little semi-circle seemed to notice.

      “They're already outside,” James stated calmly.

      “We'll split up,” Diana instructed. She turned her vibrant green eyes to Alaric. “Get Madeline out of here. Without her, our efforts are useless.”

      I had one confused moment before Alaric lifted me back up over his shoulder and started running. Everyone else ran in opposite directions. There were several exits to the parking complex that I could see, but Alaric chose one that led to the back of the hotel.

      I couldn't decide whether I was happy or sad as Sophie and the others disappeared from sight. Neither I suppose. Mostly I was just worried about escaping the police, and about trusting my fate to the man running effortlessly underneath me.
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        * * *

      

      The door thudded against the building’s exterior as Alaric carried me outside. The cold was a sudden slap in the face, or rear, considering how I was being carried. I pushed away from Alaric's back to get a better view of our surroundings as he sped across the back parking lot. There were no police in sight, which meant that likely only one or two patrol cars had been dispatched to investigate the disturbance. They hadn’t surrounded the place.

      Shouts echoed in the distance, followed by loud banging then more shouts.

      It was only then that I looked down and realized Alaric wasn’t wearing shoes either. Without hesitation, his bare feet hit the snowy ground past the parking lot.

      The commotion continued in the distance as we ran, but all I could think about was the cold and distantly, the souls I’d left trapped in their bodies.

      Alaric quietly cursed under his breath as he carried me into a forested area. There didn’t seem to be any businesses or other buildings around, from what I could see. Just shadowy, dense forest. Thoughts flashed through my mind of cops with well-trained dogs hunting us down in the woods. We'd all been seen by the bellhop, so the police would quickly learn how many of us there were, and what we looked like. Of course, none of it would matter if we froze to death first.

      I let out a yip of surprise when someone came jogging up to our side, then sagged in relief when I realized it was Sophie. I would have really liked to run on my own, but the no shoes and freezing cold aspect kept me quiet.

      “James and Diana?” Alaric asked as they ran side by side, only sounding slightly out of breath.

      “I don't know,” Sophie replied, “but I'm glad to be rid of them.”

      I sucked in a breath despite the bumping pressure of Alaric’s shoulder against my abdomen. “Don’t we . . . need . . . Diana’s help?”

      Alaric and Sophie were both quiet for a moment, then began speaking to each other in a different language, the same one I’d heard them use before we left Spokane. Great, just great. Not only was I going to either freeze to death or go to jail, I was also going to be left out of any planning involved in attempting to prevent either of those outcomes.

      Alaric and Sophie continued talking like I wasn't even there. I clung to Alaric, resigned to listen for signs of pursuit. I could no longer hear the sirens, but I almost thought I could hear the souls screaming back in the hotel for me to release them. The sound would probably haunt me until I died, which given my luck, would likely be within the next few hours.

      Eventually Alaric and Sophie slowed and I was let down to my feet. I hissed at the cold, tip-toeing to a snow-free spot near the trunk of a massive tree. My entire body ached from cold, and from being held over Alaric's shoulder. Along the way, I had continuously replayed the entire hotel scene over and over in my mind, and still couldn't push the disturbing imagery from my head.

      By now, the dead Vaettir would have been put into body bags and carted away by the police. They would likely reanimate, and Norway would be awash with sensationalized stories about a zombie rampage.

      Alaric and Sophie both paced, crunching icy pine needles under their feet. Sophie was the only one of us lucky enough to be wearing shoes, and she was fully clothed in her normal black attire. Alaric wore only his black jeans, leaving his dark hair to trail over his pale, bare chest.

      I crouched down to cover my legs with my coat, then glared up at both of them.

      Sophie glared right back. “What?”

      I sighed.“If you both are done ignoring me, I have some questions.”

      Alaric stopped pacing and came to crouch beside me. “I'm sorry,” he said, wrapping an arm around me. “We didn't mean to ignore you.”

      Accepting his body heat, but not his apology, I leaned against him. “What's going to happen when the dead bodies we left in the hotel room reanimate?”

      Sophie moved to stand beside us, her dark eyes scanning the distance. “I’m sure their clan will take care of it.”

      “Their clan?” I questioned.

      “It's the whole reason we formed clans to begin with,” Alaric explained, “and why we are supposed to stay within the Salr. It is the Doyen's responsibility to make sure things like this don't happen.”

      I closed my eyes against a budding headache. “But whose clan were they part of?”

      “That's the part I do not like,” Sophie commented. “They were not from Estus' clan, and James claimed they did not belong to Aislin, either.”

      My shivering increased, and it wasn't just from the cold. I didn't understand the world of the Vaettir like Alaric and Sophie did, and I was getting tired of being left in the dark.

      “So what do we do now? If Diana thinks the charm is somewhere near here, should we try to find it without her?”

      Alaric and Sophie both looked at each other instead of me, like they were passing thoughts back and forth in front of my face.

      Finally Alaric turned to me. “We never planned on finding the charm with her. We just needed her help to locate the exact area.”

      My mouth formed a little “oh” of surprise that soon turned into a tight-lipped grimace. “You could have let me in on that plan at some point,” I chided. “Here I’ve been worrying over exactly when she and James would betray us all.”

      “We didn't want to give Diana any reason to doubt your intentions,” Sophie explained, “but her obsession with you and Alaric has given us pause.”

      I exhaled an annoyed huff of breath, fogging the air in front of me. “Stop talking like you're the hive mind. What do you mean her obsession with us?”

      Alaric gave me a tight squeeze as Sophie explained, “Her obsession that the two of you be together. She would not do it for selfless reasons, and I highly doubt she's a die-hard romantic. She somehow wants to use that bond, and I do not like it. She's more invested in this than she's letting on. When we were attacked in our rooms, she left James to go after you. She chose you over her own grandson.”

      “But there are other executioners out there,” I countered, “Surely I'm not that important.”

      Sophie shrugged. “I have no explanation for it, but I vote we leave this place and forget all about the charm.”

      Alaric scoffed. “And hide forever? I've no doubt Diana will do her best to hunt us down, as will Estus. Aislin is Diana's sister, which means we'll have the two largest clans among the Vaettir scouring the earth for us.”

      Sophie glared at her brother. “We've hidden before . . . ” she trailed off.

      I shook my head. “I agree with Alaric.”

      Sophie aimed a venomous glare at me. “Of course you do. So what do you suggest, Madeline, since you seem to know everything?”

      I would have been offended by her sarcasm if I couldn't feel the fear wafting off her like heat waves. “The only conclusion I can come to in regards to Diana, is that she wants us to find the charm so she can either use it herself, or claim credit for its delivery to Aislin. I vote we find the charm and give it to Aislin ourselves in return for protection. Short of killing Estus, there is no other way to stop him from hunting us.”

      Sophie blinked at me, then shook her head. “You don't even know Aislin. What makes you think she'll keep her word?”

      “Do you have any better ideas?”

      We sat in silence for several minutes before Sophie said, “Fine, but we better get moving if we're going to keep ahead of James and Diana.”

      I nodded and stood, though pulling away from Alaric's warmth and re-baring my legs to the cold took way more willpower than I'd like to admit.

      After a few minutes of me hobbling on the cold ground like a newborn horse, Sophie even gave me her boots and kept just her socks on, proving she was a much tougher woman that me, which I was more than okay with.

      I had no idea how we would find the charm before anyone else found us. My hope was that Alaric or Sophie would be able to sniff it out, but there was one fall-back option. The charm was sealed in a place guarded by the dead. If the spirits still remained within the burial mounds, I would be able to sense them . . . hopefully.

      It was a long shot, but at least we would probably freeze to death before Estus or anyone else could kill us.
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      After several hours stumbling through the wintery woods, there was still no sign of James or Diana. There was also no sign of the place we were looking for. My borrowed boots crunched over dead twigs and patches of snow haphazardly as I forced myself onward, feeling numb from cold and exhaustion.

      I glared at Alaric and Sophie's backs, moving with graceful ease through the snow. Neither had expressed worry about the implications of being lost in the freezing cold woods without food or shelter, and I had to trust that they would keep us alive. We had other more imminent worries anyhow.

      Unable to contend with my burning lungs, I staggered toward a tree and leaned against it. I knew we needed to keep moving, but the cold air and altitude were making me lightheaded. It wouldn’t do anyone any good if I passed out.

      Likely noticing the lack of labored breathing behind him, Alaric stopped, turned, and walked back to me. Sophie watched us with hands on hips, clearly annoyed.

      Alaric moved to lift me into his arms, and I was ready to let him, but something caught my eye in the air beside his head. A slight shimmer disturbed the still scenery. I was about to write it off as a hallucination, then a faint whisper shivered across my brain. Soon, more whispers joined it.

      I held out a hand to halt Alaric’s progress. I couldn't tell where the whispers were coming from, but it was obvious he and Sophie didn't hear them. They both watched my changed expression warily.

      “You guys don't hear that, do you?” I asked, wanting confirmation.

      Alaric shook his head, still watching me cautiously.

      “I hear only the birds and the wind,” Sophie added, “and my hearing is likely much better than yours.”

      Alaric closed the distance between us and placed a hand on my arm. “What do you hear, Maddy?”

      The volume of the whispers increased.

      I crouched to the ground, pulling Alaric with me. As I suspected, the whispers grew louder still.

      “I hear voices,” I explained distantly, utterly absorbed.

      Alaric cleared his throat. “You know, that's what crazy people say . . . ”

      I bit my lip, trying to think of a witty reply. I opened my mouth to speak, then the air began shimmering around us, distracting me. I inhaled sharply as I finally realized what I was feeling. Spirits. Or at least their energy. The air felt alive with it. It was clear Alaric and Sophie still felt nothing, even as my own sense of things increased.

      I scraped my bare hands across the icy ground, clearing soil and dead pine needles near the base of the tree. I still couldn't get a direct sense of where the voices were coming from, but I knew they were somewhere below us. I could feel their heavy presence reaching out to me.

      Alaric watched me for a moment, then began clearing more of the hard soil away. Sophie stood back and waited.

      The whispers became almost unbearable, seeming to egg me on. With a sigh to let us know how irritated she was, Sophie joined us in our digging. The pulsing energy was thrumming so desperately that it shook my bones as my hand ran across a small, metal ring amidst a yellow clump of grass. I dug my fingers into the grass and pulled the loop free. It hinged upward, connecting to something in the ground. I attempted to tug on it as Alaric and Sophie came to crouch on either side of me, but it wouldn't budge.

      With a look of wonder on his face, Alaric took the ring from me, then gave it a pull, using his knees to lift with more force than I had to offer at the moment. When it still wouldn't budge, I wrapped my hands around his wrists while Sophie grabbed his waist, and the three of us pulled together.

      A large trap door pulled free from the earth. I fell onto my butt and Sophie toppled on top of me. Quickly righting ourselves, we moved around the now open door to crouch in front of the opening. I leaned over the edge and looked down, but it was dark. Damp and rot filled my nostrils as the voices filtered back in through my mind, louder now.

      “How on earth did you find that?” Alaric asked breathlessly, peering down beside me.

      “I could hear them,” I replied cryptically.

      I reached my hand into the cavern, searching for some way to climb down inside. The trap door was wide enough for two of us to fit down at once, but the straight drop down made it a less than practical mode of entry.

      I continued patting around the inner lip of the entrance until my fingers scraped across a bar of rough wood, hopefully the top rung of a ladder. I turned around and stuck a foot into the darkness, ready to climb down, trying not to think about the dangers that might lurk within. Alaric wrapped a hand around my upper arm to stop me, worry creasing his brow.

      He opened his mouth to speak, probably to suggest he go first, when a dark shape barreled into his back. Alaric and I fell with our attacker into the darkness.

      I landed, hard on loamy earth, with a squirming weight on top of me. I’d distantly registered the echo of the trap door slamming shut, sealing us in darkness. I strained to get up, thinking I had injured my back, but then whoever was on top of me rolled off and I was able to sit up with a groan. I didn’t think it had been Alaric, they weren’t big enough.

      Banging and shouting above us let me know Sophie was still outside. The sound of her shouting suddenly moved away from the door, but I could still hear her, like she was shouting at something, or someone, else. I wanted to call out to her, but I hadn’t entirely regained my senses.

      “Maddy?” Alaric whispered.

      “I'm here,” I groaned, wanting to stand and move toward the sound of his voice, but the darkness was so complete, it held me immobile. Plus, whoever had landed on me might still be nearby, and I didn't want to accidentally run into them instead.

      I jumped as a hand landed in mine.

      “It's me,” he whispered.

      I nodded, then realized he couldn't see it as he pulled me to my feet. Standing gave me an overwhelming sense of vertigo, and the smell of mildew and damp earth made me feel like I might throw up.

      “Someone is in here with us,” Alaric whispered, pulling me against his side.

      “I know. Whoever it was landed right on top of me.”

      I became further disoriented as we began to move. Even with my free hand held out in front of me, I felt like I was going to run my face into something at any moment.

      “What about Sophie?” I whispered. I could no longer hear any commotion from above ground, and I was worried something had happened to her.

      “Sophie can take care of herself,” he replied. “Plus, I think she's probably safer than us at the moment. Now we should probably stop talking. Try to step lightly.”

      I ran my hand along the damp, rough wall, feeling the varying pits and grooves of natural stone.

      I knew I should be silent, but questions burned within me until I quietly blurted, “Do you think this is the right place?”

      Alaric tightened his arm around my waist. “Don’t you?” he whispered. “Or did you have some other reason for pawing around in the soil, then trying to climb down here without even thinking about what might lie below?”

      My hands slipped across rough wood mounted in the stone corridor. A doorway. We stepped through, then turned a corner, following a faint illumination in the distance.

      “What is that?” I whispered.

      “There's only one way to find out,” Alaric whispered in reply, removing his hand from my waist to my arm.

      We crept toward the light. While the small amount of light eased some of my tension, the feeling of eyes on my back gave me chills. Why would someone push us into the cavern, only to hide in the dark?

      The light intensified as we neared, revealing a hunched form, sitting in a rocking chair with its back to us. Surrounding the chair was a rather cozy room complete with upholstered furniture, and a large woven rug. The cozy scene was thrown off slightly by the surrounding darkness. I couldn't tell where the light was coming from, but it should have touched that darkness. Instead the black was like a solid wall.

      At first I thought the figure in the rocking chair was an elderly woman, since all I could see was the hump of her back and the lackluster fabric of her loose clothing, but then she left her chair to turn and rise before us. At her full height, she stood a good foot taller than Alaric, and that wasn't including the antlers protruding from her skull. They were the antlers of a deer, and they somehow complimented her strange, narrow face. I wasn't quite sure how I knew the creature was female. She just had a certain femininity about her.

      “She's a Norn,” Alaric muttered in disbelief.

      I knew that Norns were creatures of Norse myth, and that they controlled the fates, but that was about it. Suddenly I wished that I had finished the book I'd started on Norse myth in college. I might have remembered whether or not Norns ate human flesh.

      The Norn blinked large, up-tilted eyes at us. It was difficult to tell in the soft light, but I was pretty sure her glistening skin was a pale shade of green.

      She spoke to us in a harsh guttural language that I didn't understand. I was about to ask the creature if she spoke English, when Alaric replied in the same language. I realized with a start that it was the same language I'd heard him and Sophie speaking.

      “She asked us why we're here, and in such a poor state of dress,” Alaric explained. “I told her what we seek, and that we were attacked.”

      “Was it wise to just blurt it out like that?” I asked as the creature stared at us intently.

      “Lying to a Norn would do no good,” Alaric replied with a small smile.

      The Norn said something else that made Alaric look over his shoulder.

      “What is it?” I asked, whipping my gaze to the near-darkness behind us.

      “She said that someone else is approaching. Probably whoever pushed us down here.”

      The Norn said something else, something that made Alaric's face go rigid.

      “What did she say?” I asked when he didn't explain. When he still didn't answer me, I shook his arm, not liking the look in his eyes.

      “She asked who will claim the charm after we've sacrificed ourselves,” he explained evenly.

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      Someone stepped up on my other side. I stumbled away from Diana, looking a little disheveled in her black cloak. She said something in the Norn's language.

      Alaric let out what sounded like a curse word in that strange language, then grabbed my arm, pulling me away from Diana and the Norn.

      “What's happening?” I gasped, stumbling backward.

      “It's a trap, Maddy,” he growled. “A sacrifice is needed to release the charm, and we're it. This is what Diana was planning.”

      The whispers started up again, almost drowning out Alaric's words. With all the excitement, I hadn't even realized they'd been quiet until then. I pulled away from Alaric and clamped my hands over my ears, but it did nothing to stop the sound, because the voices weren't coming from around me, they were inside my head.

      Alaric lifted me and carried me toward the entrance. The Norn and Diana did nothing to stop us. I found out why a moment later as the darkness in front of us solidified. I could see no wall or barrier, but whatever we stood in front of was solid, as if the darkness had been given form.

      “Let me down,” I hissed. We weren’t getting out of here, and I wanted to face Diana on my own two feet.

      We both turned back to her, our backs against the solid wall of darkness.

      “The least you can do is explain why it had to be us,” Alaric said coldly.

      I glanced at his icy expression and wanted to yell at him for just giving up, but the voices in my head were making me dizzy, especially since I couldn't understand what any of them were saying.

      Diana chuckled. She looked like a dwarf next to the Norn, but stood so confidently that she still looked imposing. A small smile crossed her aged lips. “The charm is sealed by ritual. Six of the Vaettir died to seal it. Each pair loved each other dearly, a trait rare amongst our people. The woman of each couple killed her mate, and then herself, first sacrificing her heart, and then her life. That kind of magic is not easy to undo.”

      The voices surged in my mind. I fell to my knees. I was doing my best to understand what Diana was saying, but I could barely hear her voice over the voices in my head. Alaric crouched beside me, but kept his eyes on Diana.

      “I needed an executioner to release their spirits, so that they would no longer bind the charm,” she continued.

      “We had assumed that already,” Alaric snapped, “but that does not explain the need for sacrifice.”

      Diana chuckled again, and I would have walked forward and hit her had I been able to stand. “Magic is a funny thing,” she explained. “To fully undo a ritual, it must be repeated in some way. It seemed much more simple to just use the two of you, rather than finding another couple.”

      The voices stopped abruptly. I could sense the dead, paying close attention to us. Their apprehension was palpable. Though I saw no burial mounds, I knew the place from my vision was near. I could feel each of the corpses pulsing like I had seven heartbeats.

      Alaric rose and stepped in front of me. “She does not love me. Cutting out my heart might hurt her, but it would not be akin to sacrificing her own heart. Putting us together in a hotel room for a night was a feeble plan, at best. The ritual will not work.”

      I was finally able to peel my eyes away from Diana at that. Alaric glanced back at me.

      “Maddy?” he said weakly. “I'm right, aren't I?”

      “She already loved you, you fool,” Diana chided, “but another night to increase the bond couldn't hurt, now could it?”

      Ignoring Diana, Alaric continued to stare at me. “Tell me she's wrong, Madeline.”

      Was she wrong? I honestly hadn't considered the possibility of loving Alaric. I knew that I could grow to love him, given the time, but did I love him already?

      My eyes widened in horror as I realized the answer. I did love him, at least in some odd, twisted way, and now we were probably going to die for it.

      The look on my face was enough of an answer for Alaric. “Find a way out. I’ll hold them off.”

      I rose shakily to my feet and moved to his side. “I won't leave you. There’s two of them and two of us. This isn’t over yet.”

      The Norn said something else in her language, then Diana said, “Neither of you will be leaving. The room is sealed. The ritual will be completed whether you volunteer, or not.”

      At her words the voices in my head started anew. I crumpled back to the ground, hands covering my ears though I knew it would do no good. I watched helplessly as Alaric charged Diana and the Norn, and then my vision went black. My last thought was, I hope I don't wake up.
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      I woke lying on my back. I scraped my hands across the ground, touching damp soil. I rolled my head to the side and saw Alaric chained up to a tree, and it all came rushing back to me. The Norn. Diana. The sacrifice. We were still underground, so the tree supporting Alaric shouldn't have been there, yet its limbs stretched up into the darkness, covered in healthy green leaves. Candles surrounded the tree’s base, holding back the darkness.

      I rolled onto my stomach and pushed myself up to my knees. More candles lined the cavern walls. I staggered to my feet. I needed to get to Alaric.

      I stumbled as I realized I was right next to one of the burial mounds from my vision. The mounds were unmarked, and covered in dark soil. The same soil now covered much of my skin. The only reason I even knew that the mounds were graves at all was because I could feel the dead below. They were all silent. Waiting.

      I looked back to Alaric, who appeared unconscious, hanging limply from his bindings, then hurried toward him, praying to whatever forces might be listening that he was just unconscious and not dead.

      I reached him and placed a hand on his pale neck, searching for a pulse. It was there, but faint. I pulled my hand away, leaving a mark of black soil on his skin, then turned to search the rest of the room for a way to free him. The chain that held him was composed of dark steel with no lock that I could see.

      At the edge of the cavern, the Norn stepped out of the darkness with Diana a few steps behind. I could have sworn there had been a solid wall where they stood just moments before.

      “I won't do it,” I stated, sounding much stronger than I felt.

      Instead of replying, the Norn raised her hand and the voices started up again. She blinked her strange, large eyes at me, completely devoid of compassion as the spirits called out. I couldn't understand their language, but being this close to them broke down other barriers.

      Images flashed through my mind of their sacrifice. There had been so much blood when the men's throats were slit that it seeped into the soil, enriching it, though nothing would ever grow in such a place. Nothing but the tree in the center, because it was composed of the magic of sacrifice. I saw each of the women falling to the ground, having slit their own throats, and then my view was from the ground as well, looking out from the eyes of the final woman as she died. The images faded and I was left with nothing but a sense of time. The spirits had been trapped there for centuries, alone and in the dark.

      I opened my eyes without even realizing I had closed them to find myself kneeling on top of one of the mounds, my hands pressed against the dirt. The woman inside had been the one to show me the images. I recoiled instantly with the realization that I had been only moments away from releasing her spirit.

      At my hesitation, the images started again, taking away my other senses. I saw war. I tried to push away images of rotten corpses strewn across vast battlefields, and women and children burned alive for living along the wrong trade-route, but it was like watching a movie inside my head. I couldn't just close my eyes to shut it out.

      My mind reeled away from the memories, but they stuck with me as if they were my own. I was back on the mound, with my hands buried in the black dirt. I could feel the soul within begging for release. She had died for a cause. The charm was evil, and had to be locked away, lest her children and her children's children suffer the same fate as their elders. Yet she was tired, and her children were likely dead. Why should she have to protect the charm any longer? Hadn't she sacrificed enough?

      I shook my head as I reached out toward her spirit. My mind was warning me to stop, that if I set her free I would have to help the others, and then Diana would try to make me kill Alaric.

      The other corpses pulled at me as I hesitated. It wasn't fair for them to stay trapped while I lived. I shook my head, knowing that last thought was not my own.

      “Get on with it,” Diana demanded impatiently, snapping me back into reality.

      My hands felt glued to the earth, like the woman's soul would not let me go. She would hold me there forever if I made her. The connection deepened the longer I knelt there. Suddenly I could feel not only her memories, but her body, withered and decayed, and I could feel the pain of her brutal death. The pain seared through my body, but it was nothing compared to the pain of killing the one I loved. I shook my head. The one she loved. My thoughts were blurring together with hers. Unable to bear the pain any longer, I released her, then fell sobbing to the ground as I felt the other dead shift in anticipation.

      All I could think as the woman's energy rushed through me was, fuck this. I would not die like this woman had, and I would not let her sacrifice be in vain. If I let Diana have the charm, those in the earth below me would have died for nothing.

      Not really knowing what I was doing, I took a deep, shaky breath, then shoved the woman's energy back into the ground through my hands. The power ignored the woman's now-empty corpse and forced its way through the ground until it found the others.

      I stumbled to my feet as the ground began to shake. Diana no longer looked cocky, she looked terrified. “What are you doing!” she cried. “Release them!”

      I could no longer hear the voices of the dead, but I could feel them. They were rising to the surface, animated by the energy I'd given them.

      I ran back to Alaric, unsure of what I had just released, and clung to his limp hand. The soil of the nearby mounds began to shift. First came their skeletal hands, clawing at the air. Decayed corpses pushed their way up through the soil, pulling free to rise slowly to their feet. Most were just skeletons with tatters of cloth and a few dried ligaments, but some had retained a measure of dried skin.

      Something squeezed my hand and I flinched, then I realized that Alaric had regained consciousness. I glanced at him, but he had eyes only for the dead.

      I turned back to the corpses, all facing me. Having their eyeless skulls staring at me should have been the most horrifying sight I'd ever seen, but I wasn’t scared. Though they did not speak, I could sense their emotions. They were still not free, and they would do anything if only I would just release them.

      I smiled as inspiration hit me. I would let them go, but they would have to do me a favor first. I squeezed Alaric's hand. “Tell them to kill Diana and I'll release them,” I ordered.

      “What?” Alaric asked, confused.

      “I don't speak their language, tell them.”

      With a shriek of frustration Diana began marching toward us, leaving the Norn to wait by herself.

      “Tell them!” I pleaded.

      Alaric spoke quickly in the strange language.

      The corpses turned toward Diana in unison, freezing her in her tracks.

      “No,” she breathed, realizing her predicament.

      She backed away, pleading with the corpses in their language. They shambled toward her, backing her into a corner until she reached the Norn. Diana reached out her hands, and I knew she was trying to harm the corpses like she had harmed the man back in the hotel room, but nothing happened. These Vaettir had already felt all the pain they would ever feel.

      Diana turned wide eyes up to the Norn. “Stop them!” she pleaded, but the Norn only glanced down at her, then turned her gaze back to me.

      I couldn't be sure from the distance, but I thought I saw a satisfied smile creep across the Norn's face.

      Diana screamed as the dead reached her. Her fear was more palpable than any other emotion in the room. It stabbed me in the gut like a knife.

      “You'll feel me die, Madeline!” she threatened as skeletal hands clamped down on her aged skin.

      She was right. I could feel people's wounds like they were my own, and even muted, Diana's death was going to be a horrible one. Alaric squeezed my hand hard enough to make my knuckles pop and I was able to look away from the scene.

      “Focus on me,” he whispered.

      There were tears in my eyes as I nodded, and then the dead began their work, tearing Diana limb from limb. I fell to the ground with the pain of it as she continued screaming in vain, but Alaric kept my hand gripped tightly in his.

      I focused on him, and felt a measure of calm, but Diana's emotions of pain and fear were much stronger than calm, and they leaked through until I was screaming with her. I curled up into a little ball, with one arm raised above to retain my hold on Alaric.

      Suddenly her screaming stopped, and mine cut off just as abruptly. The only sounds that could be heard were the thuds of Diana’s body parts dropping to the ground.

      My entire body trembled as I staggered to my feet, still holding onto Alaric.

      The corpses turned empty eye-sockets to me. The Norn, still smiling, was motionless behind them. I noticed blood on skeletal hands and tatters of clothing as the corpses began to shamble in my direction. They had done their part, now it was time to do mine.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat and kept my eyes averted from Diana's remains, which wasn't really difficult with what equated to mostly decomposed zombies filling my vision. I pulled away from Alaric as the first one reached me. It was a man's corpse, and I wasn't just judging by the size of the skeleton. I could still feel the energy of who he once was, trapped inside his bones.

      Sick curiosity got the best of me, and I leaned down and forward to look through his ribcage. Sure enough, a perfectly preserved heart gently pulsed inside, long since abandoned by the other organs. Estus had once told me that the heart was the key to it all. Release the heart, and the spirit could fully move on.

      I reached out and placed my palm against the man's ribcage. As I did so, the heart within reacted. Instead of the fear and rage I was used to from Estus' victims, I felt an overwhelming exhaustion, tinged with sadness. My knees almost buckled at the sensation. Without thinking about it, I released the heart, willing away its melancholic hurt. The bones crumbled to the ground, no longer possessing whatever magic had held them together.

      The expected rush of energy wiped away my fatigue, then the next corpse stepped forward. I released each of them, the energy building inside me as each set of bones fell to the dark earth. The Norn watched it all impassively, making no move to interrupt.

      When I was done, I turned back toward Alaric, feeling almost drunk on extra energy. It was even more of a high than what I'd felt after releasing all of Estus' long tortured hearts, letting me know the people who'd died to keep the charm in place had been very powerful indeed.

      He looked down at me with a mixture of awe, and maybe a little bit of fear as I touched my fingers to the chains binding him. They fell away at my touch, and I had to help steady him as his feet hit the ground.

      He wrapped his arms around me and held me for several seconds, tight enough that it was hard to breathe, not that I really minded.

      “You are a little bit amazing,” he whispered against my hair.

      “Just a little bit?” I whispered back, still feeling giddy.

      We turned, hand in hand, to face the Norn. The tall creature inclined her head in our direction, then said something in her strange language.

      I looked to Alaric for a translation.

      His expression was thoughtful as he said, “She asks that you approach her, alone.”

      I oddly wasn't afraid. I was still riding on waves of stolen energy. It was dizzying, yet made me feel safe, and maybe a little bit powerful. I let go of Alaric's hand and approached the Norn, maintaining eye contact with her as I went. Once I reached her, I had to crane my neck upward to still be looking at her face.

      She smiled and reached her long fingers toward me. It was only then I realized she only had four of them, and her hand was actually shaped more like the talons of a hawk with three fingers in front and one in the back, each ending in a gleaming black point.

      Three talons came to rest on the side of my face, finally causing my pulse to quicken. I only had a moment of fear, though, as images began to flash through my mind. She might not speak my language, but she could communicate in pictures, just like the corpses.

      The images flashed so quickly, I couldn't make out half of them. I saw many faces I didn't recognize, violence, and scenes of ritual. At the center of the chaos was a tiny key. The charm. Releasing it would bring its chaos upon the world, but it could no longer remain sealed away. It had to be destroyed, and it would take magic like mine to do it. Finally the images stopped to rest on a gathering of other Norns like the one standing in front of me. They were the guardians of the key.

      As the final image faded from my mind, the Norn pulled her talons away and moved past me toward the tree. I turned to watch as she stopped in front of it, looking much like a tree herself with her tall, narrow form, and loose, shape-stealing robes.

      I made my way to where Alaric had gone to stand, close to the wall and off to the side so we could see the Norn's face as she reached her talons out to the tree, caressing the bark. My breath hissed through my teeth as her other clawed hand dove suddenly into her lower chest, the talons cutting easily through her skin and clothing. She staggered against the tree, her spindly arm contorting to reach underneath her rib cage.

      Alaric and I watched in horrified silence as she withdrew her hand to reveal her still-beating heart, perfectly removed to remain whole. Blood seeped into her robe as she fell to her knees, then extended the heart in our direction.

      I rushed to her side with Alaric following on my heels. I had no idea how she was still alive, but the Norn blinked up at me, pain furrowing her brow.

      Her pain shot through my chest, stealing my breath. I would have fallen, but Alaric caught me.

      She held the heart up, then bowed her head. Understanding what she wanted me to do, I clung to Alaric with one hand while I stroked trembling fingertips across the heart, releasing it.

      The antlers on her head touched the soil as she slumped to the side, dead, then I was hit with energy like I'd never felt. Alaric released me with a hiss of breath and I fell to my knees by the prostrate form of the Norn. Her pooling blood dampened my bare knees, but I barely noticed as I looked around frantically for some way to release the energy.

      It felt like it was scorching my brain, and filling my lungs with hot steam, far too much for me to hold. Seeing no other option, I placed my hands against the nearby tree and willed the energy away. I didn't picture something happening like I normally would, I just pushed, desperate to feel normal again.

      The energy left me in a steady current, and we had just a moment of stunned silence before the world started moving again. The tree shot upward with new growth, twisting like a serpent as its bark expanded, too fast for the eye to follow. I collapsed in a panting heap beside the tree, too tired and delirious to move away.

      Suddenly Alaric was there, pulling me into his lap and wrapping his arms protectively around me as we both stared up in awe. Where the branches reached the ceiling of the space, they diverged away from each other and began curving back down toward us.

      Thoughts of being impaled by the tree hit me just as Alaric rolled me closer to the trunk, sheltering me on my back with his body, but the branches slowed and stilled, all except for one. One tiny, hair-thin branch reached down until it was mere inches in front of my face. At its end was a small, black metal key.

      Alaric and I reached out together. His hand closed around mine, as mine closed around the key. It pulled away from the branch easily, and our hands came back down. I observed the key in my palm. It felt so small and mundane in my hand, but I was pretty sure we’d found the charm everyone was searching for, far more dangerous an item than I could have imagined.

      Alaric stared down at it. “Now that we have it, what on earth are we going to do with it?”

      I glanced over to the Norn who had given her life to release the key. Her sacrifice had shattered the ritual binding it to smithereens.

      I gripped the key so tightly the edges cut into my skin, thinking of the images the Norn had shown me. “We destroy it.”

      “As my lady wishes,” he replied, half-joking, though I knew he meant what he said. He pulled me in a little closer, cradling me in the cool soil, surrounded by bones.

      I knew in that moment that this whole ordeal had only just begun. It would have been easy to use the key as a bargaining chip for our own lives and freedom, but after what first the corpses, then the Norn had shown me, I couldn't just give the charm away. The tiny key had the power to cause massive wars and chaos. So much death.

      Destroying it would not be easy, but I knew it was possible. That was why the Norn wanted me to have it. My particular brand of magic was needed, but I’d need power. I’d need many, many deaths. I paled at the thought, but those deaths would be nothing compared to what would happen if the charm fell into the wrong hands. It was a tool of chaos, and needed to be destroyed. The only question was, did I have the heart to do it?

      Alaric kissed my cheek, his lips lingering against my skin. “How will we destroy it?”

      I pulled my head back so I could look up at him. “We're going to start a war.”

      He grinned, and it was a little frightening given the context. “Why Maddy,” he said mischievously, “that just so happens to be my specialty.”

      “War and Death,” I breathed. “Partnership at its best.”

      I rubbed my thumb across the key in my palm as I considered the possible consequences of such a plan, and all I could think was that things looked bleak, but . . . didn't they always?
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      “I break all of my nails getting down here, and you two are just lying in the dirt!” Sophie stood at the edge of the cavern, hands on hips.

      I sat up and pulled away from Alaric, but still didn't feel steady enough to stand. I gripped the charm in my hand, feeling oddly protective over it, and not liking the feeling one bit.

      Alaric laughed. “It's about time you came to the rescue. Maddy nearly killed me.”

      Sophie sighed as she glanced around the room, undisturbed by the piles of bones that had once been Vaettir. Her eyes came to rest on the Norn.

      “Is that what I think it is?” she asked.

      “It was,” Alaric corrected.

      “She was,” I corrected on top of his correction.

      I felt oddly sorry for the Norn, even though she had nearly let Diana sacrifice us. I was pretty sure the Norn knew all along what would happen. Norns were supposed to be weavers of fate, after all. Maybe she knew I would come, and knew I cared enough about the world to not want such a horrible magic to be released once more. Hopefully that meant I actually stood a chance of destroying it, since the Norn had given her life for that purpose.

      “Can we please get out of here?” I asked weakly.

      Alaric stood, then helped me to my feet.

      “Where's Diana?” Sophie asked, eyeing us both expectantly.

      Alaric gestured with the hand that wasn't around my waist to the bloody pile in the corner of the room.

      Sophie’s lip lifted in distaste.

      “Any sign of James?” I asked.

      She looked back at us and shrugged. “I left him unconscious up above. When you guys fell in the hole, the door slammed shut and wouldn't budge. I had to dig the damn thing out and rip it off its hinges.”

      Well that explained the broken nails. “Can we please get out of here?” I asked again.

      “Did he attack you?” Alaric questioned, ignoring my question as well as Sophie's griping about the door.

      Sophie snorted. “No. He actually acted like he wanted to help me, but I wasn't about to leave him at my back.”

      Alaric smiled knowingly at his sister. I wasn't sure what the smile was about, and at that moment, I didn't really care. I looked at them both expectantly, hoping we could finally leave.

      Sophie kicked a nearby bone. “We should search this place for supplies first,” she glanced at me, “unless you care to give me back my shoes?”

      I cringed. Supplies would be nice, but I wasn't sure it was worth it if it meant I had to stay there a moment longer. I was rather disturbed by the whole ordeal, especially with the part I'd played, and what it meant for me in the near future.

      I finally really looked at Sophie and realized with a start that there was now a way out of the room, since she had walked in so easily. I looked behind her to see a shadowy doorway, previously solid wall. The Norn's death must have unbarred the room.

      “Let's go,” I instructed.

      Sophie turned and led the way out of the room, but I gestured for Alaric to help me over to the bloody pile that was once Diana instead of following Sophie out.

      His eyes widened when he realized my intent. “Are you sure she deserves to be released?”

      I shook my head, thinking of the souls that had guarded the charm for far too long. “No one deserves that fate.”

      With a nod, Alaric helped me to kneel beside Diana's remains. Her limbs and head had all been ripped free of her body, but her torso was still mostly intact, wrapped in the bloody fabric of her clothing and cloak. My limbs ached with the pain of her death, but it was a subtle pain, as most of her life was gone. Only the energy within her heart remained. I reached my hand out toward where her heart should be, but stopped as I felt something tickling at my bare leg.

      I looked down in horror, hoping to whatever I should hope to that a mouse or some other creature had made its way into the underground lair.

      My hope was dashed as Diana's hand, still attached to most of her petite arm, wrapped its fingers around my leg right above my boot and dug in. In an instant, Alaric was on my other side, prying the fingers off my leg one by one, face calm. Resisting the urge to vomit, I ignored what was happening to my leg and turned back to Diana’s torso.

      Her emotions coursed through me as I reached my hand out toward her chest again. I had expected anger and hatred, but all I felt was fear and confusion. She had been alive a very, very long time, and had not expected to die, especially in such a simplistic way. She didn't want me to release her soul, because she was still clinging to whatever life she might have. Alaric pried the last of her fingers away, freeing my leg from her grasp, but I barely noticed.

      I shook my head, wondering how I could read a dead woman's emotions so clearly, while at the same time hoping that this increased feeling of empathy wasn't permanent. It was bad enough feeling someone's wounds as they happened, did I really have to share in their darkest fears?

      Gritting my teeth, I released her spirit, and was relieved of her emotions simultaneously. Part of me felt a little smug that even in doing what was right for her, I was able to go against Diana's wishes, but most of me just felt confused and afraid. Maybe I had only felt Diana's emotions so strongly because they so closely mirrored my own.

      I stared down at the now lifeless corpse pieces, feeling melancholic about the whole ordeal.

      Alaric touched my arm to get my attention, and I turned to him, feeling as if I'd just woken from a dream. “We should prepare to leave,” he said softly. “Estus' people are still out there looking for us, and the human police may be as well.”

      I nodded and stood as all of our future concerns came rushing back.

      We left the dark room, and I ended up waiting in the Norn's comfortable sitting room while Alaric and Sophie searched for clothing and supplies. The entire scene from the attack in the hotel room all the way up to the Norn's death played over and over in my head. For some reason, the scene that stuck out most to me was Alaric finding out that I maybe loved him, and him begging me to not let it be true.

      The rational side of me assured that his fear and astonishment came from the fact that the revelation meant Diana would force me to kill him, but some small, scared part of me said he was afraid for other reasons. Reasons like me being a cursed death machine. I couldn’t even begin to think about the idea that I might be in love with him. I didn't have time for love, especially when it could easily be ripped away at the flick of Estus' hand.

      The supply search didn't take long, fortunately, as the underground complex was small. Alaric and Sophie returned to save me from my thoughts, and they saved me from the cold as well with a pair of roughly made pants and too-large winter boots. The clothes seemed like they came from a different century, and smelled like they had been stored for just that long. It was a marvel that they even held together, but I wasn't going to turn my nose up at anything that would protect me from the harsh weather above.

      There was no food to be found, even though the Norn had likely stayed in that little sitting room alone for ages. Perhaps Norns didn't have to eat, but I did. My stomach growled painfully as I put on the offered clothing and followed Sophie and Alaric back to the trap door, then climbed the ladder out into the daylight.

      James was still lying unconscious in a patch of snow above. The three of us stared down at him.

      “Leave him,” Alaric suggested. “I'm sure he'll find his way back to civilization.”

      “That's what I'm afraid of,” Sophie countered. “He'll likely realize we have the charm, and he'll run to tell Aislin, or perhaps even Estus. The search for us will quadruple in strength.”

      “Do you suggest we kill him?” Alaric asked with a smirk.

      Sophie looked down at James with an odd mixture of emotions on her face.

      “Or was there a reason you left him alive up here to begin with?” Alaric added like he already knew the answer.

      I hoped Alaric had some idea of what was going though Sophie's mind, because I sure didn't.

      “Not that you guys ever listen to my opinion anyway,” I said sarcastically, “but I really don't want to be around when he wakes up and discovers I killed his grandmother.”

      Sophie blinked rapidly and shook her head as if coming out of a dream. “He's our only in with Aislin. Perhaps we might need him.”

      I twisted my lips at her logic. “Diana was also Aislin's sister. I think that option is lost to us. Besides, weren't you the one who suggested we remain clan-less?”

      Sophie glared at me. “And what of the charm? I imagine you have it?”

      “We’re going to destroy it,” I replied, not taking a second to think about it.

      Sophie crossed her arms. “What if we could use it to protect ourselves? If it could grant one of the Vaettir the power to rule, could it not grant us a little diplomatic immunity?”

      “We destroy it,” I said again, unable to put into words what the Norn had shown me. “Now back to James.”

      I could tell she didn't fully accept my answer, but she did turn back to the man in question. “We take him with us,” she stated.

      Alaric and I both looked at each other in surprise as Sophie continued to stare down at James.

      “Do you really think that's wise?” Alaric asked, turning back to his sister.

      Sophie didn't look up. “We can't have him telling anyone we have the charm, or leading them back to this place,” she explained.

      “And you can't kill him,” I said with a soft smile.

      She snapped her eyes up to me and practically snarled. “I could,” she argued.

      “But you won't,” I finished. “And here you all were thinking I was the cream puff of the group.”

      Alaric held a hand up to his mouth to hide his grin.

      A low growl trickled out of Sophie's throat.

      I grinned wider. “I'm sorry, you're not a cream puff. You're a sweet, cuddly little kitten.”

      Alaric snickered.

      “If you're done being comedic,” Sophie growled, “you could make yourselves useful and help me carry him.”

      Alaric did as his sister bade him, still laughing as he went. I watched as they lifted James to standing.

      The three of them looked an odd picture. Alaric had found a shirt that was the same old-fashioned style as my pants and similar boots to mine. They clashed with his modern jeans and the modern clothing Sophie and James wore. The scene was made even more odd and slightly humorous by James' head lolling around as they moved him.

      I was dreading the moment when I'd have to explain to them everything the Norn had shown me, though they would likely be more practical about it than I wanted to be. Alaric and Sophie were descended from a goddess of war, after all. What were a few more corpses for the greater good?
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      I shifted from foot to foot in my brand new, low-heeled boots. My leather pants creaked softly, making my pulse quicken since I was supposed to be quiet. I was never letting Alaric choose my clothing again. The simple, long-sleeved black top was a little more practical, but it didn't matter since it was covered by my stolen, knee-length black coat.

      My long hair threatened to come loose from the braid I'd put it in as the chilly, Norway wind buffeted against me. I glanced over my shoulder, anxious for Alaric and Sophie to finish procuring whatever final supplies we might need so we could head back to the woods where we'd left James.

      My anxiety doubled as I thought about James. Sophie had knocked his head too hard, because he didn't remember a thing. While his amnesia complicated things, I guiltily hoped his memory would remain lost, then I wouldn't have to tell him that I'd killed his grandmother. On the other hand, I didn't enjoy acting as though I actually liked him.

      He'd been so confused when he woke, knowing who and what he was, but little else, that we'd all agreed a little bit of pretend was in order. His most recent memories occurred over thirty years ago, so he wouldn't understand if we all just let our hatred shine through.

      I braced myself against a particularly forceful gust of wind, thinking that maybe it would be nice to lose that much memory. James didn't remember killing Sophie's lover, and he didn't remember all of the people he had tortured. Heck, he didn't even remember torturing me.

      I jumped as two dark shapes appeared on either side of me, then tried to quiet my breathing as Sophie and Alaric hurried me away from the store they'd just robbed. They each had brand new black backpacks slung over their shoulders.

      “You know,” Sophie whispered, “the look-out is supposed to actually pay attention.”

      “I was,” I whispered back. “It's not my fault you two move as quietly as cats.”

      I glanced at Alaric to see his pale face grinning in the moonlight. He was like a kid in a candy shop any time he stole. I guess after living five-hundred years, you had to take your thrills where you could find them.

      I looked down to hide my frown as we made our way through the quiet streets. We still hadn't talked about the possibility that I might love him, and I wasn't sure if I wanted to. I hadn’t yet concluded the notion. I reflexively reached up to fondle the key at my throat, secured by a length of leather cord.

      I felt oddly attached to the little black key, my own little tool of chaos. It wanted war and conquest. I was going to give the charm what it wanted, if only to ultimately destroy it.

      The charm seemed to pulse with energy, as if it had read my thoughts, then we reached the edge of civilization, and it was all I could do to keep up as Sophie and Alaric began to run.

      They darted over the snow and around trees. To anyone listening, they would only hear my clumsy footfalls, as my companions were as quiet as they were quick.

      After a time I slowed, then stopped and hunched over, trying to catch my breath. Alaric circled back around to me as Sophie continued on. Within seconds, she was out of sight.

      Alaric grinned down at me, flashing his dainty, feline fangs, then scooped me up in his arms. He began to run effortlessly with me in his grasp.

      Heat radiated from my body despite the cold, making my usually useful heavy coat a bit of a hindrance. I looked up at Alaric's face, which didn't appear strained or flushed at all, and suddenly felt greatly inadequate. Sophie, Alaric, and James were all unnaturally strong, with way more endurance than I'd ever have.

      “How do you do that?” I asked.

      “What?” he replied, his voice not hitching in the slightest.

      “Run without tiring, even while carrying me. James can do it too, but I’m stuck with sucky human speed.”

      He grinned, his eyes remaining on the path ahead. “My gifts are mostly physical. I have little innate magic, except for my ability to shift my hands, teeth, and eyes. Those with more obvious magic usually tend to be physically weaker. Estus is like you.”

      “So some get to be scary in the magic department, but in a fist fight, shit out of luck?”

      He snorted. “Something like that.”

      He slowed as we reached our campsite where Sophie was already waiting with James, then let me down to my feet. What I could see of James' face by the light of the campfire was morose. His elbows were on his knees, hands propping up his chin. He sighed as he rolled his near-white eyes up to us, then let his chin-length, golden hair fall forward in defeat.

      Sophie grunted in irritation, then unrolled her previously stolen sleeping bag. Her new black backpack rested beside her, and I couldn't help but wonder what it contained. We had already stolen clothing, camping supplies, and food. What else was there?

      Alaric nudged me playfully with his shoulder. “Let's go find some firewood.”

      I nodded and followed him as he walked away. I eyed the backpack still slung over his shoulder with interest, then caught up to his side. The backpack blended in with the black of his clothing, but still looked somehow out of place. It made him seem younger, like a teenager on his way home from school, only most high schoolers weren't 6'2” and well muscled, and they didn't look at you with their dark eyes like they were thinking about eating you.

      “So,” I began as we ventured further into the darkness, “about what happened with Diana . . . ”

      “You're regretting killing her?” Alaric joked, avoiding the actual subject I was attempting to broach.

      I rolled my eyes. “I'm referring to what happened before that.”

      He crouched down and snagged a few fallen branches.

      I suddenly wished I hadn't brought up the subject at all. I took a deep breath as I looked down at his dark hair. I knew it was unbelievably soft, and had the sudden urge to run my fingers through it, but I resisted.

      “When I said that I loved you, I was put on the spot,” I grumbled. “I'm not really sure how I feel. I'm not even sure how much I like you. You did let me get tortured, after all. I just don't want the idea of love hanging in the air like some big, foreboding thing that we're both avoiding talking about.” I let out a harsh breath. I hadn't expected my words to tumble out so haphazardly, and now my pulse raced as I waited for him to reply.

      He smiled and stood back up, firewood in hand. “I see you've been holding on to some things,” he joked. “Has it really been bothering you?”

      “Yes,” I answered quickly, “or no.” I took another deep breath, then explained, “I just thought we should talk about it.”

      “And you want to know if I love you back,” he finished.

      “No!” I exclaimed, though really I did. “I just want to be clear on the fact that if I love you, it's in some weird, twisted, Stockholm Syndrome type of way.”

      He quirked an eyebrow at me. “Isn't that the one where captives begin to love their kidnappers?”

      I blushed. “Well you did kidnap me.”

      He frowned. “I was acting on orders.”

      I shook my head, then started walking. “Be that as it may, I'm not about to just blindly love you without taking into account everything we've been through.”

      “So you do love me?” he asked from behind me. Before I could answer, he caught up to my side and tugged on the end of my braid playfully.

      He let go of my hair and brushed my shoulder as he walked ahead of me to where I assumed there was more firewood. I, for one, couldn't see anything. Night vision must have been another perk of physical magic.

      I reached his side again and stopped while he picked up more wood. “That's not what I meant. I just meant that I'm not some silly, naïve girl that falls in love despite all the evidence the guy might not be good for her.”

      Alaric stood and looked down at me with a strange expression.

      “What?” I asked, when he didn't speak.

      He sighed. “Have you ever stopped to consider that maybe you might not be good for me?”

      My jaw dropped. When I managed to close it I asked, “How so?”

      “Well, Madeline,” he began in a lecturing tone. “Since we met, I abandoned my home, became a fugitive, almost got sacrificed by you, and now I'm about to risk my life to start a war because you want to destroy that little key around your neck. I think you've been much worse for me than I have for you.”

      My stomach churned. I knew that most of it hadn't been my fault, at least not directly, but he had gone through a lot by simply being associated with me.

      He began walking again, and I had to jog to catch up with him. “Then why even pursue me at all?” I asked weakly.

      He stopped and flashed a lascivious smile. “Because I like things that are bad for me.”

      My mouth went dry as he dropped the firewood he'd been carrying and closed the distance between us.

      “But do you love them?” I managed to say.

      “Perhaps,” he said slyly as he reached his hand up to cradle my jaw, “but I would be loathe to admit it, especially after they've worked so hard to convince themselves that they don't love me in return.”

      He leaned down and kissed me before I could say anything in reply. I kissed him back, not sure if our conversation had actually accomplished anything. I had a feeling that it hadn't, but at the moment, I didn't really care.

      Alaric pulled one hand away to unzip and reach into the backpack behind him. A moment later his hand returned to hook something onto the side of my belt.

      I pulled away from the kiss and looked down to find a huge hunting knife at my hip. I looked back up to meet his eyes. “Are we planning on stabbing people?”

      He quirked his lip into a crooked, half-smile. “Hopefully not, but as the saying goes, 'Speak softly, and carry a big stick.'”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Or in this case, complain loudly, and carry a big knife?”

      His expression turned thoughtful, then he nodded. “Something like that, now come here.”

      He wrapped his arms around my waist and pulled me against him. Sophie and James were probably running out of wood for the fire, but my concern over the situation was minimal. My greatest concern at that moment was the man holding me close, looking devilish with his long, black hair, and eyes that had at some point shifted to feline.
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      I pulled away from Alaric at the sound of shouting. Sophie's voice rang out clear in the night, while James' was a mere murmur in reply.

      Alaric rolled his eyes. “Even with his memory gone, they're still fighting.”

      I took a step back, feeling silly for getting absorbed in a makeout session literally seconds after trying to explain to Alaric that I didn't love him.

      “We should probably get back before their arguing alerts the police and any Vaettir looking for us,” he continued.

      I didn't argue, and instead waited while he regathered his firewood, then followed him as he led the way back to our campsite, glad that he couldn't see my blush.

      We still had no idea if the cops were even after us, but we'd decided to play it safe and stay out of sight. The hope was that the local Doyen had cleaned up our crimes. It was standard protocol for the clans, but we weren’t banking on it.

      I might have been more skeptical than I was if I didn’t already know what the clans could accomplish. There should have been questions when I accidentally took the life of one of my foster parents, but the questions never came. Estus had covered it up.

      However, this time there were multiple bodies instead of one, and we had no idea what had happened between Diana, James, and the police when Alaric, Sophie, and I had made a run for it. We likely never would know, unless James regained his memory or Diana miraculously came back to life.

      I stumbled across felled branches and rocks as we went, feeling tired and hungry. I'd been so worried about getting my convoluted point across to Alaric that I hadn't realized how far we'd walked to find firewood.

      I breathed a sigh of relief when the campfire came back into view, a tiny beacon of light in the darkness. I could no longer hear Sophie and James arguing, and as we approached I saw that they now sat on opposite sides of the fire, not meeting each other's eyes.

      Alaric walked ahead of me to dump the extra firewood near James, then went to sit by his sister. Feeling embarrassed about how long we'd been gone, and a little bad for James in his current state, I took a seat next to him instead of the others.

      He turned and gave me a sad smile. I almost reached out and patted his shoulder in encouragement, then reminded myself that he was still James, the man who had stabbed me and enjoyed it, even if he didn't remember it. He didn't deserve my sympathy.

      Feeling uncomfortable, I scooted a little bit away from him.

      Alaric turned to his sister. “Was there a reason you were trying to alert anyone within a five mile radius of our presence?”

      Sophie scowled, then gestured at James with a sharp nod. “Mother Theresa over there thinks that we should make peace with the local clan so we can all live happily ever after.”

      James frowned and looked down at the fire, obviously not wanting to argue with Sophie any further.

      I pushed my boot-clad feet a little closer to the fire. “It's not the most absurd idea, especially for someone who has no clue what's going on.”

      “If he has no clue what's going on,” Sophie added.

      I stared back at her, confused.

      “She thinks I'm faking,” James explained.

      “Ah,” Alaric cut in. “Well that explains the yelling.”

      I shivered. Even though the area we'd chosen was well-sheltered by trees, the earth was still damp from residual snowfall. The moisture was yet to soak through the leather pants, but it was still cold.

      “It's something he would do,” Sophie muttered.

      Everyone went silent.

      “It doesn't change our plan either way,” I said finally. “Tomorrow we contact the local Vaettir, and we take them by force.”

      “You say that so casually,” Sophie replied hotly, “like we aren't about to all risk our lives on the slim chance that you can make the charm work to your advantage. That's if we can even get the locals to talk instead of jumping straight to killing us.”

      “Do you have a better plan?” I sighed, knowing for a fact that she didn't.

      She crossed her arms and glared at me. “No, but I'd like you to take things seriously.”

      “You're not my case worker anymore,” I snapped, “and I'm no longer a scared teenager hoping for some worthwhile advice. I know you're unhappy with this whole situation, and I know you're hurt that Maya betrayed you after you risked your life for her, but neither of those things are my fault. Stop taking your bad mood out on me.”

      Alaric grinned as he watched our exchange, but made no move to cut in. James looked down at his feet miserably.

      Sophie took a deep breath. “You're right, I'm sorry,” she replied, sounding pained. “We will contact the natives, and meek, little Madeline will assert herself as their omnipotent leader.”

      I bit my lip at her sarcasm, but let it go.

      “The natives are already here,” came a heavily accented female voice from behind where Alaric and Sophie sat.

      All of us except for James jumped to our feet. James remained seated, terror clear on his face. Either he wasn't faking his memory loss, or he was an exceptional actor, because the James I knew never looked scared.

      Three people stepped forward out of the darkness. Two stood beside Sophie, and the third beside Alaric. I assumed the person standing beside Alaric had been the one to speak, as she was the only female of the group. At first I thought we might stand a fighting chance, then several more shapes came into view.

      “I assume you are the ones who killed our people at the hotel, though I was told there were five of you,” the woman who'd initially spoken continued.

      She seemed confident even though we had killed several of her friends just a few nights before, or maybe it was just her height. It was hard not to look confident when you were around 6'4” with a mane of pale blonde hair and a perfect, creamy complexion. She had a warrior's body, all muscle, but lithe enough to move quickly.

      Her light eyes flicked to each of my companions, then settled on me. “Am I to assume that you are the one who will be swooping in to take us over?” she asked as a smile curved her lips.

      “Well there's a long story behind that,” I began, but she held up her hand to cut me off.

      “We've been searching for you, Madeline,” she explained. “I'm to bring you to our Doyen.”

      “She goes nowhere without us,” Alaric stated, sounding more serious than I was used to.

      The woman glanced at him briefly, then turned her gaze back to me. “Fine.”

      She gestured with her hand and the rest of her people moved forward. As they came into view, I noticed that many of them were extremely tall and blond, just like their leader. It felt like we were being taken captive by a Viking clan, and the effect was increased by the large amounts of leather and fur most of them wore.

      Two hulking men who looked like twins each tried to grab onto Alaric and Sophie, but their hands came up with empty air. Moments later Alaric was at my side, and after glaring at her would-be captor, Sophie joined us.

      James allowed one of the few dark-haired people, a woman, to help him to his feet. The blonde Amazon calling the shots watched the whole display like it was the most amusing thing she'd ever seen. Since the Vaettir aren't exactly a cheerful people, maybe it was.

      She turned and walked back the way she'd come, confident that we would follow. Alaric and Sophie both stopped to pick up their backpacks, which I presumed held more weapons like my knife, then sandwiched me like bodyguards. In a way they were, since I was fairly helpless until someone died, and the knife at my hip would do little against a trained attacker.

      The cold seeped in as we left the heat of the fire behind, and the light touch of Alaric and Sophie's shoulders offered no warmth. James followed behind us like a dejected puppy as the rest of the Vaettir fanned out around us, many of them disappearing from sight in the dark woods just as suddenly as they'd appeared.

      The blonde's tall form walking in front of us was little more than a shadowy silhouette in the dark forest. I tried to catch Alaric's eye as we walked, hoping for an explanation to why we were following the blonde's orders so willingly, but both he and his sister kept their expressionless gazes ahead on our captor.

      After a painfully cold ten minutes trudging through the woods, the blonde stopped in front of a massive tree. I stopped and waited, confused. The only way I'd ever entered a Salr was by way of magical vines, but I didn't see any vines in the snowy landscape.

      The blonde hadn’t moved that I could see, but suddenly the earth began to tremble. I watched in awe as the tree in front of us shimmered like a mirage in the hot sun, only it was nighttime and freezing. The shimmer dissipated, revealing a dark doorway in the middle of the tree, tall enough for the blonde to walk through comfortably, and wide enough for two people to walk side-by-side. Alaric and Sophie did not appear impressed, but I sure was.

      The blonde disappeared into the darkness within, while our other captors waited for us to move forward. I resisted the urge to clutch the charm near my throat as I took a hesitant step. Sophie dropped back behind us, leaving Alaric to walk by my side into the tree. Unable to help it, I reached out and touched the rough bark of the doorway, needing to reassure myself that it was real. The bark was cold, and left my fingertips damp.

      I took another step forward, disoriented by the act of walking into a tree and not hitting the other side. The darkness remained solid as we walked further

      Alaric abruptly grabbed my arm. I froze in alarm, but then he moved and I realized he was just signaling that there was a step down in front of us. I followed Alaric's lead down several more steps, blind in the darkness, until we reached the landing and the gentle lighting of the Salr.

      This new Salr was startlingly similar to Estus'. There was no apparent source of lighting, yet the hall was filled with a dim glow, illuminating the same gray stone that composed the other Salr.

      The blonde had gotten several steps ahead of us as I stumbled on the steps, and now turned to wait further down the hall. Alaric held out his arm to me. I stared at his arm, not sure I understood the gesture, but it became clear as his other hand guided my arm through the bend of his elbow. He then moved his guiding hand to grasp my fingers, placing them delicately onto his forearm.

      The blonde chuckled, then turned and started walking again, boot heels clacking on the stone. The other Vaettir shifted impatiently behind us, and I quickly hopped forward then started walking.

      I felt awkward being escorted rather than walking on my own, though I would have taken other forms of closeness. I was part of the hand-holding or arm around the shoulders generation, and being led around like a lady felt weird.

      “Why all of the formality?” I whispered, keeping my gaze forward.

      “Shh,” Sophie warned from behind us.

      I bit my lip, wanting to argue. We'd had no time to plan, and I had no idea what courtesies we were supposed to observe when going into a foreign Salr. Then again, we were there to take them over, so maybe we weren't supposed to be courteous at all.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see Sophie and James walking side-by-side, and the rest of the Vaettir walking in pairs behind them. Perhaps we'd be observing some ceremonies after all.

      We were led though multiple twists and turns, until eventually we came upon a large throne room, similar to the one in Estus' Salr. It seemed odd that a place of refuge, which was what the Salr were, would come with a throne room, but it also seemed odd that they came with dungeons, unless the features had been added once the Vaettir began to live in them full time. Maybe the Salr shaped itself to suit its inhabitant's needs. I'd seen enough crazy stuff lately that anything seemed possible.

      Unlike Estus' throne room, which held a dais, but was barren of decor, this one was accented with heavy tapestries done in rich colors, and thick, Persian rugs. The Vaettir who'd escorted us went to stand on either side of the room in orderly lines, while the blonde went to stand by the simple, wooden throne. At first I thought she might sit in it, but then a man emerged from a nearby doorway and stole the show.

      He looked just as Viking-esque as the rest of them, except with rich, chestnut-colored hair instead of blond. His roughly 6'5” frame was covered by a heavy robe done in gold and garnet red. Our eyes met, and he smiled, then he moved his gaze to the blonde by the throne. His eyes had been a startlingly bright reddish brown that contrasted interestingly with his armpit-length hair.

      The Vaettir surrounding us knelt as he walked past them. I watched them stupidly until Alaric tugged me down to my knees. I glanced at him, but his expression was unreadable, so I turned my eyes to the reddish-haired man instead.

      He lowered himself onto the throne, seeming somewhat out of place in the regal setting, likely because he looked around thirty years old. I had expected an older person as Doyen, just like Estus, but it was a silly expectation. The more powerful the Vaettir, the less they aged. To have become Doyen, this man was likely old, and to look so young bespoke his power. Estus was scary powerful himself, but not powerful enough to halt the aging process as much as others.

      Of course, he might just be descended from a major deity, like Alaric. Less power, but no aging. The man gestured for us to stand, but stayed seated himself.

      “I am Mikael,” he announced as we stood, “Doyen of this clan. You must be Madeline.”

      I realized with a start that he was talking to me. I had expected him to start with Alaric or Sophie, or anyone else who actually might know what was going on.

      “Y-yes,” I stammered. “That's me.”

      He cocked his head and raised an eyebrow at me. “I'm told you've come to take over my clan. Forgive me, but you don't seem well-equipped for such a task.”

      I bit my lip. The blonde had been with us the entire time, so someone else must have raced ahead to rat us out.

      When I didn't deny nor confirm his accusation, he asked, “Do you have the lykill?”

      My eyes narrowed in confusion. The word was pronounced ley-kik, and sounded like the language I'd heard Alaric and Sophie speak.

      “The ley-what?”

      “It means key,” Alaric whispered, finally deciding to be helpful.

      He didn't elaborate any further, which made me think we didn't want Mikael to know we had the charm.

      “I'm not sure what you mean,” I replied loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.

      “She's lying,” the blonde stated immediately.

      Mikael smiled, and it was a bit unnerving. “I cannot let you take my clan from me,” he announced, “but I can offer you sanctuary from your pursuers.”

      “But why?” I asked at the same time Alaric said, “I don't think so.”

      I had been so focused on Mikael, I only then noticed the anger emanating from Alaric.

      “I could simply take the key from her,” Mikael commented as his gaze moved to Alaric. “Your choice.”

      The charm in question was pulsing at my neck like something alive, as if it sensed all the excitement. Before I could think better of it, I reached my hand up to my throat to touch the little key through the collar of my shirt.

      Mikael turned his gaze back to me, quirking the corner of his mouth into a half-smile. “Unless she knows how to use it . . . ”

      I could have cut the tension around us with a knife. All the Vaettir had gone rigid, waiting for their Doyen to signal the attack. The only person who appeared calm was Mikael, still slouched on his throne with one leg now dangling casually over one of the chair-arms.

      I continued to clutch at the charm, unsure of what to do. I had no idea how to use it, but Mikael didn't know that. I flicked my eyes to Alaric, hoping for some subtle advice. What I got was not subtle at all.

      “I hope you can figure this out quickly,” he began, his eyes only for me, “because I won't be able to hold them off for long.”

      At a sudden flick of Mikael's hand, the Vaettir surrounding us surged forward. Alaric and Sophie were nothing but blurs as they darted around me, flinging our attackers aside like rag dolls. I smelled burning flesh somewhere behind me and knew that James had joined the fray.

      I stood frozen as I clutched the charm. I briefly thought about the knife at my waist, but dismissed it. My eyes found Mikael, who still sat casually upon his throne. He gazed at me with his head tilted downward in challenge, daring me to act.

      Feeling like I was in a trance, I untied the cord that held the charm, removing it from my neck, then dangled it out in front of me. Accepting the taunt, Mikael stood, then strode confidently toward me. Somewhere in the back of my mind, my thoughts raced, asking me what the hell I thought I was doing, but the front of my mind was calm, and didn't feel like it belonged to me any longer.

      A part of me knew I should be sensing the pain of those getting injured around me, but it was somehow blocked out. All I could focus on was the charm in my hand, and Mikael's determined gaze as he neared me. Distantly I knew his people were attempting to capture, not kill my companions, as we were greatly outnumbered, but remained unharmed. Whatever had taken me over rejected the idea of capture. It was not an option.

      I didn't feel in control of my own limbs as I yanked the cord up, then caught the charm in the palm of my hand. The charm's pulsing grew stronger. The distant back part of my mind realized the charm was feeding on the chaos around me. I could feel it sucking the energy in, much like I did when I released a soul, except I only took a portion of the energy, the charm was taking all of it.

      Alaric flashed for a moment in front of me, then was gone, tumbling to the side as he kept another one of our attackers away from me. We were extremely outnumbered, but having two five-hundred year old embodiments of war fighting on our side helped to even the odds.

      Mikael reached me, and it was like everything around us went still. I knew that mere seconds were passing, but the scene was playing out before me in slow motion. The charm's stolen energy began to trickle down my arm, filling me up with more power than I would get from one hundred simultaneous deaths.

      Mikael reached out, just as the charm's consciousness suddenly ripped through my mind. It didn't want to go with him. Our powers were the same, and I would be able to use it to its full potential.

      Energy shot from the fist I'd closed around the charm. I wasn't sure if it was my doing, the charm's, or a mixture of both, but it brought Mikael to his knees. He gritted his teeth against the force of it, but was unable to regain his feet.

      Words trickled out of my mouth that I didn't quite understand. “You will kneel until I tell you to stand, Mikael Agnarsson.”

      “I . . . did not . . . expect this,” he spat through gritted teeth.

      Finally he bowed his head, and the torrent of energy stopped, just as the key's consciousness left me all at once. I looked around the room, truly freaked out, having no idea how I'd known Mikael's surname.

      Those who still stood were silent. Alaric and Sophie both waited within arm's reach, but neither reached out to touch me.

      I looked back down at Mikael, who had raised his head to glare at me. “I suppose this alters my plans,” he stated calmly. I was pretty sure he could have stood then if he wanted to, but he stayed kneeling. “What would you have of me, mennskurð?”

      I glanced at Alaric and whispered, “What is mennskurð?”

      He looked a little green as he answered, “It means the lady, but refers to a woman of high standing, sometimes a seeress.”

      I looked back to Mikael, who waited patiently with an odd smile on his face. The smile wasn't exactly bitter or unhappy, maybe rueful, or . . . calculating?

      All of the Vaettir waited with their eyes glued to me. Some looked worried or confused, some angry, and some apathetic.

      “What should I say?” I whispered again.

      “You know, I can hear you,” Mikael teased. For someone who was losing control of his clan, he didn't seem terribly upset.

      A catty remark froze on the tip of my tongue. It probably was a bad idea to antagonize even a fallen Doyen while his people waited ready to pounce.

      “I would like to hold a private audience with you, and my advisors,” I added quickly. “We have delicate matters to discuss.”

      Mikael's smile widened, a hint of challenge in his reddish eyes. “Wise choice, mennskurð. May I stand?”

      “Yes,” I replied as I took a step back, “and please, just call me Madeline.”

      He rose, taking a step forward to close the space between us, then offered me his arm. “Shall we?”

      I looked down at the offered arm, then to Alaric, who nodded. Sophie was paler than usual, but fully determined as she kept her eyes trained on the other Vaettir around us. James just looked scared.

      I looped my arm through Mikael's and allowed him to escort me, much like Alaric had done earlier. The fabric of his ornate robe was scratchy underneath my palm. He led me toward the door he had originally emerged from, and had to hold up his free hand to stop the blonde from following us. She did not look happy.

      We went through the door unhindered, with my three companions following behind us. James shut the door, and I felt instant relief, even though it was still uncomfortable to have Mikael at my side. The room we entered was done up like a sitting room, with large, cushy chairs and a gleaming coffee table in the middle. It seemed like a good place for a private meeting, but Mikael kept walking.

      We went through another door, down the hallway for a while, then through a final door into a room with a large table and chairs all around. It would have looked like any other conference room, except the walls and floor were made of stone, and the table was made of rough-hewn planks of wood as thick as my torso.

      Mikael dropped my arm, then pulled a chair out for me. After I sat he went around the table to sit across from me, leaving everyone else to get their own chairs. Alaric took the chair to my left, then Sophie and James took the next ones down. I was glad they still wanted to sit near me after what had happened with the charm. I wasn't sure if I even wanted to sit near me.

      “That was quite the display,” Mikael stated, breaking the silence. “I have a feeling things will be much more interesting this time around.”

      “This time around?” Sophie questioned.

      Mikael grinned. “Yes, my dear, last time the Lykill surfaced, it fell into the hands of an earth spirit. She caused a great deal of destruction, but earthen spirits at their core embody stability and patience. Really, she had no business wielding a tool of chaos. Executioners, or simply Dauðr in the old tongue, can control massive amounts of energy, the same type of energy controlled by the charm.”

      His gaze landed solely on Alaric and Sophie as he said, “The only thing more interesting would have been if the charm had chosen one of you. A being of chaos and war to wield a powerful tool of, well, chaos and war.”

      “So let me get this straight,” I interrupted. “You were around when the charm was last used, when all of those terrible scenes of bloodshed and misery occurred?”

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at my question. “You speak as if you witnessed those scenes with your own two eyes.”

      “One of the women who gave her life to seal the charm away showed them to me,” I explained, feeling suddenly angry, though I wasn't sure why.

      He steepled his fingers together in thought. “Interesting, very interesting,” he mused.

      I glared at him. “You didn't answer my question.”

      “He was there,” Alaric answered for him.

      I looked back and forth between the two men. “You two know each other?” I asked, perplexed.

      Sophie met my eyes as I scooted back so I could view everyone at once. She looked just as confused as I felt.

      “We've met,” Alaric replied, clipping his words in irritation.

      “But that's a tale for another time,” Mikael finished for him, then turned back to me, “What is it you plan, mennskurð?”

      Unsure of whether we were divulging our actual plans or not, I turned to Alaric.

      His jaw was clenched in irritation. It reminded me of how he'd looked when he allowed James to torture me. I was beginning to realize that look was reserved for situations where he was forced to follow decorum when he really, really didn't want to.

      When it became apparent that I wasn't going to get any advice, I turned back to Mikael. “We're going to start a war, and I need you to instigate the first battle.”

      Mikael chuckled. “And for this task, you've chosen one of the smallest clans in existence?”

      My mouth opened into an oh of surprise. “It was kind of a choice of convenience,” I said weakly. I glanced at Alaric again, then back to Mikael.

      “Who were you hoping to start a war with?” he pressed.

      I eyed him suspiciously. “Why are you being so cooperative? Just a short while ago, you were threatening to take the charm away from me.”

      His slight cringe was the only sign that he’d minded the exchange. “You quickly proved that it was not an option,” he explained. “The key has chosen you as its wielder, and will protect your right to it.”

      “You speak like it has a mind of its own,” I accused, feeling uncomfortable in the hard, wooden chair.

      He laughed so suddenly that I jumped in my seat. “Would you argue with such a claim?”

      I thought back to the energy flowing through the charm, and the foreign thoughts and emotions that had raced through my head. “I guess not.”

      “We will start a war among the two largest clans of the Vaettir,” Alaric cut in, saving me from Mikael's calculating gaze.

      Mikael's smile was wicked as he turned back to me with a look of excitement in his eyes. “Well then,” he replied. “This shall be very interesting indeed.”

      Interesting wasn't how I'd describe it. I'd go with terrifying, sad, or maybe guilt-inducing. I'd have no qualms if Estus died in the process, but many others would die too. Innocent people with no choice but to follow orders would be sacrificed unwillingly for our cause. Now to add to everything, we were going to do it with one of the smallest clans around. If we made one wrong move, Estus or Aislin would wipe us out.

      I looked around the table, doubting everything. It was obvious that Mikael didn't share my sentimentality, and I doubted Alaric or Sophie would either. Maybe James and I could cry together about it over a shared bottle of wine. Now that would be interesting.
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      We were given rooms and food. Everyone was extremely courteous, and I didn't trust it one bit. My empath abilities allowed me to sense the confusion and fear wafting off any Vaettir who neared us. They had no idea what was going on, or why their leader was catering to the people they'd taken prisoner.

      Alaric, Sophie, and James all currently occupied the room I'd been given, though they'd each been allotted rooms just as grand. They looked out of place in their black clothing against the royal blue and gold decor. The artfully carved oversized furniture, colorful tapestries, and thick, cozy bedding must have cost a pretty penny.

      I sat on said bedding, waiting for someone to tell me what we were supposed to do next, but all they could do was argue.

      “Why have I never heard of Mikael?” Sophie snapped at Alaric as she stalked back and forth across the carpet. “How do you know him? We would have planned this whole thing differently.”

      “Sophie,” Alaric replied calmly. “We didn't plan any of this. It's not like we were taken prisoner on purpose, and I had no idea Mikael was Doyen here.”

      “Well tell me how you met him, at least,” she said, somewhat deflated.

      Alaric glanced back at James, still uncomfortable divulging information in front of him, even though James likely wouldn't think twice about any of it.

      I raised my hand to speak. Sophie glared at me, but Alaric gestured for me to proceed.

      “While I'd like to know more about Mikael, and what it means for us that his clan is so small,” I began, “what I'd most like to know, is what the hell happened to me when I used the charm? How did I know Mikael's surname?”

      Sophie's glare softened. “I'm not sure,” she replied.

      “But Mikael likely knows,” Alaric finished for her. “Not that he'll tell us.”

      “Yes,” Sophie growled as her gaze turned once again to her brother, “back to Mikael.”

      “Because it felt like I was possessed,” I went on, not willing to let the subject drop.

      The charm began to pulse gently against my throat, like a cat purring. Feeling uneasy, I pulled the little key out from my collar to rest on top of my shirt. It continued to pulse, but at least now the feeling was slightly dampened.

      James looked at the charm like it might jump off my neck and bite him. “Maybe you should take it off,” he suggested.

      “She can't take it off,” Sophie chided before I could respond. “Mikael would have taken it if he could, and I've no doubt he's still after it.”

      “Now you're talking like you know him too,” I observed.

      “I'm just not an idiot,” Sophie grumbled. “I saw the look on his face when you went all creepy and pulled the charm out. He wants it.”

      “I'm going to bed,” James announced solemnly, obviously hurt by Sophie's reaction to his suggestion.

      I started to say “good-night” but only got out a “goo—” as he stood and let himself out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

      I gave Sophie a tired look. “Do you have to be so mean to him?”

      “He's still James,” she argued.

      “And you're still the one who made us keep him,” Alaric argued back.

      Sophie crossed her arms and looked back and forth between the two of us. With a final huff, she left the room without another word.

      I looked to Alaric with an eyebrow raised. “Are you off to bed now too?”

      His lips curled into a smile. “If you think I'm about to leave you alone with Mikael lurking around, you are sorely mistaken.”

      “So how do you know him?” I asked as he took a step toward me.

      He stopped short, his shoulders hunched in defeat. “You just had to ask, didn't you?”

      I nodded excitedly as he took a seat next to me on the bed.

      “He knew my mother,” he admitted, “and he inadvertently caused her death.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. “That's why you didn't want to tell Sophie?”

      He nodded without looking at me. “She would have marched right out of this room to kill him.”

      “But you said inadvertently,” I replied softly. “She'd kill him for an accident?”

      At that, he turned his dark eyes up to regard me. “Wouldn't you want someone to pay for your mother's death, even if it had been an accident?”

      I waited for him to remember the little detail he had forgotten.

      Almost immediately he cringed. “I'm sorry, Maddy. I forgot you never knew your mother.”

      I shrugged like it didn't matter, and in many ways, it didn't. It was a pain I had dealt with long ago. “I guess I'd still probably want to avenge her . . . ”

      Alaric sighed and looked back down at his lap. “I tried to avenge my mother, but I was rather young and stupid at the time.”

      “What happened?” I prompted when he didn't continue.

      He glanced at me with a rueful smile. “You're not going to let this drop, are you?”

      I gave him my most innocent look. “If you don't want to talk about it . . . ” I trailed off.

      He gave me a playful look that said, I know you're manipulating me, but I'm just going to go with it, then he put an arm around my shoulders and pulled me backward. Our backs hit the bed, then I turned to nestle into the curve of his shoulder, pulling my feet up to curl against him while his legs remained dangling off the edge of the bed.

      “It was during the Thirty Years War,” he began.

      “So in Central Europe?” I questioned.

      He patted my shoulder. “Yes, now no more interruptions.”

      “I was just a child of roughly one hundred years,” he went on.

      “That's not exactly a child,” I cut in incredulously.

      He playfully put a hand over my mouth, then continued, “It was a time before the Vaettir had fully withdrawn from the world, though many had started living full time within the various Salr. We would often become involved in politics to better our financial standing. As a descendant of Dolos, Mikael was an expert at such politics.”

      “Dolos?” I questioned against the hand that still gently covered my mouth. The name sounded somehow familiar to me, but I couldn't remember where I'd heard it before.

      “The god of deceit and treachery,” Alaric explained, finally removing his hand.

      The wheels began to turn in my head, but I kept my thoughts to myself.

      “It is due to Mikael's nature that he was able to remain among the humans much longer than the rest of us. He's an extremely difficult man to pin down,” he continued.

      “Or so you found when you tried to avenge your mother?” I guessed, attempting to lead him back to the point of the story.

      Alaric pulled me a little closer, then took a deep breath before continuing, “When Christian IV invaded Germany, Mikael was by his side. Christian IV had been a successful ruler, and had amassed a great deal of wealth for Denmark. Even so, the incursion into Germany was funded by the French Regent Cardinal Richeleau. Mikael betrayed Christian to the Germans, and the Danes were defeated.”

      “And Mikael got rich?” I questioned, finding the story fascinating, but not seeing what it had to do with Alaric's mother.

      “And the money was supposed to go to Mikael's Doyen,” Alaric added, “but Mikael was not fond of the idea of serving someone else. He fled, and my mother helped to cover his tracks.”

      I scrunched my face in confusion. “Why would she help him?”

      Alaric shrugged. “He and my father had been old friends. I think she did it because my father would have wanted her to, had he been around. My mother was blamed for his treachery, and she was beheaded.”

      I gasped. I knew where the story was leading, but I hadn't expected the telling to be so . . . blunt.

      “I could not stop my mother's death,” Alaric stated, voice void of emotion, “but I thought I could avenge her. I went after Mikael, and found him even. I never told Sophie, and neither did the few who knew the truth. She believes our mother died in battle. I knew Sophie would have gone after Mikael herself, but if he had bested me, he would best her as well.”

      “He bested you?” I asked, slightly shocked. I'd seen Alaric fight, and I didn't think anyone stood much of a chance against him. He was an embodiment of war, fighting was an innate part of him.

      He sighed. “I told you, I was but a child at the time, and Mikael was many centuries old at that point, now he's positively ancient.”

      My pulse raced at the very thought of someone even older than Estus, or Sivi, the frightening water elemental who wanted to kill, well . . . everyone. “Just how old?” I asked weakly.

      “He was a Viking led by Ivar the Boneless in the 800s,” Alaric explained, “though I do not know when he was born.”

      With that information, my heart nearly stopped. He was a 1,300 year old Viking . . . and I had forced him to kneel. How stupid could I be? Or really, how stupid could the charm be? Why on earth would it choose me when it could have an ancient Viking as its host?

      “So is there a reason why he hasn't killed us all yet?” I asked, my voice barely above a whisper.

      “In Greek Mythology, Dolos was an apprentice to the Titan Prometheus,” Alaric began in a lecturing tone. “He was not particularly powerful, but he was clever. While Prometheus was sculpting Veritus, a being who would influence humans to tell the truth, Dolos secretly replicated the sculpture, only he ran out of clay for the feet. Prometheus happened upon Dolos' replica, but thought it so perfect that he wanted to take credit for both statues. He fired them both in his kiln, and Dolos' statue became Mendacium, or lies, while Prometheus' became truth. In effect, Dolos created lies, and became the god of trickery and deceit.”

      The explanation made my head hurt. “That doesn't tell me why Mikael hasn't killed us yet,” I groaned.

      “Because you don't kill your pawns,” Alaric said coldly, “you use them to your advantage, then let your enemies kill them.”

      Suddenly I felt cold. I pressed my body more firmly against Alaric's, but his warmth didn't help. It wasn't that kind of cold. “Do you think what happened with the charm was a trick? Did he willingly kneel?”

      “No,” Alaric replied, “but if anyone can find a way around something as powerful as the charm, Mikael can.”

      “Then why are we still here?” I whispered as I lifted my head up to look at him. “Why aren't we trying to find a way out?”

      Alaric smiled wickedly, surprising me. “Because this is my chance to finally best him, and I am no longer any man's pawn.”

      My eyes widened as I stared at him. Alaric might not be a pawn, but I sure was, and I'd never been very good at chess.
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      After Alaric's little revelation, I had definitely wanted to discuss things further, but we were interrupted by a knock on the door. We both rose to answer it, but Alaric beat me to it.

      The tall blonde whose name we still hadn't learned stood framed in the doorway. She wore the same outfit she had earlier, only minus a few layers. The muscles of her bare arms flexed imposingly as she regarded us.

      “The Doyen would like to invite the Executioner for a nightcap,” she announced.

      Alaric feigned a hurt expression, then said, “And no invite for little old me?”

      The blonde smirked. “Not quite.”

      “But I imagine you'll be standing guard at the door?” Alaric asked.

      The blonde answered with a curt nod.

      Alaric smiled. “Then so will I.”

      The blonde glared, then turned on her heel and walked away, obviously expecting us to follow.

      Alaric followed her, and after standing shocked for a moment longer, I hustled to catch up to his side.

      “I don't want to be alone with him,” I whispered. “What happened to not being a pawn?”

      Alaric smiled wide enough to flash fangs, but kept his eyes on the blonde's back. “It is a game, Madeline. He will not openly confront you yet. He's simply testing the waters.”

      I hurried to keep pace with him, then whispered, “I’m not good at games.”

      “The mouse doesn't need to be good at games,” he replied, “because she has a cat to protect her.”

      “I'm not a mouse!” I protested.

      “It's good to be a mouse,” he said almost cheerfully. “You can scurry out of harm's way.” He stopped suddenly and looked at me squarely. “And that's exactly what I expect you to do.”

      He waited for me to nod, then continued walking to catch up to the blonde. She'd led us to the door of the comfortable sitting room that was attached to the throne room, then held the door open for me. I walked through, feeling vulnerable and nervous. Alaric gave me a nod of reassurance, then the blonde shut the door behind me.

      I hesitated near the entrance, but the room appeared empty, so I took a step further in. There was a fire crackling happily within the stone fireplace that was the centerpiece for the seating arrangement. I walked toward the fire and reached out a tentative hand to touch the velvety fabric of the cushy, burgundy couch.

      A hand suddenly alighted on my shoulder and I froze. Pulse thudding in my throat, I slowly turned my head to see Mikael, standing slightly off to the left behind me.

      He'd exchanged his regal attire for silken pants and a smoking jacket. The outfit looked just as strange to me as the robe he'd worn earlier, but at least he looked more comfortable. I envied his comfort, because I was anything but.

      He let his hand drop and walked past me toward the fire, taking the cushy chair closest to the heat and crossing his legs casually. One bare foot bobbed in the air as he turned his deep amber gaze to me.

      I swallowed the nervous lump in my throat. “I wasn't aware that this was such a . . . casual meeting.”

      “Having a night cap is usually a more intimate event,” he replied. He gestured for me to sit. His face remained impassive, so I couldn't tell if he was hitting on me, or if he'd used the word intimate in a more casual way.

      Erring on the side of caution, I walked around the arm of the large couch and sat on the side farthest from him. Doing my best to avoid his too-intense eyes, I looked around the room. Everything was done in burgundy and other dark tones, and reminded me of something out of the late twenties.

      I caught movement out the corner of my eye and whipped my head toward Mikael, suspicious of anything he might be doing while I was distracted. Instead of lifting some previously hidden weapon to kill me, he lifted a bottle of bourbon from a drink table beside his chair. In his other hand he balanced two glasses, each of which he filled effortlessly while his eyes remained on me.

      He placed the bottle back on the table, took one glass in his now free hand, then held out the other glass toward me.

      “No thanks,” I mumbled, looking at the amber liquid like it might jump across the room to burn my skin off.

      Mikael rolled his eyes at me. “This is kind of the whole point of a nightcap, and I poured both drinks from the same bottle, so I'm not trying to poison you.”

      I let my eyes linger on the glass, unsure of what I should do, then looked back at him. Alaric had said Mikael was just testing the waters, but still . . . “You could have poisoned the glass itself,” I offered.

      He rolled his eyes again, then retracted the offered glass only to then hold out his own. Out of a desire to get the strange situation over with, I stood and moved toward him to take the glass. He rose as I reached him, then pulled the glass close to his chest.

      I eyed him cautiously, pretty sure by that point that he was flirting. When I didn't come any closer, he held the glass out to me again. I snatched it from him, then retreated to my seat.

      He sat as well and sighed. “I imagine Alaric had many wonderful things to say about me.”

      I shrugged and took a sip of my drink, but didn't reply.

      “He was but a child at the time, and had little understanding of what really happened,” he continued.

      “Living for one hundred years doesn't make someone a child,” I commented, keeping my gaze firmly on my lap.

      He chuckled. “And how old are you?”

      I glared at him. “By your standards, I'm still inside the womb.”

      He laughed again. “You're quite hostile for one so young. Has the world been so very cruel to you?”

      “Look,” I snapped feeling defensive. Sure, the world had been cruel to me, but it was cruel to everyone. “I don't know what game you're playing, but it's not going to get you anywhere, so cut it out.”

      He cocked his head to the side as a strange smile crossed his face. “Okay, Madeline. What game would you like to play?”

      “The one where you tell me what you want,” I replied, then added, “really want.”

      He gave me an innocent look. “I want to help you, my lady.”

      I snorted, slowly gaining confidence since he was yet to attack me. “Alaric told me who you're descended from, so I'm not inclined to believe anything you say.”

      “Then why even ask?” he countered.

      I shrugged and took another sip of my bourbon. It was good, really good. “Wishful thinking?”

      He laughed again. “I'm beginning to think this little game will be more fun than I'd imagined.”

      I glanced at the door, wishing Alaric would find some excuse to come barging in. “I told you games will get you nowhere.”

      He set his glass on the table beside him, then steepled his fingers in front of his face. “I was referring to this little war game you're playing.”

      Starting to get nervous again, I looked down at my drink. Maybe if I chugged it, the night cap would be over. Worth a shot.

      I downed the glass, then held it up for Mikael to see. “Does this mean I can go to bed now?”

      Instead of answering, he stood and walked toward me. I jumped up from the couch to get away so quickly that I stumbled, and his hand was suddenly there on my wrist, keeping me standing.

      I dropped my glass in surprise and it thudded harmlessly to the thick rug. Mikael didn't release my wrist, and I looked up at him, feeling like a rabbit cornered by a snake. In my sudden burst of fear, I realized that I'd left my knife in my room, and I had nothing else to protect myself.

      “I will help you,” he said, face entirely serious.

      “Let me go, please,” I squeaked, feeling silly for being rude to the one-thousand plus year old Viking.

      He obliged, but remained standing way too close. He towered over me, making me feel small, even though I was used to being one of the tallest kids in class.

      “If Alaric told you that much of my history, I imagine he told you of my lineage,” he said evenly as he stared down at me.

      Yeah, he told me you were a friggin Viking, I thought, but what I said out loud was. “He didn't really tell me much.”

      I wanted to take a step back, but was afraid he'd grab me again. He saved me from making a decision as he sat on the couch, then looked up at me expectantly. Not knowing what else to do, I sat, then waited for him to get to his point.

      “It doesn't matter,” he sighed. “All you need to know is that I am not content here, hiding in a dark hole waiting for someone to come and take my small clan from me.”

      I cleared my throat uncomfortably, since that had been my intent before he decided to cooperate with us. I glanced out the corner of my eye to see him smiling again.

      “I will help you, Madeline,” he stated again. “Not for you, or out of fear of the charm. I will do it for me, and for the look on Aislin's face when I take her clan from her.”

      “You want to rule,” I stated, not knowing why it came as any surprise.

      The barest incline of his head was my only answer.

      I stood abruptly. “Then you want the charm.”

      He stood again as well, then reached out to move my hair away from my face. I jerked away, making him laugh. “Now Madeline, why would I try using the charm myself, when I already have the perfect tool to control it?”

      I craned my neck upward to narrow my eyes at him, suddenly wishing I was wearing heels so I wouldn't feel so small. “I take it I'm the tool?”

      He quirked an eyebrow at me. “Does that offend you?”

      I shrugged, then took a step back. “A bit, yes. It seems that's how most everyone views me these days.”

      “Well if not a tool,” he said as he once again closed the distance between us, “then how about a partner?”

      I looked down to see his hand held out for me to shake, then looked up to meet his gaze. “I have no desire to rule.”

      “That simply cannot be true,” he said with a hint of laughter in his voice.

      “And why's that?” I asked, having the feeling that he was mocking me.

      He grinned. “Because Every-body-wants-to-rule-the world,” he sang.

      Not expecting the joke, I inhaled to laugh so suddenly that I choked on my own spit. Mikael made his way back toward his chair, retrieved his still-full glass of bourbon, then returned to hand it to me.

      I accepted it gratefully and took a sip to quiet my coughing.

      “Now that glass was, in fact, poisoned,” he commented as I took another sip.

      I spat liquid all over the floor and began sputtering again, dropping the mostly full glass to the ground. It missed the carpet and shattered on the stone floor. I clutched at my throat in horror as I looked up at Mikael.

      His face was impassive for a moment, then he burst out laughing just as the door to the room flew open. Alaric came rushing in, followed closely by the blonde.

      Alaric glanced around the room, then took in Mikael and I standing way too close to each other. Laughter still coated Mikael's face, and I was pretty sure mine had turned beet red.

      Alaric's eyes narrowed. “I heard a glass break.”

      Alaric and Mikael stared at each other, while the blonde crossed her arms in irritation.

      “So that wasn't really poison, right?” I questioned weakly, feeling perfectly healthy now that my coughing had subsided.

      Mikael turned his gaze from Alaric to me. “If I wanted to kill you, mennskurð, I would think of something much more fun than poison.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, then took a step back. “I'm going to bed,” I stated.

      Mikael was looking at Alaric as he said, “We haven't finished our discussion.”

      “So finish it,” I demanded, completely out of patience.

      He looked back to me. “I will help you because I want to rule. I will not be told by others that I must live in a hole in the ground. You will help me because you want to survive, and you need a ruler who doesn't give a rat's ass if you want to run off with your little kitty cat to live happily ever after.”

      Alaric cleared his throat at being called my little kitty cat, but didn't speak.

      “And what do you plan to do as ruler?” I questioned, unable to agree until I knew if he was like Sivi, and wanted to punish everyone.

      Mikael smiled mischievously. “I plan to eat a lot, drink a lot, and bed a lot of women.” He placed a hand to his chin thoughtfully. “And perhaps I'll get back into politics. Much has changed since the Thirty Years War.”

      I blinked at him, a bit stunned. It was a lot better than what Sivi or Estus planned, and it seemed like he'd kill fewer people. Of course, many would have to die before he became ruler. The charm pulsed against my skin, excited by Mikael's plan. That made one of us, at least.

      “I'll consider your proposition,” I stated blandly.

      Mikael bowed his head slightly. “Then we shall speak in the morning, mennskurð.”

      I inclined my head in return, then made my way toward Alaric as he held out his arm to me. I was quite tired of being escorted around, but if it meant I'd get to go to bed, I'd take it.

      As we left the room arm in arm, the blonde began to yell at Mikael in that gutteral language that everyone except me seemed to speak.

      “I have to ask,” I whispered to Alaric as we walked, leaving the sounds of arguing behind. “What is that language, and why do you all speak it?”

      He smiled down at me, even though he still looked pale and slightly irritated. “It's Old Norsk. The Vaettir originated in these lands, and for many of us, Old Norsk was our first language.”

      I stopped walking. “Explain something to me. Everyone keeps mentioning that the Vaettir originated here, but most of us don’t look very Nordic.” I gestured up and down my body. “Especially me.”

      “We are not human, Madeline,” he replied. “You must not hold us to human standards. The Vaettir were made in the image of the old gods from varying pantheons, and those genetics were passed down, but they are nothing like human genetics.”

      “Now when you say made . . . ” I trailed off.

      He shrugged and continued walking. “That is like asking humans the origin of their species. Some believe the old gods were embodiments of different aspects in nature, and that we came from that same energy. Others believe the gods created us themselves.”

      I shook my head, supposing it didn’t really matter since we were here now. “So my ancestors are from this region,” I concluded, “but since I never knew my parents, I’ll likely never know any more than that. So, back to Old Norsk. Can you teach me?” I asked hopefully.

      A look of surprise crossed his face as we continued walking down the stone hall. “You just finished making a deal with the devil, we’re in peril, and your primary concern is learning a new language?”

      I shrugged. “I didn't make the deal with him yet, and I wouldn't mind having something a little more normal to focus my attentions on from time to time.”

      He waggled his eyebrows at me. “And I'm not normal?”

      I laughed as the tension from my meeting with Mikael finally seeped away. “No, my little kitty cat, you are not.”

      “Can I have your attentions anyway?” he pressed jokingly.

      I shrugged. “Once we get back to our room, sure.”

      Alaric dropped my arm, only to wrap his arm around my shoulders instead. “In that case, I'll teach you Old Norsk, if you'd really like to learn. It would probably be useful regardless if you're going into politics.”

      “I'm not going into politics,” I pouted.

      “Then I can kill Mikael?” he whispered conspiratorially.

      I gave him a side-long glance, not sure if he was joking. “Let's deal with the creepy little key around my neck first,” I replied slowly. “Then we'll worry about your centuries old vendetta.”

      Alaric leaned over to kiss the top of my head as we reached my room. “As you wish, mennskurð.”

      “Don't you start calling me that too,” I groaned.

      His arm left my shoulders to open the door in front of us. “How about my little bani?”

      “That all depends on what that word means,” I replied as I walked past him into the room.

      He followed me in and closed the door behind us. “It means slayer, one who kills.”

      I turned and narrowed my eyes at him. “That's not exactly what I'd consider a term of endearment.”

      He paused, as if really considering his answer. “How about my land-skjálpti?”

      I crossed my arms. “Let me guess, it means destroyer or something equally romantic.”

      He smiled, showing me his pointy little canines. “It means earthquake, since you came along and shook up my entire world.”

      I sighed as I walked over to drop down onto the bed. “You're not very good at this pet-name business,” I observed, staring up at the stone ceiling.

      The bed shifted as Alaric plopped down beside me. “I've just never understood why someone would want to be called my little flower, or cupcake, or something silly like that. Flowers have short life-spans and are easily crushed, and cupcakes are eaten without a second thought.”

      I reached my hand out to pat his arm. “When you put it that way, earthquake doesn't sound so bad.”

      “It's settled then,” he said with a yawn. “Just don't let Sophie know. Growing up, our mother called her veðr, which means storm. She'll be jealous if she learns there's a new natural disaster in town.”

      I moved to lay my head on his shoulder, and he wrapped an arm around me obligingly. “Do you think Mikael will really help us?” I mumbled, fighting the call of sleep.

      He turned his head so that his lips were near my forehead. “For now,” he whispered against my skin, “but our plans will only suit him for so long.”

      “And what will we do then?” I pressed.

      He was silent for a long while, and by the time he finally answered, I was drifting off to sleep. I could have heard wrong in my delirious state, but I was pretty sure that Alaric had replied with, “We’ll kill him.”
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      I woke up feeling like someone was watching me. At first I thought it was Alaric, but I reached out to find the bed empty beside me. I rolled over, forcing my eyes open, to find impassive hazel eyes staring down at me.

      Mikael's blonde lackey pursed her lips and crossed her arms.

      I sighed and sat up. “If we're going to be spending this much time together, I should at least know your name.”

      “Aila,” she grunted in her thick accent as she continued to stare down at me.

      Aila had been much more animated when she was taking us prisoner, but apparently having us as guests had put a giant bee in her bonnet. Wanting some distance, I scooted to the far side of the bed before standing. Aila stood immobile, staring at me across a sea of rumpled bedding.

      “Where's Alaric?” I questioned. I wasn't sure at what point he'd left me, and Aila's stoic expression had me worried.

      “With Mikael,” she said with a sneer, “planning.”

      I crossed my arms, allowing myself to get irritated now that I knew that Alaric was at least relatively safe. “I get the feeling that you don't want us here.”

      Her sneer deepened. “You should be killed for having our Doyen kneel before you.”

      I smirked. “He doesn't seem terribly upset about it.”

      She smiled suddenly, though it was more a baring of teeth. “If you say so,” she hissed, then turned and walked toward the door, expecting me to follow.

      “I need to get dressed first,” I stated.

      She looked over her shoulder at me. “Then do so. I'll wait outside.”

      She left the room and shut the door behind her, and I was able to let out the breath I'd only then realized I'd been holding. I also only then realized that at some half-asleep point during the night I'd lost the leather pants and black blouse, and was now only in my black bra and panties.

      I sighed, thinking that Aila probably viewed me as a rather ridiculous creature, while wondering why I even cared. I started searching the room for my clothes, and eventually found them on the floor near the head of the bed. I struggled into the pants, once again cursing Alaric for his fashion choices. Who the hell buys leather pants for a vegetarian?

      Fully dressed, but cranky, I went into the adjoining bathroom. Though the décor was spartan and somewhat medieval, there was a fresh toothbrush waiting with a full-sized tube of toothpaste. Vikings who appreciated oral hygiene, who'd of thunk it?

      I brushed my teeth and tamed my wavy hair back into its braid. A shower would have been nice, but I really didn't want to leave Mikael and Alaric alone together any longer than necessary.

      I returned to the bedroom, then opened the door leading out to the hall. Aila was waiting for me, as expected. She began walking almost instantly, and I had to practically jog to keep up with her, feeling like a dwarf next to her long, long legs.

      After a few twists and turns down the hall, I suspected we were heading back to the little conference-style room with the big wooden table. My suspicions were confirmed as Aila led the way through the sitting room then stopped beside the interior door, gesturing for me to enter.

      I raised an eyebrow, my hand halfway to the handle. “You're not coming?”

      She moved her back against the wall, then stared levelly away from me. “I am Merkismathr. I have no say in matters of politics.”

      I had no idea what a merki-whatever was, but Aila didn't seem terribly happy about it, so I didn't question her further. Instead, I opened the door and walked into the room without another word.

      All eyes turned to me as I gently shut the door behind me. Alaric and Sophie sat together at one end of the table, frowns on both of their faces, and Mikael sat on the other end, his face unreadable.

      Feeling awkward under the pressure of their gazes, I lifted my hand and waved feebly. “Um, hi,” I mumbled.

      Sophie rolled her eyes at me. “Sit down, Madeline.”

      I did as she asked, taking a seat on the other side of Alaric.

      “A message has been sent to the clan leaders,” Mikael announced, his strange, amber eyes all for me.

      My eyes widened. “Already? I never even agreed to a partnership.”

      Mikael smiled. “Well since I've used you as bait, you might want to make up your mind.”

      I turned to Alaric in shock, who sat stony-faced. He obviously already knew the score, as he didn't seem at all surprised. Sophie watched me, waiting for my reaction.

      I turned back to Mikael. “I thought you said you were going to help me.”

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at me. “As I recall, this is exactly what you wanted.”

      “To be used as bait?” I questioned. “I don't think so.”

      He rolled his eyes. “How else did you intend to draw them out? Tell them that my tiny clan was looking for a fight?” He looked around the table to each of us, then settled back on me. “No. We tell them you have the charm and you know how to use it, and that you will side with the more powerful clan.”

      I clenched my teeth as I considered what he'd said. As a plan, it wasn't half bad . . . unless Estus just sent assassins to kill me quietly.

      “Estus would never believe that I'd side with him,” I argued.

      Mikael quirked the side of his mouth. “Perhaps not, but he will also not allow Aislin to swoop in and claim you.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, but couldn't. He was probably right.

      “So what do we do in the meantime?” Sophie cut in. “Just wait here while they kill each other?”

      Mikael stood. “Not quite. We can't risk that either of them might send people to claim Madeline. We will need to remain on the move, always one step ahead.”

      Alaric finally looked surprised. “So you will just pack up your entire clan and abandon your Salr?”

      Mikael's smile was more of a snarl. “There is no pride in hiding in a hole. A small group of us will remain together, while the rest of my people disperse. An entire clan is too easy to track. When the moment is right, we will come back together.”

      His energy was so ferocious in that moment that I almost didn't speak, but there was something we needed to get straight.

      “I need to be near the battle,” I stated.

      Mikael's expression softened with slight confusion. “Why?” he asked suspiciously.

      I couldn't tell him that I wanted to destroy the charm. His whole plan was banking on me using it to make him ruler, but I needed a lot of death in the same area to do what the Norn had shown me before she died.

      “It's the only way the charm can gather enough power,” I lied. “It draws its energy from chaos and war.”

      “And you draw yours from death,” he added, still sounding suspicious.

      I schooled my expression to be as cold as possible as I said, “Do you want to rule or not?”

      He cocked his head. “I do,” he answered finally, “but I will require that you swear allegiance to me.”

      I cocked my head in return, doing my best to play it cool. “You offered me partnership. If any oaths are to be sworn, we'll both be swearing them.”

      Sophie and Alaric gave me identical approving nods, though I could sense they were surprised by my tact. Their reactions bolstered my confidence regardless, and let me know I was hopefully taking the conversation in the right direction.

      Mikael on the other hand, was looking at me like he wanted to eat me. “Clever girl,” he commented. “We will swear our oaths, then we will depart. I'll leave you to prepare yourself.”

      He walked around the table toward the door, then let himself out. I could hear Aila speaking frantically as they both ventured down the hall. Soon all was quiet.

      I turned to Alaric and Sophie. “Um, what exactly does this oath require?” I asked, feeling nervous at the idea of needing to prepare myself.

      Sophie smirked. “And here it sounded like you actually knew what you were doing for a moment. I thought perhaps the charm had taken over.”

      Alaric appeared solemn. “It is a blood ritual. Normally when fealty is sworn, the swearer will offer their blood to the Doyen. In this case you will both offer blood, and the ritual will be bound to the earth.”

      “Is it magic?” I questioned weakly, terrified of what the consequences of such an oath might be.

      “Of a sort,” Alaric replied. “A simple blood oath would not mean much, and would only serve to establish a connection. When an oath is bound to the earth, the terms are quite different. Breaking such an oath would result in the earth coming to claim you.”

      I gulped. “Claim me?”

      “You would die,” Sophie clarified.

      My eyes widened. “You know, one of you could have stepped in before I put my foot in my mouth.”

      Sophie shrugged. “We're probably all going to die anyway. I'd rather be claimed by the earth than by the blade of my enemy.”

      I shook my head, not agreeing with Sophie's viewpoint. “What will the oath be, and what would I have to do to break it?”

      Alaric stood and moved behind my chair so he could put his hands on my shoulders. He rubbed gently, attempting to sooth my panic. “I don't imagine it will be anything extreme, as Mikael will be swearing it himself. It will likely be an oath of no direct harm, which as far as I know, you aren't planning on killing him yourself, and it would be good to have such a promise for your own well-being.”

      I took a deep breath and let it out. An oath of no direct harm didn't sound so bad, though I was still a little shaken at the idea of offering blood. The Vaettir didn't do anything half-assed, and it would more likely be a pint than a thimble full. Not to mention that being bound to Mikael in any way gave me the serious creeps.

      Alaric leaned down and kissed my cheek, startling me out of my thoughts. “We should prepare,” he said softly.

      I nodded a little too quickly. Things beyond my comprehension had been set in motion. I pictured Estus plotting within the confines of his Salr, vying for my blood, planning an assault on Aislin's clan so they wouldn’t get to me first. So many innocents would die, and it was my fault. I flashed back to the scenes of bloodshed I'd seen the night Diana tried to sacrifice us, and tried to picture those same scenes as they'd apply in modern times. The thought made my stomach turn.

      What was to come made one little blood-oath pale in comparison. After all, what was a little blood between acquaintances?
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        * * *

      

      The members of Mikael's clan gathered around us as we stood in the woods outside the Salr. Fresh snow had fallen, blanketing the ground and making the world seem soft.

      I stood across from Mikael with Alaric, James, and Sophie at my back. At his back stood Aila and two clan members I had only just met. The man's name was Faas, and the woman, Tabitha.

      An elaborate design had been carved into the ground, deep enough to turn the soil underneath the snow. It looked a bit like a circular labyrinth, but with jagged edges making it imperfect, but no less mesmerizing.

      Both Mikael and I held small, ornate knives in our hands as we stood mirroring each other. He'd traded in his robes for traveling clothes, and looked a little more normal in leather and fur attire that matched his clanmate’s, though not as normal as he would have looked in street clothes. The four foot long sword strapped to his back seemed natural, and I had no doubt he knew how to use it.

      The oath we had decided on was an oath against betrayal. I was walking a thin line with it. Technically I had never said I wouldn't destroy the charm, so doing so wouldn't be a betrayal, but it still made me nervous. Alaric had assured I'd be fine as long as I didn't lie outright, or intentionally put Mikael in harm's way.

      The preparation had consisted of me memorizing a few words in Old Norsk, that basically meant loyalty, honor, and truth. I had dressed in the leather pants with a new burgundy sweater. It felt nice to wear something other than black, but I wasn't really thinking about my clothes at that moment.

      “Hollr,” we both said in unison as we poised the blades above our open palms.

      “Mannvirðing,” we muttered as the blades slid across our skin, sharp enough to cut with only the weight of the metal as pressure.

      “Sannindi,” we finished as we tilted our palms to let our blood fall to the snow.

      I could feel energy dancing around me as my blood trickled downward. A little shock went through me once the first drops hit the earth. I could sense the ground below me like it was something alive, and in a way, it was.

      Our blood began to flow through the paths carved into the snow. There wasn't enough blood to build momentum, but it seemed to flow forward of its own accord. I watched in awe as the two streams of blood rushed forward, searching for one another, until finally they met in the middle of the design.

      My eyes found Mikael's as our blood merged. He smiled, watching me with his head tilted slightly downward, framed by his loose auburn hair.

      Something told me that I'd bitten off more than I could chew and then some. The moment our blood fully intermingled my ears popped with pressure, and the blood sank down into the earth. I watched as the design filled itself in, sucking soil then snow down into its lines. After a few seconds the only sign anything had happened were a few bloodstains on the pure white snow.

      Mikael clenched his fist around the knife wound, then inclined his head toward me. I stared at him, resisting the urge to gulp. As he turned away to speak to his clan I stood frozen, looking down at the blood on the icy ground.

      Alaric stepped forward and helped me into my coat, then began tying a bandage around my hand. I turned worried eyes to him, hoping for a little reassurance.

      He shook his head with a small, bitter smile on his face. “He's mad that trusts in the tameness of a wolf,” he quoted.

      Unfortunately I knew my Shakespeare. I bit my lip before replying, “Things didn't exactly end up well for King Lear.”

      Alaric raised an eyebrow. “Yes, but who is the King in this situation?”

      With that confusing question, he took my uninjured hand and led me forward to join the rest of our traveling party.

      I still felt uneasy with Alaric quoting King Lear. Shakespeare either wrote comedies where most everybody lived, or tragedies, where most everybody died, and King Lear was a tragedy. It didn't really matter who was in charge if everyone still died.

      If it was just a question of dagger, asp, or poison, we were all screwed.
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      I had to hand it to him, Mikael had eyes and ears everywhere. Given his Viking heritage, I had assumed we would be roughing it in the freezing forest, but Mikael had other plans. We would hide amongst the humans, where his network of spies could easily pass messages to us.

      He'd also theorized that should enemy forces find us, they would be hesitant to attack within the confines of civilization. I'd argued that his people had attacked us in a hotel in broad daylight, but that ultimately only proved his point, because they had been his people, and unlike Estus and Aislin, he didn't want to preserve our secretive existence within the Salr.

      Once we reached civilization, we'd learned that Mikael owned several houses, spread out across different towns, and some in different countries. He'd even changed into normal clothes once reaching one of the aforementioned houses, though it was obvious that he did so grudgingly.

      We'd stayed at the house for several days, but would be leaving soon. To where was anyone's guess.

      I peeked out through the heavy-curtained window, waiting for my turn in the shower. Our current hideout rested in a quaint, residential neighborhood. It was the kind of neighborhood where elderly people walked hand-in-hand, and children played in the streets without fear. The house was set back from the road, with large trees in the front yard, but I could still see a young couple walking happily down the street. I would have given a lot to be as carefree as they seemed, but my life had never, and would never be that way.

      I suppressed goosebumps at the idea of Vaettir invading the small neighborhood in search of us with their cold and violent ways. The young couple would have plenty to care about then, if they even survived.

      A hand touched down on my shoulder, and I turned to see Alaric smiling down at me, not sensing my worried thoughts.

      “Our turn for the shower,” he announced.

      I blinked up at him innocently, pushing the feeling of dread to the back of my mind. “Our turn?”

      Without answering, he scooped me up in his arms and carried me toward the bathroom, past floral couches, lace doilies, and other décor just as quaint as the neighborhood. Not exactly a house suited for a Viking, but I think the idea was to blend in more than anything else.

      Sophie, with her long hair twisted up in a towel, and another towel wrapped around her body, rolled her eyes as she breezed past us. I turned and stuck my tongue out at her, unwilling to let her spoil my small moment of comfort amidst a sea of troubles.

      We entered the cozy bathroom and Alaric used his foot to shut the door behind us. The bathroom was small, with a pedestal sink and toilet to the left, and a shower/bath combo to the right. There was still leftover steam from Sophie's shower fogging up the mirror. I hoped she had saved us some hot water.

      As soon as Alaric set me on my feet I locked the door, pausing to listen for any movement outside.

      Alaric grabbed my shoulders and gently turned me to face him. “Expecting an attack?”

      I pursed my lips. “Something like that.”

      More like I was expecting a Viking siege. Things had been weird with Mikael since we'd taken our oath. He had given up on hitting on me after his initial attempt during our night cap, but he was still giving me a strange vibe.

      I knew he wasn't plotting, since he'd taken an oath to not betray me, and I didn't think he was wary of me or the charm. In fact, he seemed quite comfortable with that situation, unlike me. The vibes were more . . . portentous, like something big was coming and only the two of us knew it. Whatever it was had him excited, and it was like he was watching me, waiting for me to set events into motion.

      Alaric brought me back to reality as he moved behind me, then pushed my hair aside to rain soft kisses down my neck.

      “Focus, Madeline,” he whispered, his breath hot on my skin.

      I sighed. “I'm sorry, it's just difficult to be in the present with all of the impeding doom.”

      He kissed my cheek, then moved in front of me to turn on the shower. At some point he'd lost his shirt, and his dark hair cascaded down his pale, naked back enticingly. Always a sucker for nice hair, I reached out and ran my fingers through the velvety softness, marveling at its texture.

      Faster than my eyes could see, Alaric whipped around and grabbed my wrist. He smiled wide enough to flash his little fangs. “Now that's the spirit.”

      My lips parted and suddenly I was no longer thinking about the war we had pushed into motion. My thoughts turned to the hot water running in the shower, and how nice it would feel for it to stream down both our bodies pushed together.

      The warm feeling growing in my belly was only increased by the emotions Alaric was projecting. I could feel strong emotions the best, and his thoughts were just as filled with heat as mine. Our clothes were off quickly, little more than a secondary distraction.

      Alaric took my hand, then stepped back into the shower, leading me to join him. I followed willingly. Although some might label what happened next as a sin, I felt less like I was stepping into the abyss, and more like I was stepping out of it.
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        * * *

      

      When the water finally ran cold, we both hurried out of the shower, wrapping towels around ourselves to warm back up. I watched Alaric as I dried off slowly, not at all wanting to leave the bathroom to face the outside world. I would have stayed in that bathroom all day, but alas, our current abode was only a waypoint.

      Mikael had alluded that we'd be traveling somewhere far different, though he wouldn't say specifically where. I imagined we'd be staying in Norway, but maybe a more densely populated city area where it would be easier to hide, and escape should we be found. The only thing I knew for sure was that we'd be meeting with a group of people that could help get us to where we were going.

      Finished drying, I looked over at the new clothes I was supposed to wear. The house we were in had come equipped with all sorts of clothing. Mikael had planned for all contingencies, and all manner of companions. I'd originally gone for a pair of dark wash jeans and a plain tee-shirt, but Mikael had stopped me. I now looked down on neatly folded, Viking-style clothing, just like what most of Mikael's clan wore, except without the fur.

      I reached out a hand to find that the steam of our shower had dampened the dark brown, tunic-style linen shirt, and lighter brown leather pants that sat on the closed lid of the toilet. Would I never escape leather pants? The clothing all looked like it was sewn by hand, but expertly so. Not wanting to put the strange clothing on, but also not about to leave the bathroom in nothing but a towel like Sophie, I frowned and crossed my arms. The now wet cord of the charm weighed heavily on my neck, one more annoyance to contend with.

      “I don't feel like we'll fit in very well in these clothes,” I remarked. “Isn't the whole idea to blend in?”

      Finished dressing, Alaric walked behind me and wrapped his arms around my waist. “My only guess is that perhaps those we intend to meet with will expect more traditional attire.”

      I raised an eyebrow, though he couldn't see it. “This attire isn't exactly traditional, it's ancient.”

      Alaric kissed the top of my damp head. “I like it. It makes me feel like a young man again.”

      I turned in his grasp and pulled slightly away so I could observe his clothing, which was similar to mine. “I always forget that you're old enough to have worn stuff like this.”

      He quirked his lip into a half smile. “I can help you into yours if you like.”

      I nodded, then turned back to my pile of clothing. I had at least been given a modern day bra and panty set, which I was grateful for. While I slipped them on, Alaric unfolded the pants, loosening the ties that would cinch them around my waist.

      He held them out to me. “One foot after the other,” he said encouragingly.

      I smirked at him. “I know how to put on pants.”

      He chuckled. “And I know how to take them off.”

      I took the pants from him and stepped into each leg. “I'm very well aware of that,” I replied evenly.

      Without another word he stepped forward and pulled the pants the rest of the way up my legs and hips. He crisscrossed the ties, then knotted them at the base of my waist.

      “Shirt now,” he ordered.

      I reached back and grabbed the linen shirt from the toilet lid. I could have put it on myself, but I was having fun with the little game we were playing, so I handed the heavy fabric to him, then held my arms out.

      With a lascivious smile, he slid each sleeve slowly over my arms, then jokingly tugged the rest of the shirt haphazardly over my head. I ended up with half my damp hair caught in the collar, and had to pause my giggling long enough to tug the shirt straight. The hem fell half-way down my thighs, the fabric much more comfortable than it looked. The final touch was a pair of boots that would stay on with leather wrappings rather than laces or zippers. Alaric really did have to help me with those, as I never would have gotten them on correctly myself.

      I turned to gaze in the mirror at my new attire, while Alaric retrieved my knife from my discarded clothes to hook it back at my waist. “Well it's much better than the clothes you picked out for me,” I teased.

      I watched Alaric in the mirror as he grinned, then stepped to the side and threw an arm around my shoulder. “We are a perfect pair of peasants,” he commented. “Now I'll go till the field, while you stay home and raise our nine children.”

      I used my reflection in the mirror to glare at him. “You know, there has been a lot of speculation lately that some of the Viking warriors were women.”

      Alaric kissed my cheek, then turned to put his hand on the doorknob. “Perhaps that is why Mikael gave you pants instead of a dress, my little land-skjálpti.”

      I grinned as I turned to follow him into the hall. I was liking the pet name of little earthquake more and more.
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      Sophie and James waited on the little floral couch, each glued to opposite ends.

      “Why does he get normal clothes!” I exclaimed, looking down at James.

      Sophie glared over at the man in question. “He's not coming to the mysterious meeting.”

      She was dressed in similar clothes to mine and Alaric’s, except her linen shirt was deep blue, cinched close to her waist by an ornate leather belt as wide as my palm.

      I turned as Mikael entered the room from the kitchen, followed closely by Aila. Mikael was back in his old-fashioned attire as well, only his had a little more leather than ours, and his sword had returned to his back. Aila was in street clothes like James, and didn't look comfortable with the situation at all.

      “He cannot come because he is not involved in our plans,” Mikael explained. “If he can't remember his own life, then he cannot choose a side,”

      “He's practically an invalid,” Aila commented, though judging by her clothes she wasn't coming to the meeting either.

      I glared at her, but James didn't jump up to defend himself. Oh how the mighty had fallen.

      “We must eat, and then we will depart,” Mikael announced. “Faas and Tabitha will remain here with your . . . friend.”

      The two people he'd referred to were nowhere to be seen, and in fact, hadn't been around since we'd arrived at the house, unfortunately. I'd gleaned the information that Faas was Mikael's executioner, and I was dying to talk to him.

      Aila stood rigid as a pole, glaring at each of us throughout the exchange. I wasn't sure what she was still so bent out of shape about, but she made sullen Sophie look like the Queen of Sunshine.

      Mikael opened his mouth to say something further, but a knock on the door interrupted him.

      Chaotic emotions hit me like a ton of bricks. “Don't answer that,” I ordered, my eyes glued to the door.

      I didn't know who was waiting outside, but I could sense their energy. Normally I'd have to be within touching distance to feel someone's emotions, but what I sensed was overwhelmingly strong. I shook my head. No, the emotions weren't that strong, they were just coming from more than one person. My heart raced as I picked up on the feeling of anticipation and something akin to bloodlust, coming from all around the house.

      The charm, almost forgotten, began to thrum with excitement. A battle was about to occur, and a battle would empower it.

      James and Sophie both rose and came to stand near the rest of us. Everything was still and silent for several heartbeats. The metaphysical burning balls of excitement that were likely other Vaettir shifted around the house, preparing for the attack.

      “They have us surrounded,” I whispered.

      I watched as Aila looked to Mikael. “Do we fight, or flee?”

      Instead of answering, Mikael turned his perfectly calm eyes to me. “How many are there, Madeline?”

      I frowned, not wanting any decisions to depend on me. The knock sounded at the door again. “Ten or so,” I answered, “though it's hard to be sure.”

      “A scouting party then,” Mikael commented thoughtfully.

      If Faas and Tabitha showed up, we'd almost be evenly matched. Of course, having Alaric and Sophie on our side helped even the odds. I was yet to see Mikael or Aila fight, but something told me they would be proficient. James would do in a pinch, then there was me. I was useless in a fight.

      The charm pulsed so rapidly it made my neck twitch. An indignant thought arguing against my uselessness echoed through my mind. The charm didn't view us as useless, and was offended I’d even question it. Alaric caught me as I swayed to the side, thrown off balance by the second presence in my head.

      There was a loud thunk on the door, then another, drawing my attention back to reality. They were going to break it down.

      “Fight apparently,” Mikael commented.

      The charm shared Mikael's attitude. Both would always rather fight than flee. I felt compelled against my will to move toward the door, but Alaric shoved me behind him. Sophie suddenly had two long blades in her hands, and she tossed one to Alaric as she came to stand in front of me by his side.

      I finally got to see the long sword that Mikael wore across his back as he drew it. The center of the blade was tarnished, but the sharp edges gleamed in the sunlight cast by the nearby window, belying its age.

      James stood wordlessly, not needing a weapon, though in reality neither did Alaric or Sophie. Aila apparently didn't need one either as she stood next to Mikael empty handed, a deadpan expression on her face.

      A much heavier thunk sounded and the door burst open. At the same time, the nearby window was shattered by a large rock, echoed by the sound of shattering glass in other areas of the house. Alaric and Sophie turned toward the first of our attackers. I was stunned to realize that I recognized one them, although last time I saw her she'd been missing a foot.

      Maya now stood impossibly whole, framed in the doorway with several others standing behind her. More stood outside the now broken window, not entering, but the threat was there.

      Maya's dark brown skin had all grown back to cover the burns James had given her, as had her curly deep umber hair. She quirked the corner of her mouth at me. “You're going to have to come with us, Madeline. Aislin would like you unharmed.”

      I stepped forward to stand between Alaric and Sophie, rather than behind them. Sophie was quivering slightly, and as I neared her I realized it was from rage. Sophie had risked everything to save Maya, and now I was pretty sure she was ready to kill her.

      We will not be taken prisoner, the charm echoed in my head.

      “No we will not,” I murmured in reply.

      Maya looked at me like I was crazy, and opened her mouth to say something else, but she didn't have time as Sophie launched herself forward and crashed into her, sending them both out into the sunlight.

      “Well that makes that decision,” Mikael quipped, stepping forward to meet the other Vaettir who now entered the doorway.

      My vision went blurry as the charm started feeding on the small amount of energy generated by Maya and Sophie, fighting beyond our sight outside.

      I had a moment of regret for ruining the peacefulness of the quiet, safe, neighborhood, then the real fighting began. I backed away as my companions met with our opponents. I knew I’d do more harm than good if I tried to fight and got in the way, but the charm’s energy sent a shiver of bloodlust through me, something I’d never felt before. It was like it awakened some deep, primal part of my brain. Kill or be killed. The charm wanted to get closer so I could take the lives of our enemies as soon as they were weakened.

      Pain hit me, bringing me back to myself as Alaric tossed aside a man who’d almost made it past him to grab me. Mikael sliced another man nearly in half with his sword, and my pain increased. I doubled over, wracked with nausea, but the feeling was soon wiped away by the charm's excitement. It didn't care about pain, and wouldn't let me care about it either.

      I shook my head over and over again, wanting to reach out to someone for help, but everyone was busy fighting for their lives. I watched as Alaric threw the same man he’d tossed before against the wall above the couch. The man thudded onto the couch cushions, then slipped down onto the floor. The entire backside of my body ached for a brief second, then the pain was once again blocked out by the charm.

      I stared at his prostrate body, feeling oddly transfixed, then hands wrapped around me from behind, covering my mouth and lifting me off my feet. In all the chaos I had forgotten about the other Vaettir I'd sensed behind and around the house. They'd come in through a back door or window to get the jump on us.

      My attacker carried me backward into the hallway, then toward one of the bedrooms at the far end of the house. The charm screamed in my brain, more because it was being taken away from the battle, than because I was being kidnapped, though it wasn't happy about either. The key’s will warred to overpower mine. It wanted to free us, but at what cost? Would relinquishing control mean I’d never gain it again?

      Internally fighting the key, I weakly thrashed about, dragging my feet across the carpet, but was unable to free myself of my own volition. Whoever held me was massive, and had arms like steel traps. I looked down the empty hallway in despair, screaming against the hand that covered my mouth, then Aila appeared.

      She watched thoughtfully as I was pulled into the bedroom. I turned my head briefly to see the wide open window that I'd likely be going through, then I was whipped around and tossed to the ground. I scooted away on the floor as Aila launched her foot into my captor’s chest. Other than his size and the way he flailed about to avoid Aila's kick, he looked perfectly normal with his bald, gleaming head and punk-style street clothes.

      It was almost comical to watch him fend off the attacks of the lightning-fast, blonde Viking who whipped about like she could walk on air. Her movements were so fast, I almost couldn't follow what was happening. Then the man suddenly stopped defending himself, and Aila stood still a few feet away. In painfully slow motion his body slumped, then fell sideways, narrowly missing the area where I was crouched.

      Now that he was on the floor, I could see the little knife sticking out of his neck. Blood welled up around the blade from the artery Aila had perfectly severed.

      I looked up at her. “You almost let him take me,” I commented, remembering her expression when she'd first come into view.

      She sneered. “Mikael would not have forgiven me, now out the window you go.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. I could still hear fighting in the other room, and both the charm and I wanted to get back to it.

      “Are you kidnapping me now?” I asked, distracted as I listened to the chaos just a few rooms away.

      “I will get you to safety,” she stated. “Mikael will meet us.”

      I glanced around the room for a means of escape, not liking how she'd only mentioned Mikael meeting us and not the others. I needed to get back to the outer room to make sure Alaric and Sophie were okay.

      Knowing I wasn't likely to get past her to the doorway on physical prowess alone, I decided to stall in hopes that the fighting would end and the others would come to find me. I’d use the key before I’d let her take me.

      A dull, throbbing pain, drew my gaze down the large, bald man, with a pool of blood slowly forming underneath him on the beige carpet. Maybe I didn’t need the key after all.

      Misinterpreting my thoughts, Aila rolled her eyes. “Quickly,” she demanded.

      I reached out to the mostly dead man and released his soul, feeling the usual rush. I drew my hand away like I'd been burned, a little shocked at how easy the process had become, and how little I thought about the fact that I was taking a life, even if he was already dead in the most literal sense of the word.

      “Now go,” Aila prompted.

      Police sirens wailed outside.

      I stood. The sounds of fighting were cut through by a scream of anguish. “That was Sophie,” I breathed, terrified that something had already happened to Alaric if he wasn’t there to protect her. There was no way I was going out that window now.

      Aila's eyes narrowed. “Don't even think about it,” she warned, moving to block my way.

      I shifted my weight from foot to foot, weighing my options. I had a little bit of power now, but I’d only have one shot at using it.

      “Sorry,” I mumbled, just before forcing the stolen energy in her direction.

      It wasn't enough to send her flying, but it did knock her down. She fell on her butt with a surprised yip, then I launched myself over her long legs and out into the hall. With her speed I knew she'd only be moments behind me, but luckily I didn't have far to go.

      Someone grabbed me as soon as I entered the room, and I realized with a start that it was Alaric. His pale face was dotted crimson with blood, and there were larger splashes on his clothes. “We have to go,” he explained quickly. “Aislin's people fled at the sound of sirens, and we should do the same.”

      “Sophie—” I began, but then my eyes found her. She was hunched over, sobbing with her now-bloody knife held loosely in her hand. James was trying to help her up, but she kept swatting him away. The rest of the room had turned crimson, the work of Mikael's sword and Alaric and Sophie's blades.

      I pulled away from Alaric and tried not to focus too hard on the bodies as I grazed my fingers across them, releasing that bit of energy that lingered in the Vaettir, even after death.

      “Grab her,” Alaric demanded of James as they both looked down at Sophie. He turned and guided me toward the kitchen and the back door as I wiped my bloody fingertips on my pants.

      I looked back over my shoulder to see Sophie swat at James again, then Aila pushed him aside and picked Sophie up herself. She threw Sophie over her shoulder in a fireman's carry, ignoring the knife still clutched in Sophie's hand.

      I turned to find Mikael already waiting in the kitchen, cleaning the blood off his sword with a dish towel. He stood grinning at us with crimson spatters in his hair and on his clothing.

      “This is more fun than I've had in years!” he exclaimed.

      “It won't be fun dealing with the human police,” Alaric stated, pushing me forward.

      The sirens closed in, accompanied by the sound of tires screeching to a halt.

      “Shit,” Alaric commented, tugging me away from the back door.

      “To the tunnels!” Mikael exclaimed, a finger lifted in the air.

      Aila shoved her way into the kitchen with Sophie hanging limply over her shoulder, still crying.

      A megaphone screeched to life outside and we were flooded with the sound of a man speaking Norwegian.

      I crossed my arms to suppress a shiver, looking to Aila. “Tell me he isn't joking and there really are escape tunnels in this place.”

      She glared at me. “He isn’t, and there are.”

      She passed me to open a door into what I’d assumed was a laundry room, then held the door open and gestured for someone else to go first. Not wanting to be out in the open when the police stormed the building and saw the bodies, I obliged, finding myself in a small room with a washer, dryer, large basin sink, and tattered floral rug covering much of the linoleum floor.

      His sword now sheathed, Mikael shooed me off the rug, then lifted the edge of the dusty fabric. He folded the whole thing back, revealing a trap door with its lid glued to the bottom of the carpet. It was quite clever really, as the rug would still cover the door once we escaped . . . if we escaped.

      The megaphone had silenced and I could hear footsteps and shocked, murmuring voices in the living room. Not waiting for further instruction, I jumped down through the opening, barely catching my hands and feet onto the ladder inside. I made the short journey down, then waited in the near-dark as everyone else hurried down. Mikael came last, pausing on the ladder to shut the trap door quietly above him, leaving us in complete darkness. I heard a lock being slid into place, then lights flickered on.

      We now stood in an old root cellar, complete with various jars of food and dusty barrels that might have once held apples or potatoes.

      Aila, who'd carried Sophie down the ladder like she weighed nothing, now finally let her down to her feet to stand on her own. Sophie's eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, and her hands were still stained with blood. I wondered if it was Maya’s.

      “I tried to leave her to come back and help Alaric,” she mumbled, “but she came after me. She came after me like I was just another enemy. She would have killed me if the sirens hadn’t started. Even after I cut her, she wouldn’t stop.”

      Alaric held a finger up to his lips to silence her as footsteps sounded above us. I cringed when I heard someone walk over the trap door, but they kept on walking normally, not noticing it.

      Mikael went to open a door at the far end of the room, then waited for the rest of us to follow.

      I hesitated, then put an arm around Sophie and guided her forward. “You know she’s the enemy, right?” I whispered as everyone else waited on us. “You can’t trust her.”

      Sophie shook her head. “I still thought she loved me, at least, but she would have killed me.”

      Not knowing what else to say, I gave Sophie's shoulders a squeeze as we walked through the doorway together. Alaric, James, and Aila followed us, then Mikael entered with an old kerosene lantern in hand. He shut the door behind him, and we were left with only the dull light from the lantern to guide our way.

      Mikael took the lead and started forward while the rest of us formed a single file line behind him. What had started out as an extension of the cellar soon turned into a narrow tunnel like in a mineshaft. It had that damp, mineshaft smell too, making breathing unpleasant.

      Sophie had walked ahead, directly behind Mikael, then came Aila, followed by Alaric. Their bodies blocked out most of the lantern light, leaving me blind. Luckily Alaric held my hand, guiding me with his superior low-light vision so I wouldn't be running into walls. James walked behind me, cursing to himself as he tried to keep up in the darkness.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, out of breath.

      “Away from the cops,” Alaric replied sarcastically.

      “Yeah, but where?” James asked, sounding annoyed.

      It was a good question. I waited for someone else to answer, but no one did, so eventually I answered, “I don't know.”

      “How can you not know?” James asked, making me regret saying anything. “Doesn't that little key you wear make you the person in charge?”

      I snorted, but Alaric gave my hand a little squeeze before I said anything. I was so not in charge. Mikael may have knelt before me, but we all knew who was calling the shots on this little adventure. Well, everyone but James apparently.

      Some of us may have been more blind than others, but we were all being led by the mischievous Viking in front of us.
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      We walked for over an hour before we finally reached the tunnel’s end. The sunlight streaming in through the small, cave-like opening was a welcome relief, as Mikael's lantern had begun to dim twenty minutes prior.

      We climbed out one by one into a wooded area to find Faas and Tabitha waiting for us.

      Faas crossed his well-muscled arms as he looked each of us up and down. “We came to meet you and saw the police,” he explained. “What happened?”

      I observed Faas as he spoke. He had similar coloring to Aila, blond and pale, but was a good eight or nine inches shorter than her, putting him at around 5'7”. His pin-straight hair was long on top and shaved on the sides, a hairstyle I didn't find terribly becoming, but who was I to judge with the frizzy mess on my head?

      Tabitha was taller, with hair so blonde it looked white. Unlike the others, she was more lithe than muscled.

      “A scouting party,” Mikael explained with a roguish grin.

      Faas quirked his lip in reply, then looked at the rest of us one by one. His small smile disappeared when his eyes met mine, deflating my excitement about finally spending some time around another executioner.

      Estus had once explained to me that when an executioner was born into a clan where the position was already filled, the child was dumped into the human world to be raised not knowing what they were. He'd said it was a needed precaution, as executioners tended to compete and often ended up killing each other. The remembered words sent a chill through my bones as Faas stared at me.

      Tabitha cleared her throat, cutting the tension. “Will we move on with things as planned?”

      I turned to Mikael in time to see him nod. “Indeed. Those of you not coming will join the others in hiding. You will come out for no reason. I will not have you harmed while I'm away.”

      Tabitha nodded, as did Faas, though he was still staring at me. I avoided eye contact, too worried about the implications of what Mikael had said to focus on Faas. He'd made it sound like we were going to be away for a while. As far as I knew we were just going to a meeting, so why would Faas and Tabitha need to join the others in hiding?

      Alaric cast a worried glance at his sister, clearly sharing my concerns. Sophie didn't return the look, and instead stared forward like she was pretending she was somewhere else, maybe somewhere with a non-traitorous Maya.

      Tabitha nodded in James' direction. “You'll come with us now.”

      “Now?” I asked, wondering why we would part ways before reaching the meeting place.

      “The place we seek is not far,” Mikael explained.

      Alaric snorted. “You planned on leaving through that tunnel all along, didn't you?”

      Mikael accepted a satchel that Tabitha had been carrying, then turned to Alaric. “I did, though I had not planned on leaving in such a dramatic fashion.”

      “And you couldn’t have told us beforehand?” Alaric pressed.

      Mikael shrugged.

      “You offered Madeline a partnership,” Alaric went on. “This does not seem like a partnership.”

      Mikael turned his amber eyes to me. “If Madeline would like to know my plans, she need only ask.”

      I raised my eyebrows in surprise. “Okay, what are your plans?”

      Mikael's lips curved into a mischievous smile. “I will tell you everything after the meeting.”

      Aila smiled smugly at me.

      I sighed. “Let's get this over with.”

      “I don't want to go with them,” James interrupted, referring to Faas and Tabitha.

      “You have no choice in the matter,” Mikael replied.

      “Well if we're partners,” I interrupted, “then I have a choice.”

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at me. “You really want him along?”

      I didn't, but I did want to assert myself in the situation before it was too late. “No,” I replied, not sure if a small lie would constitute a betrayal that would break my oath, “but he's coming to the meeting anyhow. If Estus or Aislin got a hold of him, they would find out much more information than we want them to know. I feel better with him in my sights.”

      James seemed unsure of how to react to what I'd said. I almost felt bad since I was the only one that made any effort to be nice to him, but I once again reminded myself that he was still James, and I was pretty sure the real James was evil. I had the scars to prove it.

      “He can come to the meeting,” Mikael agreed.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “What's the catch?”

      He lifted a hand to his chest. “Why Madeline, you wound me. You know I cannot betray you.”

      I let out an irritated breath. “Fine, let's go.”

      Faas gave me a final rude glare, then turned to Mikael. “We shall await your return, and guard our people while you are away.”

      Mikael nodded curtly, dismissing Faas, who walked away, followed by Tabitha.

      He gestured to a narrow path through the looming, snow-speckled trees. “Ladies first.”

      It seemed silly for me to lead the way since I had no idea where we were going, but I was tired of standing in the cold so I obliged. The leather wrapped boots had thin enough soles that I was grateful for the loamy, well-cushioned soil beneath my feet.

      The further I walked down the well-worn path, further from the scene of the crime, the more at ease I felt. Still, we were rather conspicuous walking through the woods together when most of us were covered in blood. If any humans saw us, they would likely call the police, but the woods were fortunately silent and empty. If I never had another close call with the cops, it would be too soon.

      As the path widened, Alaric and James caught up to walk on either side of me, while the other three walked behind. I could hear a hushed conversation between Aila and Sophie, but they were far enough back that I couldn't make out the words. I could tell they weren't angry though, which was a surprise coming from either of them.

      James cleared his throat, glancing at me. “Thanks for what you did back there.”

      I shrugged, not wanting to say that I hadn't really done it for him. “Sure.”

      “You did well, Maddy,” Alaric commented quietly. “If you give him an inch, he will leave you with nothing.”

      “Are you speaking from your own experiences?” I asked.

      He kept his gaze on the woods ahead of us as he answered, “I'm speaking what I know. We cannot rely on his oath to you alone. He will find a way around it.”

      “Well then perhaps we shouldn't be blindly walking into this meeting with him,” I whispered.

      Alaric shrugged. “I believe this meeting is only a means to take us somewhere far away, judging by the way his people spoke. If we're to carry out your plan, we must find a way to not go through with his. We will accomplish nothing if you are not near the bloodshed, correct?”

      “Up close and personal,” I confirmed, feeling a little sick at the idea.

      “Remind me again what you will do once we get you there?” he asked, knowing full well I had no real explanation for him.

      “I'm still not sure,” I replied hesitantly, not really wanting to discuss things around James, memory or no. “The Norn showed me pictures and emotions. I'm basing my plan more off a feeling than anything else.”

      Alaric pulled me close to him as we walked. “You know, Madeline, that is not at all comforting.”

      “It wasn't meant to be.”

      He gave me a squeeze and kissed my temple. “My offer to run away together still stands.”

      I smirked. “I'm pretty sure Mikael would view that as a betrayal, and I'd really like to avoid being claimed by the earth.”

      He laughed. “Pesky blood oaths, ruining all our fun.”

      I laughed in return, but it was cut short as the others increased their pace to catch up with us.

      “We are nearing the meeting place,” Mikael announced, moving past James to take the lead.

      “I was expecting somewhere farther,” I commented, feeling apprehensive and at the same time, a little excited.

      Mikael looked over his shoulder and winked at me. “The location of my tunnel exit was not mere happenstance.”

      “Of course it wasn't,” I sighed. “Will you at least tell us with whom we’re meeting now?”

      He stepped into a small clearing. “Nope.”

      The clearing didn't seem as touched by winter as the rest of the surrounding earth, and even boasted a few small purple flowers.

      Mikael knelt to inspect the ground, then stood, took a few steps, and knelt again. “Madeline,” he said, motioning for me to join him.

      I only hesitated for a moment before moving to stand beside his crouched form.

      “Lie here,” he instructed, moving his hand across the grass to map out a specific area.

      I crossed my arms. “Why?”

      He looked up and rolled his eyes at me. “We're going to another Salr. This is the entrance.”

      I took a step back in surprise, making him sigh.

      “What now?” he asked, clearly irritated.

      I shook my head. “Nothing, just surprised you actually answered one of my questions.”

      He sighed again, then stood. “Lie down, please.”

      I did as he asked. The grass was cushy and comfortable, but there was no magic or extra energy that I could sense. If this was another Salr, it was very well hidden.

      Mikael instructed the others one by one to lie in designated areas, then finally lowered himself to the ground. He was closer to me than I would have liked, but I didn't complain as the whole ordeal had already taken up a good twenty minutes, and I was ready to get it over with.

      For a few minutes nothing happened, then the ground began to tremble. It took every ounce of my self restraint to not move as the soil shifted below us until we began sinking. Soon we were encased in the earth. I had a few horrifying seconds of thinking I might be buried alive, then we came out of a dirt wall, standing upright. I looked back at the wall, astonished to see it showed no sign of our entrance, then looked down at my miraculously clean clothing.

      “I will never get used to Salr entrances,” I commented, glancing around at my companions. The only one who seemed as stunned as me was James.

      “How did you enter the Salr in your homeland?” Mikael questioned.

      “Vines,” I replied, moving to stand beside Alaric and Sophie.

      The room we were in was cellar-like, and reminded me far too much of the entrance to where the charm had been held.

      Aila waited for us to fall in line behind Mikael before she brought up the rear. We left the cellar room through a short wooden doorway, then continued along a narrow passageway. Our surroundings slowly began to look more like the other Salr with stone ceilings, walls, and floors, only these stones were red and brown, as opposed to gray.

      “Are we visiting another clan?” I asked curiously, hoping Mikael would continue to be forthcoming with answers.

      He chuckled. “Of a sort. You'll see soon enough.”

      This Salr seemed smaller and less complex than the others. The halls of both Estus' and Mikael's Salr were like mazes, with countless twists and turns that were easy to get lost in. This one, though it had a few branches, had one long, straight hallway down the middle. I peeked around Mikael's broad shoulders to see a door at the very end of the hall. My heart jumped a bit when the door swung inward, but nobody emerged.

      I gulped. “I take it that's where we're going.”

      “How very astute of you,” Aila commented from the end of the line.

      “You know what, Aila?” I said, finally getting irritated with her bad attitude. “Shove it.”

      “Shove what?” she asked, truly perplexed and not at all offended.

      “Nothing,” I grumbled.

      We reached the ominous door. Any other insults I might have tossed out froze on my tongue as I followed Mikael through the door and into a large room.

      “Well I'll be damned,” Alaric quietly mused, coming to stand beside me.

      “I think we already are,” Sophie replied, sounding awestricken.

      I was fairly awestricken myself. In front of us stood seven Norns, all towering over even Mikael and Aila. They all looked similar to the Norn who'd guarded the charm, and all appeared female, but with slight variations. Some of their horns were deer-like, two had twisted goat horns, and one had horns resembling the long-horned cattle I'd only ever seen in pictures.

      The Norns stood with no emotions playing across their angular, green-tinted faces. They all wore shapeless brown robes that made me wonder about the impossibly thin, tall bodies underneath. Hooved feet could be seen at the edge of some of the robes, some looking like goat hooves and some looking more like the hooves of a horse. They all clasped what passed for hands in front of them. A couple resembled the talons of a hawk, and the rest looked like paws of lions or tigers. The only thing all their hands had in common were razor-sharp, long claws.

      “You could have given us some sort of warning,” I said to Mikael in a strained voice.

      Mikael shrugged. “I feared you would not want to come.”

      While I understood why he might assume that, I still would have come had I known what was in store. I had so many questions I would have liked to ask the Norn before she died, and now I was presented with seven more. If they truly were the weavers of fate, perhaps they could help.

      Mikael began speaking loudly in Old Norsk, addressing each of the Norns in turn. In reply they each bowed their antlered heads.

      “Old friends?” I questioned under my breath.

      “Something like that,” Mikael replied.

      “Why is that one staring at you?” James asked over my shoulder.

      I looked across the row of Norns to find that one was in fact staring at me. The cow-horned Norn tilted her head in thought, blinking large, almond shaped eyes at me. While Mikael walked forward to continue speaking to one of the other Norns in line, the one who'd been watching me held out a feline paw large enough to cover my entire face, with claws as long as my fingers.

      I glanced at Alaric, then asked through clenched teeth, “What do I do?”

      His brow furrowed with worry, he replied, “I wouldn't keep her waiting.”

      I looked back to the Norn. I'd just been wishing I could “speak” with one of them, but the long claws and sharp horns suddenly looked daunting.

      She bobbed her paw slightly in the air, impatient for me to obey her request. I forced myself forward, step by step until I was only about a foot away from her. The Norn closed that final gap herself, leaving me to either crane my neck awkwardly upward, or stare at her sternum. Before I could make a choice, she placed her heavy paw on my shoulder, and images began to play through my mind.

      She showed me the place where the charm had been held, with the giant tree in the center and burial mounds surrounding it. Then she showed me an image of the Norn who'd watched over that place. The images were never quite still, and played more like glitchy videos in my mind.

      I focused on the images and realized she was asking me what had happened there. I did my best to replay some of the scenes in my mind, unsure if the Norn would be able to see them like I could see hers.

      She bowed her head as I pictured the Norn in my memory, ripping out her own heart and handing it to me. The Norn in front of me turned sad eyes to look down into mine, then placed her free paw on my chest so she could tap the charm beneath my shirt with one black claw.

      I thought of the images the last Norn had shown me, but my memory had blurred them enough that they were difficult to convey. It was much more simple to picture things I had seen with my own eyes. The Norn tapped the charm again, not understanding.

      Before I could think of a better way to convey what the Norn wanted to know, someone grabbed my arm and began pulling me away from the her. I lost contact with the Norn's paw, and turned to find that it was Alaric pulling me while Sophie waited by the door with a scared look on her face. What had happened while I was transfixed by the Norn?

      I pulled against Alaric, scanning the room for the source of his fear, only to find Mikael smiling and looking perfectly calm next to the Norn he'd been speaking with.

      “They're going to send us away,” Alaric explained before tugging at my arm more forcefully, throwing me forward.

      “He doesn't want to take us to another place, he wants to take us to another time,” he continued, finally motivating me to run.

      Sophie turned in the doorway as we reached her, and I could see James already waiting further down the hall. There was no sign of Aila. Had I lost time while “speaking” with the Norn? My brain felt like it was filled with cotton.

      We all ran, though I still didn't fully understand what was happening. Yet something was wrong. Mikael wasn't coming after us. I learned why as my feet suddenly went out from under me, I hit the ground hard, and Alaric landed beside me. I tried to crawl forward, but my limbs wouldn't budge.

      Sophie looked back at us in horror, and began to run back toward us, then abruptly disappeared from sight, as did the floor beneath us and the walls around us. I closed my eyes tight in fear, grateful that Alaric's hand was still on my arm, though he seemed just as frozen as I was. We endured several moments where it felt like we were floating in space, then everything stopped. I felt rough grass beneath my palms, tickling my face.

      I took a deep breath and opened my eyes. We were in an expansive yellow field, and I could hear the ocean nearby. A wild wind tickled strands of hair away from my face. Alaric’s hand squeezed my arm. He got to his knees, pulling me along with him, only I felt so suddenly dizzy that I immediately pulled myself back to the ground.

      “Where are we?” I groaned, fighting the urge to vomit from motion sickness.

      “We are still in Norway,” Mikael said from somewhere behind us.

      “And what year is it?” Alaric asked coldly.

      Mikael chuckled. His voice was nearer when he said, “It is the year 820.”

      I curled up into a ball on the grass, not wanting to open my eyes again. “That's not possible.”

      “The Norns are the keepers of time,” Mikael replied happily. “With them, anything is possible.”

      I finally opened my eyes to see Alaric shake his head. “How did you make them do it?”

      Mikael came over and crouched beside me, then looked down at me curiously. “Dizzy?” he asked.

      I cringed and nodded. It felt like I had the world's worst hangover. “Why aren't you two sick?”

      Mikael smiled down at me warmly. “It affected you more because you're pregnant.”
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      I sat up so quickly my vision went black, and I had to huddle in a little ball again until I could refocus. “Come again?” I asked weakly, still on the ground.

      “How could you possibly know that?” Alaric asked incredulously.

      I opened my eyes to see Mikael shrug. “One of the Norns told me. I take it this was unplanned?”

      I felt like I was going to faint. We were allegedly in the year 820, and I was . . . pregnant? Mikael had to be lying. He was descended from the god of deception for crying out loud.

      Alaric stood and offered me a hand up. Not sure if I was ready to stand, I took the hand anyway. I looked to Mikael, unable to summon the glare I wanted to give him, but he inclined his head like he knew what I was thinking.

      “I will give you two a moment,” he stated, then moved away toward the edge of a long cliff, the ocean thundering distantly below.

      Oh crap, we were on a cliff, not down on solid, safe ground. Suddenly the wind made sense. Another wave of dizziness passed over me. We weren't anywhere near the edge, but I'm not great with heights at the best of times, and this definitely wasn't the best of times. I leaned against Alaric, not sure what to say.

      “We were careful,” he stated, focusing on the more mundane problem, rather than what Mikael had done to us.

      I nodded. “He has to be lying.”

      Alaric shook his head. “That would be a direct betrayal, and would break his oath. If he'd told me that you were pregnant, he could have lied, but he told you directly.”

      I shook my head, unable to digest the idea of a living creature forming inside me with everything else going on. “I really can't focus on the magnitude of both of these situations at once, so I'm just going to pick the more pressing issue. How the hell is time travel possible? I mean, I know the Norns have a lot of magic, but this is ridiculous.”

      He sighed. I could tell he wanted to discuss the other situation, but still he answered, “The Norns are meant to weave the fates we choose ourselves, but they are capable of giving things a . . . shove from time to time.”

      “The fates we choose?” I asked, wondering at his word choice.

      Alaric smiled slightly with a faraway look in his eyes. “Fate might guide us,” he explained, “but there is always a choice.”

      I shook my head, not sure if I even believed in fate at all. “If the Norns can shove fate, then why aren't they ruling the world?”

      Alaric wrapped his arms around me and shrugged. “They aren't motivated by power like the rest of us. Plus, for shoves this grand, they'd have to all agree. Rarely do so many of them work together.”

      “So whatever Mikael wants here is important,” I deduced, “or else the Norns would never have helped.”

      Alaric sighed and kissed the top of my head. “Or else they owed him a very big favor.”

      I buried my face in his chest. “I like the first option better.”

      “About the pregnancy,” he began hesitantly.

      I looked up at him, trying my best to keep the tears building up in my eyes from falling. “Can we please just worry about getting back to our own time for now?”

      He gave me a soft smile. “That's probably wise.”

      We both turned to where Mikael stood near the edge of the cliff, looking quite picturesque with his warrior's garb, and long auburn hair whipping about in the wind.

      Alaric pulled away from me, then took my hand before walking in Mikael's direction. I went reluctantly, not wanting to go anywhere near the cliffside. We stopped a few steps behind him, close enough to see the dark ocean several hundred feet below. The angry waves whipped about like a storm was coming, and sure enough, one was. The sky further out in the ocean was gloomy and ominous. I pulled my hand free of Alaric's to wrap my arms around myself against the cold wind, but it did little good.

      “Why are we here, Mikael?” Alaric asked.

      Mikael turned to us with a secretive smile. “To help Madeline, of course.”

      I glared at him, because it was better than looking over the edge of the cliff. “If you really want to help me, you'll tell me what the hell is going on.”

      Mikael inclined his head in assent. “We're here to find one of the key's previous owners.”

      My eyes widened as I touched the key at my throat. It had been so quiet I'd almost forgotten it was there. “Why would we want to do that?”

      Mikael chucked. “Because she's the only one to have used it to its full potential, and lived to tell the tale, at least for a time.”

      My mouth went dry. No one had ever said anything about the charm killing me. As far as I knew, it wanted me to use it, and would work to stay in my possession until I could, but what then? I honestly hadn't thought that far ahead. If I was actually pregnant, I wasn't sure I could go through with any of it. I also wasn't sure I had a choice.

      Not waiting for my reply, Mikael turned and walked back toward where we had originally appeared. Alaric and I trotted to catch up, and I was grateful to find that my stomach did not protest the extra movement. Mikael led us past that spot, then onward.

      We reached the first of many sparse trees populating the meadow as we walked, but as they were short with little foliage, they provided no respite from the wind. The storm on the horizon was gaining on us too, and the wimpy trees would offer little shelter.

      “Why did Sophie and James get left behind?” I asked, my voice breaking through the soft howls of the wind. “And what about Aila?”

      Alaric glanced at me, then his gaze joined mine on Mikael’s back.

      “James was always going to be left behind,” Mikael replied, glancing over his shoulder at us. “And Aila departed before the spell began to return to my people. Sophie simply ran too far and ended up outside the boundary of the spell.”

      I glared at his back as he turned. “You said that James could come. You lied.”

      Mikael laughed. “I said he could come to the meeting, and he did. I made no promises after that. The Norns will watch over him until we return.”

      I bit my lip in irritation. I needed to improve my abilities at skirting around the truth if I was ever going to compete with Mikael.

      “What about Aila?” I pressed. “Why did she leave? One would think you would have brought her.”

      “Someone must advise the troops while I'm away,” he said simply.

      I shook my head, irritated by his vague answers.

      “So this person we're looking for,” I began, hoping that a new angle would actually garner some useful information, “did you know her, you know, back in this time?”

      “She was my wife,” he replied

      I stopped walking. “Wife?” I asked, really wishing I could see Mikael’s expression. “You don't really seem like the love and marriage type.”

      Mikael chuckled, but kept walking, forcing Alaric and I to catch up. “You've got me there. Marriage in these times was more of a contractual obligation between two families, and this was a time when our people still lived amongst humans. We did our best to blend in.”

      “So the woman we're looking for is human?” I pressed, confused.

      “No she is Vaettir, but to others it would have been strange if two youths from well-off families remained unwed.”

      “Did you have children?” I asked, then instantly regretted it. It was so not my business, and I really didn't want to think about the idea of children at that moment.

      “Yes,” he replied still not giving me any hint on how he was feeling.

      His lack of emotion led me to suspect I'd hit a nerve. I had decided to just shut up when Alaric asked, “What happened to them?”

      Mikael stopped walking, but his back remained turned. For a moment I thought he wouldn't answer, then with a tired sigh he said, “In this current time they are young men off to war. In our time, they have been ash for hundreds of years.”

      We were all silent then. Thunder rumbled behind us, pressing that we would soon be highly uncomfortable if we didn't find shelter.

      We all kept walking. My hands absentmindedly went to my belly. With my particular . . . gifts, I’d kind of written off the idea of ever having kids. Wouldn’t want to accidentally kill them.

      I shivered. That could still be an issue.

      The scent of distant woodsmoke filled my nose, and my shoulders relaxed. I'd never realized what a comforting scent smoke could be until that moment, when we were so far from anything we knew. The smoke smelled like civilization, and the comfort of others living with the same problems anyone else might face. In this case the others were likely fierce Vikings that would rather pillage the next town over than sit down for a nice cup of tea, but I'd take my comforts where I could find them.

      We continued on as a path became clear in the grass. It seemed like Mikael knew exactly where we were going, even after all of the time that had passed since he'd last been there. I wondered if he would try to see his children while we were here, which led me to wonder how we were going to get back to our own era when the time came. I knew Mikael had to have a plan, but I really would have liked a preview.

      I clenched my jaw, pushing uncomfortable thoughts about time travel out of my head, turning them back to Mikael. If he was feeling nostalgic or sad about his kids, I couldn't tell. He seemed better at shutting out his emotions than most, and I had a feeling he'd lived that way for quite some time, focusing on plotting and intrigue instead. It would have been interesting to meet him as a young, un-jaded man. That particular thought led me to a question.

      “We're not going to run into your past self, are we?”

      Mikael slowed his steps to walk on my side opposite Alaric. “Past me has long since fled this place. Now correct me if I'm wrong, but you don't seem angry that I brought you here.”

      “I'm angry,” Alaric interrupted.

      I shrugged. “I don't appreciate the way you went about it, but I wouldn't mind speaking with someone who fought the charm and won.”

      Mikael smiled bitterly and looked ahead. “I said she lived, for a time, I didn't say she won.”

      With that portentous tidbit, an odd thought dawned on me. “Back when we first came to your Salr, the charm knew your name. When it spoke through me, it was as if it knew you.”

      Mikael glared at me. It was the first time I'd seen any real anger in his expression. “That was not the only time I was forced to kneel before the Lykill.”

      I veered away from that expression as we walked, putting me closer to Alaric. “If you hate the charm so much, why are you involving yourself in any of this?”

      His mood changed so suddenly it was a little unnerving. “We're here because I want to beat it. I want to use it for my own advancement, and then I want to show it that it has no power over me.”

      Alaric snorted. “So this is all about your centuries long vendetta against an object?”

      Mikael's expression turned sour. “And how much of this is about your centuries long vendetta against me?”

      “If it weren't for Maddy,” Alaric began calmly, “I would have already killed you.”

      “You would have tried,” Mikael snarled.

      I was beginning to feel overwhelmed with both men's emotions so close to the surface, a mixture of pride, aggression, and underneath that, regret.

      “You guys are making me dizzy,” I complained. “Please shove that anger back below the surface where you usually keep it and Mikael, tell me more about your wife.”

      Mikael clenched his jaw, but did as I asked. “Erykah was—is a telepath. The charm used her in more subtle ways, gleaning information from the minds of others to use for its own devices.”

      “What made her decide to get rid of it?” I asked, since I'd considered just ditching the thing countless times, but for some reason, had never followed through.

      Mikael looked at me like I was being silly. “Deciding to get rid of it is one thing, actually doing it is quite another.”

      I scrunched my face in confusion, then immediately stumbled over a rock. Alaric caught me before I could fall. “I don't follow,” I replied, righting myself.

      “Have you tried?” he asked.

      I shook my head and began walking again. “I've thought about it, but I don't want to risk it falling into the wrong hands.”

      “Is that really the reason?” he pressed.

      The smell of woodsmoke was growing nearer, and I really wanted him to get to his point before we reached where we were going.

      “Of course it is,” I replied without really thinking about it.

      “Try taking it off and dropping it to the ground,” he advised.

      I gave him a you wish look. “Why, so you can take it?”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Now why would I take it, when I've set into action this elaborate plan to help you learn how to control it?”

      I bit my lip. Hadn't he already proven that he wasn't trying to take it, and hadn't he sworn an oath that prohibited him from betraying me?

      “The reality is that you can't take it off,” he explained. “It has chosen you, and any time you think of taking it off, you'll find an excuse not to.”

      “Try it,” Alaric prompted.

      I stopped walking and reached a shaky hand up to my throat. Mikael and Alaric both stopped a few steps ahead and turned to face me.

      I closed my eyes and touched the cool metal with my fingertips, but all I could think about was that if I took it off, it might get lost in the grass, and then where would we be?

      I forced my fingers to close around it, and tried to make myself tug down on it to undo the leather cord . . . but if I broke the cord, how would I re-affix it? Wasn't this just a test anyway? There was no need to undo the cord when I would just put it back on. I didn't need to prove I could do it.

      I looked back up at the men in front of me. “I don't think I can do it,” I breathed.

      Alaric looked momentarily stunned, then he walked up to me and grabbed the charm at my neck. As soon as his fingers made contact with the metal, a burst of energy emanated from me, throwing him off his feet to land in a heap where he'd started, and knocking me down onto my butt.

      Alaric sat up and looked at me from across the expanse between us. “Oh fuck.”

      I blinked at him. “You can say that again.” I turned my frightened eyes up to Mikael. “How did she do it? How was your wife able to get rid of it?”

      Mikael offered me a hand up as Alaric rose on his own. “I believe it would be better for Erykah to explain. The village is not far.”

      I nodded shakily and removed my hand from Mikael's. I had the urge to reach my fingers up to touch the charm, but I resisted. That, at least, I was able to do.

      The first few raindrops from the storm pattered down around us. With a nervous look behind us, Mikael urged me ahead of him down the path. Alaric was soon at my side, and we continued onward with a storm licking at our heels, both literally and metaphorically.
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      We were soaked by the time we reached the village, and I was again awestricken by our situation. Many of the village structures were small, with wooden walls showing only on one or two sides. The other sides were covered by the green, loamy earth encasing the roofs, making it seem like the buildings had grown out of the ground like something straight from a fairytale. The layout of the buildings was circular, with the smaller buildings facing each other in a semi-arc.

      While the small homes were enchanting in their own, rustic way, what really caught my attention was the longhouse. I'd taken enough history classes in college to know the longhouse was the main habitation in many ancient Scandinavian villages, and it definitely appeared to be the case in this village, judging by the size of the oblong structure. Animal skins covered the door of the wooden building, shielding whoever might be inside from the rain and wind.

      The three of us stood together outside the village, but no one moved forward. I looked to Mikael, wondering what the hold up was. At first I thought it was just from the rain, since it had soaked his dusky red hair to drip onto his face and clothing, but then I realized his eyes held unshed tears. It completely caught me off guard, since his emotions were still shielded from me.

      “Mikael?” I questioned softly.

      He shook himself as if coming out of a dream. He laughed, but it came out more like a cough. “I had not considered what it might feel like to come back here,” he admitted.

      I glanced at Alaric, who watched Mikael suspiciously.

      “Um,” I began, not really sure what to say. “If you need a moment . . . ” I trailed off.

      I sincerely hoped he didn't need a moment, because my teeth were chattering so furiously I thought they might crack.

      “Every extra moment spent in the past is a moment wasted,” he announced, though the quiver in his voice betrayed the happy-go-lucky attitude he was trying to project.

      I looked to Alaric again, who shook his head and looked back to the small village. His dark, loose hair was plastered to his back, but he of course still looked drool-worthy, if a little bedraggled. I really hoped the villagers didn't have mirrors, because I did not want to see what I looked like after our soggy, uncomfortable journey. If Alaric looked bedraggled, I surely looked something akin to a drowned rat.

      Mikael finally walked forward without another word. He approached the longhouse like he owned the place, leaving his previous hesitation behind as if it had never existed. We followed like good little minions.

      Reaching the structure, Mikael whipped aside the pelts covering the entrance, then went inside. Alaric held the skins aside for me to enter ahead of him.

      Mikael waited to my left. I moved to stand at his shoulder, the warmth and soft murmur of conversation a welcome relief. Several small fires lined the center of the building, filtering smoke up through narrow holes in the roof. Rain dripped in through the holes, falling in a sizzling cacophony on the flames.

      Four women near the entrance looked up at us. They had all been doing needlework, aided by the light emanating from little pots of oil with cotton wicks. The women’s copper needles paused mid-motion as they looked us up and down, then one stood and gave Mikael a toothy grin.

      The girl couldn't have been more than sixteen, with dark, curly hair held back in a mess of braids and leather clasps. She began speaking quickly in Old Norsk as she stepped closer to Mikael. Judging by her tone she was excited to see him, but the words were all beyond me.

      He gave the girl a sad smile, then spoke back to her. I recognized the name Erykah, and realized he was asking the girl where his wife was. I was suddenly nervous to meet her, especially since I didn't know what terms she and Mikael were on in the current time.

      While Mikael spoke to the girl, the other women retreated further into the building, then returned to wrap animal pelts around mine and Alaric's shoulders.

      I liked being wrapped in the pelt even less than I liked wearing leather, but not wanting to insult anyone, I accepted the musty skin gratefully.

      Finally Mikael and the girl finished speaking, and she led us back out into the rain to slog through the mud. Though the animal pelt deflected some of the moisture from my shoulders, water still dripped steadily down my face.

      “Are they all Vaettir?” I whispered to Alaric as we followed Mikael and the girl to one of the smaller structures.

      “Can't you tell?” he asked back at a regular volume.

      Feeling silly for whispering considering those in the village likely wouldn't understand us, I considered his answer. Come to think of it, I could feel it. It wasn't like I could just look at someone and tell whether or not they were human, but there was a distinct energy in the air that I'd become used to since I was first taken to Estus' Salr. Most, if not all who dwelled in the village were Vaettir.

      “Do you understand what they're saying?” I questioned.

      Alaric nodded. “Nothing terribly interesting yet. The girl believes Mikael has returned from a long journey, which I suppose in a way, he has.”

      We reached the small building, and Mikael knocked on a door of thin logs, the lightweight wood held together by intricately woven twine. There was a faint answer from within, then Mikael opened the door.

      The girl left us, examining Alaric curiously as she walked by. Her eyes only met mine briefly, then she looked away and hurried back to the longhouse.

      Not taking time to ponder the girl's strange reaction, I walked behind Alaric as he entered the building behind Mikael.

      I wrinkled my nose at the smell. I had expected another home-like environment, but the building was actually a cowshed. The cows inside were brown and fluffy, much smaller than the cows I was used to seeing. They were separated from each other by wooden bars, forming little pens. I covered my nose with my hand, but it was still hard to breathe.

      A woman who had been feeding the cows turned toward us as she wiped her hands on the dark brown pinafore covering her lighter brown dress. She had yellow blonde hair, twisted in a messy braid falling all the way to her narrow waist. Large, aqua-blue eyes dominated a narrow, angular face.

      At first she only saw me and Alaric and she looked confused, then she turned around fully and saw Mikael, standing almost meekly off to one side. At the sight of him she said something blandly in their language.

      Mikael took a deep breath then began speaking rapidly back to her. Eventually both their voices raised to an uncomfortable volume.

      “Translation, please?” I whispered to Alaric as we backed ourselves into a corner.

      One of the cows reached out and nibbled at my damp sleeve as I waited for Alaric to answer me. He was quiet for a moment, listening to what was being said.

      Finally he looked to me and answered, “Apparently we've arrived in a time where they have already parted ways. Erykah didn't expect him to return, and is quite upset that he did.”

      I opened my mouth into an oh of understanding. “I can't say I blame her for feeling that way,” I whispered.

      The cow nipped at my sleeve again. I shifted one hand to hold onto my pelt, then reached back with the other to pet it. Erykah eyed me sharply and I quickly retracted my hand from the animal's fuzzy forehead.

      Erykah spoke rapidly as she turned away from Mikael to approach me. I tried to back away, but was blocked by the cow pen. Soon enough she had reached me. She lifted her hand toward my throat and I leaned away, scared despite the fact that she was much smaller than me.

      She tsked and snapped her fingers at me until I straightened, then she gently pulled the charm free of my shirt. She tsked again, looking at the little key in disgust before letting it fall back against me.

      She spoke to me again and I shook my head, not understanding.

      “She asks if the key speaks to you,” Mikael explained as he approached, looking sullen.

      I bit my lip, unsure of how to answer. It didn't speak to me per se, but it did occasionally share its emotions, which sometimes translated clearly enough that I could tell what it was thinking.

      “It doesn't use words,” I explained, considering how I might convey what the charm's strange form of communication was like, “but I can tell what it wants, and when it's excited about something.”

      Alaric translated for me, and Erykah nodded, then said something else.

      “She says if you can hear it, then you might be able to gain control over it, at least for a time,” Mikael translated. “Erykah was able to do so because she's a telepath, I believe you can do so because you're an empath.”

      The charm was silent against my skin. If I didn't know better, I would have guessed its sentient nature had left it, but I did know better. Life was never that easy.

      Erykah said something else, and Mikael rolled his eyes. “She says she will help you, for a price.”

      I looked down at the fierce little woman in front of me, then thought of the life brewing in my belly, and what might happen to me and . . . it, should I refuse.

      “Honestly, at this point. I’m willing to do just about anything.” I looked to Alaric, remembering how I'd almost been forced to sacrifice him. “Within reason,” I added.

      Rather than translating everything I'd just said, Alaric nodded to Erykah. She nodded in reply, then said something else, ending with a sneer.

      Mikael sighed wearily. “She says first there will be a welcome feast for me . . . though I deserve to eat with the cows.”

      I smiled, liking Erykah more and more. She quickly surveyed the rest of the cow pens, then led us back out into the rain.

      I inhaled the clean air gratefully as Mikael shut the small wooden door behind us. Erykah led the way back to the longhouse amidst the scent of smoke. We all hurried inside out of the rain.

      Erykah ventured away from us, while Alaric, Mikael, and I waited near the door, watching as two pairs of men hoisted cookpots over the fires. Mikael was drawn away, leaving Alaric and I to stand in the corner observing the scene.

      Soon enough, savory smells filled the longhouse.

      “This is so weird,” I muttered, leaning against Alaric’s damp shoulder. I glanced at him. “Well, I guess it probably isn’t so weird for you.”

      He snorted. “I’m not that old, Madeline.”

      I laughed, feeling some of my tension easing away, then watched as several of the younger women carried stacks of wooden bowls toward the cookpots, then began filling them. One woman fetched a tray of hard little dinner rolls with dark brown outer crusts, which she began placing on top of each filled bowl.

      Those already waiting near the fires seated themselves on long wooden benches, as more men and women filtered in from the rain. There were no tables that I could see, and those who already had bowls of food just held them in their laps.

      One of the girls approached and handed me a serving of food, then took the slowly drying pelt from me. I looked down into the bowl to find several chunks of stringy meat, a few scrawny carrots, and one little loaf of bread that was too hard to soak up the thick brown gravy it rested in.

      I gave Alaric a worried look. As a long-time vegetarian, the meal wasn't at all appealing to me, but my stomach was growling and there didn't seem to be any other options.

      Alaric shrugged apologetically as the girl returned to hand him a bowl. Unlike me, he had no qualms with eating meat, and neither did Mikael judging by the way he began shoveling food into his mouth once he received his own bowl. He lounged on one of the benches next to the girl with the toothy grin, surrounded by several other teenagers speaking rapidly, begging him for stories of his adventures by the look of it.

      Alaric nodded toward one of the less populated benches. Agreeing with the sentiment of relative solitude, I led the way over to the bench where we both seated ourselves.

      Alaric began eating, then paused. “You could at least eat the bread.”

      I looked down at the hard little boulder in distaste. “It's all covered in the gravy.”

      “You don't know when the next meal will come along,” he reminded me, “and you're eating for two now.”

      My pulse quickened at the thought. “So, are we talking about that now?”

      “We have to talk about it sometime.”

      I looked down at the bread again. Before I could think too much about it, I snatched it up and took a bite. It was actually softer than it looked, but still took a bit of work to chew.

      I swallowed, then looked to Alaric again. “Do you have any other children?”

      He dropped his hunk of bread back into his bowl in surprise, then turned astonished eyes to me. “Why on earth would you think that?”

      My face flushed. “I just thought, well, you've been alive a long time . . . ”

      He sighed and placed his bowl in his lap. “No, Madeline, I do not have any children. In fact, I was pretty sure by this point that I couldn't have children.”

      I took another bite of bread, feeling immensely relieved, and not really understanding why. “Is it common among the Vaettir?” I asked. “The not being able to have children?”

      Alaric nodded. “Once bloodlines become muddled enough, it becomes easier, but if two from strong, yet opposing bloodlines try to conceive, the chances are very low. The different tendencies of each individual come from very different genetics, so a water spirit like Sivi would have little chance of conceiving a child from someone aligned with fire and heat, like James.”

      The thought of James and Sivi having a child made me shiver. I imagined Sivi's pointed teeth and translucent hair on James body, then quickly brushed the eerie thought away. Any child from those two would be an evil little bundle of doom.

      “I’ve thought from the beginning that perhaps we are so drawn to each other because of our lineages,” Alaric continued. “It would make sense that such a connection would make it easier to conceive.”

      “Yeah, death and war mix well, but that doesn't explain what we're going to do.”

      Alaric looked down at my stomach where this new creature allegedly dwelled. “Well, I’d say we’re going to have a baby.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “We're going to have a baby, in the middle of a war, a war that we're at the center of, while I contend with a sentient key with a strong personality?”

      “They're not the best of circumstances, but this is all happening whether we think it's rational or not.”

      I felt nervous again, because there was one more question I needed to ask. Okay, there were a million, but one was currently standing out above the others.

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “Do you want to get rid of it?”

      Alaric dropped his bread again, and looked just as shocked as the first time. “Do you?”

      Did I? It was a good question. The real question was, could I?

      “I don't know what I want to do,” I sighed, “but I don't think I could go through with anything that would snuff out a life inside of me. I have a hard enough time snuffing out the lives of others.”

      Alaric's shoulders slumped in relief. The fact that he was relieved made me feel infinitely more positive about the situation, even if the looming doubt that I'd even live through the entire pregnancy still nagged at me.

      Someone plopped down on my other side. I turned to see Mikael, swilling something that smelled alcoholic out of an ornate silver cup.

      He lowered the cup from his lips and smiled at me. “You've traveled through time for perhaps the only time in your life, and you two are sitting over here looking like someone ran over your cat.” He winked at Alaric. “Pun intended.”

      “You're drunk,” I accused.

      He grinned. “No, dear Madeline, I'm just getting started. This might be the last time I see any of my kin alive, and I intend to make the most of it.”

      The thought was sobering. I was suddenly glad I had no kin to lose, at least not that I knew of. I looked around the room with a new perspective, realizing the happy, somewhat drunk people were all long since dead. Yet they somehow existed here in this time. The thought made me dizzy, and I suddenly felt like I might throw up.

      I held up a finger, about to explain my situation to Alaric, but sensing I was running out of time, I shoved my bowl at him, stood, and hurried toward the door.

      The chilly night air was like a slap in the face as I pushed the animal skins aside, but it was a welcome one. I fell to all fours and vomited what little food I’d eaten. As my queasiness subsided, I looked up at the sky, not quite ready to stand. The storm had moved away, leaving just a few clouds to partially obscure the moon. I felt a hand on my shoulder and turned, thinking it was Alaric. Instead of his welcome face, I got Erykah, looking stern and serious in the moonlight. Her yellow hair appeared white in the darkness, framing and equally white face.

      Thoughts went through my mind suddenly, letting me know that she was aware of my pregnancy. Our language barrier was broken with this form of communication, just like with the Norns.

      I groaned. I was really tired of being spoken to with no words, even if it was convenient.

      Her return thought was that I was being childish. I had a gift and I should learn to use it to my advantage.

      I attempted to climb to my feet, but felt so weak that Erykah had to give me a hand up. Her next thought was that I needed to eat. It was selfish to not eat when another life was depending on me.

      She guided me away from the longhouse. I started to panic, thinking of Alaric.

      Her thoughts assured me that he would join us soon, as she had asked him to give us a moment. My panic dampened. I had no reason to trust her, but it was kind of hard not to when you were in each other's heads.

      We walked over the soggy ground arm in arm to another one of the smaller structures. The doorway was covered with skins like the longhouse, which she held aside for me so I could enter.

      The interior was small, but cozy, just three little benches covered in woolen cushions, and a large pelt over the center of the floor that I guessed once belonged to one of the little fluffy cows. Erykah held onto me until I sat on a cushions, then she began making a fire in a small pit in the back center of the room. When she was done, she sat on the bench beside me, rather than on any of the vacant seats, and handed me a small bowl of dried fruit. I munched on the fruit appreciatively until Erykah cut back into my thoughts.

      I will die soon, she thought, though once again it wasn't with actual words.

      I looked at her in surprise, and she conveyed that she had read her future in Mikael's mind. He was impeccable at shielding thoughts and emotions, but this one weighed on him enough that it leaked through.

      My instinct was to comfort her in some way, to express my regrets, but as soon as I thought it, she already knew. She gave me a soft smile. She was glad she would at least die before her sons.

      Not wanting to dwell on her impending demise, she reached out and once again pulled the charm free from my shirt. This is the reason I will die, she thought, sending a chill through my bones.

      I could not destroy it, only release it, and eventually it went on to another. Its new owner will send forces to kill me, not knowing I am their only hope of freeing themselves. All here will die.

      I stood up too quickly, thinking of the girl with the toothy grin, and everyone else having fun in the longhouse, worry free. “We have to warn them!” I blurted.

      Erykah shook her head sadly. You cannot change the past. No matter what you do, the same events will come to pass.

      I sat back down, defeated. I thought, why are you telling me all of this?

      You must agree to the price I've asked for helping you, she explained. You must swear to me the key will be destroyed, no matter the cost. It cannot move on to another owner. The destruction of the key will be my final revenge.

      I let my surprise project, not surprise at what she asked, but surprise she didn't already know my plans. I was going to destroy the key anyway.

      She looked sad again. You must promise me you will destroy it, no matter the cost.

      I nodded, thinking that it was an easy promise to make.

      The destruction will likely kill you, and your child, she admitted.

      My thoughts raced incoherently, which was good, because I didn't really want to share them with anyone at that moment. When they stilled, all I could think about was how she had mentally chastised me for not feeding my child. It didn't make sense if we were both going to die.

      She patted my hand and smiled warmly. Never give up hope. There is much to live for, much to fight for. I only wish I knew sooner.

      Someone knocked on the wood beside the door outside. Erykah said something in her language, then a moment later Alaric popped his head in.

      “Is female bonding time over?” he asked, not sensing the weight of what had just transpired.

      I forced a smile and nodded. “Erykah will teach me how to defeat the charm.”

      “And what of her price?” he pressed as he entered the room the rest of the way, letting the skins fall shut behind him.

      I glanced back at Erykah, then returned my gaze to Alaric as I tried not to cry. “It will be paid.”
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      As Alaric led me away from the little building where I'd sat with Erykah, her final thoughts echoed through my mind. I will teach you at first light, then you must go. You cannot be here when we die.

      I shivered, and it wasn't just from the cold and my still damp clothing. The mud stuck to my boots uncomfortably, and I was overcome with the urge to just give up and lie down in the muck.

      Alaric glanced at me every so often. “Are you okay? Did Erykah say something to upset you?”

      I went over everything I'd learned, trying to figure out how to put into words that I might have to kill myself and our child, eventually coming to the conclusion that I shouldn't tell him at all. If he knew, he would try to stop me, but his efforts would be futile. There might be no other way. The charm would cling to me, and even if I managed to free myself like Erykah had, it would come back to destroy me. I had to destroy it first. If there was even the slightest chance I could survive that destruction, I had to take it.

      I grasped Alaric's hand in mine and gave it a squeeze. “I'm just tired. This morning back in our time seems like it happened weeks ago.”

      Alaric squeezed my hand in return. “It's hard to believe that a mere ten or twelve hours ago we were having a nice shower without a care in the world.”

      I laughed, but it sounded forced, even to me. “I'd say we still had plenty of cares. They were just easier to shut out.”

      We reached the longhouse again, and Alaric let go of my hand so he could hold the skins aside for me. There was now music being played inside, melding with raucous laughter and conversation. I peeked in to see half of the Vikings dancing around the fires, while the other half sat and clapped along to the music.

      The warmth of the fires appealed to me, but I would have rather just gone to bed. I didn't want to be around people having fun, especially when I knew all of them would soon be dead. I took a step forward and hesitated in the doorway, wondering if we could find somewhere else to go.

      My decision was made for me as Mikael swung by the doorway and grabbed my hand, pulling me into the center of the dancing. He twirled me around to the music, clearly drunk.

      I leaned away, reaching my hands futilely toward the edge of the room.

      “Just one dance!” he begged. “Let us celebrate while we still can.”

      Underneath his revelry I could sense his sadness, though I could probably only feel it because the alcohol had weakened his emotional shields. It gave me pause, and I shook my head at Alaric, who'd been coming to rescue me. He stopped and glared at Mikael, but didn't continue his approach.

      Mikael pulled me close to him, swinging me in slow circles. Since he was eight inches taller than me, I had to crane my neck upward to look into his eyes. The same sadness I'd sensed from him was there in their amber depths.

      He broke eye contact and leaned his face down to my ear. “She knows, doesn't she?”

      “Erykah?” I whispered back.

      He nodded, sliding his hair across my cheek.

      For a moment I debated telling him, then not seeing the harm I answered, “Yes.”

      “You know you can't tell anyone,” he whispered, still crouched so we'd be cheek to cheek.

      “She told me I couldn't,” I answered. “She said it wouldn't change anything.”

      He nodded again. “She was always wise beyond her years.”

      He pulled back and we both took in the people around us as we continued to dance half-heartedly.

      “I came back when I heard what had happened,” he explained leaning in, his arms loosely around my waist, “but I was several weeks too late. Since then I have been there each time the key was used, waiting for my chance at revenge. When it was sealed away, I thought it was over, then one of my spies brought word that the other clans were looking for it once again.”

      “You have spies among Estus' people?” I questioned.

      He nodded. “Among Aislin's as well. I knew who you were before you even stepped foot in Norway.”

      I laughed despite the current mood of our conversation. “Of course you did. I'm sure you knew where the key was hidden all along as well?”

      He let out a bitter laugh. “Just like many other things, the location of my chosen Salr was not mere happenstance. It was inevitable the charm would return, and I wanted to be near when that happened.”

      “And what about coming back here?” I pressed. “Was this all part of your master plan?”

      He shrugged, and led me to dance in a more quiet part of the Salr. Alaric watched us like a hawk, ignoring the invitations he was receiving to dance.

      “I had intended to come here on my own,” Mikael explained, “once I knew the key might resurface. I wanted to speak with Erykah so that I would be prepared this time. I wanted to promise to avenge her.”

      “And when the key came to you, it just made things a little more convenient,” I finished for him. “How did you get the Norns to agree to this?”

      A wry smile crossed his face, reminding me of the less sad Mikael, hell-bent on becoming ruler. “When the Vaettir abandoned their old ways, they abandoned much of their magic, including the Norns. Under our new way of living, we were forbidden to shelter them.”

      I rolled my eyes. “And you suck at following rules.”

      He nodded. “The Salr were made for the Vaettir, and the Vaettir alone, but we can bring others there if we wish.”

      “You found them a home,” I concluded, “and a trip back in time was your payment.”

      He pulled away from me, then led me to a vacant bench to sit. “A payment that took me several hundred years to call in. I've been waiting a long time for this.”

      Alaric finally took his cue to approach us as we looked out at the crowd. “You're sure we can't save them?” I asked, unable to let it go.

      “I'm sure.”

      A group of young children ran in front of us, giggling as they shoved each other playfully.

      I bit my lip, thinking of my own potential child. “How do you know?”

      Mikael's eyes met mine just as Alaric reached us. “Because I've tried before. There are other magics that can alter time, and I tried to save them weeks after their deaths.”

      Alaric watched Mikael warily as he helped me to stand, then leaned down and kissed my cheek. “We should get some rest.”

      I nodded in reply, but felt unable to look away from the raw emotion in Mikael's gaze. Everyone he loved was about to die, a reality he'd already suffered twice, though I was sure he would suffer just as much the third time around.

      It was all because of the little key around my neck. The key that chose that moment to buzz with energy against my skin, almost as if it wanted to remind me it was there.

      I felt the key's satisfaction as the thought that I would never forget its existence danced through my mind. Our existences had been woven into one string of fate. When that string broke, we would both unravel.
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      “Are you telling me I’m stuck here with you?” Sophie growled.

      James frowned. “I’m telling you that Aila ran off ahead of us, and everyone else has disappeared. Those creatures are standing in there like statues, just waiting. They won’t talk to me.”

      “The Norns,” Sophie mumbled as she rose to her feet. Whatever the Norns had done had knocked her unconscious. Now as far as James was saying, her brother, Madeline, and Mikael were gone, leaving her only the silent creatures to question.

      “What do we do now?” James asked, sounding frightened.

      Sophie hated hearing that tone in his voice. She’d take the overly-confident, easy-to-hate James any day of the week. He stood tall, well muscled, and imposing, even with his golden, angelic hair. At one point he had lived up to his looks, except the angelic part. An angel of sadistic destruction perhaps.

      Sophie strode confidently back into the room with the Norns, flipping her long black hair over her shoulder, trying to hide the fact that she didn’t feel entirely steady on her feet. She walked up to the nearest creature, one with little goat horns poking out of her head. The Norn didn’t acknowledge her in the slightest.

      Sophie jumped up and down, waving her hand in the air in front of the Norn’s green-tinged face as James approached behind her.

      “I already tried,” he explained. “It’s like they don’t see us at all. I’ve been awake for hours.”

      Sophie ceased her jumping and huffed in irritation. “Why didn’t you wake me sooner?”

      James shook his head and backed away, seemingly frightened by her tone. “I tried. You were out, probably because you were closer to whatever happened.”

      “And what did happen?” she asked, hating the slight tremble in her voice.

      James’ gaze went distant, as if seeing the scene play out before him. “The air began to shimmer, ever so slightly, and the pressure dropped, like right before a storm. Then everything . . . shifted. The extreme change in pressure made it hard to breathe and I lost consciousness.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “Well that’s of no help at all.”

      James looked truly apologetic.

      Sophie grunted in frustration, wishing James would at least defend himself, then a thought came to her. “Aila,” she growled, knowing she would likely get far more information out of the blonde Viking than she would the Norns. Without a word she left the room, heading toward the entrance of the Salr. Aila was Mikael’s number two, and Sophie had no doubt he’d shared his plans with her. She’d known to run before the spell began.

      James had to jog to catch up to her side. “But how will we find her?”

      Not looking at him, Sophie raised a finger to tap her nose. “That won’t be an issue.”

      James suddenly stopped walking.

      Feeling increasingly irritated, Sophie spun on her heel to meet his astonished gaze.

      “You’re going to sniff her out?” he asked incredulously.

      Sophie sighed, then turned to start walking again. The old James would have been useful in this situation. The new, impaired James was little more than dead weight. Maybe if she hit him over the head again, he’d regain his memory. If it didn’t work, well, it would still be satisfying.

      She reached the entrance of the Salr, and stared at a solid dirt wall. She shrugged, then pushed her fingers against the dirt, hoping this entrance was somewhat like the magical vines back in Estus’ Salr. She held her breath as her finger sunk right through the wall. Next went her arm, and soon her entire body was encased in the earth. She panicked, unable to breathe, then she was lying on her back above ground, bathed in soft moonlight. A moment later, James rose up beside her.

      Sophie was up in the blink of an eye, stalking off into the darkness with James trailing behind her. She’d find Aila, and she’d make her guide her to wherever Alaric had gone. For the past five hundred years, she and Alaric had always saved each other. She wasn’t about to let him down now.
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      I woke up cold, even though Alaric's arm was still wrapped tightly around me. I could feel the line of his warm body against my back, perfectly still in the thrall of deep sleep. He had even remained asleep as Erykah, appeared for an early morning visit. Such deep sleep was unusual for him. We'd had a trying few days though, so his coma-like state was understandable.

      I, on the other hand, hadn't slept at all since Erykah departed. She had promised to teach me to control the key at first light, and that was what she’d done . . . sort of.

      She'd shaken me awake in what felt like the middle of the night, then led me outside to see the barest hint of sunlight peeking over the horizon. There was an unbearable chill in the air, but Erykah seemed unfazed.

      The lesson hadn't taken long, in fact, she never even spoke, since I wouldn't understand her. Still, the moment she placed her hand on my shoulder, gazing intently at me with her aqua eyes, I was overwhelmed with information. The images nearly knocked me off my feet, and I had to brace myself against her so I'd remain standing.

      She showed me her entire struggle with the key, from when she first found it, to when she realized it was controlling her, to when she was finally able to rid herself of it. The whole ordeal felt akin to an abusive relationship, where the abused was so far in they believed their abuser when they said everything was for their own good.

      I also saw some scenes with Mikael that made me blush. Erykah mentally tsked at my discomfort. He was her husband. What did I expect?

      Erykah shook her head and got to the point. She had broken the key's hold over her by tricking it. She'd learned to shield her thoughts so the key couldn't convince her what she was thinking was wrong. The key was an effective adversary because it could insert thoughts into your mind until you couldn’t tell the difference between your real thoughts, and the fake ones. Mentally shielding your thoughts meant the key would have nothing to work with.

      I'd panicked at the revelation, because I hadn't learned to shield my thoughts, therefore the key would know I was planning to try. It would then manipulate me to keep itself fully in my mind.

      At that moment, Erykah gripped my arms, conveying the thought, If you are strong enough, it cannot stop you from shielding. It already knows you intend to destroy it. This game was begun when it first came into your possession. It may try to convince you otherwise, but all it will take is a moment of clarity, and the needed skills to defeat it.

      I nodded as her thoughts left my consciousness. She was right. It knew I wanted to destroy it, but wasn't willing to give me up as its host. I had to beat it at its own game by learning to shield my thoughts.

      Then Erykah gave me what she thought was the answer to my problems. Mikael can teach you. Shielding is one of his gifts.

      Understanding played across my face, then confusion. If he can teach me what I need, then why did we travel back in time?

      Erykah smiled sadly. He doesn't understand how he does it, or that it's what you need to survive this. He won't be able to show you willingly, but if you can break down his shields like I did, you can gather that information for yourself. I would try to show you myself, but my shields are not as strong as his, not as complex. If you are to truly best the key, best it in a way I could not, you must learn to shield from the best. You must see inside Mikael’s mind.

      I shook my head. I'm an empath, I feel emotions. I can't read minds.

      She sighed. Thoughts and feelings are more closely knit than you believe. How else would we be having this conversation?

      I gasped. I'm reading your mind?

      Only because I'm letting you, she explained. It will be much more difficult with Mikael. He lets no one in willingly, even if he says he will.

      She hugged me suddenly, catching me completely off guard. Thank you for your promise. I can march toward death with honor, knowing that my adversary will not win. I was only able to shield long enough to rid myself of it. You will learn to shield well enough to destroy it fully. I have faith.

      I hugged her back as a few tears slipped from my eyes. They weren't tears just for her, as I'd only known her a short time. They were for the entire village. They would all die soon, even the children. I felt a pang of guilt for leaving, but in reality their deaths had occurred centuries ago. There was nothing I could do to stop them.

      Erykah had left me then, and I’d returned to the small abode where Alaric still slept. I climbed silently back into bed with him, wrapping his arm around me like a life-line.
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        * * *

      

      I could sense it the moment Alaric startled into wakefulness. His arm tensed around me, then relaxed as he maneuvered me more firmly against him.

      “Good morning,” he whispered in my ear, searching downward with his hand.

      Realizing his intent, I pulled away and rolled over to face him.

      He looked slightly hurt, then noting my expression, waited for me to explain.

      I sat up, reluctantly pulling myself out of the warm bedding. “We have to go. Mikael will be here soon.”

      Alaric sat up, pulling free from the blankets to reveal his bare chest and the top of his dark brown, woolen pants. “What about the key? We still don't know how to destroy it.”

      I looked down at my lap as I tried to think of what to say. I knew I couldn't tell him the entire truth, that destroying the key might kill both me and our unborn child, but he wouldn't let me just brush him off.

      “What is it, Maddy?” he said evenly.

      I looked up to meet his dark eyes, then reached my hand out toward his black, silken hair.

      He gripped my wrist softly, inches from his hair. “Answer me,” he pressed.

      I frowned, then shook his hand off my wrist so I could comb my fingers through his hair. He watched me cautiously with my hand inches from his face.

      “I know what to do,” I said finally, “but you're just going to have to trust me.”

      He grabbed my wrist again, but this time it was to press my palm against his lips. He kissed my skin gently, maintaining eye contact all the while. “I have ways of making you tell me,” he said, only half-joking.

      I pulled my hand away and let it fall to my lap, turning my head from him while I fought back tears. A moment later the bed shifted, and he wrapped his arms around me, bringing my face to rest in the crook of his shoulder.

      We both jumped as the small, wooden door to our temporary home burst inward. Mikael stood framed in the doorway. His long, auburn hair flew forward in the cool morning breeze, but did nothing to obscure the intensity in his rich, chestnut eyes.

      “It seems our manners have returned to medieval times as well,” Alaric mumbled, but Mikael didn't seem to hear him.

      Mikael's eyes met mine. He gave the barest of nods, which I returned without a second thought. We had to leave. There was no other choice.

      “Meet me on the path,” Mikael ordered, finally including Alaric in the scope of his gaze. “We don't have much time.”

      As Alaric and I disentangled ourselves, Mikael left us, leaving the door wide open behind him. I had kept on most of my clothing, so I only needed to put on the extra outerwear that had been provided by Mikael's village.

      Alaric was dressed in an instant, and crouched down to help me with my boots while I secured the clasps on my short, leather and fur jacket, loose fitting with only half-sleeves. He had been given a wool cloak that swept down near his knees. I would have preferred a cloak like his, but I wasn't going to argue when I'd arrived with no coat at all. The furs were thick and warm, probably warmer than his cloak regardless.

      Alaric pushed his hair out of his face as he began to wrap up my second boot. “Are you going to tell me what's going on, or do I have to guess?” he asked, clearly annoyed.

      “I'll tell you as soon as we leave the village,” I assured. “There's no time to explain now.”

      Alaric nodded as he stood, though it was clear by his expression he wasn't happy with the deal. He helped me to my feet, then placed his hand on my lower back as we squeezed through the doorway. He stayed protectively close as we made our way through the small village, likely sensing my nerves, but not knowing what they were about.

      A few of the Vikings I'd met last night were already out and about, shaking out rugs and pelts, and moving in and out of the livestock huts. They paid us little mind, assuming we wouldn’t actually be leaving them any time soon. Erykah was nowhere to be seen, luckily, as I wasn't sure I had the heart to face her. I was doing what she asked, but it still felt wrong.

      I averted my gaze as a young girl walked by in front of us, oblivious to the peril that would soon befall her.

      “You're shivering,” Alaric commented, pulling me firmly against his side. “Do you want my cloak?”

      I shook my head and looked down, unable to meet his gaze. It wasn't the chill in the morning air that was bothering me.

      He let it go, though his expression remained concerned.

      We neared the edge of the village without interruption. I could see Mikael further down the path, standing in a copse of trees with his back to us. His satchel looked bulky, likely stuffed with fresh supplies, but the rest of him appeared normal, at least to anyone who might be looking. To my secondary perceptions, he was brimming with a grief so powerful it leaked through his well-formed mental shields. His grief become more invasive as we neared his still form. At first it had been like a chill wind, but increased to the ferocity of an icy ocean wave as Alaric and I came to stand behind him.

      He turned his face toward us, reddish brown eyes bland of emotion. I knew my face held just what he was feeling, and I knew he wouldn’t appreciate that I knew, but I couldn’t help it. I would have grieved even without his emotions helping me along. So many unnecessary deaths.

      Alaric rubbed his tunic-clad arms like he had goosebumps, then looked over his shoulder at the now distant village. “Will someone please tell me what’s going on?” he muttered, turning back to me. “We came all this way . . . ”

      I met his eyes and shook my head, urging him to stay quiet. Mikael was teetering on the brink, and I really didn’t want to see what would happen if he uncaged all the emotion he was holding in.

      Ignoring Alaric, Mikael turned to face me. “I trust you have the information you need.”

      Did I? What Erykah had given me was anything but clear, and definitely not what I needed, but I knew it was all she had to give. I nodded, and it seemed to be enough for Mikael. He turned from me to continue down the path. I grabbed Alaric’s hand in mine and started forward, anxious to be away from the village before things started happening.

      Alaric allowed me to pull him down the path, if a little reluctantly. He didn’t ask any more questions, which got him major bonus points in my book. It was nice having someone actually trust that I knew what I was doing. Unfortunately, I didn’t really trust it myself.

      We’d only gone roughly a quarter of a mile when the first scream cut through the air. Mikael stopped in his tracks, forcing us to do the same on the narrow path.

      “What is going on?” Alaric demanded, finally letting his anger seep through. His anger sent fiery sensations creeping up my hand where it rested in his.

      Mikael didn’t turn around as he answered, “It doesn’t matter. It’s ancient history.”

      Unsatisfied with Mikael’s answer, Alaric turned to me. Another scream cut through the air, followed by the sound of metal on metal. I could sense his tension, and knew he was only moments away from pulling out of my grasp to run back toward the village.

      “Ignorance is bliss,” I explained weakly, clutching onto his hand.

      Ire crossed his face. He pulled his hand away from mine, but didn’t run. His gaze was on Mikael’s back as he replied, “Only to those willing to play the fool.”

      Finally Mikael turned around and took a step toward us. I instantly felt like a dwarf with his 6’5” frame so near, and Alaric only a few inches shorter. “They’re already dead,” he hissed, daring Alaric to argue with him. “It is not for us to tangle the strings of fate.”

      Alaric stared at Mikael for a heartbeat, then turned his astonished expression to me. “You knew,”  he whispered as more screams reached us.

      “Let us leave this place,” Mikael said through gritted teeth, flexing his hands impatiently.

      We both stared at him, knowing we had no choice, but unable to make the decision to move forward.

      He spun on his heel and marched away, leaving a cloud of angry emotions in his wake. The decision made for us, Alaric and I began walking while I did my best to shut out the sounds of battle in the distance. Instead I focused on Mikael’s back. His emotions were slowly sliding away, being shut back behind his normally impenetrable shields.

      I didn’t need to be an empath to know how much the move had cost him, and I didn’t need to be a psychic to know I’d have a hell of a time finding my way past those shields again.
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      We continued walking as ominous clouds gathered overhead. The sounds of battle had faded long ago, leaving us with only the whistling of the wind to break the silence. Medieval Scandinavia might have been a blustery, rainy place in general, but as ice cold raindrops began to hit my face, it felt like the universe was mocking me. First, fate saw me kidnapped, then tortured, then nearly sacrificed to free the little key around my neck. As if that wasn’t enough, Lady Fate continued on to see me shackled to said key, pregnant, and hunted by the majority of the Vaettir. Cold rain and no shelter was just icing on the cake.

      The three of us continued on in silence, not remarking on the rain. Though it was uncomfortable, it was the least of our worries. I wanted to ask Mikael how we would travel through time without the Norns, and I wanted to ask him what we would do after that, but I was afraid to prod the beast. His raw emotions were still too fresh in my mind, though I felt nothing from him now as he walked beside me.

      “What did she tell you?” Mikael asked suddenly, breaking the silence and making me jump.

      Alaric and I both turned to watch him as we continued walking.

      “I spoke to her after she met with you,” Mikael went on, “but she wouldn’t tell me. She simply said you knew what you needed to do.”

      I looked down at the ground ahead of us, still muddy from the previous day’s rainfall, and bound to get muddier. My boots felt like they weighed a million pounds, and my clothing was beginning to take on the weight of moisture from the rain. I could at least unburden my thoughts and share everything Erykah had told me, but something stopped me. I had no doubt Mikael would allow me to sacrifice myself if it meant he would finally beat the sentient being that was the key, but Alaric would try to stop me. If not for my own well-being, then for our child’s. I could just share the part about needing to break down Mikael’s shields in order to learn how to build my own, but it might make Mikael close up even more. Still, I had no idea how to take down his shields without his help.

      “I need you to teach me to shield my thoughts,”  I said finally, leaving out the implication that he needed to let his own shields down in order to show me.

      Mikael stopped walking and turned to fully face me, while Alaric stood silently at my back. Mikael searched my face, as if to behold the importance of what I wasn’t saying. Suddenly, he turned and began walking again.

      Alaric and I had to jog to catch up with his long legs. “Well?” I pressed.

      He wouldn’t meet my eyes. “I don’t know how. It’s something that has always come naturally to me.”

      I grabbed his arm to halt his pace, then instantly regretted it. The angry look he gave me was nothing compared to the pain leaking through at my touch. My lips parted in surprise, and Mikael’s eyes widened.

      He shook my hand away and took a step back. “Stay out of my head,” he growled.

      I took a step back and bumped into Alaric’s chest. “I didn’t mean to,”  I replied instantly, feeling shaken.

      I could almost feel Alaric smiling behind me as his hands protectively enveloped my upper arms. “But isn’t that the whole point?” he taunted. “If she’s to learn about your shields, you have to let her in. She must see inside your head, everything laid bare.”

      I was glad the look on Mikael’s face was aimed above my head at Alaric and not at me. I never wanted to see an ancient Viking descended from a god glaring at me like that. Luckily, his expression softened as it dropped back down to my face. “Even if I wanted to let you into my head, I don’t know how. Erykah broke my shields down without my consent. If you are not capable of doing that, then our plan has failed.”

      My head drooped. “Your shields come down in moments of extreme grief,” I explained, avoiding eye contact. “In those moments I’m able to feel what you feel. If you can manage to rebuild that barrier more slowly next time, I might be able to learn how.”

      He gazed off in the direction we’d come. The village was miles away now. The carnage was likely over. He turned back to me. “The death of my people was the first and last grief I ever felt.”

      Alaric’s hands flexed on my arms. “No grief for causing a woman’s death after she helped to cover your tracks?” he snapped.

      Mikael looked past me to Alaric. “I meant what I said,” he stated, then turned and walked away.

      I moved out of Alaric’s grip and slid my hand around his waist. He obliged me by putting his arm around my shoulders. We gave each other a quick glance, then watched Mikael walk away.

      Alaric’s arm tightened around my shoulders. “He’ll pay for his crimes before all this is over.”

      I watched Mikael round a bend in the wooded trail, disappearing from sight. Alaric and I had no choice but to follow. I wasn’t so sure Mikael would be the one to pay. He was a survivor, after all. As we began walking, I could almost feel the noose of fate tightening around my neck.

      “We’re not going back in the direction we came,” Alaric commented sometime later, as we continued to follow behind Mikael.

      The Viking in question was still a good distance ahead of us, but occasional sightings of him let me know we were still heading in the right direction. I knew I should have been feeling a lot of emotions in that moment, but what I felt most was hungry. We had been walking for several hours, and were yet to stop to eat. Given Mikael was the one with a satchel full of supplies, and he didn’t seem to be speaking to us, our prospects were not good.

      “Does it matter?” I asked, narrowing my eyes as the trail straightened and Mikael once again came into view.

      Alaric didn’t seem tired or hungry in the least. In fact, he seemed at full alert, his eyes darting around the trail at the slightest hint of noise. The rain had subsided, but his dark hair still hung in wet clumps around his shoulders. “I had thought perhaps our way back to our time might lie in the spot we arrived, like a portal or some sort of vortex, but we’ve veered too far south. At this rate we’ll miss that spot by several miles.”

      I shrugged. “Maybe we have to go somewhere else to get back.”

      “Or maybe we’re not going back at all.”

      I stopped walking and faced him, feeling the barest hint of panic in my stomach. “Why would you say that? The whole point of coming here was for me to learn to control the key so we can use it to beat Estus. We can’t beat him in a time where he doesn’t even exist.”

      “Perhaps Estus is not Mikael’s first priority,” Alaric commented, grabbing my arm to guide me forward.

      “B-but Mikael can’t lie to me,” I stammered, trying desperately to think of something that would mean Alaric wasn’t right.

      Alaric snorted. “And what has he told you of us being here? That you would gain information about the charm? Well, you have. He’s told us nothing else.”

      I had the sudden urge to go running up the trail where I would violently shake Mikael until he told us what was going on, but I had a feeling it wouldn’t turn out how I wanted. I thought back to the dance Mikael and I had shared the night before. He’d confided in me, and I’d felt bad for him. Was it all just manipulation? Did he intend to trap us here in a foreign time, where perhaps things were more to his liking?

      I shook my head as I found my conclusion. “We’re going back.”

      Alaric sighed. “And how do you know that?”

      I smiled smugly. “Because Mikael hates to lose. Staying here would be too close to running.”

      Alaric stopped walking. At first I thought he was going to argue with me, but then I saw his expression. He held up a hand to keep me quiet while he tilted his head toward the twisting path in front of us, listening.

      “I hear voices up ahead,” he commented, face deep in concentration.

      “Someone with Mikael?” I questioned, suddenly doubting my assertions of his intentions.

      Instead of answering me, he continued to listen, though I couldn’t hear a thing. I would forever be the feeble kid without any physical powers.

      He straightened and turned to fully face me. “It seems like someone Mikael knows, but you should hide here just in case.”

      “I’m not going to stay here alone!” I rasped, taking a cue from Alaric on keeping my voice down.

      Alaric quirked the corner of his mouth, revealing one of his dainty cat fangs. “Would you miss me?” he teased.

      I glared at him. “I might miss you if a bear attacked me, but only then.”

      He grinned even wider and moved to put an arm around my shoulders. “Walk with me aways,” he whispered, “but do not speak as we near their meeting place. You can hide out of sight before we reach them, far enough to not be seen, but close enough to not become bear food.”

      I nodded, too nervous to remark on the bear food comment. For all we knew, Mikael might be with more friendly people like those who’d perished in the village, but he also might have run into someone he didn’t expect. Someone who might mean him, and by effect us, harm.

      We continued walking. I did my best to be quiet, but my footsteps seemed thunderous next to Alaric’s near-silent gait. Louder still was the groaning of my stomach. Back in the normal world I usually skipped breakfast, but I seemed unable to do that now. I wasn’t sure if it was the pregnancy, or just stress, but my stomach was not happy with the situation.

      Alaric chuckled softly at a particularly loud stomach growl, but didn’t comment.

      After a few more minutes I could finally hear the voices. Alaric stopped walking and gestured for me to hide. I glanced around for a good spot, but nothing jumped out at me. Finally, Alaric pointed to a bramble patch a few feet off the narrow path. I nodded, not liking the look of the plant’s pointy leaves, but I could at least hide behind it and hope no one snuck up on me.

      Alaric gave me a kiss on the cheek as I pulled away from him. With how he’d heard the distant voices, I knew he’d hear me if I screamed, and he ran faster than someone with a humanoid body should, so he’d reach me quickly. Of course, it would only take a few seconds for a bear, or other ancient woodland beast to break my neck. If I gave a bear in this time a hearty human meal, when it otherwise might have killed something else, would I alter the course of history? I shook my head at my thoughts as I crouched behind the brambles. I really needed to eat something.

      I could still hear the voices as I waited in hiding. My clothes had nearly dried, but the ground was damp and loamy, making me not want to lower myself into a full seated position.

      I heard the footsteps a moment too late. Before I could turn around, someone grabbed my arm and yanked upward. I was brought abruptly to my feet by a man roughly my height, wearing dirty wool clothing with leather bracers strapped over his forearms, and a wide, leather belt. His hair was even frizzier than mine, and its bright red color made it look like foamy fire.

      He leaned his bearded face into mine and peered at me with one blue eye. Where the other eye should have been was nothing but a mass of scar tissue. He grinned, said something in Old Norsk that I didn’t understand, then began dragging me toward the path.

      Finally regaining my wits, I struggled against his grasp and yelled for Alaric. Though I was far from powerless, I couldn’t steal the life from someone who wasn’t weakened, and I hadn’t taken the life of someone in a long time, so I had no pent up energy to wield. I cried out for Alaric, and moments later heard running footsteps thundering toward us.

      The man jerked me violently forward, and I tugged back, screaming all the while. Before I knew what was coming, he had thrown back his arm, preparing to hit me.

      Alaric, Mikael, and several other men reached us, just as my captor’s fist was about to collide with my face. Without warning, the key around my neck came to life, and a burst of energy knocked the man backward, leaving me unscathed. I stumbled backward and raised my hand to clutch the little key at my throat without thinking. As soon as I realized what I was doing, I dropped my hand, but felt no less shaken.

      One of the men standing with Mikael and Alaric muttered something under his breath that sounded like völur.

      “She’s not a witch,” Alaric mumbled as he came to stand near me. He took my shaky hand in his and gave it a squeeze.

      I leaned in close to him before I spoke, even though no one there besides Alaric and Mikael would understand me. “I take it they’re not Vaettir?” I questioned, since they seemed somewhat astonished by what had transpired.

      Alaric shook his head. The man I’d knocked down got to his feet and shot me a venomous, if somewhat frightened look, then went to stand with his comrades. One of the other men barked something vehemently at Mikael while pointing to me. All the other men watched me cautiously. I did not like where this was going.

      The man speaking, apparently the leader, judging not only by the way he took command of the situation, but by the style of his clothing, took a step toward me. He swept aside a vibrant blue cloak, held in place by an oval, bronze broach at his shoulder. His golden blond hair was held back from his face, gathered in a bun at the nape of his neck. His beard was neat and well trimmed.

      He said something that sounded scathing while he glared at me with dark gray eyes, his hand on the massive ax at his belt.

      Mikael took a step forward and said something calmly, causing the lead Viking to turn and face him, a look of surprise on his face.

      Alaric leaned in close to my ear. “Mikael revealed that he has sworn a blood oath to you, one that requires vengeance should anyone harm you.”

      I held my breath in surprise, then whispered, “That second part is a lie.”

      Alaric snorted. “And Mikael is the God of Lies.”

      I wasn’t going to argue with Alaric, and I wasn’t going to call Mikael out on his little fib. The men facing us all looked unsure now, including the leader. It was obvious they held a great deal of respect for Mikael, or at least knew his capabilities.

      The leader gave me a final glare, then turned to Mikael and said something else.

      “He says we will make camp with them tonight,” Alaric explained. “But that the witch must agree to harness her powers.”

      The leader looked at me expectantly. I nodded, hoping the gesture meant the same thing in this time as it did in ours. It seemed to be enough for him, as he turned back in the direction most of the men had come from, expecting everyone to follow.

      Mikael fell back in line beside me, while Alaric walked on my other side.

      “Thank you,” I muttered, hoping his sour mood had come to an end.

      “I would have killed them,” he replied, “but I fear the wrath of Lady Fate. I need you for my plans, so I had to protect you somehow.”

      His tone made it clear he was referring to me like a tool, just like many of the other Vaettir had done. I hated to admit it, but it stung. Until then, Mikael had at least treated me like a person. “And here I thought we were friends,” I replied bitterly, unable to keep my emotions fully to myself.

      “You are a means to an end, Madeline,” he said coldly, then trudged on ahead to walk next to the lead Viking.

      I looked to Alaric, expecting some sort of sarcastic remark, but his expression was serious as he turned his gaze from Mikael’s back to my face. “He is a means to an end for us as well,” he stated. “Let us not forget that.”

      I nodded, then looked down at the ground as we walked. Alaric was right, but I didn’t like it. I wasn’t used to using people like chess pieces. It was only in that moment that I realized how much I missed having friends. Alaric was the closest thing I had to a real friend, though our short history was obviously complicated. I considered Sophie a friend, but wasn’t sure if she viewed me the same. I’d even somehow started to view Mikael as a friend, but he wasn’t. It seemed all Vaettir would always view me as a tool first, and a person second, if at all. It was damn lonely.

      I looked up at the cloudy sky, feeling numb and achy. No one would even care if I ever returned to the correct time. Sophie would be waiting for Alaric. Aila and the rest of Mikael’s people would be waiting for him. For me, there was only Estus, waiting to kill me. I glanced over at Alaric. I was pretty sure he cared what happened to me. The child inside me probably cared too. It was more than I’d had a month before, and would have to be enough for me now.

      I glanced up at Mikael’s back with renewed determination. If the Viking wanted to play, the least I could do was give him one hell of a game.
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      “Slow down,” James pleaded.

      “We can’t let them get any farther away,” Sophie snapped. “I won’t risk them entering another Salr where I won’t be able to find them.”

      “How do you know that hasn’t already happened?” James huffed, stomping up beside her.

      She’d stopped to scent the wind. James’ sweaty man-smell was confusing her senses. She glared at him, and knew her feline eyes were likely reflecting in the moonlight by the way he gasped.

      “I hate it when you go all cat-like,” he grumbled, looking down at his shoes.

      “Says the man that can sear flesh with a single touch,” she quipped before starting off again. They were close.

      Sophie had retraced their steps back to the tunnel entrance where they’d parted ways with Aila and a few other members of Mikael’s clan. It hadn’t even been a full twenty-four hours since that meeting, so the scent was still fresh. With the distant wail of sirens spurring her on, she’d traced the scent all the way to where they now searched, a remote area of the woods, far northeast of the Salr where they’d first met Mikael.

      Sophie stopped to scent the air once more, then perked up at the sound of far off conversation. The voices were speaking Old Norsk, letting her know they were Vaettir, and not the police who were likely looking for the villains who’d left several corpses in a quaint, suburban neighborhood. The only question was if the people speaking belonged to Estus, Aislin, or Mikael.

      She continued listening as she crept near, gesturing for James to stay behind. She didn’t need his lumbering steps giving her away.

      As the camp came into sight, the first form she saw was very tall, and very blonde. Sophie’s smile was more of a snarl. She shouldn’t go charging into the situation with brute force, but it was the only way she knew how.
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        * * *

      

      I sat in a secluded area with Alaric, near the Viking camp. We were close enough to the sea that I could hear the waves crashing in the distance. A lot of people find the sound soothing, but it just made me nervous. I’d always been afraid of deep waters, even more than heights.

      Not wanting to sit around while Mikael’s human friends stared at me, Alaric and I had built a small fire of our own. We sat on a piece of driftwood, huddled near the flames for warmth.

      I had a moment of wishing for our more comfortable lodgings of the night before. My heart lurched. Those lodgings were likely now burned to the ground. The people who had thrown Mikael a party the night before, dead in the cold night air.

      “What are you thinking?” Alaric asked softly, startling me away from my morbid thoughts.

      I jumped at his voice, then settled down to lean my shoulder against his. “What makes you think I was thinking anything?”

      He put his arm around me and pulled me closer. “You had a look on your face like someone had just kicked your puppy. Were you thinking about the baby?”

      I shivered. “It still sounds weird to hear you say that. We’ve travelled back in time, left a village full of people to their deaths, and were accosted by genuine Vikings, yet the pregnancy is the part that doesn’t feel real.”

      He laughed. “I imagine it will begin to seem real as more time passes, and certain things begin to . . . show.”

      I turned my head and quirked an eyebrow at him. “You mean when I blow up like a balloon?”

      He laughed again, using his free hand to push his tangled hair out of his face. “Something like that. Did you have enough to eat?”

      I glanced over at the large wooden bowl we’d shared for our supper and wrinkled my nose. My vegetarian senses had not been pleased by the choice of fresh caught rabbit with hard, root vegetables, but I’d been so starved I ate anyway.

      “More than enough,”  I replied, my distaste coloring my tone.

      The sound of rustling branches and movement to our left caught our attention. Mikael appeared within the trees, then approached. I had no particular desire to share our fire with him, however, he might by slim chance tell us what we had to do to get home.

      He looked right past me to Alaric. “I need to speak with Madeline.”

      Alaric didn’t move. “No one is preventing you from doing so.”

      Mikael looked to me. I expected to see the harsh resentment I’d seen earlier, but there was an almost pleading feel to his expression.

      I sighed, and looked to Alaric.

      Picking up on what I wasn’t saying, he frowned. “Are you sure?”

      I smiled gratefully. “It’s not like he’s going to hurt me.”

      Alaric looked up at Mikael, then back to me. “If you say so.” With that, he stood and walked off, not toward the rest of the camp, but further into the woods.

      Mikael closed the distance between us, then took Alaric’s vacated seat. I scooted away, but it was a small log. We still ended up shoulder to shoulder. I sat silently, partially turned away from him, waiting for him to speak.

      He inhaled loudly, then exhaled with no words forthcoming.

      I still didn’t face him, feeling that it would somehow thwart his effort.

      He finally spoke. “We can try working on the shielding thing.”

      The exasperated tone in his voice drew my eye to him. “What made you change your mind?”

      He had the grace to look almost embarrassed. “If Erykah thinks—thought it’s what needs to be done, then it will be done.”

      I knew it was a bad idea to say anything, especially with how he’d reacted earlier, but I couldn’t help it. I placed my hand on top of his. “I’m sorry.”

      He didn’t get angry, and instead smiled sadly. “Honestly, I was surprised you even told me the plan. Erykah manipulated my emotions and broke me down without warning. One would think it better to have me off guard.”

      I smirked. “Manipulate a descendant of Dolos, god of deceit and treachery? That seems like a losing battle.”

      Mikael laughed, and I suddenly realized that my hand was still on his. I withdrew it as inconspicuously as possible, though the act drew his gaze. “Dolos was simply misunderstood,” he explained. “He was practically a slave to Prometheus, and copied his master’s statue to show he was just as skilled. Prometheus stole the statue and claimed it was his own, and thus lies were formed.”

      I raised my eyebrows in disbelief. “Oh okay,” I replied sarcastically. “So if deceit doesn’t run in your blood, then how did you manipulate entire nations?”

      He smiled, wiping away the rest of the sadness that had lingered on his face. “I see someone has been telling stories about me.”

      “That doesn’t answer the question,” I countered before he could change the subject.

      He shrugged. “Through deceit and treachery.”

      I raised a finger in playful accusation. “But you just said that Dolos wasn’t the god of those things.”

      Mikael grinned. “Did I? I’m pretty sure I just said he was misunderstood.”

      I frowned. He was playing games with me, and derailing the entire conversation from the original subject. “Misunderstood how?” I asked, giving in.

      “By perceptions,” he replied, holding up his hands to warm them by the fire. “Two men can commit the same treacherous act. One may be labeled a swindler, and the other, simply clever. There is no difference.”

      I stared into the fire. “The difference lies in how the man’s actions affect others.”

      Mikael turned his gaze to me, and I suddenly had the feeling that I’d lost points in our verbal debate. “Oh?” he questioned. “And what about you? Should you be labeled a server of justice, a guiding hand, or a murderer?”

      He was probably hoping to shock me with the term murderer, but I’d spent way too much time thinking upon it myself to be caught off guard. Without thinking, I replied, “If I was taking the life of someone who’d committed heinous crimes, then I’d be serving justice. If it was someone who wanted to die, a guiding hand. An innocent . . . well, I suppose that would be called murder.”

      “Yet each of those things depends on who you ask,” he countered. “Say my best friend harmed someone in a crime of passion, and you took his life as justice. Most might call you the righteous executioner. I’d just call you a killer.”

      I grinned at him.

      He leaned back slightly in surprise. “Whatever could have crossed your mind at that example?”

      “I was just thinking that your example wasn’t an accurate representation of the truth.”

      He seemed to think about my answer, then replied, “And why is that?”

      I grinned even wider. “Because no one would want to be your best friend in the first place.”

      He threw his head back and laughed, obviously not offended. At that moment, a few flakes of snow began to fall. Mikael reached out a hand to catch them, seeming almost like a little kid marveling at the miracle of snow.

      Seeing his good mood as an opportunity, I asked, “So where are we going now, really?”

      He retained his smile as he replied, “We’re going to seek a little more information, then hopefully find our way home.”

      “Hopefully?” I questioned, all of Alaric’s observations rushing back to the forefront of my mind.

      He patted my leg with his hand, and I shifted away, suddenly nervous. He sighed. “Everything in life is a gamble, my dear. The Norns in this time do not owe me favors like the ones in our present.”

      “Well I’m glad you’ve risked our lives, our futures, and the life of our child all in one fell swoop,” a sarcastic voice called from within the tree line.

      Mikael turned to me with a conspiratorial look. “Do you ever get tired of his kitty cat hearing?” he whispered.

      Before I could answer, Alaric revealed himself and approached the fire. He seemed to fit right in with the surroundings in his dark, wool and linen clothing, and borrowed cloak. His loose, black hair had begun to gather snowflakes, little flecks of white amongst the solid darkness.

      “Your lives, futures, and the life of your child were already at risk,” Mikael said happily. “Can you really argue that you had anything to lose?”

      “We left my sister in that time,” Alaric replied coldly, gazing off into the distance rather than at Mikael.

      “It was my intention to bring her,” Mikael replied blandly.

      I realized his hand had come to rest on my leg again, and I scooted away, trying not to draw attention to myself. I had a feeling Mikael would find a way to flirt even as the fires of the underworld leapt up to drag us all to our fate.

      “So we could all die together?” Alaric asked, taking a step closer.

      Mikael laughed. “On the contrary. There are far fewer people who want to kill us in this time. We could easily live out our days here.”

      Before I could blink, Alaric was standing directly in front of where Mikael sat. “You do intend to keep us here, don’t you?” he accused. “If you wanted to come live in this time, that’s one thing, but why drag us into it?”

      Mikael sighed, seemingly unintimidated by the fact that Alaric’s eyes had shifted to feline, and he was flexing his fists like he might suddenly sprout claws. “I was simply pointing out that your deaths are not on my agenda,” Mikael answered tiredly, “and I have no intention of trapping either of you in this time. There is nothing for me here.”

      “Things are just as you want them in this time,” Alaric countered. “You have your freedom. You can manipulate others into following you without fear of being struck down by the other Vaettir.”

      “I have already lived this life!” Mikael shouted as he suddenly stood, placing himself inches away from Alaric. More calmly, he continued, “In my mind, everything here is already ash. It pervades my senses with its acrid stench, with every step I take, with every word I breathe.”

      Alaric was silent. The two men stood there, inches away from each other, with Mikael’s head towering slightly above Alaric’s. Their anger made my skin itch, muddling my thoughts with their opposing energies. Mikael was like the angry seas he’d traveled in his youth, and Alaric was like a cool, still, night, his rage contained beneath the surface.

      I started to feel nauseous, and at first thought it was from the overwhelming energy, then a sharp, stabbing pain seared through my abdomen. “Uh guys?” I questioned weakly, clutching at my middle.

      They didn’t seem to hear me, too enthralled in their stare-down. The key started thrumming at my neck, though I had no idea why. The pain grew, and I fell from the log I’d been seated on to my knees.

      “Guys?” I said again, and they both finally turned to look at me, identical, questioning expressions on their faces.

      I couldn’t answer their questions as the pain doubled. The key at my neck felt like it had been resting in fire. I was sure it was burning my skin, but I couldn’t lift a hand to reach it. I fell to the side, but Alaric knelt and caught me before my shoulder could hit the ground. He sat and pulled me backward into his lap.

      Seconds later, Mikael was by my side. The pain exploded into a wracking nausea. I would have vomited if my body were able to move forward. I looked dizzily past Mikael to the falling snow, with Alaric’s arms wrapped around me. I was pretty sure they were both speaking to me, but I couldn’t hear them. Everything had gone numb. All I could think about was how pretty the snowflakes were, and how nice they felt on my hot skin.
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      I woke up feeling warm. A little too warm. I could feel bodies pressed against either side of me. Something was wrong with this picture. I opened my eyes, recalling the pain in my abdomen, and the key burning at my throat. I freed my hand from being pinned by someone’s arm around my waist, then reached up to my throat. The key felt cool to the touch, and my skin was unmarred.

      I turned my head to the side to see Mikael’s sleeping face, only inches from mine.

      “What the hell!” I shouted, turning on my side to shove him away from me.

      He opened his eyes with a start, just as I felt arms convulse around me from behind.

      “Oh come now,” Mikael mocked, making no move to get up. “I was having the most marvelous dream.” He waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.

      The person behind me shifted, and Alaric’s face came into view beside mine. We were in a small hide tent, with rough bedding encasing us. Alaric stared past me at Mikael as he explained, “After you fainted, your entire body went cold. I felt it pertinent that you were warmed, no matter the cost.”

      He was being very polite, especially with how Mikael was still grinning beside us.

      “Thank you for your warmth,” I said through gritted teeth while I glared at Mikael, “now please go away.”

      Finally he scooted out of the blankets and crawled toward the covered opening to the tent. “You kids sit tight,” he instructed. “I’ll be back soon.”

      Once the thousand plus year old Viking had departed, I rolled over to look at Alaric, who still had an arm around my waist. “The warmth so wasn’t worth it,” I said sarcastically. “He’ll be going on about this for days.”

      Alaric frowned. “Maddy, we thought you were dying, or at the very least that you were losing the baby. If I could deal with being that close to Mikael, I figured you could too.”

      I frowned in reply, not liking his serious tone. The pain in my stomach was gone, though I still felt a little weak. I reached down toward my abdomen, as if somehow I could tell that the baby was still there, then quickly retracted my hand. It was too early to be able to tell just by touching. Heck, I hadn’t even known I was pregnant until Mikael told us.

      “Do you think . . . ” Alaric trailed off, and I knew he was trying to ask about the baby.

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure.”

      His face fell. I really hadn’t expected him to become so invested in the idea of a child. He was a being of war. He lived for violence and chaos, both of which weren’t exactly conducive to raising a child.

      “I’m sure it’s fine,” I lied, wanting to wipe the hurt expression from his face.

      Not replying, he drew me into a tight hug.

      I felt guilty even just admitting it to myself, but part of me would be relieved if the child was gone. Not only had I not planned on having children, but I was terrified of what this child in particular might turn out to be. I wouldn’t wish my calling upon anyone. The idea of having to teach my child to take the lives of others was horrifying. Even if it didn’t end up just like me, we were still Vaettir. Our child would be destined for a life of violence and death regardless.

      “What are you thinking?” Alaric asked with his face still pressed against mine.

      “Nothing,” I lied again. “Just wondering what supplies Mikael is off . . . procuring.”

      Alaric pulled away from me to flash a knowing smile. “Dating an empath is quite unfair. You always know what I’m feeling, but I cannot read you in return.”

      I cringed. “Sorry?”

      Alaric kissed me softly before I could say anything else. I kissed him back, glad to put an end to the conversation. For the moment, we would just have to worry about getting home, then we could use modern medicine to determine if the child was still present.

      I heard footsteps and a snuffling sound outside of the tent, moments before Mikael called out, “Knock, knock!”

      Alaric and I pulled away from each other and sat up. He reached the tent flap first, pulling it aside to reveal a landscape dusted with pure, white snow. Amidst the near blinding white of early morning reflecting off ice stood Mikael, holding the reins of three stout, shaggy ponies.

      I let Alaric help me out of bed, thanking my lucky stars that I had been left fully clothed. I searched the bedding to find that my coat had been draped over the blankets that had covered my legs. I donned it quickly, shivering as a cold gust of snowy air filtered into the tent, then took the boots Alaric handed me just as he finished wrapping up his own boots.

      I put the boots on quickly, grateful to find that I finally had the hang of neatly wrapping up the strips of leather to anchor the boots around my ankles. Alaric left the tent, then offered me a hand out. I took his hand gratefully and stood, waiting for Mikael to make whatever sarcastic remark he was holding in.

      I watched his face as he stood there, still holding onto the ponies, but instead of speaking, he offered me a knowing smile. A smile that said, I just slept next to you all night, my body pressed firmly against yours, and there’s nothing you can do to take it back.

      I scowled and gave Alaric’s hand a squeeze, almost wishing Mikael would go back to being mad at us.

      “Am I expected to ride that thing?” I asked, turning my attention to one of the ponies.

      “It’s likely not wise to exert yourself after what you experienced last night,” Mikael explained.

      I frowned and looked back to the animals. One of the ponies was pure white, looking innocent and pristine, while the other two were muddy brown in color. Guess which one I got.

      I took the offered reins from Mikael and rubbed my chilled fingers across the animal’s white neck. She bumped against me obligingly, so I snuggled up to her side while Mikael and Alaric packed up the tent and bedding.

      When we were ready to go, I stepped back and put the reins over the animal’s head, then prepared to insert my foot into the stirrup to climb onto the pony’s back, only there was no saddle, only a rough blanket. I wasn’t quite sure how to climb up without a stirrup to guide me. The ponies were fairly short, so maybe I could have hoisted myself, but I was feeling shaky enough that I was afraid to try. Finally, Alaric moved to my side and gave me an effortless boost, allowing me to climb onto the horse with little to no exertion on my part. Once seated, I steadied myself. I would still have preferred a saddle, but at least the pony was wide enough to make me feel secure in my seat. I looked down at Alaric with a reassuring smile, then he left me to take his reins from Mikael.

      Before climbing atop the final pony still in his possession, Mikael came to stand beside me, digging for something in the satchel hanging from his shoulder. With his height, and how short my pony was, we weren’t that far from eye level. He pulled his hand out of the satchel and offered me something akin to a pastry, only larger and round.

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Sweets for breakfast?”

      “Aren’t pregnant woman supposed to crave this sort of stuff?” he teased.

      He’d meant it in a joking way, but my mood instantly fell. Was I even still pregnant? Did I want to be? With the threat of the key, I’d probably be better off without a child growing inside of me, but I’d also become attached to the little life.

      Not commenting on my sudden change of mood, Mikael left me with the pastry in my hand, then climbed atop his pony while Alaric did the same. They both made their way to the main path while I followed shortly behind. I took a large bite of the pastry-like item. I was craving sweets, not that I was about to admit it. It was likely just a result of the long periods I’ve gone without calories.

      Eventually the path widened into a road, and we were all able to ride side-by-side.

      “Where did your friends go?” I asked, tired of the silence that had drawn out when the path was narrow.

      Mikael startled, as if deep in thought, then glanced over at me, pushing a lock of hair away from his face. “Friends?”

      “The ones that wanted to kill me for being a witch,” I clarified.

      Alaric snorted from my other side, but didn’t comment.

      “Well,” Mikael sighed, “I had to defend your honor, so I killed them.”

      My jaw dropped. He had to be joking, right?

      He let me off the hook with his laughter, then explained. “They invited me to sail with them, but I told them I had prior obligations. They departed first thing this morning,” He was silent for a moment, then added, “While we were all nestled, warm in our bed.”

      I scowled.

      He winked in reply.

      “How much farther until we reach our destination,” Alaric interrupted tiredly. Mikael had attempted to give him a sweet roll too, but he’d refused, and had seemed dejected ever since.

      Mikael pointed off into the distance to a rising hill covered in the same sparse trees surrounding us. I could barely make out stone ruins near the top of the hill, but little else.

      “Are there more Norns in our near future?” I asked, hoping the ruins would mean an end to our journey, and a return to modern times.

      “Just one,” he answered, gazing off into the distance ahead.

      “One?” Alaric asked incredulously. “And that will be enough to send us back?”

      Mikael chuckled. “Absolutely not, but she might have something that will aid us. She did it for me once before . . . ” he trailed off.

      He had to be referring to the first time he went back in an attempt to save his village, but I wasn’t about to bring that up again. Before I could say anything, Alaric grumbled, “This better not be a waste of time.”

      Mikael smiled. I really wished I knew what he was finding so damn funny. “All will be revealed once we reach the crest of the hill,” he explained cryptically.

      Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-two

          

        

      

    

    
      It had started snowing again. I did my best to stay warm, huddled against the cold on my white pony. The animal’s breath fogged the air near its muzzle as it labored onward. We’d nearly reached the top of the hill. The roadside, sprinkled with chunks of old stone covered in moss, was becoming quickly obscured in white.

      Mikael rode ahead of us. He seemed unfazed by the cold, even as little white snowflakes began to cling to his loose, dusky red hair. He looked odd atop the little pony, especially with the intimidating touch of his great sword’s pommel jutting over his shoulder.

      I looked to Alaric as his pony caught up to mine. He looked worried. “Are you warm enough?” he asked softly.

      My teeth were on the verge of chattering, but I nodded. It didn’t really matter how cold I was, since there was nothing I could do about it.

      Mikael’s pony turned away from the path ahead of us. From our vantage point, and with snow obscuring our vision, it appeared he was riding straight into the mountainside on one side of the path. I had a moment of confusion before realizing he was riding into a cavern.

      Alaric and I urged our ponies forward, anxious to get out of the cold.

      The cave came into view, its entrance roughly eight feet tall. The opening would have seemed man-made if we were in a time where dynamite was used for mining. I could see Mikael inside the cave, dismounting his pony, but I could make out little else. Alaric rode in first, while I followed cautiously behind him.

      Once inside, I observed the deceivingly large space until we reached Mikael and dismounted. The cavern was empty. No Norn. No signs of inhabitance. Nothing.

      “What gives?” I asked, finally giving in and letting my teeth chatter.

      Mikael calmly crouched down and began building a fire in the center of the cave. The ceiling was high enough we likely wouldn’t get smoked out, and upon closer inspection, I could see that fires had been built there in the past, and there was even spare wood that Mikael was using now.

      “Sit down,” he instructed. “We may have to wait a while, and in the meantime, I’d like to tell you a story.”

      “We don’t want to hear any stories,” Alaric said coldly. “We want to know why you’ve led us to a deserted cave.”

      Mikael looked up from what he was doing to smirk at Alaric. “The story is for Madeline’s benefit, and trust me, she wants to hear it.”

      I sat down with a huff as Alaric took my pony’s reins. Arguing would be futile, so it was best to just get it over with.

      Mikael stared Alaric down until he grudgingly sat beside me, trailing the ponies’ reins in his left hand. The animals seemed content to be out of the snow, showing no hints that they planned to run. Mikael had released his pony completely.

      As Mikael’s fire caught, he sat down across from us and cleared his throat. “In the beginning,” he began, “there was Yggdrasil, the World Tree.”

      “I’ve heard of that before,” I interrupted.

      Mikael rolled his eyes. “Yes, Madeline, many myths are founded in truth, though they become convoluted over time. Now no more interruptions.” He eyed me until I nodded. “In the myths,” he continued, “the Norns gathered around Yggdrasil’s roots, and tended the tree. Really, they were the tree.”

      “I don’t remember that part of the story,” Alaric interrupted.

      Mikael glared at him. “That’s because you’ve been told the convoluted version that was altered to suit those in power. Now please, no more interruptions.”

      Alaric gave a sarcastic roll of his hand for Mikael to go on.

      “The Norns are the weavers of fate,” Mikael continued, his face illuminated by the fire to look somewhat sinister, “and Yggdrasil held them in place, merging time and fate. Within the bounds of time and fate, there is polarity. Light and dark. Life and death.”

      It wasn’t the first time polarity had been mentioned to me. Like Alaric had said, life needed death, peace needed war, and so forth.

      “After many centuries,” Mikael continued, “the Norns grew lonely. They plucked the strings of fate for humanity, watching people live and die, passing on their legacy to their children. The Norns wanted children of their own, and thus, the Vaettir were created.”

      I wrinkled my brow in confusion. So we were the Norns . . . children?

      Mikael raised his eyebrows at me, daring me to interrupt him again. When I didn’t, he continued, “The Norns embody all things in nature, as it is the divine force within us all. This energy also composed the old gods. Each of these new children embodied an aspect of the old gods the Norns missed so dearly, minor and major deities alike.”

      I glanced at Alaric, then back to Mikael, both embodiments of major deities, but not the highest tier.

      “But the plan backfired,” Mikael stated abruptly. “With each of the Vaettir embodying only one aspect of nature, they were far different from the Norns. The darker forces weren’t directly balanced by the light. Forces of greed, the thirst for power, and stubborn independence led to the dismemberment of the World Tree.”

      I had become so enthralled in his story that I gasped, then held a hand to my mouth in embarrassment.

      Alaric put an arm around my shoulder as Mikael flashed me a teasing grin.

      We were divided, a voice said, but it wasn’t Mikael speaking. The voice was in my head. I looked to Alaric to see if he’d heard it too, but he’d already turned to find the source of the voice.

      I followed his gaze to a tall silhouette, blocking much of the cave’s entrance.

      The voice in my head continued, Our children destroyed Yggdrasil, and separated us from time.

      The form stepped forward, revealing a Norn with the great antlers of a moose. I could make out little else of her figure.

      The separation created myself and my sisters as we are now, she continued, speaking directly into our minds. It let time dictate itself freely, while we remain in stasis. The division did little harm, but there was something else. There was the magic that held us together. Wild, chaotic magic, that had been tainted by the residue of those who dismembered the tree. It formed a key.

      This time I wasn’t embarrassed when I gasped. I reached up to the key at my throat. Could it be?

      The Norn took another step forward so that I could see her green-tinged skin and large, angular eyes clearly in the firelight. She had the paws of a wolf at the ends of her arms. Her thin lips offered me a confusing smile.

      “I told you that you wanted to hear my story,” Mikael mocked.

      I shot him a glare, then turned back to the Norn, willing her to tell me what I needed to hear. Alaric had shifted his hand to my leg. He watched the Norn just as apprehensively as I.

      Are you ready? the Norn’s voice echoed through my head.

      “For wha—” I began to ask, but it was too late.

      The air of the cave pressed down on me. I felt like all of my bones were being crushed. I opened my mouth to scream, but there was too much pressure for me to even make a peep. Just when I felt like I might die, I was thrust upward. The cave was gone, and I was surrounded by darkness, speckled with lights that stretched oddly in my vision as I sped by them. Alaric had lost his hold on my leg, so I was alone in the dazzling emptiness.

      Suddenly I thudded to the ground, and it was as if time and space were rushing to catch up to me. The scenery around me blurred with motion until it all came to a crashing halt, leaving me in my still surroundings.

      Moist sand soaked into the knees of my pants, and I could hear the ocean not far off. The sky was a calm, perfect blue. I turned my gaze upward to what was towering over me. It was a tree, growing straight out of the beach, its roots twisting upward out of the sand to swirl in a dizzying pattern, forming the tree’s bark. From the top, its branches spanned outward, obscuring the sky with their silvery, pointed leaves.

      Somehow I knew the tree was an ash tree, and I knew its name. Yggdrasil. The Norn had transported me back in time to lie at the roots of the friggin World Tree, sometime before it was destroyed.

      Even worse. I was alone.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie sat on her butt in the dirt, glaring at those who surrounded her. James sat beside her, looking thoroughly cowed.

      “What did you do?” Aila demanded, standing over Sophie like a Viking goddess of war.

      Sophie frowned. She was descended from Bastet, a true goddess of war, not this, this imposter.

      “You were supposed to go with Alaric and Madeline,” Aila continued. “You shouldn’t be back already. Where is Mikael?”

      Faas and Tabitha stood behind Aila. Faas was short for a man at 5’7”, and definitely short compared to Aila and Tabitha. He watched the conversation curiously, void of the venomous expression he’d had around Madeline. Sophie would never understand the rivalry all executioners seemed to hold to. She had little doubt Faas would kill Madeline, given the chance.

      Noticing Sophie’s gaze, he flipped the long portion of his blond hair to partially obscure his eyes. It would have worked better had all his hair been long, but the sides were shaved nearly to the skin.

      Tabitha stepped up beside Aila, appearing slight near Aila’s muscular form, despite their almost equal height. Tabitha’s blonde hair was nearly white, a common color among Mikael’s people. “Perhaps she escaped,” Tabitha commented, not seeming to care much either way.

      Sophie was growing increasingly irritated as those speaking continued to exclude her. She would have liked to stand, but the axes and spears of other Vaettir surrounding her and James kept her seated. She could probably take most of them on in a fight, but without her brother to watch her back, she didn’t dare risk it.

      “Where the hell is my brother!” she growled, interrupting the murmurs of conversation that had sprung up around her.

      “See?” Tabitha replied, looking at Aila instead of Sophie. “She must have been left behind.”

      Aila replied with a sharp nod, then crouched down to grab Sophie’s arm, hauling her to her feet. Sophie was built more like Tabitha, and was only a few inches taller than Faas. She found Aila’s size slightly intimidating, though she would never admit it out loud.

      “You will wait with us until Mikael returns with the others,” Aila stated. She glanced down at James. “Him too,” she added.

      Sophie shook out of Aila’s grasp, then scowled up at the imposing woman. “I will remain for the time being,” Sophie agreed, “but if it takes too long, I’ll find my brother myself.”

      Aila gave Sophie a wry smile. “As you wish,” she agreed. “Now come with me. There are many plans to be made, and I will not turn down the advice of a descendant of Bastet.”

      Sophie stood a little straighter, glad her heritage had been acknowledged. “Really, I don’t know how you ever intended to go to war without my advice.”

      Aila smirked, then turned to lead Sophie back toward one of the many tents composing their camp. Sophie followed, leaving James where he sat, eyeing the Vaettir around him with apprehension. Sophie really would have to do something about his memory. Maybe she’d have Aila hit him. That amount of force would have to do something.
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        * * *

      

      I stared up at the massive tree before me in complete awe. I didn’t know at what point in history the tree had been destroyed, but I knew it had happened a very long time before the time I’d come from, and an unfathomable amount of time before the time I belonged in.

      I rose to my feet and brushed the sand from my clothing. The key was silent at my throat. If I didn’t know any better, I might have guessed it was afraid.

      I turned and surveyed the empty beach, unsure of what I was supposed to do.

      “Alaric!” I called out.

      No answer.

      “Mikael!”

      All was silent.

      I trudged through the sand toward the sound of the ocean, which came into sight as I crested a large dune. I would have liked to think Alaric and Mikael had been sent back with me, landing somewhere out of hearing range, but not too far off, yet for some reason I doubted it. Some sort of internal instinct screamed at me that I was completely alone.

      I gazed out at the calm ocean. It was warmer here. The short leather and fur coat I wore was almost too much. I continued walking, stripping the coat off as I went.

      I reached the shoreline and gazed down at the frothy water as it lapped toward my feet, only to rescind with the tide. The water seemed normal enough. I found myself wishing I could see into its depths. If I was far back enough in time, all sorts of fascinating primordial creatures might lurk there.

      I shook my head and stepped away from the water. I was back here to do something. Something important. I didn’t have time to wonder about the mysteries of the deep.

      I made my way back to the tree and stared up at it, not understanding how the Norns were part of the tree. I kept imagining them living inside of it, but I was pretty sure that wasn’t how it worked.

      I held my breath as the sound of hushed voices reached my ears, then suddenly silenced. I looked around, unsure of where they’d come from, then looked back to the tree. Not knowing what else to do, I reached up to the lowest branch and plucked a single leaf, then brought it close to my face. It looked like a normal leaf.

      I gripped the leaf in my palm, then placed my other hand on the rough bark of the tree. The gentle ocean breeze pushed my hair back from my face, but everything else was still. I was about to remove my hand when I felt a gentle thrumming resonating from within the tree. The key at my neck echoed that resonance.

      Excitement rushed through me, maybe I’d found what I was supposed to do. I felt the tree’s energy flow up my arm as the key thrummed fervently. Wait. No! I watched in horror as the bark beneath my palm grew gray with death. The gray area spread, then pieces of the bark began to flake off, turning to ash before they hit the ground.

      I tried to pull away, but my hand felt glued to the tree. The dead patch continued to spread. Hot tears streamed down my face. Panic crushed my chest. The Norn had sent me back to Yggdrasil to do who knows what, and now I was killing it. I was killing the World Tree.

      I fell to my knees, but my hand remained firmly against the tree. I could feel the key’s joy as we both filled up with energy. My thoughts turned to Alaric. What would he think if he could see me now? Killing the tree that gave life to his people. Our people.

      Alaric’s face filled my mind’s eye as I focused all of my energy onto getting back to him. I needed to get back. There was still so much to do. Suddenly my hand fell from the tree, and I was overcome with a feeling of vertigo. I kept my eyes firmly shut as the sand beneath me seemed to solidify into hard, cold earth. Someone wrapped their arms around me, but I struggled away. I was a killer. The only thing I could offer anyone was death.

      My entire body buzzed with the energy of Yggdrasil. I was pretty sure I’d broken away before I killed the tree entirely, but the only way to know for sure was to look at it.

      I opened my eyes, and there was no tree. Suddenly the arms around me made sense. I was back in the cave with Alaric and Mikael. The latter of whom was standing a short distance away, looking at me like I’d grown a second head.

      I slowly unfurled one of my closed palms to see the leaf still in my hand, still silvery-green with life. With the energy of Yggdrasil, I’d traveled forward through time. I craned my neck back at Alaric as he put his arms around me once more.

      “I’m back,” I whispered in astonishment.

      “You never left,” he explained. “The Norn came and you fainted.”

      I looked down at the leaf in my hand again. “That’s not possible,” I said distantly. It had all felt so real, and the leaf definitely was real. I could feel Yggdrasil’s power running through my veins. It echoed in the little leaf.

      “Hold on to me,” I demanded, though my voice came out as the barest of whispers.

      Alaric’s arms tightened around me, but Mikael still stood a good distance off.

      “Hold on to me,” I stated again, this time with more force as I looked up at Mikael.

      I tried to steady my thoughts, but all I could feel was anger. Anger at the Vaettir for being so screwed up. Anger at the key for controlling me. Most of all, I felt anger at myself, for being an instrument of death and destruction.

      Both of the men did as I bade them. I closed my hand around the leaf, crushing the remaining life out of it. Its energy zinged up my arm, and I was disgusted at the satisfaction I felt. I would have liked to blame it on the key, but I knew part of it was my own emotion. Emotion springing from that deeply repressed instinct that makes us what we truly are. I was death, and I enjoyed it.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as the remaining power from Yggdrasil lit up my veins to make me feel all-powerful. Unstoppable. It was a wonderful yet sickening feeling.

      I thought of the Salr back in our current time where the Norns were. This time the movement was barely jarring. Before I knew it, I felt cold stone beneath me.

      I opened my eyes and saw blood. The floor was drenched in it, and the stone walls were painted with it. The cool liquid began to soak into my pants as I sat there, stunned.

      Mikael and Alaric were both more quick to react, dragging me to my feet and away from the macabre scene. As my eyes fully focused, I saw the first of the bodies, its antlered head twisted at a strange angle, its bestial paw reaching out past its body, as if begging for mercy.

      Alaric held me close to him. “You have to release them,” he whispered in my ear.

      His voice seemed like it was a million miles away. My eyes darted around the room as I took in more corpses. “I can’t,” I replied numbly.

      Alaric gave me a gentle shake as if trying to bring me back to reality. “Madeline,” he coaxed, “you can’t leave them in there. They’re like us. They need to be released.”

      I shook my head. “No, I can’t release them because someone already did.”

      It was the truth. I couldn’t feel their pain, or their deaths. They were empty shells, nothing more. I recalled the amount of power I’d received from releasing a single Norn’s life. Someone had come in here and released the lives of six. There were so many implications, but the one my mind honed in on was the fact that there was another executioner walking around out there with some serious juice.

      Alaric had disappeared from my side without me realizing, and now returned to take my arm. “Sophie isn’t here,” he breathed, relief clear in his voice. “Neither is James.”

      Piecing things together, Mikael hoisted a small hand-ax up to his shoulder. “We need to make sure my people are alright.”

      I nodded, still feeling numb. I’d take numbness any day over the fear I knew would wash in eventually. “Where’d you get the ax?” I questioned.

      Mikael smirked. “You didn’t think I’d travel all the way back in time just to ask a few questions, did you?”

      He turned on his heel and led the way out of the gory room. I did my best not to look at the corpses as we walked. If the Norns were, in a sense, our mothers, some serious matricide had just been committed. I felt a mixture of rage and guilt for their deaths. Rage, because they had been completely innocent, and guilt, because we had probably led the killer right to them. If we hadn’t used the Norns to go back in time, they might still be alive.

      Some might say pain and anger are the best fuels for vengeance, but in that moment, I knew better. Guilt fueled the fires of vengeance like nothing else. I had no doubt in my mind that taking the lives of the killers would be justice, not murder. I wouldn’t be factoring anyone else’s perspective into it.

      There were many moments where I hated what I was, and what I had to do.

      This moment was not one of them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-three

          

        

      

    

    
      Sophie twirled around like a dancer, a long blade in each hand. This is what she lived for.

      The attack came during the night. Aislin’s people, by the look of it, given that Sophie didn’t recognize any of them.

      Sophie’s blade met with flesh. She barely even registered whose life she had just taken, only that they were part of the enemy force. That was all that mattered. Aila had her back, swinging through the oncoming attackers with a giant ax.

      To her left, Sophie barely registered Faas, releasing the souls from the fallen, and using that energy to injure or impede their enemies. With several attackers dead at her feet, Sophie took a moment to survey what had turned into a battlefield. Through the fighting, she thought she saw a glimpse of curly hair, and perfect, dark skin. Maya.

      With a grunt of rage she rushed forward, leaving the ranks of Aila and the others. It was an unwise move as it left her back vulnerable to attack, but she couldn’t help it. Maya had to pay for betraying her.

      Sophie wove through the onslaught, darting around attackers like they were nothing. She knew her eyes and teeth had gone feline, and could feel her nails lengthening. She sheathed her dual blades at her waist as she ran. Killing Maya with her bare hands seemed a more fitting justice.

      Just before she reached the area where Maya had been, something incredibly powerful knocked her off her feet. She fell to the bloody earth. There was a ringing in her ears, and she couldn’t seem to move.
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        * * *

      

      We raced forward as the first tents came into view. The sound of fighting was all around. Mikael had known exactly where to go. He let out a cry of rage as we reached the scene of the battle, and his people fighting for their lives. He rushed off, leaving me and Alaric on the outskirts, hidden in the trees.

      We took a few steps closer, then the pain reached me. Bloodlust and fear were distant echoes, unable to rival the emotions of both physical pain, and the pain of losing friends and loved ones. It was all I could do to remain standing.

      Alaric stayed back with me, though I could tell he wanted to race forward to find his sister. His resolve to protect me hung on a tenuous string, and I didn’t blame him one bit. I would have rushed forward too if I could move.

      Inside my head the key laughed, blocking out some of the pain. I stood a little straighter, grateful for the reprieve, but also fearful, knowing it was the key’s influence that helped me shut things out.

      I turned to Alaric, about to say we should move forward, then something swept across the battlefield like a shockwave. I watched in awe as the Vaettir in the distance were thrown like rag dolls.

      Alaric stood immobile. “What was that?” he asked in disbelief, finally taking another step forward.

      I shook my head. I knew, but seemed unable to speak. I had felt that type of energy before, coming from my own hands.

      “The power from the Norns,” I said finally, as if it explained everything.

      Apparently it did. Alaric grabbed my arm and dragged me backward. “You need to hide,” he demanded. “If there’s another executioner here with that much power, they’ll kill you.”

      I knew he was going to leave me to see if Sophie was alright. “They’ll kill you too!” I gasped.

      He kissed me on the forehead, then pulled away. Before I could grab him, he was gone. To hell with that. I threw my body forward and ran after him, letting the key take control enough to block out everything on the battlefield. It was a mistake, but I saw no other choice.

      I ran through the dark trees. Branches snagged at my clothing, inflicting superficial cuts on my flesh. It didn’t matter. My lungs burned with exertion. Luckily the fight wasn’t far off.

      Moments later, I reached Alaric’s side. He turned to scowl at me, but the moment was short lived as he returned his attention to more immediate threats. There were bodies all around us, many dead, but some still groaning in pain. It was like a giant wave had hit them, only there was no water. Judging by their clothing, it seemed like many of the victim’s weren’t Mikael’s people. Everyone had been hit, with complete disregard for casualties.

      At the center of the bodies stood a man, clothed in a form-fitting black coat, and matching black pants. Long hair that was either white or gray hung forward to cover his face.

      Dark shapes milled about roughly twenty feet behind him. More enemy troops, ready to kill off any survivors.

      Distantly I could feel death around me. It was enough death to attempt destroying the key, but what then? If I could absorb all the power, I might be able to focus it, but if the destruction didn’t take out the other executioner, surely he or the Vaettir waiting behind him would kill us soon after.

      Alaric tried to tug me behind him, but I refused. I didn’t deserve to be shielded. The key was muttering in my mind, near incoherent thoughts of excitement. It knew I couldn’t destroy it then. I needed it to survive, or so it assured me. It was right.

      Someone stepped around the still form of the other executioner, a small woman in an out of place ballgown. She even wore a little sparkly tiara on her head, glinting in the moonlight. Her face appeared middle-aged. Her hair, its color indistinguishable in the low light, was done in soft ringlets like a little girl would wear. I could feel the centuries she’d lived echoing outward as her cold eyes found me.

      “Aislin, I presume,” I called out, sounding much more confident than I felt. I could hear fighting in the distance, but it was far off. Those on the ground around us were all still.

      “Smart girl,” Aislin replied, a hint of English to her accent.

      The key thrummed around my neck, and I knew the next words out of my mouth were not my own. “It would be wise for you to bow to your new ruler, little Doyen.”

      Rage crossed her face, but the emotion was almost instantly wiped away. She raised one delicate, gloved hand up to the executioner at her side, gesturing for him to act.

      He threw back his arm, then began to bring it forward for another shockwave. In the split second I had to make a decision, I knew I had no choice. I opened my mind fully to the key. Suddenly, all I could feel were the dead around me. The key sucked in their energy, releasing their souls without me even having to touch them. The power flooded me, just as the other executioner’s wave of energy shot forward.

      My hand raised in front of me of its own volition. I felt Alaric at my side, trying to move me out of the path of the shockwave, but I was like a mighty tree rooted in the earth. He couldn’t move me, and if he stayed where he was the shockwave would hit him too.

      Just before the wave would have hit us, energy shot from my hand to intercept it. Though the individual energies would be invisible to the untrained eye, the collision caused an eruption of static electricity. It crackled blue in the darkness, from the ground to a good twenty feet up in the air. As the energy dissipated, both Aislin and the other executioner stared at me in awe, unharmed, but so were we.

      The other executioner looked down at Aislin. His voice sounded strained as he said, “Her energy calls to me.”

      I had a feeling I wasn’t supposed to hear him, but all of my senses were heightened. The key was still sucking in the life of everyone around me. Alaric stood at my side, strong and immune to my vampiric powers.

      Both Aislin and the other executioner were staring at me. “Now is not the time,” Aislin said finally.

      They retreated, and I let them. Not allowing myself to think, I reached up and snapped the cord holding the key around my neck. I focused all the energy I’d absorbed onto the key dangling from my hand, spinning and glinting in the moonlight. Its screams of rage echoed through my mind.

      It fought against me. Our similar powers ricocheted off each other, much like what had happened with the other executioner. I had the energy needed to destroy it, but I only had one piece of the puzzle. I knew how to do it, but if the key could predict my every thought, it could counter my every move.

      I lowered the key and grunted in frustration.

      Alaric came up behind me, pressing his hands tentatively on my shoulders. “Maddy,” he said softly, “there are many injured. Maybe you can help them. I have to find Sophie.”

      I looked out across the fallen, ashamed that I had momentarily forgotten them. I tied the key around my neck as it gloated in my mind. I tried to send my stored energy out to Mikael’s people, but the key blocked me.

      I hissed in frustration. “We can’t have a war if half of our army is dead,” I said out loud.

      “What?” Alaric called out as he scanned the dark for his sister.

      I shook my head. What I’d said gave the key pause. A moment later, I was able to send my energy outward, searching for those who could be healed. I felt sick as I realized all the bodies nearest me were fully dead. I’d taken their lives without a second thought, even though some may have otherwise survived.

      With a muffled sob, I turned my attention away from them and back to the wounded. I may have given death, but I could also heal. I could feel wounds being knit in the distance as if they were my own. I could even sense each individual, which was something entirely new. I sensed Mikael, and knew he had been injured in the blast, but would live, and I sensed Sophie, cradled in Alaric’s arms as he found her, already healed, but dazed.

      I stood in the cold moonlight, feeling two dozen lives in my mind, yet I felt entirely alone. I could sense the key above all else. It knew it had me. It knew I would never survive any of this without it. There was only one final choice to make, and the key offered it willingly. Would I be its partner, or its slave?
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      We burned the bodies. The battle here had happened far from civilization, but some hiker would have discovered the grisly scene eventually. Heck, with the cops likely combing the land after we left them guessing back at Mikael’s house, they might happen upon the scene sooner rather than later. We needed to minimize the evidence.

      It felt odd to finally be back in modern times. The atrocities against Mikael’s village would never be investigated. No one would ever be brought to justice. I had to say, I mostly appreciated the justice system of the modern times, even when it worked against me.

      Hiding bodies was an anxiety inducing prospect, but wasn’t the matter at the forefront of my mind. I’d missed my first chance to destroy the key. The whole purpose of starting a war was to give me enough energy to destroy it, but how do you destroy something that can see into your head? The answer, you don’t. Erykah was right. I had to learn to shield my thoughts, else all was lost.

      Aislin’s people had retreated after I had neutralized her executioner. Aislin knew exactly what the key was, I was sure of it. She knew she didn’t stand a chance against it. I briefly wondered if she knew I’d killed her sister, or if she knew that her great-nephew James was among those her people had injured. He was fine now, except for the missing memory.

      Alaric walked up beside me, stinking of smoke from burning the bodies. “We’re done here.”

      I couldn’t bring myself to meet his eyes. If only he’d known how close I’d come to losing myself entirely to the key. It was quiet now, but I was certain it could flood my thoughts again whenever it chose.

      Sophie joined us, fully healed. Mikael and his people had marveled at the effect of my healing energy, since most executioners caused only destruction, but Sophie had merely been irritated. Maya had escaped her again, and that was all she had to express.

      Mikael walked up out of the darkness, followed by Aila. Most of his people had been sent on ahead of us. “We need to move far from this place,” Mikael stated. “I’m without many of my contacts, and can’t cover up anything that’s happened any more than we already have. The human police will likely be on a terrorist hunt quite soon.”

      I nodded, but didn’t speak, thinking of the burned bodies. So much death had transpired, and only more would come.

      “What will we do now?” I asked distantly.

      Mikael gazed up at the moon. “Once we are safe, we plan the next battle. This time, it will be in a place and under terms of our choosing.” He turned to Aila. “Scout the way ahead. Make sure no one waits in ambush.”

      Aila nodded sharply.

      “I’ll join her,” Sophie volunteered, then looked to Alaric expectantly.

      He waved sarcastically. “Have fun!”

      Sophie placed her hands on her hips. “We have better eyes and ears than most. We’ll be able to see any scouts before they see us.”

      Alaric grunted in reply, then glanced at me.

      “I’ll keep her safe,” Mikael assured.

      Alaric looked over my head at him. “Somehow, I don’t find that comforting.”

      A moment later, Alaric, Sophie, and Aila slipped away. I felt the barest caress of Alaric’s hand on my back as he left, leaving me with shivers as I stared back up at the moon.

      “Your ability to heal . . . ” Mikael trailed off.

      I continued looking up at the sky. “Pretty good for a creature of death, eh?”

      Mikael chuckled, then gently guided me forward as the few members of his clan left with us began walking.

      Mikael glanced at me. “What exactly did you do right before that?”

      Before I could answer, Faas walked past us, glaring all the while. He probably hated me even more now that I’d saved his life.

      “Hmm?” I asked, watching Faas walk away. “Before what?”

      “I’ve been told you defeated the other executioner. How?” he clarified. “He was a force to be reckoned with.”

      I winced, uncomfortable with what I’d done. Not only with how I’d saved us, but with the wary looks Mikael’s people now gave me. They might be alive because of me, but it wouldn’t stop them from being cautious. If I was a threat to Aislin, I was a threat to everyone.

      I bit my lip, feeling uneasy about what I was going to admit. “The key took control. I let it.”

      At that moment I really wished I could sense Mikael’s emotions, but he was giving me nothing. His face remained passive. “That was unwise, Madeline,” he said finally.

      Well, duh. “I tried to destroy it afterward,” I explained, “but it knew my every move. I had the energy to do it, but the key had the energy too. When I attacked the other executioner, our energy collided. The same thing happened when I tried to attack the key. It fended off my every attack. I couldn’t have even dropped it to the ground in that moment, that’s how powerless I was.”

      Mikael sighed. “I suppose all of this is my fault.”

      I gave him a surprised look and almost tripped on a branch. He grabbed my forearm to keep me from falling, then let go as soon as I’d righted myself. “How so?”

      “If I had taught you to shield when you first asked me, you might have been able to destroy the key.”

      I shook my head. “I doubt it’s something I’ll be able to learn in a day.”

      Alaric appeared in the woods ahead of us, then made his way toward us as we continued walking.

      “All clear ahead,” he explained upon reaching us, then fell into step beside me. “Sophie and Aila are looping back around to ensure we are not followed.” He looked over my head at Mikael. “I’ll scout further once you tell us where we’re going.”

      “We’ll need to split up again,” Mikael explained. “We’re too easy to track in a large group. We will only come together when we’re ready to attack. There is another house at my disposal where we may hide.”

      “My sister stays with us,” Alaric said instantly.

      “Agreed,” Mikael replied, “As will some of my people.”

      “What about James?” I interrupted. I hadn’t even had a chance to talk to him since we’d gotten back. It seemed cruel to just leave him with a bunch of people he didn’t know, even if he deserved it.

      Mikael nodded. “Three for Madeline, and three for me.”

      “Aila, I’m assuming,” Alaric guessed, “but who else?”

      “Faas and Tabitha,” Mikael answered.

      I tripped again, and both men dove in to steady me. I seriously needed some rest. I was going to end up impaling myself on a branch. “Faas?” I questioned, feeling a nervous ripple in my chest. When I’d first met him, I’d been dying to ask him a ton of questions. Now, I would have preferred to be anywhere but near him.

      Mikael gave me a knowing look. “There are few I would trust more.”

      I raised an eyebrow. “Do you trust him to not try to kill me?”

      Mikael laughed.

      Alaric grunted in irritation.

      “I trust him to do as I command,” Mikael replied.

      I supposed that would have to be good enough. Really, with the forces currently gunning for me, one executioner with a bad attitude shouldn’t worry me. I should be more worried about one who would kill the beings that created us just to ramp up his power, or about the two rulers hell-bent on gaining control over all. Still, it was Faas’ cold, angry eyes that would haunt me that night.
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      When Mikael had said house, I’d assumed he’d really meant a house. Something similar to the quaint little home we’d stayed in before being chased off by the police. The living room where our group now stood was as large as my entire little house back in Spokane.

      The house’s owners, an elderly couple, watched us excitedly from the entry room. The woman wore a classic sheath dress and pearls that made her look like an elderly version of Audrey Hepburn. Her husband was a little less dapper with his wrinkled plaid shirt and green trousers.

      “Who are these people?” I whispered, leaning in close to Mikael’s shoulder.

      With us were Alaric, Sophie, James, Aila, Faas, and Tabitha. I thought again how I could have done without the latter three, or really, the latter four, but I hadn’t chosen the arrangements. Mikael’s people stood near him, and mine near me.

      “They’re my fan club,” he answered mischievously, too far away for the old couple to hear.

      I walked a few steps further into the living room. The furniture was all over-stuffed, done in floral fabric heavy on the gold thread. The rug beneath our dirty boots probably cost several grand.

      “Fan club?” I questioned softly as Alaric went to marvel at one of the painted landscapes on the wall. James stood near our hosts, seeming to prefer their less aggressive company.

      “They’re historians of mythology, more specifically of Dolos and Prometheus,” Mikael explained. “They’re quite fond of me.”

      “But they’re human,” I argued. I didn’t really know that for a fact, but it seemed a safe guess considering how they were gawking at us.

      Mikael snickered. “Some humans are more informed than others, choosing not to look blindly past what is right in front of their faces.”

      “But we haven’t been right in front of their faces,” I argued. “We’ve been hidden away within various Salr.”

      “Your beau and his little sister, perhaps, but not I,” he said with a waggle of his eyebrows.

      “I can hear you,” Alaric said tiredly as he slumped across the cushy couch uninvited.

      Sophie lowered herself to sit primly beside him. Mikael’s people stood waiting near the entryway, silent like good little minions.

      “Can we get you anything!” the elderly woman finally burst out, waving one of her frail hands in the air to gain our attention.

      The old couple’s excitement was palpable, yet there was no twinge of fear or anxiety. They trusted Mikael, though they probably shouldn’t have.

      The Viking in question gave a slight bow. “Dinner would be lovely.”

      My stomach growled at the mention of food. More pressing still was my need for a shower. Between the time we’d spent in a livestock shed back in Viking days and the burning of my victim’s bodies, I stunk.

      Our hostess hurried off to the kitchen, dragging her husband behind her. James watched them forlornly as they disappeared down the hall. With our hosts’ advanced age, and the size of the house, I knew they likely had help with the upkeep, but I saw nor sensed anyone else.

      Sophie, still seated on the couch with her spine ramrod straight, aimed an icy glare at Mikael, “You should not let them worship you.”

      With Sophie’s superior attitude, I was surprised she cared. It made me feel a little more warmly toward her. I didn’t like taking advantage of the sweet old couple either, and I liked even less that our presence might be endangering them.

      Before Mikael could make whatever sarcastic remark he had in mind, I cleared my throat. He turned his gaze away from Sophie to land on me. “Yes, Madeline?”

      “I agree with Sophie,” I stated, “but right now I’m more worried about someone finding us here, and our hosts getting caught in the crossfire.”

      “No one will find us here,” Mikael assured.

      “They found us last time,” Sophie cut in before I could point out that fact.

      Mikael suddenly looked angry, but he stored it away quickly. “We had a, what is the modern term?” He held up a finger. “Oh yes, a mole.”

      “Not exactly a modern term,” I muttered.

      Alaric stood abruptly. “One of your people gave us away?” he hissed.

      Mikael tilted his head and gave a slight nod, remaining calm.

      Alaric looked past Mikael to where Aila, Tabitha, and Faas stood. “And how do you know they will not do so again?”

      Mikael glared at Alaric. “No one else knows we’re here. Those who have accompanied us have been by my side longer than you’ve been alive. I trust them with my life.”

      “I hope so,” Alaric replied, his voice low, “because you’re trusting them with ours.”

      Tabitha shifted uncomfortably under Alaric’s gaze, while Aila remained indifferent. Faas glared at me. I glared right back, wanting to flip him off, but knowing we were all close enough to a fight as it was.

      “I need a shower,” I grumbled. I looked to Mikael, “I trust our hosts won’t mind?”

      He gestured toward a hallway further into the house. “Up the stairs, third door on the left.”

      “Great,” I muttered, then turned and walked away.

      Alaric followed me out of the room, with Sophie close behind. We both stopped and turned questioning looks at her.

      “Well I’m not staying with them,” she explained, gesturing behind her at the Vikings.

      “Whatever,” I grumbled. I turned to continue walking, leaving James to take care of himself.

      Mikael’s directions held true. Up a very wide set of stairs covered in the cushiest carpet I’d ever felt, and past several closed doors, we found the bathroom.

      Sophie leaned her back against the hallway wall and slid downward with bent knees until she was slumped into a seated position, her legs pulled up against her chest. “Don’t take too long,” she advised. “I reek of blood and burnt flesh.”

      Ignoring Sophie, Alaric followed me into the bathroom. Though some alone time would have been nice, I didn’t mind the company. Somehow having Alaric close made me feel less frightened, as if his very presence could ward away the impossible task of destroying the key.

      Once the door was locked behind us, he cranked up the hot water in the shower. The place we were supposed to bathe was one of those huge, glass-walled contraptions, big enough to fit five people. There were multiple shower heads angled down from the ceiling in different directions. The shower didn’t go well with the rest of the house. It was the epitome of modernity, nestled in a house filled with old-world, wealthy charm.

      I stared at myself in the massive mirror above the double sinks as Alaric began to undress. My dark hair was matted and dirty, hanging limply nearly to my waist. My face was just as dirty, the mottled colors of soot and grime blending in with the bags under my eyes. I stared at myself, and wasn’t sure if I recognized the girl in the mirror at all.

      Alaric moved to stand behind me, fully comfortable in his nude state. His hair was somehow in better condition than mine, but it was also pin straight. It didn’t tangle as much as my wavy mass.

      “We don’t have any clean clothes,” I muttered miserably, only then realizing it.

      Alaric turned me away from the mirror and helped me out of my tunic and pants, bending to undo my boots to remove the pants fully from my legs. He stood again, and stared down not at me, but the key around my neck.

      “I brushed it when I was removing your shirt,” he commented, “but it didn’t knock me away. Not like last time.”

      I sighed. “I’m an empath and it’s linked to me. It can sense your intent. It had no need to exert the energy to repel you when you were simply trying to undress me.”

      Alaric raised a dark brow at me. “You speak as if you can read its thoughts.”

      I stared up at him, letting all of my worry shine through in my expression.

      “Oh, Maddy,” he said softly. He wrapped me in his arms, understanding what I was trying to tell him. I could read the key’s thoughts, and it could read mine. We became closer every time I used its power.

      “It tolerates you because it knows you’ll protect me,” I whispered against his shoulder as the first of my tears fell.

      He stroked my matted hair. “You make it sound almost benevolent.”

      As my tears fell faster, I began to shake. The hot water from the shower was filling up the entire bathroom with thick steam, making it hard to breathe, or maybe it was just my anxiety. Either way, I felt so suffocated I could hardly keep my feet.

      “Sometimes I forget it isn’t around to help me,” I sobbed. “I don’t know how to block it out, and sometimes its thoughts seem like they’re mine. Sometimes I can’t tell our thoughts apart at all.”

      Alaric rubbed small, comforting circles across my bare back. The touch of his skin on mine was the only thing keeping me grounded, and I dreaded the moment I’d have to step away.

      “We’ll insist that Mikael teaches you to shield tonight,” Alaric assured. “Once you can block it out, your thoughts will be your own again. You’re strong enough to do this, Maddy. I know it.”

      The key laughed in my mind. Shielding wouldn’t work. I didn’t really want the key out of my mind, did I? It was a part of me. I should want it as close to me as I wanted Alaric. Closer.

      Alaric, unaware of my thoughts, at least I thought they were my thoughts, guided me gently into the shower. I couldn’t seem to stop crying. Once the hot water hit me I felt like I couldn’t move. My entire body was exhausted, as was my mind. The idea of keeping my thoughts separate from the key’s was always in the back of my head, and in that moment I realized just how much energy I’d been expending on that goal. It was a constant battle, whether I realized it or not.

      Alaric began to wash my hair, gently combing out the tangles with his fingers. I could feel his worry, and his sadness. Underneath that was fear, though whether it was fear for my sanity, or something else, I wasn’t sure. I did, however, get the impression he thought we’d lost the baby. My empathy at times was becoming eerily close to telepathy.

      I shivered, despite the hot water running down my body. I had no definitive answer to soothe Alaric’s mind either way. Part of me felt like I was maybe still pregnant, but I hadn’t been sick or felt any other signs. It was just a feeling I had. I didn’t want to get his hopes up based on a gut feeling. I could sense what the eventual disappointment might do to him.

      Once Alaric had finished helping me wash, he positioned me so I’d be kept warm under the falling water, then moved to stand under one of the other shower heads so he could get clean. I watched as the water made his black hair even darker, cascading down his pale skin. Normally the sight would have put other thoughts in my mind, but all I craved was a good cuddle, and a long night’s sleep.

      I watched as he washed his hair, using the same shampoo he’d used in mine, something that looked and smelled pricey, and had probably been placed in the shower just for guests. As the foamy streaks washed down his body, I felt the sudden need to go to him. After all the scary crap that had happened, he was still here, doing his best to protect me. At some point I’d forgiven him fully for past betrayals. He had become my partner, in both name and action. It was a feeling I’d known little in my life.

      I moved toward him and wrapped my arms around his waist, startling him since he’d closed his eyes to protect them from the shampoo. He responded seconds later, wrapping me in his embrace.

      “Thank you for still being here,” I said softly, huddling to share the single shower head with him.

      “Thank you for existing,” he replied.

      I laughed, and it felt strange with all the emotions welling up in my chest. I pulled away slightly so I could look up at him. “That’s not exactly something deserving of praise.”

      He pulled me tightly against his chest. “Yes it is,” he whispered against my wet hair.

      We stayed like that for a long while, until finally we had to admit we should probably get out of the shower. After shutting off the water, we stepped out and made use of the fluffy white towels stacked on a shelf near the door. With the towels wrapped around us, we both looked down at our dirty clothes with distaste.

      “Any day now!” Sophie shouted from outside the bathroom door.

      I frowned. “I can’t decide if I’d be better off with dirty underwear, or no underwear at all.”

      Alaric gave me a mischievous grin. “I like the idea of no underwear.”

      I sighed. “You go without underwear in wool pants and tell me how much you like it.”

      Alaric chuckled and picked up the offending black panties. “Dirty underwear it is.”

      I grabbed them and put them on my clean body before I could think about it. I didn’t care that we were in hiding. Tomorrow I’d be procuring some clean underwear, or else.

      Sophie cleared her throat loudly.

      We finished getting dressed and let ourselves out into the hall amidst a veil of steam. Sophie looked up at us from her seat on the carpet. “It’s about damn time. It smells like dinner is ready.”

      Sophie rose to her feet and stalked past us, shutting herself in the bathroom. Alaric took my hand and gave it a squeeze before we prepared to head downstairs. I didn’t fancy the idea of eating at the same table as Faas, but it was the least of my worries. When your life, free will, and perhaps your very soul were hanging in the balance, what was dinner with a mortal enemy?
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      Our meal was blissfully uneventful. Afterward, I found myself wandering the house alone while everyone else talked strategy. I’d never been involved in a war before, so my opinions weren’t exactly valuable.

      Our hosts, who I’d found out were named Clive and Marie, had dined with us. They were expats living in Norway, and they’d spent their lives tracking down the strange and unnatural, trying to find proof the old gods existed. Mikael had met them whilst drunk in a human bar, and had told them the story of his entire life. They didn’t believe him, but remained friends. After twenty or so years of friendship with their eccentric comrade who thought he was a Viking, they started to realize he hadn’t aged a day. The rest was history.

      I shook my head as I trailed my hand up the gold-patterned wallpaper of the hall. I didn’t blame Clive and Marie for searching for something magical. I’d done my fair share of wondering after accidentally killing Matthew, but had never come to any real conclusions until the Vaettir came for me. Luckily, Clive and Marie’s initiation into Vaettir society had been a little more pleasant than mine.

      I padded barefoot further down the upstairs hall, wondering if I’d find anything strange, or if our hosts, who had retired for the evening, were actually as normal and friendly as they seemed. Even James had stayed for the war planning, so I had no one to speculate with, leaving me only with the option of snooping. Okay, I could have just tried going to bed, but I knew I’d have trouble sleeping, and snooping seemed like a lot more fun.

      One room in the hall drew my attention. It was guarded by a set of white double doors, one slightly ajar. I lifted a finger and pushed the door open a little further to reveal a large study, though all I could make out was a large desk in the center. Wanting to see more of the room than the hall light allowed, I flipped on the switch inside and quickly entered, then shut the door  gently behind me.

      The desk in the middle of the room looked antique, but that wasn’t what held my attention. What caught my eye were the books. Lining both walls on either side of the desk were books that looked hundreds of years old. Some spines were cracked and fraying, while others, made of thick leather, held together a little better. Closer observation revealed the books were all on the occult, mythology, or ancient history. The collection had to be worth thousands, if not more, though I’m no book appraiser.

      My fingers skimmed the shelves until a title caught my eye. I removed the book simply titled, Norse Mythology, figuring with everything that had happened, I could stand to brush up on the subject. I was glancing around for a comfortable place to sit when the door opened. I dropped the book in surprise and cursed, then bent down to pick it up.

      Mikael beat me to it, crouching in front of me to cradle the book lovingly. We both stood.

      “Doing some light reading?” he asked as he closed the heavy tome to look at the cover.

      “I wasn’t really needed down there,” I said defensively, taking the book back from him. I took in his fresh clothing and damp hair. He must have snuck away from the group to take a shower. His clothing was just as Viking-esque as ever, making me worry that perhaps he was planning another visit to olden times.

      He gestured to the book. “You won’t find much of use in there,” he explained, “just the human versions of the myths.”

      “You’ve read it?” I asked, unable to picture Mikael snuggling up contentedly with a good book.

      “I’ve read them all,” he answered, sweeping his hand to encompass the books surrounding us.

      I smirked. “Is that why you’ve spent so much time with Marie and Clive, their books?”

      He snatched the book away from me and thudded it onto the shelf, obviously offended.

      “I didn’t mean—” I began, realizing how bitchy my comment must have seemed.

      “It’s fine,” he grumbled. “Spend several centuries using people for your own gain, and eventually that’s all anyone will see.”

      I went silent, not sure what else I could say.

      Mikael sighed and his anger leaked away. He gave me a knowing smile. “Your little kitty cat was quite insistent we work on your shielding tonight. It quickly became clear that we’d accomplish nothing else until I attended you.”

      I sighed. I had been hoping for a good night’s rest before tackling that issue, but it probably was wise to do it sooner rather than later.

      Yet, there was still a more immediate matter. “Where did you get a change of clothes?” I asked, shifting uncomfortably in my dirty tunic.

      He looked me up and down and laughed. “I keep supplies anywhere I might end up. Your wardrobe will have to wait until the morning. Now back to the shielding . . . ” he trailed off, as if he didn’t really want to talk about it, but knew he had to.

      “Go on,” I urged, wondering if Mikael’s temper would resurface at the previously touchy subject.

      “I’ve been thinking,” he began, moving away from me to pace around the room, “it’s going to be a difficult task for me to let down my shields. Deceit is in my nature, and it’s a trying task to fight one’s nature.”

      “I didn’t think it was going to be a cakewalk,” I commented, not seeing his point.

      He paused his pacing to smirk at me. “What if we try it while I’m asleep?”

      I opened my mouth in surprise, then paused to think about what he’d said. It made sense. We were all at our most defenseless when we slept. “It’s worth a shot,” I agreed.

      He smiled, but it was strained. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say he was nervous. For someone like Mikael to be showing his nerves, they had to be pretty extreme. The only question was, what did the ever-confident Viking not want me to know, and would he forgive me if I found out?

      He leaned in close to me, reaching his arm around me to retrieve the mythology book once more. He handed it to me.

      I frowned. “I thought you said it wasn’t any good.”

      He smiled, looming over me. “I said it wasn’t accurate, not that it wasn’t any good.”

      My frown deepened. I wasn’t sure if he was just covering up for his nervous display, or if he was somehow mocking me. Men were complex enough to begin with. Give them a thousand plus years and they only got worse, like ever-growing labyrinths of smugness and bravado.

      Mikael was the most complex labyrinth of all. I had a feeling he possessed many dead ends, and probably more than a few dark abysses. I sensed I might be seeing into one of those abysses when I tucked him into bed that night. I could only hope I’d find my way out again.
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        * * *

      

      Eleven o’clock found me in Mikael’s room. I had waited in the study alone, reading the mythology book, until Alaric appeared, looking for confirmation that Mikael had spoken with me. Alaric had warned me to be careful. Careful with what, I wasn’t sure. Could a sleeping Viking really be so dangerous? Don’t answer that.

      When Mikael hadn’t answered my knock, I’d let myself into his room, hoping he was already asleep. No such luck. He was, however, drinking straight from the bottle of some hundred year old bourbon. He leaned against the padded headboard of his bed as I stepped into the room, his lower half obscured by the blankets, but his bare chest plain for all to see. His deep, reddish hair was pushed back from his face, trapped between his back and the headboard.

      He paused to regard me with the bottle’s opening hovering near his lips. “No kitty cat?” he questioned, then immediately started giggling.

      “You’re drunk,” I accused, still standing near the doorway. I would have told him to put a shirt on, but I knew the comment would only get turned against me.

      Nervous, I looked around his room. It was just as grand as the rest of the house, with plush, beige carpeting and a queen-size, four-poster bed. A cushy chair had been placed beside the nightstand for my convenience.

      “It helps with the defenses,” he explained as he lifted the bottle, slightly slurring his words. “Plus, I doubt I’ll be able to fall asleep whilst you’re staring at me awake without it. I’d offer you some, but—” he glanced down at my belly.

      “Yeah, yeah,” I said tiredly, shutting the door behind me before approaching the bed.

      “So he let you come alone?” he asked, looking up at me.

      I sat. I didn’t like the way he said let. Alaric hadn’t wanted me to come alone, but he’d seen the logic in it. Mikael’s defenses would be difficult enough to penetrate as it was. We didn’t need someone that he disliked, and who hated him in return, in the room to make matters more difficult.

      “You should probably close your eyes if you’re going to fall asleep,” I said sarcastically, knowing Mikael would go to sleep when he damn well pleased, if at all.

      He took another deep swig of the bourbon, then lowered the bottle to his lap. “Perhaps it would help if you sung me a lullaby.”

      “I don’t sing,” I grumbled.

      “All women sing,” he stated matter-of-factly. “They just don’t all admit it.”

      I glared at him. “Well if we never admit it, then how do you know that we sing?”

      He crooked the corner of his lip into a half smile. “Well do you, when no one else is around?”

      I did, but I wasn’t about to admit it, and I sure as hell wouldn’t make the admission for the entire female race, allowing Mikael to lump us into some antiquated stereotype.

      “Do you have any advice?” I asked tiredly, attempting to change the subject.

      “About singing?” he asked, before taking another deep swig of the bourbon.

      “About what I should do,” I clarified. “I’ve never tried to read someone’s emotions while they’re sleeping. I never really try at all. It just happens.”

      “Do the Erykah thingy,” he suggesting, seeming more drunk by the second. I glanced down to see there was an extra empty bottle beside his bed. “The one where she puts her hands on either side of your face,” he continued, “and suddenly knows everything you’re thinking.”

      “She was a telepath,” I sighed. “I read things a little differently than she did.”

      “Was,” he sighed, suddenly sad. “Sometimes the past seems like it was just yesterday.”

      I smiled softly. “Probably because yesterday we were in the past.”

      “Oh yeah,” he replied, still gazing forlornly across the room.

      I took the bottle from his hands and placed it on the floor beside the empty one. “You know, you’re a terrible drunk,” I teased.

      He turned to me and grinned. “Perhaps, but I’m awful good at most everything else.”

      I smirked and pushed my hair behind my ears. “Not good at sleeping, apparently.”

      Suddenly he was somber again. His mood swings were jarring, especially with my fatigue setting in.

      When I just stared at him, he explained, “Sleep becomes a tiresome thing after a few centuries. You can only see so much evil before all of your dreams turn ugly.”

      It was an interesting thought. I only had twenty-some odd years of experiences to dream about, Mikael had centuries. “I’m sure you’ve seen a lot of good,” I countered, “and beauty.”

      “I’m staring at some beauty right now,” he said lasciviously, leaning forward to playfully leer at me.

      I snorted. “Add flirting to the list of things you’re bad at.”

      He sighed dramatically and resumed his comfortable position against the headboard. “If you keep up with the scathing remarks, I’ll be up all night nursing my wounds.”

      I slouched back into my chair. “My guess is my remarks don’t affect you in the slightest.”

      He smiled softly. “Words wound more fatally than swords my dear, for time may dull a blade, but words will never fade.” He hiccuped and chuckled at his rhyme.

      I rolled my eyes. “At least lie down properly,” I instructed. “You’re never going to fall asleep like that.” I gestured to the headboard he was still propped against.

      “It would be more comfortable if you laid with me,” he teased. “Of course, a lullaby might warm me just as much.”

      He was being manipulative, but his past few days had been almost as rough as mine, and he’d been pretty nice to me about it. Mostly.

      “Shut up and I’ll sing you your damn lullaby.”

      He grinned. “I promise I won’t tell anyone you sing. It will be our little secret.”

      “It better be,” I grumbled, as I wracked my brain for something to sing. “Now close your eyes.”

      He did as I bade him, scooting down so his head rested on his pillow. I cleared my throat and began to sing the only song I could think of. It was a song I’d made up for myself as a child, because I didn’t have a mother to sing it for me. I briefly wondered if Mikael had known his mother, and if she’d sung to him at night. I couldn’t imagine it, but since I was about to dive into his head, maybe I’d find out.
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      “Pregnant?” Sophie balked, letting her surprise and disdain show through in her voice. “Traveling back in time I can believe, but you being a father?”

      Alaric put  his arms behind his head, resting comfortably on the soft mattress. “You’d think you would be happy about being an auntie.”

      Sophie paced across the room. These cushy interiors were making her claustrophobic. “I’m more worried about what it might do to you,” she grumbled.

      Alaric snorted, increasing her ire. “Like what?”

      “Like making idiotic decisions,” she snapped. “Like trying to put yourself between Madeline and that executioner.” This blasted pregnancy was going to get him killed.

      The widening of Alaric’s eyes gave her a great deal of satisfaction.

      “Yeah,” she went on, “I heard about that. Not everyone was unconscious when they had their little showdown.”

      “I would have done that, baby or no.”

      Sophie felt her expression soften, just as her resolve wavered. She took a seat beside her brother. “You do have a penchant for stupid decisions.”

      Alaric shoved her playfully. “Luckily I have my practical sister to do wise things like rushing off in the middle of battle to chase after a certain little woman who somehow replaced her missing foot.”

      Sophie’s mouth formed a hard line. She was still intent on killing Maya. Next time, she wouldn’t get away. “I’m not ready to talk about that yet.”

      Alaric raised an eyebrow at her. “Remember, the longer you hold it in, the more your rage will get the better of you.”

      Sophie smirked. “Well then we’ll both have something to inspire stupid decisions.”

      “That we will,” Alaric mused.

      Their conversation died off, but Sophie had a feeling Alaric still had something to tell her. She poked him in the arm, then looked at him expectantly.

      He sighed. “You’re almost as perceptive as Madeline.”

      She chuckled, her brother often brought out her better moods, though he just as often brought out her worst. “Tell me.”

      Alaric raised his hands to rake his hair away from his face. Hair that was just like hers. Many might mistake them for fraternal twins, though Alaric was actually several years older than her.

      “She’s hiding something from me,” he said finally. “Something that has her frightened.”

      Sophie stroked her chin in thought. “She has plenty to be frightened of. It doesn’t mean she’s hiding something.”

      He shook his head. “It’s worse than she’s letting on. I’ll watch her when she doesn’t see me, and her eyes look so . . . haunted.”

      She frowned. She had noticed Madeline’s mood after the battle, but that was just Madeline. She was emotional about everything, and probably felt bad about sucking the life out of the injured at her feet, even though she used it to heal everyone else.

      “She did just travel back in time and leave an entire village of people to die,” she commented, repeating the information Alaric had told her while they scouted the woods.

      “Exactly,” Alaric replied. “She was shaken after that, but this new fear came after what happened with the other executioner.”

      Sophie pursed her lips. “What could have changed?”

      Alaric shook his head. “She told me the key is in her thoughts. That sometimes, she cannot tell which thoughts are hers. I think the battle made it worse.”

      Sophie felt a small tickle of panic at the base of her spine. She didn’t wish Madeline any harm, but she feared even more what it might do to her brother. “We need to destroy it,” she said firmly, referring to the key.

      Alaric smiled sadly. “I know. I would not have her alone in a room with Mikael if it could be any other way.”

      Sophie gave him a knowing look. There was some reason Alaric had it out for Mikael, though he wouldn’t tell her why. She planned on figuring it out, no matter how adamantly he kept it from her. She laid her head on his shoulder, doing her best to belie her thoughts.

      “I’ll try to talk to her,” she offered finally. “Perhaps she’ll tell me how bad it really is.”

      Alaric laughed. “You might give her horrid flashbacks of when you were her social worker.”

      Sophie lifted her head to glare at him. “I was a damn good social worker, thank you very much.”

      He patted her shoulder. “If you say so.”

      They both laughed, then their conversation ebbed once again. Sophie knew better than to leave her brother alone while Madeline cozied up with the Viking. He would go barging in there eventually, unable to take it anymore. Sophie would simply have to wait it out with him until Madeline broke down Mikael’s shields and found what she needed.

      “You love her, don’t you?” she asked suddenly.

      The idea of her brother in love was a little jarring. Sure, he’d dated, but love was neither Sophie’s nor her brother’s strong suit. It wasn’t what they were made for.

      He leaned forward to rest his chin in his hands, bracing his elbows against his knees and shielding his face with his hair. “I have from the start.”

      Her jaw dropped. She hadn’t really expected him to admit it. “Why her?” she blurted out.

      Alaric turned to her, looking slightly offended.

      She bit her lip. “I didn’t mean it like that. It’s just, you’ve had plenty of opportunities to fall in love. What was different this time?” Her heart was racing, and she wasn’t sure why.

      Alaric shrugged, disappointing her. “It could be our similar natures,” he explained, “death and war go together nicely, and I’m sure that’s why she ended up pregnant. But—” he cut himself off, seeming deep in thought.

      “But what?” she pressed, feeling elated once more. She was quite sure what she’d previously felt for Maya was love . . . or was it just affection? Attachment from knowing someone for long enough? She wasn’t sure.

      Alaric sat up straight and flexed his hands in the air, as if grasping at the words that would not come. “She cares about everything,” he began hesitantly, but then the words began to tumble out of his mouth like a mudslide, just a few rocks at first, leading to an almost frantic downpour. “The Vaettir abandoned her with no knowledge of who she was, and our treatment after reclaiming her wasn’t much better, yet she still cares what happens to us. She forgave me for letting James haul her off to a cell, and for letting him stab her. It’s like she understands, even though she’s only been a part of our world for a short time. She balks at even killing one of her enemies, but can accept the fact that I’ve killed thousands. She wants to save us all, even though none of us deserve it.”

      Sophie stared at him, surprised by his outburst. “So you love her because she’s a martyr?” she asked skeptically.

      He grunted in frustration. “It’s more than that. How do you explain why you love someone? It’s not just their smile, or the way they laugh, or how they look when they sleep. It’s all of it. It’s seeing that burning humanity inside them, a single light that’s like no other. It’s irreplaceable.”

      If Sophie was surprised before, now she was completely dumbfounded. Jaw agape, she watched her brother, waiting to see if he’d say more, but he didn’t. He buried his face in his palms and sunk into a fugue.

      She placed a hand on his back. She might not know romantic love, but she knew familial love for her brother. She hated seeing the pain of worry on his face. “We’ll protect her,” she assured. “You’ll see.”

      He nodded, but not like he believed her.

      “I’ll talk to her,” Sophie offered again. “We’ll get to the bottom of her worries, then we’ll find a way to fix them.”

      Alaric nodded again, seeming slightly hopeful this time. Sophie took a deep breath, sincerely hoping there was a way to help Maddy. She didn’t like to think how her brother would be affected if there was not, and she had no doubt he’d do something stupid, even if he had no chance of coming out alive.

      She didn’t like the idea of living alone in such a painful world. It simply wasn’t an option.
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      The song did the trick. Eventually Mikael’s breathing slowed as he drifted off to sleep. I looked down at his passive face, illuminated only by the small amount of light given off by the bedside lamp. His dark lashes formed perfect crescents below his eyebrows. It was odd to see him in such a relaxed, almost helpless state.

      Really, I was shocked he’d managed to fall asleep at all with me in the room, though the alcohol had definitely helped him along. Still, you don’t survive for a thousand years by trusting people enough to fall asleep near them, especially people you’d only known for a little over a week.

      I shook my head. Who was I kidding? If someone burst into the room to murder us, I had no doubt Mikael would be up in two seconds flat, skewering them with his sword.

      Thinking of the sword, I searched around the room for it, finding it resting against the wall near the closet. The ax he’d brought back from the past was nowhere to be seen.

      I took a deep, shaky breath. I was stalling. I really didn’t want to see inside Mikael’s head. I didn’t want to see inside anyone’s head. I looked back to Mikael’s still form. I had to do this, and it was now or never.

      I leaned forward in my seat, then placed my hands gently on either side of his face. His skin was soft and supple, not like what you’d expect after so many years of existence. I smoothed my hands up so they rested partially in his hair. It was an oddly intimate gesture, and I was glad he wasn’t conscious for it.

      As if sensing my thoughts, his eyelids began to flutter open.

      “No, no,” I soothed, my voice barely above a whisper. “It’s just me.”

      Not fully waking, he lifted one of his hands to cradle my palm against his face for a moment. Either realizing it was just me, or perhaps thinking it was someone else he wished was there, his arm fell back to his side as he drifted back into drunken sleep.

      I tried to focus on any emotions I might pick up on, but Mikael almost waking up had me panicked. It was well past midnight, and my thoughts were muddled with my need for sleep. My empathy wasn’t something I used on purpose, which made it difficult to hone in.

      With another shaky breath, I closed my eyes and thought back to my conversation with Erykah. It had been effortless, but then again, she had been purposefully projecting her thoughts for me. Mikael was projecting nothing but bourbon breath. I would have to take his thoughts, giving nothing in return.

      I scrunched my eyes tightly shut and focused, internally begging and wishing, but nothing happened. I opened my eyes and was about to pull away, but something stopped me.

      As if seeing a moment of weakness, the key came alive at my neck. Reading the key’s intent, I tried again to pull away from Mikael, but seemed unable to move. It was like a voice inside my head was saying, You want to see inside his head? Oh, I’ll show you inside his head, only there were no words.

      My outward sight went blind as scenes began to play inside my mind. I was powerless to stop them. I saw Erykah and the village we’d left behind, but felt none of the guilt Mikael felt in the present. It was a time before the key destroyed them all. His lovely wife was yet to be twisted into the hard, calculating woman she’d become. A woman that would climb inside his head without permission.

      I turned to the side in the vision, and it felt as if my actual body was turning. I turned from Erykah and saw Mikael’s sons, running in and out of the livestock huts, frightening the cattle, then laughing maniacally as adults tried to catch and chastise them.

      I felt my lips curve into a smile, and realized I was seeing through Mikael’s eyes, inhabiting his mind during the memory. There was something in my arms. I looked down to see a baby girl. She smiled up at me with bright, reddish brown eyes, her delicate skin alabaster perfection. I felt a tear come to my eye. The scene blurred, and changed.

      I was standing in the same spot, but was surrounded by corpses and ash. All the structures had been burned, and the people murdered. It was many years later. My daughter had long since been killed, now Erykah had joined her. My sons were far from that place, safe for the time being, but they would want revenge.

      Fast forward again. Entire empires crumbling at my feet. I didn’t care. Let them grieve as I’d grieved. The world was not a kind place.

      I felt dizzy as Mikael woke. He’d realized what was happening, and was trying to force me out. I felt his shields raising, and the key fought them for control.

      The struggle seemed to last for ages, but its end was sudden. Mikael forced his shields up, shutting me out. It was like iron gates slamming into place. The impact rattled my teeth. Mikael’s eyes shot open, meeting mine as I still gripped the sides of his face. At some point I’d moved closer, my mouth was only inches from his.

      Words that were not mine trickled from my lips, “You are a more worthy adversary than we thought, Agnarsson. ”

      Then I fainted.
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        * * *

      

      I shot up in bed, panting as my breathing tried to catch up with my heart. The room was pitch black, and arms wrapped around me from behind. I screamed.

      “Maddy, Maddy,” a voice soothed. “Shh.”

      Part of me recognized that voice, but I didn’t understand where I was.

      “Madeline,” the voice said again, then it clicked that it was Alaric. In my sleep I had been seeing images I never should have seen. They’d all happened long before I was born, in places far away.

      As reality set in, a new panic hit me. “Oh my god, Mikael. I practically raped his memories.”

      A light flipped on at the bedside. I noted a sliver of sunlight at the window, though the curtains were heavy enough to block most of it out. I turned around and was able to see Alaric’s face. It helped bring me the rest of the way into reality.

      “He carried you here after you fainted,” Alaric explained. “He would not say what happened.”

      I shook my head over and over again. “This is not good. He’s going to kill me. I shouldn’t have seen all of that.”

      Alaric scooted behind me and rubbed his hands up and down my arms. “If he was going to kill you, you wouldn’t be sitting here. Whatever it is, it’s okay.”

      I took a deep, shaky breath. “You don’t understand. He wouldn’t have wanted anyone to feel his emotions like that.”

      Alaric continued to rub my arms. “He knew the risks.”

      I nodded, but it didn’t make me feel any better.

      He hugged me against him. “Did you at least get what you needed?”

      I pulled away, only then remembering my initial intent in reading Mikael’s thoughts. I recalled the moment he shut me out, and how his shields felt going up. It was quite literally a physical barrier in his mind, created by sheer force of will, and a desperate desire to hide his emotions.

      “I think I did,” I whispered, feeling somewhat astonished by the notion.

      In my mind I thought, You didn’t expect that, did you? but there was no reply. The key had delved into Mikael’s memories, thinking he wouldn’t have the will to shut it out, but he did. Mikael had managed to catch the key off guard. I briefly wondered if he’d be able to do it again, now that the key knew what it was up against.

      “What are you thinking?” Alaric asked softly.

      I shook my head. “Ugly thoughts. I need to talk to Mikael.”

      “I’ll go with you,” he offered.

      I nodded. It was probably a bad idea to take Alaric with me, but I wasn’t sure I possessed the bravery needed to face the scary Viking on my own.

      We left the room and walked down the hall as the first hints of dawn chased us through the window. I did not want to do this. I remembered how Mikael had felt when I’d picked up on just an ounce of his grief. Now I’d seen his memories first hand, instead of just focusing on his shields. He was going to be pissed.

      We made our way to the room where I’d sat with Mikael. Maybe he would still be asleep and we could delay the inevitable conversation. I knocked on the closed door.

      No answer.

      With a deep, shaky breath, I turned the knob and peeked inside, with Alaric hovering over my shoulder. The room was perfectly clean, the bed made, with no sign of its inhabitant.

      I turned wide eyes to Alaric as I pulled the door shut, leaving us out in the hall. “Do you think—” I began.

      Alaric shook his head. “He wouldn’t be able to abandon you. It would be too close to a betrayal, which would break his oath to you.”

      My strength left me as I leaned against the wall. Alaric was right. Part of me would have liked to think we’d be better off without Mikael, but that part wasn’t very wise. Like it or not, we needed him, and we needed him not mad at me.

      Movement at the end of the hall caught my attention. Mikael became fully visible as he ascended the last few stairs. “I’m surprised to hear you speaking on my behalf,” he commented, eyeing Alaric as he approached us.

      Alaric glared. “I was speaking upon your oath to Madeline, nothing more.”

      Mikael smirked, though it was half-hearted. “Of course,” he said quietly.

      I stayed where I was standing, waiting for Mikael to address me, but he was yet to meet my eyes. As silence engulfed us, I leaned more heavily against the wall. I was exhausted, and felt like I might lose the bile in my stomach.

      Finally Mikael looked at me. “Are you well?” he asked, his eyes focused somewhere in the vicinity of my mouth rather than further up my face.

      “Are you?” I breathed. Yep, I was going to have to find the bathroom.

      Alaric reached for me, but I sprung from the wall and rushed past him. I really didn’t want to mess up Marie’s hallway carpeting. I made my way down the hall and burst into the vacant bathroom, slamming the door against the wall as I threw it open.

      I made it to the toilet and began heaving, though nothing came up. I hadn’t managed to turn on the bathroom light, but I was grateful for the darkness. It felt somehow safe as I huddled over the toilet. I heard Alaric and Mikael speaking in the hallway, then Sophie’s voice was added to the mix. A moment later someone was behind me, sweeping my hair back from my face just as another wave of nausea hit me.

      “It seems you’re still pregnant,” the man holding my hair mumbled once my dry heaving had stilled.

      I jumped when I realized it was Mikael.

      “Where’s Alaric?” I groaned, feeling like I might heave again.

      “I requested that he allow me to tend to you,” Mikael explained.

      I wanted badly to turn around and look at him, but I was afraid to move away from the toilet. “And he listened?” I asked skeptically, my voice barely above a croak.

      “No,” Mikael said, a hint of laughter in his voice, “but his sister intervened.”

      I shook my head, then instantly regretted it as my stomach did a little flip-flop. “No offense,” I began slowly, closing my eyes to still my dizziness, “but holding my hair while I heave really is a job for the father of my child.”

      Mikael was silent for a moment, but continued to hold my hair. Little tugs of movement let me know he was twining it around his fingers. “You stole your way into the memories I hold most dear. The least you can do is let me sit here with you.”

      I sighed. It was time to have that talk, apparently. I would rather have had it somewhere other than the bathroom, with me able bodied and ready to run away, but I wouldn’t deny him answers now.

      “I didn’t mean to,” I explained. “It was the key.”

      I expected a wash of anger, or an accusation that I was making excuses, but Mikael just silently kept playing with my hair while I hovered over the toilet. Feeling slightly more steady, I moved away from the bowl and sat back to lean against the wall. I tugged my hair out of Mikael’s grasp, then brought my knees to my chest.

      He took a seat beside me, mirroring my position. “How much control has it gained?”

      I turned my neck to look at him, feeling slightly stunned. “You’re never angry when I most expect it.”

      He picked up a lock of my hair and started playing with it again. Not meeting my eyes, he explained, “I was angry, but my anger will do us no good now.”

      I sighed and slouched further down the wall, giving up on keeping my hair to myself. Not knowing what to say in response, I decided to answer his original question. “Even now, with the memory of how you build your shields in my head, I’m not sure I can fight it. At times, I’m not even sure I want to.”

      “What did Erykah really tell you that night, right before we shared our dance?” he asked softly.

      The bathroom darkened, letting me know that clouds were moving in outside to obscure the sun. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      His hand found its way to my knee, but it was more attention-getting than flirtatious. “Yes, Madeline, you do.”

      I placed my hand on my belly, wishing I could somehow feel the small life inside. I knew I shouldn’t tell anyone what Erykah had told me, or if I did, Alaric should be the first to know. It was his child too, after all.

      Still, the words began to tumble from my mouth. “I know how to destroy the key, and I think I might be able to shield from it,” I began, just as a tiny voice in my head argued both of those points, “but in all likelihood the effort would kill me . . . ” I trailed off, then patted my belly and added, “and it.”

      Mikael’s face went slack, the shadows in the room emphasizing the subtle change. “Why would you not say anything?”

      I shrugged, wondering where Alaric had gone, and hoping he wasn’t close enough to hear anything I was saying. “It would do little good.”

      “Then why tell me now?” Mikael pressed.

      I closed my eyes, suddenly feeling excruciatingly tired. “Because I can’t tell Alaric. Sometimes I consider Sophie a friend, but I can’t tell her either.”

      When Mikael didn’t reply, I opened one eye to see him smiling. “Does this mean that I’m your friend?” he teased.

      I smirked. “You don’t have friends.”

      “No,” he replied, “I don’t. Yet somehow you’re wiggling  your way in.”

      “Your daughter,” I began, remembering how he felt looking down at the baby girl in his arms.

      “Gone,” he said simply.

      “Was she . . . ” I trailed off, hoping he’d catch my meaning so I wouldn’t have to say it out loud. She wasn’t around when we visited the village, at least I didn’t think . . .

      He shook his head. “She wasn’t in the village the day they all died. She was lost to us long before that.”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, unsure of what else to say.

      He nodded, looking suddenly determined. “I will not allow your child to suffer the same fate.”

      I cringed and smoothed my fingers over my hair, turning my head to hide my expression. “I shouldn’t have told you,” I whispered. “I thought you of all people would understand I have to do this, no matter the cost. If I cannot destroy it, the key will find a way to destroy me regardless. If dying is my only choice, you can bet your ass I’ll be taking the key down with me.”

      I turned back to Mikael to see his jaw set in a firm line. I could tell he wanted to argue with me, but before he could I said, “You know I’m right. Erykah escaped it without destroying it, and look what happened. I won’t let the key come back for us all with a new owner. What if it ends up with Aislin or Estus?”

      Mikael sighed, signaling that I had won the argument. “Nothing is ever truly written in stone,” he said finally, “and I will do everything possible to keep you alive.”

      “Because of our oath,” I added. “Letting me die when you could save me would probably count as a betrayal.”

      He sighed again, and looked somehow sad. “Yes, Madeline, because of our oath.”

      He stood and offered me a hand up. I wasn’t sure if I was ready to leave the bathroom yet, but it was worth a shot. Mikael took hold of my hand and lifted me effortlessly to my feet.

      I felt more steady as I followed him out into the hall. The key had been silent during our entire exchange. I wasn’t sure if it was a bad sign, or a good one. Did it fear Mikael, or was it simply lulling us into complacency?

      Sophie was coming toward us down the hall, but I didn’t see Alaric anywhere.

      “We need to talk,” was all she said as she reached us.

      Mikael handed me off to her without a word.

      “Where’s Alaric?” I asked as Sophie led me away. I wanted to be the one to tell him that I thought the baby was still there. I didn’t want to miss his reaction.

      A look crossed over Sophie’s face that I didn’t quite understand, making me apprehensive. What did she want to talk about that she couldn’t say in front of Mikael? I looked back over my shoulder to see that the Viking in question had disappeared down the stairs.

      I went willingly with Sophie as she guided me the rest of the way down the hall and into the study. I felt oddly energized. Mikael’s assurances were still hanging in my mind. I was probably just delirious and hormonal, but as Sophie shut the door of the study behind us, I was overcome by a strange surge of energy.

      I opened my mouth to ask why she needed to talk to me in private, but what came out was, “Get me out of here.”

      I reflexively wanted to lift my hand to my mouth, surprised by my words, but my hand lifted toward Sophie instead. A dome of energy encircled my palm, though I wasn’t sure if it would be visible to the naked eye, or just mine.

      I tried to lower my hand as Sophie’s dark eyes widened in shock. My heart should have been racing, but my body was no longer my own. I’d been pushed into the passenger seat as the key took over, but I couldn’t tell its intent. I might have learned to shield my thoughts, but so had the key.
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      “Put your hand down, Madeline,” Sophie scolded, not quite getting how serious the situation had become.

      I wanted to call out to her, to warn her somehow, but it was like sitting in a dark projection room with my hands tied. I could see the scene playing before me, but was powerless to stop it.

      “We are leaving this place,” I said against my will.

      I tried to shake my head, but it wouldn’t work. I couldn’t imagine why the key wanted to leave now. Its host was protected, and we were starting a war. It was getting everything it wanted.

      Sophie took a step back toward the door. “We’re not going anywhere,” she said calmly.

      I reached my arm back and threw the energy collecting in my palm at her. She dove out of the way gracefully, rolling across the plush carpet, only to rise to her feet near one of the book cases. The energy hit the door harmlessly, dissipating to spread back into the environment.

      I turned, stalking Sophie like a predator, ready to anticipate her next move. I threw another ball of energy just as the door opened behind us.

      “I apologize—” said a woman’s voice before cutting off, realizing the situation she’d just walked into.

      I didn’t hear her approach, but suddenly my body was leaping aside right before Aila could wrap her arms around me from behind. I landed back near the door, slamming it shut to trap Aila and Sophie inside with me. The two moved to stand shoulder to shoulder, ready for my next attack.

      “The key seems to have taken her over,” Sophie explained, keeping her eyes firmly on me as she partially crouched, ready to move.

      Worry crossed Aila’s face. “I don’t know what to do,” she admitted.

      I watched the exchange between the two women while my mind was screaming at me to do something. I still couldn’t sense any of the key’s thoughts. I had learned how to shut it out of my mind, but not my body.

      “Get—” I managed to force out through gritted teeth, but the key sent a searing wave of pain through my brain. It dizzied me enough I couldn’t see for a moment.

      When I opened my eyes again, Sophie and Aila were flanking me. I could hear footsteps running down the hall. The women exchanged a subtle nod, then leapt for me at once. Sophie was going to reach me first, and the key turned my body to fend her off. At the last moment, Sophie side-stepped and Aila crashed into me from behind, knocking us both to the floor.

      Energy coursed through me, attacking the weight on my back. Aila screamed, then I was free. I rose shakily to my feet, just as Alaric and Mikael came rushing into the room, followed by Faas, Tabitha, and James. With so many of us, the study became suddenly claustrophobic. A small measure of the key’s panic leaked into my mind. I had thought it was completely in control of the situation, but it was scared. We didn’t have much energy left, and wouldn’t be able to fend our captors off for long.

      Involuntarily, I backed away toward the large window that sat behind the desk, opposite the door to the room. Horror overcame me as I realized the key might try making us jump out the second story window to escape.

      The key held up my hands in front of me as I continued backing away. Both of my hands were glowing, and I was pretty sure I wasn’t the only one who could see it, given James’ awestruck expression. However, no one else seemed surprised.

      All at once, the room exploded into movement. Energy shot from my hands as I was attacked, harming some, but not enough to get them away from me. We hadn’t received any new energy since we’d used it all up on the battlefield, and fighting Mikael had pushed us past our limit. I looked around frantically. No one here was weak enough to drain. We were too weak.

      Just as I realized the key was no longer shielding its thoughts, Alaric and Sophie simultaneously tackled me, knocking me onto my back and pinning my arms against the carpet. Faas moved to stand over us, his blond top knot of hair falling forward to cover half his face. He reached his hands toward me, but didn’t close the distance. At first I couldn’t tell what he was doing, then my last bit of energy began to drain away. He was stealing it from me, like I could do from a corpse, but I wasn’t a corpse, and I wasn’t weak enough to die.

      “Get it off of her,” Mikael demanded, stepping into view beside Faas.

      “We can’t, remember?” Alaric growled. I could hear his voice, but couldn’t see his face. All I could see was Faas, and blearily, Mikael.

      “They’re both weakened. Try,” Mikael demanded.

      Not arguing, Sophie kept my arm pinned with one hand, while she used the other to lower the collar of my shirt, revealing the key. Alaric mirrored her pose, using his free hand to reach for the key itself.

      Before Alaric’s hand finished its descent, I was overcome with pain like I’d never known. It felt like the key was tearing apart the flesh and bones it laid upon.

      “It cannot be,” Faas said in shock as he hovered over me, struggling to keep the key from using me to lash out.

      I had a moment to take in the awestricken faces around me, then I was out.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up lying on cold stone, or maybe I wasn’t awake. I didn’t feel awake. In fact, I didn’t feel real at all. I propped myself up into a seated position, then instinctively reached for my throat. I gasped. The key wasn’t there.

      Elation filled me, but it was brief. Why could I still sense its presence? I looked around the shadowy room. It was oddly familiar, but somehow not. Something shifted in the near-darkness and I leapt to my feet.

      I let out a sigh of relief as a Norn came into view, the same one we’d met when we’d travelled back in time. Suddenly I realized where I was. I was in the cave where the Norn had sent me back to the World Tree.

      “Am I really here?” I asked, though I knew I didn’t need to ask out loud for the Norn to hear me.

      Not entirely, a voice echoed in my head. You are here visiting me, just as much as you were present in your visit with Yggdrasil.

      “Where is the key?” I asked shakily.

      The Norn took a few steps forward to tower over me, then lowered her wolf-like paw to my chest. You are one.

      I gasped and pulled away. That wasn’t possible. “Why am I here?” I asked, feeling almost angry in my desperation.

      I did not bring you here, the Norn answered.

      I shook my head. The key could have brought me, but that wasn’t right. It wouldn’t want to be here, but I wasn’t capable of any sort of subconscious travel myself, was I?

      I took a shaky breath. How I’d gotten there wasn’t important. There were far more pressing matters. “What do you mean, the key and I are one?”

      The Norn approached me again and put her massive paw on my shoulder. I can feel its energy, intermingling with yours. It was not always an object, but pure energy made when Yggdrasil was torn apart. It has reverted to that state, within you.

      The Norn caught me as I almost fell, holding on to my arms until I became steady once more. At some point I’d began to cry, but the tears didn’t feel wet. I knew they were there, but they weren’t entirely physical, just like I wasn’t entirely physical.

      “How do I get rid of it?” I sobbed.

      You and the key may both die, she explained, releasing your energies into the universe.

      My thoughts jumped from Alaric, to Mikael, to the child inside of me.

      There may be another way, the Norn thought suddenly. She crouched to lower her paw to my belly. Perhaps the foreign energy could be focused into your child, giving the wild magic human form.

      I pulled forcefully away from the Norn. “How dare you!” I gasped. “I won’t sacrifice a child just to save myself.”

      The Norn didn’t seem offended, and instead continued to look down at me impassively. Then you all shall die.

      I closed my eyes and shook my head over and over again. I needed to get out of there. I knew my body was still back in the present time, but I didn’t know how to reach it.

      As you wish, the Norn thought sadly. I lurched backward as she shoved me, then sat bolt upright in a cushy bed, laboring to catch my breath.

      Alaric had been in a hunched, seated position next to me, silhouetted by the moonlight peeking in through the window. As soon as I woke, he turned to face me and gripped both my arms in his hands, searching my face for some sign that I was myself.

      He looked scared, and whether it was of me, or for me, I could not tell.

      I was trying to think of how to explain everything to Alaric, when there was a knock on the door. Neither of us told the visitor to come in, but the door opened anyway.

      There were several visitors I would have expected at that moment, but Faas wasn’t one of them. He looked almost like a kicked puppy as he pushed the door aside and slowly entered the room to approach the bed. I would have glared at him if I’d had the strength.

      “What do you want?” Alaric asked, his anger at the interruption clear in his voice.

      Faas raked his swatch of blond hair away from his face, unperturbed by Alaric’s tone, then turned his gaze to me. “I wanted to apologize.”

      If I’d been shocked by his appearance, now I was doubly shocked. “Come again?”

      “I thought you unworthy to be the bearer of such a power as the Lykill,” he explained. “For lack of a better word, I was jealous. Now I see what a burden it truly is. I pity you.”

      I wasn’t sure I liked his explanation, but at least he was trying. “Thanks, I guess,” I conceded. “And thanks for keeping me from killing anyone.”

      He replied with a sharp nod. “Before you lost consciousness, the key seemed to melt,” he went on. “It slid across your skin like molten metal. Is it gone?”

      I held my breath. I hadn’t yet figured out how I would explain things to Alaric, but it looked like now was the time, whether I liked it or not.

      I exhaled. “It’s inside of me—part of me . . . or something.”

      Alaric inhaled sharply, then turned to meet my eyes. “Are you sure?”

      I nodded. “While I was . . . out, I visited the Norn back in time, just like what happened when I visited Yggdrasil.”

      “Yggdrasil?” Faas hissed.

      I waved him off and continued to speak to Alaric. “She told me the key was part of me now.”

      “I must inform Mikael,” Faas interrupted again.

      “Go,” Alaric ordered, clearly not desiring any more interruptions. As Faas left, Alaric turned back to me. “Did she tell you how to undo it?”

      I shook my head. I felt like I should be crying, but I was oddly calm. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was the key exerting its influence over me. “She said the key and I could die together, or perhaps we could put the key’s energy into our baby, thus giving it a physical form. I refused either option.”

      He took my hand in his, lifting it to kiss my knuckles. “Good,” he breathed.

      I closed my eyes, reveling in the simple sensation of his lips on my skin. Just that morning I could have killed him. I might still. I shivered.

      “Is it good?” I asked softly. “I’m a danger to everyone. Perhaps I should have let the Norn end things for me right then.”

      Alaric squeezed my hand and gave me a dark look. “Your risk is more than ours. At least we can choose to put ourselves in harm’s way. This was all thrust upon you.”

      Movement caught my eye, and I turned to see Mikael standing in the doorway, his head nearly reaching the moulding. “How do you feel?” he asked.

      I laughed, though it was more of a bitter grunt. “I’m sharing my body with a force of corrupted, wild magic that could take me over at any time. How do you think I feel?”

      “There may still be a way to defeat it,” he stated.

      “How?” Alaric asked instantly, before I could close my gaping jaw.

      “The key is an ancient power,” Mikael began as he approached the bed. “It is a concentration of the forces of chaos and corruption that destroyed Yggdrasil, the dark to balance the light. The old gods left this world long before Yggdrasil, and that is why the Norns created so many of us in their image.”

      I clenched my fists in impatience. We needed an answer and Mikael was just standing around talking about long dead myths. Yggdrasil and the old gods were gone. There was nothing they could do to help us.

      Mikael looked at me like he was reading my thoughts, then gave me a slightly mocking smile. “The power of Yggdrasil is still within the key, just as it still resides within the Norns. The power to jump through time, and to different worlds. That power is now within you.”

      “Please don’t tell me your plan is for me to travel to a different world to find the old gods.”

      Mikael scoffed. “Of course not. That would be ridiculous. My plan is for you to bring the old gods to us, using the power of Yggdrasil, and the connection of our blood to draw them forth. You have a direct link to Bastet sitting right beside you.”

      Alaric looked stunned. “You’re mad.”

      Mikael smiled at Alaric, then knelt on the floor in front of us to take my free hand in his. “And what about you, Madeline? As someone who has touched Yggdrasil itself, as someone who has tasted the power of the Norns, and in effect, of the old gods, do you think me mad?”

      Fear tickled down my spine, but it wasn’t my fear. I opened my mouth to speak, then closed it, feeling more than thinking about what he’d said.

      After a moment, I smiled. “Quite the contrary, I think you’re on to something.”

      Alaric turned to me in disbelief. I really didn’t know if Mikael’s plan could work, but the key seemed to think it might be a possibility. It shivered again. It was afraid of the old gods. Something about this new closeness let me sense its emotions more keenly. We were one in the same now, after all.
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      I finally obtained new clothes. The dark wash jeans fit me like a second skin, complementing the magenta silk blouse. It felt unbelievably good to be back in normal clothes, and even better to have clean underwear. Tabitha had done the shopping, though I could have trusted any of the women with us to get me jeans that were long enough. They all knew the tall girl struggle.

      We were all packed up and planned to leave Clive and Marie’s home later that evening, under the cover of night. According to Mikael, we were heading North, far North. Someplace remote, where police weren’t looking for a group of murderers, and where another altercation with our enemies might go unnoticed. The only other hint I’d been given was that it would be cold. Full winter gear was laid out across mine and Alaric’s bed.

      We’d all gotten a full night’s sleep, and the key seemed to be lying dormant within me. I knew it would resurface eventually, especially once it gained access to more energy, but hopefully by then we’d be able to fight it. We’d just have to keep me away from any dead bodies in the meantime. I didn’t like the idea of weakening myself to weaken the key, but it was our only option until we could summon the old gods.

      I laughed at how silly my thoughts felt as Alaric walked up behind me. “What is it?”

      I shook my head and leaned forward to finger the sleeve of my new winter coat. It was one of those expensive, micro-down numbers, thin and light, but extremely warm.

      “Just amusing myself with the fact that we actually think we stand a chance of summoning gods to help us,” I explained.

      Alaric kissed my cheek. “You’re the one that encouraged the idea, my dear.”

      I smirked, though he couldn’t see it. “We travelled back in time, I touched Yggdrasil, and now an ancient magic is housed within me. I’m pretty sure anything is possible at this point.”

      Alaric spun me around and kissed me, but as he pulled away, a dark look crossed his face.

      “What is it?” I questioned, still wrapped in his embrace.

      He half shrugged. “After what I’ve seen, I wouldn’t put it past you or Mikael to summon the old gods. The real question is, will they want to help us once they’re here?”

      I quirked an eyebrow at him. “What do you think Bastet will say?”

      He frowned. “I’m not sure. We can choose between Bastet and Dolos. War and deceit . . . not the most magnanimous pair.”

      “Freyja too,” I added.

      I got the reaction I was hoping for as surprise crossed Alaric’s face. It wasn’t often I got the jump on him. “Freyja?” he questioned.

      I nodded. “Aila is her descendant,” I explained. “She told Sophie while they were waiting for us to return from the past.”

      Alaric seemed thoughtful. “A goddess of war and death,” he mused, “but also love and fertility. Perhaps a goddess that would fight to save an unborn child.”

      I smiled. It was a slim, jagged, tenuous ray of hope, but it was hope nonetheless.

      Alaric lifted me in his arms, then carried me to the bed, laying me down gently atop our winter clothes. “We have hours to kill until dark . . . ” he trailed off, his voice gone low with seduction.

      I raised my eyebrows as I looked up at him. “I can think of a thing or two to pass the time.”

      He kissed down my neck. “Name them slowly, please.”

      I stated my first suggestion.

      Alaric lifted his gaze to mine, a dark grin on his face. “Now that’s my little land-skjálpti.”
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        * * *

      

      Hours later, as the sun began to make its slow descent from the sky, we prepared to leave. Still in our room, Alaric helped me into my new coat, taking the time to zip it, and button the clasp that would hold the collar close to my neck.

      He pulled the hood up over my head playfully, then used it to draw me in for a kiss.

      “I love you,” he breathed.

      I pulled away, surprised. “Come again?” I asked with a wry grin.

      He tilted his head downward and eyed me like I was a misbehaving child.

      “No,” I said innocently, “I really didn’t hear you, I need you to repeat yourself.”

      “You know,” he teased, “I don’t even say that out loud to my sister.”

      I crossed my arms and looked up at him. “You know, I’m an out loud kind of girl.”

      He grabbed me and lifted me effortlessly into his arms, cradling me like a baby. He kissed me fiercely. “Madeline,” he began, “you are incorrigible, head strong, you care far too much about everyone else, and I love you.”

      I laughed. “Alaric, you are single-focused, impulsive, and perhaps a bit wily, but I love you too.”

      He kissed me again, then walked us toward the door. “I’m holding you to that,” he joked. “You can’t take it back now.”

      I smiled up at him as we prepared to go join the rest of our group. “War is capable of love,” I teased.

      He returned my smile, flashing his little fangs. “And death has a heart.”
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      The cold wind stung what was visible of my face, and my hands and feet were numb despite the thick gloves and heavy duty winter boots. As far as the eye could see in any direction was crisp, pure white, almost blinding as the sun made its slow descent toward the horizon. I stood alone, musing over everything that had gotten me to this point, camping out in a frozen wasteland, contemplating summoning gods.

      It had taken us weeks to get to our location. Weeks of hiding from our enemies while we traveled through the larger cities. Weeks of plotting our next step. Weeks of waiting for the key to rear its ugly head in an attempt to possess me again. We’d made it all this way without conflict. I shouldn’t have been surprised since we’d taken so many precautions, but still, by this point, I expected things to go wrong at every turn. More surprising than our success so far, was that the key had remained dormant within me.

      Mikael appeared by my side, staring out at the cold landscape ahead of us as the breeze played with his long, auburn hair. “Are you ready?”

      I shook my head. “No.”

      I rubbed the slight bump of my belly, still not fully believing I was growing a child inside me. My winter clothing was all cinched up around me, so my pregnancy didn’t show, but the entire group knew regardless. Sophie had a big mouth.

      “Freyja is, among other things, the goddess of childbirth,” Mikael reassured, placing a hand on my shoulder. “She will not harm you or your child.”

      I turned and raised an eyebrow at him, though my eyebrows were mostly covered by the black hood of my jacket. While I wore a top of the line, full-length, micro-down coat, plus many layers underneath to keep me warm, Mikael had only added a heavy, fleece lined, knee length coat to his normal Viking-esque gear. His dusky red hair whipped about freely in the icy air, yet he seemed unfazed. I was freezing even with all the layers. Camping out in the Arctic Circle was no joke.

      “She’s an ancient goddess,” I countered, “one who left our people long before you were even born. You have no idea what she’ll do.”

      Mikael smirked. “No, I don’t, but you know I wouldn’t tell you that your child will be safe if I didn’t think it was true.”

      “Because of our oath,” I agreed.

      Mikael rolled his strange, amber eyes. “I wouldn’t lie to you about such a thing, even with a blood oath hanging over my head.”

      I sighed, not because I thought he was misleading me, but because I believed him. The past few weeks had been trying. I’d finally been reported missing back in the States, but luckily still had fake identification from Diana. Many of Mikael’s people, living safe within the Salr, had never possessed any real forms of identification, so we’d had to purchase a batch of fake IDs for them. Never mind that Mikael already had a guy in place to make the transaction go smoothly, and had around ten different personas in place for himself, all with passports, bank accounts, and backstories. Some even owned property.

      We’d done much of our traveling by train, with me gritting my teeth the entire time, waiting for the cops to storm in and take us all away. Mikael had been the one to keep me calm through it all, oddly enough, and I’d really come to depend on him to keep the panic away.

      Alaric and Sophie had been there for me too, but they were both a little more blunt, a little less tactful. They said exactly what they thought, which usually wasn’t very comforting, though I appreciated it in a whole other way.

      I turned to see Alaric waiting in the distance near our camp. He wore a more modern coat like mine, and a stocking cap over his long, black hair. Even from the distance I could tell he was smiling at me, I could feel it. Alaric might not be the best with comforting words, but he offered me partnership. We could both be worried together about ourselves and our child, and we could both be brave together. At that moment, if I didn’t have Alaric’s bravery helping me along, I probably would have called off the whole thing. I wasn’t fit to summon gods . . . but then again, who was?

      Mikael walked by my side as we started back toward the tents. The dense snow beneath our feet crunched, but didn’t give way. I’d slipped and fallen on my butt on some of the harder-packed patches more times than I’d like to admit, far less graceful than any of my companions.

      As we reached Alaric, Sophie and Aila came into view, both in full winter gear with their hoods pulled up. Aila looked gargantuan, but dangerous with the added layers on her already tall, muscular physique. I just looked like a fat penguin.

      The other members of our small group, Faas, Tabitha, and James, waited inside the large tent that was our main base. The snow mobiles we’d used to reach such a remote area were parked around the tent, covered by fitted tarps, but otherwise ready for a fast escape.

      We hadn’t wanted to risk bringing any more of Mikael’s people into our plan, so it was just the eight of us. We needed to be as unfindable as possible.

      Many had voted against even bringing James. He was the weakest link without his memories. The arguments had ended though as Mikael pointed out that James was the only one who could create heat from nothing. It was a useful backup skill when camping on the frozen tundra.

      I reached Alaric and stepped into the cradle of his arms, feeling some of the tension leak out of my body at his nearness. If Freyja didn’t work out, we’d be using Alaric and Sophie to summon Bastet. I really hoped Freyja worked. I had no desire to meet a cat-headed war goddess.

      I looked to Aila, who we’d be using to summon Freyja. All we needed was a bit of her blood. Aila looked nervous, her eyes a little too wide, and I knew it wasn’t the prospect of slicing her arm open that had her worried. She’d suffered countless injuries over her long life, but it wasn’t every day you met your patron deity.

      Faas appeared from within the tent, just as bundled up as me. As executioners, denizens of death, we were much stronger in the magical department, but slightly lacking in the physical. In other words, we were a lot more prone to the elements.

      Faas’ white hood covered his blond swatch of hair and eyebrows, leaving only his eyes and nose visible. His eyes no longer held intense hatred for me, but they were still wary. His job was to step in and drain my energy if the key took over again, and I didn’t blame him for being nervous about it, and I was still just as nervous around him. Even though he was built smaller than any of the other men, and tended to be less aggressive, he’d mastered skills I’d only recently found out I even had, and he knew how to use them to kill, maim, and control. He couldn’t heal though. That little quirk was mine alone, but he had a little quirk too. He could drain energy from those who were uninjured. I could only steal from someone who was already near death, or from a weakened human. Faas had been draining my energy for weeks, keeping me weak enough to prohibit the key from using me to murder everyone.

      We’d also kept me away from any corpses so I couldn’t get a quick boost, just in case, but the key was still a force all on its own. Even without anyone to drain, it could do a great deal of damage before running out of juice, despite Faas draining my energy.

      Still, the key hadn’t been present in my mind, except for the occasional emotion leaking through. It was deep in hiding, which made me even more nervous than when it was trying to take over. At least when it tried to take over, I knew what it wanted. When I had learned from Mikael how to shield my thoughts and emotions, the key had learned too. It had built a brick wall between us, letting me know that if I wouldn’t let it in on my plans, it wouldn’t let me in on its plans either. Of course, I had a feeling it could still hear everything that was said, so it probably knew what we were planning with Freyja. Either it agreed with the ritual, or it was waiting for the right moment to pop in and cause chaos.

      “Is everything prepared?” Mikael asked as Faas went to stand near him.

      Faas nodded, though the gesture was almost imperceptible in his thick coat. “We’ll begin the ritual as soon as the sun sets.”

      We all nodded in agreement, because there was nothing else to do. We were about to use my connection to Yggdrasil, the World Tree, to pull one of the old gods through into our world. If we succeeded, we would ask for her aid. It would be her choice whether she helped us, as there was nothing we could really do to compel her.

      We were banking on the small chance that Freyja was a magnanimous goddess. My hopes were not high. I couldn’t claim to know much about the old gods, but I knew one thing for certain. No one does anything for free.
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      The thick wool blanket between my body and the ice didn’t do much in the way of warmth, and sitting so close to Aila only increased my lack of personal comfort. She wasn’t a warm and fuzzy person at the best of times, and her nervous energy was making me itch and sweat beneath my coat.

      I would have complained, but even with my discomforts, I was in a better position than most everyone else. Aila and I sat in front of a large fire built in a circular pit James had melted in the ice. The fire illuminated the darkness around us, but only so far. Glancing out in any direction, there was only pure blackness dotted by occasional distant stars. Though the moon was full, clouds obscured much of its light.

      Aila and I sat on the blanket by ourselves, while everyone else stood on the other side of the fire, watching us like we might sprout second heads any moment.

      Worry creased Alaric’s brow, while Sophie just looked bored. Since I had discovered long ago that Sophie’s bored face was actually her worried face, I gained little confidence from either of them. Heck, even Mikael looked worried. Next to him stood James, who continuously glanced over his shoulder, like we might be attacked at any moment. He was probably right.

      Faas moved to crouch beside Aila, while Tabitha stood behind him, holding an ornate chalice, and a wicked looking, curved blade. Tabitha wore a coat similar to her brother’s, the white fabric, nearly the same color as her long hair, blending in with the surrounding snow. She handed Faas the blade as he held his hand out for it, then crouched to hold the chalice underneath Aila’s bare, outstretched arm.

      I inhaled sharply and turned away as Faas sliced into Aila’s forearm, then glanced back to watch her vibrant blood flow into the chalice. The liquid looked dark with only the firelight to illuminate it, flowing across her pale skin like ink.

      Aila turned to me. “I hope you know what you’re doing,” she said flatly in her heavily accented, deep voice.

      I tried to smile encouragingly, but really I had no idea what I was doing. We were basing our actions on legends Mikael had read about in a really old book. The ritual was based around using one of the leaves from Yggdrasil, the World Tree. None of us had ever actually performed such a ritual, since Yggdrasil had been destroyed long before any of us had been born, even Mikael. To many, the tree was nothing more than legend.

      Even though I was the youngest amongst us, I’d managed to touch Yggdrasil in person, sort of. My spectral form had traveled back in time, leaving my body behind, but I’d still had the power to unintentionally drain energy from the tree. The power enabled me to return to my body, where Alaric and Mikael were, and to take us all back home from Viking times.

      It was not a fond memory for me, because in that moment I’d realized I truly was death. The key might have influenced my actions, but I was the one that had nearly killed the tree without even trying. More frightening still, was that it had felt amazing.

      Not only had some of that power remained within me, connecting me to Yggdrasil forever, but the key was also originally a part of Yggdrasil. The key’s existence within me strengthened that connection, or so we’d hypothesized. The tree’s untimely death, centuries after the time I’d seen it, created the Norns as they are now, in individual forms, but it also created residual chaotic energies of destruction. In other words, the key. It was as much a part of Yggdrasil as the fates.

      Faas took my hands, drawing me out of my thoughts. He guided them toward the fire, close enough to burn. I winced, but held my hands steady above the flames as he pulled away.

      Tabitha stood with the chalice full of blood clenched firmly in her gloved hand. She circled behind us, then crouched at my side opposite Aila. I closed my eyes, wanting nothing more than to retract my sore hands. The blood Tabitha poured over them actually came as a relief. It dripped from my skin, sizzling in the fire as it hit, but I barely heard it.

      With the touch of blood and fire, my body came alive. Not only did my human senses seem more keen, I was hit with a sudden symphony of emotion. I could sense Alaric’s anxiety and Mikael’s apprehension. James’ fear and frustration. I didn’t have time to ponder my new clarity as Tabitha began to chant in Old Norsk over my bloody hands.

      As her words dipped up and down in the cadence of an ancient chant, my entire body began to tingle with energy, enough to make me dizzy and a little sick. The key reacted, like I’d been terrified it would. I wasn’t sure if it was to Tabitha’s words or the blood. Maybe both. I’d never reacted to just blood before. Usually I needed the corpse that went with it.

      My hands began to throb like they were filled with too much blood, and I realized that I’d leaned forward enough to completely encase them in the flames, yet they didn’t burn. Tabitha continued to chant, while everyone else watched on silently.

      Something was thrumming in my chest, but it wasn’t my heart. I could feel energy building toward . . . something. I started to panic, worried the key was about to take over like it had done when it first retreated into my body. The energy reached its apex, throwing my head back as it surged upward.

      There were a few silent moments where everything seemed still, and I couldn’t hear over the ringing in my ears. Once I was able to breathe, I brought my head forward to see the veins in my arms lit up like molten fire. The air around my face shimmered with gold. At first I couldn’t tell why, then my eyes focused on the night sky around me. The branches of a great tree formed in the air above me, shining like the sun. Yggdrasil.

      I could no longer sense nor see anyone around me, just the tree. I wanted to reach out and touch the shining branches, but felt frozen in place, a prisoner to the power that had taken me over. As I continued to stare up at the branches, a bright bolt of light, like a giant shooting star, touched down on one tiny twig at the top of the spectral tree. As soon as it hit, I could sense an immense presence, the likes of which I had never felt.

      It shot downward, traveling through the branches of the tree toward my face. I screamed as it came barreling toward me, but at the last minute, it veered down a lower branch and sped toward Aila. It hit her like a Semi truck, throwing her from the blanket to land on the hard ice with a thud.

      The moment the energy hit her, the entire tree winked out of existence, and my hands, still in the fire, began to burn.

      I screamed and withdrew my hands as everything came back into focus.

      Alaric appeared at my side. “How do you feel?” he asked frantically. “Did it work?”

      I turned wide eyes to him, holding my burned hands away from my body. I shook my head, not because I thought the ritual didn’t work, but because I had no idea what the hell had just happened.

      I looked over my shoulder to Aila, who was being helped to her feet by Mikael. She seemed stunned, but unharmed.

      I gazed into Alaric’s eyes. “Did you see that?” I asked, half-hoping it had all been a figment of my imagination.

      “The tree?” he questioned. At my nod, he replied, “Honey, that tree is going to be emblazoned in my memory until the day I die.”

      I turned my gaze as Faas came to crouch on my other side, while Alaric wrapped his arms comfortingly around me.

      “Aila?” I questioned. She’d seemed fine, but now she was mumbling something to Mikael behind us.

      “She’s fine,” Faas replied, as he looked me up and down, likely probing with his magical senses to see if my energy was still the same after the strange occurrence. “You seem unchanged as well,” he added finally.

      “But whatever that was that came through the tree hit Aila,” I argued. “I thought it was coming straight for me, but it veered from its course and hit her.”

      Faas raised his pale eyebrows. “Something came through the tree?”

      I nodded, and turned to Alaric for verification. He had to have seen it.

      Alaric frowned. “I saw only the tree, then Aila was suddenly knocked aside. Still, if whatever you saw intentionally went for Aila, perhaps Freyja attempted to join us after all.”

      We all moved to look back at Aila, who still stood in the darkness with Mikael. They had been joined by Tabitha.

      Faas stood and approached them. “She doesn’t seem any different,” he commented as he glanced over Aila once again.

      “It felt like whatever hit me bounced off,” Aila replied, her deep voice seeming loud in the quiet night.

      “Then we have failed,” Faas replied somberly, his shoulders slouching in defeat.

      I squeezed my eyes shut as a moment of panic hit me, then was gone. We would simply have to try again. The key’s presence would not remain within me forever. I was still me.

      Mikael left Aila to approach me. At 6’ 5”, he was one of the few people around that could make me feel small. Well, him and Aila.

      “How do you feel?” he asked, concern clear in his voice. “Did the key react, or was that all you?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. It felt like it might have, but it was washed away as the tree formed. I think it was Yggdrasil’s remaining energy within me that created the golden tree, and maybe the key too.”

      “The key was originally part of Yggdrasil,” Mikael replied. “You might not be far off in your assumptions, but that doesn’t explain why the ritual didn’t work in the end.”

      “But why would the key even allow me to use it like that?” I asked, finally getting to my feet with Alaric’s help. “You would think it would want no part in summoning one of the old gods, since they are the only ones powerful enough to separate it from me. That wasn’t me controlling the key. That was me being taken over by something else. I was just along for the ride.”

      “Perhaps the key wants to be separated,” he mused with a small smile. “It did seem to have more power as a separate entity. As things are, it will likely die with you.”

      I frowned. I’d considered that little metaphysical aspect more than I’d like to admit. The Norn had told me I could end the key by ending my life, and my child’s. It was almost selfish to stay alive. Then again, I’d still be leaving everyone in the middle of a war. Estus would likely kill my companions once the key’s threat was eliminated, and he would continue being a tyrant over his portion of the Vaettir.

      Still, we were the ones who’d forced both Estus’ and Aislin’s hands. We’d taken the potential for bloodshed up a notch, throwing the two clans more fiercely into a competition they had begun on their own. I wondered how they would react to finding out the key was no longer a physical object. Would they go back into their hidey-holes, content that at least their enemies wouldn’t possess such raw power, or would they still try to use me somehow? Perhaps they’d just band together to completely eliminate the threat I might pose.

      I shook my head as Alaric gave me a tight squeeze. We’d sure muddled things up since our original plan. We’d gone from wanting to just give the key to Aislin, to starting wars and summoning old gods.

      “You seem tired,” Alaric commented.

      I nodded. I was tired, physically, mentally, and emotionally. Having Faas constantly draining a small measure of my energy took its toll. With the added inconveniences of the cold, and the botched ritual, I was ready to sleep for a week.

      “We’ll try again tomorrow,” Mikael assured, startling me because I’d been so deep in thought, I’d forgotten he was still beside us.

      Sophie and James waited in the shadows on the other side of the fire. Observing the whole situation silently.

      “Let’s go to bed,” I mumbled.

      Alaric nodded, moving just one arm around my waist so we could walk side by side away from the others. I couldn’t wait to climb into my insulated sleeping bag, shielded from the cold air by our ridiculously expensive winter tent. My hands ached enough that I was afraid to look at them, and I probably still had remnants of Aila’s blood on me. I was too tired to attempt washing it off with icy water, and I had no doubt the contact would increase the pain.

      We climbed into the tent, and Alaric zipped it up behind us. The space inside was small, leaving just enough room for our double sleeping bag. I sat on my butt while Alaric helped me out of my coat and boots, avoiding my hands.

      “Do you want to bandage them?” he asked, finally taking them tentatively in his grasp. “The burns don’t look bad, but it might ease the pain.

      I shook my head, barely able to keep my back erect. “Sleep now please.”

      With a small smile, Alaric helped me into our cushy cocoon, then climbed in beside me.

      He rested on his back so I could spoon against him with my head on his shoulder. I buried my face against his neck, trying not to think about the key’s presence, threatening to ruin the intimate moment.

      “Maddy?” Alaric questioned softly.

      “Yes?” I asked with my lips against his warm neck, breathing in the familiar scent of his skin and hair.

      He was silent for a moment, then sighed, “Nothing. Rest well.”

      Normally I would have pushed the matter, but I was too bone tired to try. Instead I shut my eyes and let my mind spiral off into oblivion, because it was a heck of a lot more comforting than reality.
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        * * *

      

      I awoke to the sound of the tent unzipping, but felt disoriented. With a start, I realized it was still dark, Alaric was still beside me, and someone else was unzipping our tent.

      Without thinking, I reached for the large, sheathed knife I kept near my pillow, just in case, as Alaric finally awakened. We both sat up quickly, ready to face the person now leaning into our open tent.

      “What the hell are you doing?” Alaric asked of the dark form.

      Tension leaked out of me at his tone. This was obviously someone from our camp. I couldn’t see a thing in the darkness, but with Alaric’s catlike night vision, he probably saw them clearly.

      “Sophie,” he demanded when there was no reply.

      “Sophie?” I questioned, leaning closer to the dark form.

      Alaric held me back. “Something’s wrong.”

      As my eyes adjusted, I could see Sophie staring at us, but she wasn’t speaking.

      She leaned a little closer to peer at me. “That was a very rude summoning, child,” she said in a tone of voice I’d never heard coming from Sophie.

      “Oh shit,” Alaric spat, “Do you think . . . ” he trailed off.

      My mind caught up to his way of thinking a moment later. “Oh shit,” I echoed.

      Sophie glared at us. “I would discontinue your disrespectful way of speaking immediately, if I were you. Now get out here.” She disappeared from the opening.

      We scrambled out of our blankets and out into the cold night air, quickly donning our coats and boots as we went. Sophie was obviously not Sophie anymore, something I might have found hard to believe if I hadn’t experienced a sort of possession myself previously.

      Once we were all out of the tent, we stood in a triangle with Alaric and I both staring at Sophie, and Sophie tapping her foot on the ice impatiently.

      “Freyja?” I questioned, my voice tinged with disbelief.

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “Freyja no longer answers the calls of her children, girl, and she’s not who you need regardless. Most call me the Morrigan, though I go by many other names, and I have come to your call.”

      “What?” I gasped.

      No one from the other tents had stirred yet, and I wasn’t sure if we should be keeping our voices down for privacy, or if we should be shouting from the rooftops to wake everyone and tell them Sophie had been possessed.

      Sophie/the Morrigan seemed confused. “You summoned Yggdrasil itself to light my path, child. Do not tell me you did so by accident.”

      Alaric was looking at his sister like she was some sort of monster. “This better not be permanent,” he interjected.

      Sophie glared at him, and it was so much like a normal Sophie glare it was unnerving. “Your sister will not be harmed,” she replied dispassionately. “I would not disrespect Bastet in such a way.” She turned back to me. “Now tell me why I’m here.”

      Her eyes sparkled in the moonlight. I had a feeling she knew a lot more than she was letting on, like she was testing me . . . or toying with me.

      My heart thundered in my chest, making it difficult to breathe. I was facing down a goddess, and regardless of her actual intentions, she was obviously not happy. It did not bode well.

      “We were trying to summon Freyja,” I explained weakly. “We need her help.”

      Sophie smirked. “You expect the help of the gods, when you have clearly forgotten us?”

      I cringed. I’d heard legends of the Morrigan, and I wasn’t even sure that she was a god, yet here she was.

      “We had no other choice,” I explained.

      Sophie took a step closer to me, really looking at me. “There is a secondary energy within you,” she observed. “What have you done? I will not have any daughter of mine turning herself into an abomination.”

      “Daughter?” I questioned, feeling even more confused.

      I distantly heard the sound of another tent unzipping. Someone was coming to see what the commotion was.

      Sophie smiled. “You truly have strayed far from your roots, my child, and I’m here to bring you back to them.”

      Her comment didn’t quite make sense to me. Here she was acting like she had no idea what was going on, followed by an assumption that she knew quite a bit about me.

      The figures of Faas and Tabitha became clear as they approached us, followed by everyone else in our party.

      “Wha—” Faas began, then stopped as his eyes darted right to Sophie. “You’re not Sophie.”

      Sophie sneered. “How very observant of you.” She took in everyone as they came to join us, then shuddered in irritation, reminding me of a bird settling its feathers. “If you all don’t mind, I would appreciate a moment alone with my daughter.”

      Alaric stepped beside me and wrapped an arm around my shoulders, obviously unwilling to leave me alone with the Morrigan. Mikael came into view as he stalked around Sophie, observing her like she was an animal up for auction.

      Sophie/the Morrigan frowned and met my eyes. We stared at each other, as she seemed to look into my very soul. I was still stuck on the fact that she’d called me daughter.

      “Consort with your man,” she said as a cold smile played across her face. She was ignoring everyone around us, her eyes remaining firmly on me. “I will take a moment to find my bearings in this much changed world.”

      I nodded a little too quickly. Alaric watched his possessed sister, looking worried as she turned and walked off into the darkness. I didn’t blame him, I was worried about Sophie too, despite the Morrigan’s reassurances.

      “I can’t believe it worked,” Faas breathed as soon as the Morrigan had taken Sophie’s body out of sight.

      Mikael seemed pensive, so I turned my full attention to him, with Alaric’s arm still wrapped around me.

      “What is it?” I asked, wondering if he knew more about the Morrigan than the rest of us.

      Mikael frowned. “I’m just not entirely sure why the Morrigan would be the one to answer our call. I wasn’t even under the impression that she was a goddess.”

      The cold was seeping into my bones, and I felt wary being out in the darkness. The Morrigan could have returned to watch us and we might never know. Of course, Alaric would probably smell her if that were the case.

      I gnawed on my lip. The Morrigan claimed I was her daughter, which as far as the Vaettir were concerned, simply meant descendant, and not even in the most literal sense of the word. There was no actual blood relation, but calling them our ancestors was the simplest way of voicing that information.

      “If she’s not a goddess,” I whispered, “then what is she? How did she travel through Yggdrasil?”

      Mikael took all of us into his gaze. “As far as the legends are concerned, the Morrigan is either a witch, some sort of fairy, or both. She was in this world more recently than the old gods, though she disappeared countless centuries ago. Regardless, as far as the stories are concerned, she’s not very nice.”

      “The stories seem accurate,” Alaric mumbled.

      I sensed fear from Tabitha, surprising me. She was incredibly timid for someone who grew up amongst our people. It was easy to forget that not all Vaettir were as ruthless as the ones I was used to. “What if she’s not here to help us? What if she wants the key?” she whispered.

      I let out an abrupt laugh, more of an expression of the tension I was feeling than anything else. “Well,” I replied, “she’ll have to cut me open and sever it from my very being if she wants it for herself.”

      Tabitha’s pale eyes met mine, letting her thoughts show through before she answered, “That’s what I’m afraid of.”

      I caught my breath at the thought as Alaric squeezed me a little tighter. What if she really was there for the key, and I was just a mortal shell getting in her way? How do you stop an ancient witch or goddess from cutting you open?

      The only answer I could come up with was, you don’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The Morrigan wasn’t gone for long, returning within twenty minutes. I could sense the first light of morning not far off, and my bones ached with tiredness, but there was no way I was going back to bed until we figured all of this out. In reality, I probably wasn’t going back to bed period, but I’d soothe myself with comforting lies in the meantime.

      We all stood waiting by the rebuilt fire as she approached, the firelight illuminating her slender form. Our eyes met. It was just as unnerving seeing someone else looking out at me from Sophie’s eyes as it was the first time when she’d practically climbed into our tent.

      As she closed the distance between herself and our group, I noticed she walked differently too. Sophie’s gait was very direct. Graceful, but aggressive. The Morrigan walked with a slow sway, almost seductively. There was something reptilian about her. The way she moved sent a chill down my spine.

      “May we speak in private now?” she asked, her tone making it clear she hadn’t appreciated being kept waiting.

      “I go where Madeline goes,” Alaric answered for me.

      The Morrigan/Sophie arched a dark brow at me, her pale face seeming to glow in the firelight. “You let a man speak for you?”

      I grabbed Alaric’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “Only when I agree with what he says.”

      The Morrigan sighed. “You brought me to this place, not anyone else here,” she snapped. “You summoned me with fire, and a sacrifice of blood, and now you cannot be troubled to allow me a private audience?”

      I let out a shaky breath. She had a point. I really didn’t want to be alone with her, but I wanted her out of Sophie’s body sooner rather than later. If Sophie had to deal with being possessed, I could deal with a few minutes alone with the scary witch goddess.

      “Fine,” I replied before I could think better of it.

      Alaric’s hand convulsed around mine at my answer. He glanced over at me. “Are you sure?”

      I met his eyes and nodded. “If Bastet requested a private audience with you, would you tell her no?”

      Alaric was clearly unhappy, but he let go of my hand and nodded for me to go, earning himself a big bag of bonus points.

      The Morrigan/Sophie nodded, then turned and walked back in the direction she had come, expecting me to follow. Everyone else looked as worried as I felt. Their emotions crept over me, making me even more anxious to walk out into our dark, snowy surroundings. I crossed my fingers that at the very least, I wouldn’t slip on the ice and embarrass myself in front of my alleged ancestor.

      Pushing my worries to the back of my mind, I turned from the group and hurried to catch up to the Morrigan’s side as she glided across the hard-packed snow. I felt clumsy next to her serpentine grace, but I felt that way around normal Sophie too, so it wasn’t much of a change.

      Her dark hair flitted about in the breeze as she asked, “Why have you chosen such an inhospitable environment?”

      I watched my feet as we continued to walk. Our surroundings were nothing but white, with scraggly vegetation here and there. Everything was snow as far as the eye could see, which wasn’t far in the darkness.

      “We’re hiding,” I explained.

      “From whom?”

      I took a deep breath as I pondered the best way to explain it. “Basically from all of the Vaettir of the largest two clans.”

      “Why?”

      I was getting tired of walking on the cold, hard ground, and I was getting hungry. The small life inside me demanded more nourishment than I would normally need, and I felt enormous guilt any time I denied it. Still, I did my best to remain patient.

      “There exists a charm that was part of Yggdrasil,” I explained, starting from the beginning. “When the Vaettir destroyed the tree, the Norns were formed. The leftover dark energy formed a tiny key. The ones after us want that key.”

      The Morrigan/Sophie laughed for some reason I didn’t understand, then nodded as she stopped walking and turned to face me. “I remember that day,” she explained. “Your brethren took away the gods’ mode of transportation between worlds. You’d think they would have been more grateful to those they were modeled after.”

      I shrugged. “I wasn’t there, so I can’t really defend why they did it.”

      She took a step closer to me. “And yet, you have touched the tree. There is a part of it within you, else you would not have been able to summon me here.”

      I gulped. I glanced over my shoulder for some form of reassurance, but we’d walked far enough that our camp was entirely out of view. I turned back to meet the Morrigan’s cold stare.

      “I have touched Yggdrasil,” I admitted. “One of the Norns pushed me back in time, not physically, but a part of me traveled there.”

      “There’s more,” she observed. “Tell me the rest.”

      I looked down at the ground. “The charm I mentioned, the dark energy left over when Yggdrasil was destroyed . . . ” I trailed off.

      The Morrigan gasped, showing the first real surprise I’d seen on her. “It’s within you, isn’t it? I knew I could feel it. This is wonderful. We can reopen the gates between the worlds!” She grinned. “Balance will be restored at last.”

      Her sudden shift to excitement left me reeling. I didn’t want to reopen the gates to the old gods. Heck, I could barely comprehend that such gates existed. I just wanted to get rid of the key, while living to tell the tale.

      Her eyes narrowed. “I see that is not your intent,” she accused.

      I shrugged. “We were trying to summon Freyja because we thought she might be compassionate to our cause. I don’t want this energy inside me any longer. It took me over entirely before, and all it wants is power and destruction.”

      The Morrigan seemed to withdraw herself from me, deep in thought. I shivered and wrapped my arms around myself for several minutes while she continued to ponder our predicament.

      Finally, her eyes lit up as she came to a conclusion. “We will take the energy from within you, and use it to regrow Yggdrasil. You will be free, and we will restore the natural order. You are wrong to think it only wants power and destruction. It wants chaos. The thing you call the charm is the embodiment of wild magics, and the concepts of luck and chance. War and destruction may come naturally to it, but they are not all that it signifies.”

      My heart skipped a beat. I wanted to press the you will be free comment, but I needed to actually understand the rest before making any real decisions.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but she was so excited she didn’t seem to notice. She clapped her hands together. “First, I must find a suitable host,” she mused. “I would not use one of the children of the gods any longer than necessary.”

      I opened my mouth again to ask a million questions at once, but suddenly Sophie/the Morrigan shut her eyes and went limp. I darted forward to catch her before she hit the snow.

      Cradled awkwardly in my arms, she opened her eyes. Her brow wrinkled.

      “Sophie?” I questioned.

      “Care to explain why you’re cradling me like a child?” she asked, uneasy.

      “Um,” I began, licking my chapped lips. “You were possessed by the Morrigan.”

      Sophie pulled away from me and stood. She brushed off her already clean clothes like a cat smoothing its fur. “Come again?” she asked incredulously.

      “The Morrigan came through the tree and possessed you,” I stated, waiting for her reaction.

      Her eyes narrowed. “The Morrigan? I always thought she was just a legend, not a goddess.”

      “We should get to camp,” I advised, hoping for backup when I explained everything that had happened to Sophie.

      She startled and looked around us, as if just then realizing we were standing alone on the frozen tundra. With a look of distaste, she nodded her agreement, and began walking in the direction of the camp without me having to tell her which way it was.

      By the time we neared the smell of woodsmoke, the first light of morning had descended. I stifled a yawn, longing to go back to sleep, though I now doubted more than ever that it would happen.

      Alaric jogged toward us as we came into sight. If I would have jogged on the snow, I would have broken an ankle, but he did so effortlessly, his feet barely making a sound.

      “She’s Sophie again,” I explained as he reached us.

      He let out a long sigh of relief, then swept his sister up in a hug. She struggled and fought him off, then huffed and smoothed her hair.

      “Why the hell did she choose to possess me?” she questioned. “She could have taken Maddy, or Aila, or anyone actually standing near the ritual.”

      “Well,” Alaric began, “she wanted to talk to Maddy, so she wasn’t really an option.”

      Sophie glared at me as if it was all somehow my fault. I lifted my hands in defense. “Don’t shoot the messengers.”

      Sophie sighed and turned back to her brother. “I didn’t do anything horrible, did I?”

      He shook his head. Just the fact that Sophie thought she’d done awful things while she was possessed made my mind jump back to Mikael’s assessment of the Morrigan. He was the one who would likely have any more relevant details on her, so he was the one I needed to speak with.

      I walked away from Alaric and Sophie, only to have them both jog to catch up as I approached the fire, which had been rebuilt even larger while I was gone, as if to ward away any more spirits. Everyone had remained awake, and now Aila, James, Faas, Tabitha, and Mikael all sat gathered around the fire for warmth. Something was cooking near the edge of the fire in a large pot.

      I looked down at Mikael as he leaned forward to stir the lumpy brown stew. Stew for breakfast. Yummy.

      “I take it Sophie is Sophie again?” Mikael asked.

      I nodded. “The Morrigan is gone, but I’m pretty sure she’ll be back. I’d like you to tell me all you know about her before she returns.”

      He grinned, then patted an empty space on the blanket beside him. “Story time it is!”

      Relieved Mikael had shifted back to his normal, joking self, I took a seat beside him. Alaric sat on my other side. Sophie walked across the fire to sit near Aila, who had the hood of her coat cinched over her mane of blonde hair, leaving only her eyes and part of her nose visible.

      “There are many accounts of the Morrigan, from many different sources,” Mikael began. “Some call her a goddess, some a witch, and some label her a member of the Tuatha De Danann, the Celtic fairy folk.”

      He shifted into a more comfortable position as he continued speaking. “The only thing most accounts seem to agree on, is that the Morrigan is vindictive, a woman scorned. Sometimes she is described as a single woman, sometimes as three, sometimes portrayed as the maiden, the mother, and the crone. In many myths, she’s a shapeshifter, changing between the three female forms, as well as the form of a crow. The crow form chooses who will die on the battlefield.”

      “Well she thinks I was made in her image,” I interrupted. “So the death thing kind of fits.”

      Mikael nodded. “As does your ability to heal.”

      Well now he really had my attention. No one had been able to explain how I was an executioner, but also a healer. The two “gifts” seemed counterproductive.

      “Go on,” I pressed.

      “In early myths, before the Morrigan became more of an ominous figure, she was a bringer of both life and death, keeping the balance. She was a protector of the land, and in some tales, was the earth herself. It was only in the later stories that she was portrayed as a bitter old witch.”

      “I wouldn’t let her hear you say that,” I cautioned as the gears began to turn in my head.

      Perhaps I really was descended from the Morrigan, if the early stories were true. Just as Alaric, descended from a goddess of war, was skilled in combat and tactical thinking, and Mikael, descended from a god of deceit and treachery, was skilled in manipulation, I might have gained my skills from a goddess of life and death.

      Tabitha moved to begin filling wooden bowls with stew. The meat inside looked brown, probably beef, making my stomach churn uncomfortably. My pregnancy had given me a taste for red meat, even though years of not eating it made me sick at the thought. Still, I took the offered bowl. If baby wanted beef, baby would get beef.

      I felt almost cozy sitting by the fire, enveloped in the scent of woodsmoke, with a bowl of hot stew warming my hands through my gloves. The comforting illusion was shattered as I noticed the blood stain on the blanket beneath me. It was Aila’s blood from the ritual. She seemed dejected this morning, and I wondered if it was because her goddess had rejected her call.

      A sudden thought dawned on me. “The Morrigan claimed she wanted to regrow Yggdrasil to restore balance to the land.”

      Everyone suddenly seemed uneasy, and no one would meet my eyes.

      “Why isn’t anyone looking at me?” I questioned, not getting why such a notion would scare my companions.

      Alaric placed a hand on my leg. “Maddy, when a goddess of death says she wants to restore balance to the land, you should be afraid. When she says she wants to regrow a tree that would allow the old gods to come and go as they please, you should be terrified. Think about it. Life as we know it would cease to exist.”

      My mouth formed an ‘oh’ of understanding. Suddenly the stew in my hands seemed even less appetizing. While balance sounded like a good thing, the Morrigan’s version of balance might not be what one would expect. She might be even worse than Estus and Aislin combined, and I’d brought her here. Any disasters that might occur would be firmly placed on my head. I could only hope it would remain attached to my shoulders long enough to deal with the fallout.

      “So what do we do?” I asked of no one in particular.

      “She’s here now,” Mikael answered. “There’s no undoing it, so we should try to move forward as planned. We knew our actions would have grand consequences from the start, so we cannot truly complain when those consequences aren’t what we expected. She may not be Freyja, but the Morrigan is still a force to be reckoned with. She could make a formidable ally, and we need all the allies we can get.”

      I nodded. “So we try to bring her around to our way of thinking. She already wants to free me from the key, so we’re halfway there.”

      Alaric gave my leg a squeeze at the new information. I turned to see him smiling. “If we can manage that much,” he commented, “we can worry about the rest later. Separating you from the key takes priority.”

      Aila snorted, drawing everyone’s attention to her. She hunkered further down into her coat.

      “Is there a problem?” Alaric questioned.

      Aila snuggled her arms tightly around herself, but didn’t comment, seeming to regret her snort.

      “If you have concerns, then voice them,” Sophie pressed, compassionately rather than angrily. It wasn’t a tone I heard often from Sophie.

      Aila frowned. “Thinking of only the next step, and only how things affect Madeline, has not gotten us very far. Instead of fighting, we are hiding in the snow with our tails between our legs.”

      Mikael laughed, bringing everyone’s attention to him. He grinned in Aila’s direction. “What Aila is so eloquently trying to say, is that she hasn’t gotten to kill enough things. We promised her war after many years of inaction, and she’s seen little of it.”

      I sighed, not agreeing with the sentiment. “I’m going back to bed,” I announced as I stood.

      “It’s morning,” Aila argued.

      Alaric stood with me. “I’ll join you, in bed,” he purred lasciviously.

      Aila grunted in annoyance, but Alaric only smiled down at her. “There are a few things more exciting than battle,” he teased. “Perhaps you should try them sometime.”

      Aila began to lunge forward, but Faas put a hand on her arm, holding her back. He was grinning, as was Tabitha. Something told me that teasing Aila was a favored pastime amongst the group of Vikings.

      I urged Alaric forward before Aila decided to kill him, but I couldn’t help my grin.

      It’s funny, just when you think the world has stolen away all your smiles, they tend to come back in the direst of times.
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      Over the next few days, we bided our time, waiting for the Morrigan to return in her new host. Then we waited some more. Finally, on the third night, a woman appeared. She had long, fiery red, curly hair, and dark brown eyes. Her skin was pale, a little too pale, and lightly freckled. She was tall and lithe, with narrow hips and little meat to her. She would have been beautiful in a gaunt sort of way if she didn’t look so much like a corpse.

      Alaric and I were the only ones who hadn’t gone to bed when she arrived, and suddenly I was kicking myself for wanting to stay out by our warm fire to look at the stars. On the other hand, since I knew she had no problem with letting herself into our tent while we were sleeping, maybe staying up had been the wise choice.

      The red haired woman approached and sat by the fire, settling the loose, black fabric of her clothes around her. Her dress was partially covered by what could only be called a cloak. Her clothes looked vaguely medieval, but were crafted out of modern day fabrics with fine stitching. She waited as I observed her, staring at us with her dark eyes.

      “Are you the new Morrigan?” I asked hopefully, because otherwise some crazy woman had found us in the middle of nowhere, and hoped to share our fire.

      She nodded as she tucked her legs a little more firmly around her side. “I apologize for leaving you for so long. It took time to find an acceptable host in a stage where its soul had left it, but it still had not begun to rot. I cannot maintain anything with another soul in it for long, unless the vessel has welcomed me as its guest.”

      I cringed, since she’d basically just said that she’d taken over a dead body, though I supposed it was better than her stealing a live one.

      “Aren’t you cold?” I asked, not knowing what else to say.

      She glanced at the dark snow around her, then shook her head. “This body is dead. It feels very little.”

      Well that was an uncomfortable thought, though I was a little envious that she didn’t have to feel the cold. Alaric remained silent beside me, allowing me to do the talking, though his eyes were cautiously glued to the Morrigan.

      The Morrigan began playfully swooping her hand through the fire, back and forth, quick enough to not let her skin burn.

      I cleared my throat.

      Her eyes met mine. “I forget how impatient children can be,” she mused. “If we must speak, tell me more of this war. I haven’t tasted war in quite some time.”

      I took a deep, even breath, picturing the Morrigan as a crow flying over the battlefield.

      “There have only been small skirmishes so far,” Alaric explained, letting me off the hook. “Madeline was to use the deaths to destroy the key, but complications arose.”

      I shivered. Complications was one way of putting it. A total lack of will power and follow through on my part was another.

      The Morrigan’s gaze went distant. “It was a sound plan, if only you’d known exactly what you were dealing with.”

      The way she spoke made it seem like we still didn’t know what we were dealing with. If that was the case, I’d have to argue, since what we were dealing with was now a part of me.

      Her eyes suddenly snapped to mine. “You were chosen for a reason. The fates may be scattered and unorganized, but have no doubt, it was fate that brought you together with such a divine force. This is not entirely a curse, though you may view it as such.”

      I wrapped my arms tightly around myself. I didn’t believe in fate. Too many screwed up things had happened over the course of my life for me to believe they were meant to happen. No, I believed in choice, even if an alleged deity was arguing otherwise.

      “Let’s see,” she continued, eyes once again going distant. I was beginning to get the impression she wasn’t entirely sane. “First, we’ll need to choose the location for the final battle,” she continued. Her eyes returned to mine. “You will need enough energy to not only part yourself from what you refer to as the key, but enough to regrow Yggdrasil.”

      “In other words, we need a lot of death,” I clarified. I definitely wasn’t sold on regrowing Yggdrasil, but parting myself from the key seemed like a good start regardless.

      She nodded. “We’ll need to move on from this place in the morning. Your enemies are near.”

      Well that was news.

      “How close are they?” Alaric cut in, suddenly all business. “Have you seen them?”

      The Morrigan’s eyes flicked to Alaric, then back to me. Ignoring him while still answering his question, she said to me, “This corpse is not my only form,” she gestured to her body, “and I saw much in my time away. Your enemies have left their holes to march forth. They search for you night and day, understanding the threat you pose. One still hopes to use you, while the other hopes to kill you, or so the rumors go amongst their troops.”

      I briefly wondered if it was Estus or Aislin that wanted to kill me, but really, it didn’t matter. We couldn’t wait around for either of them. We had to bring them together to fight each other, instead of us.

      Echoing my thoughts, Alaric interjected, “We need to make Estus believe Aislin is close to success in her endeavors. We must force him to act against her, rather than focusing his resources on finding Madeline.”

      The Morrigan finally acknowledged Alaric with a nod. “I do not think such a feat will be overly difficult. They are all afraid. The Vaettir’s way of life will be changing no matter the outcome of this war. It puts doubt in the minds of the soldiers. A non-unified army is an easy target.”

      I yawned. Not that I wasn’t interested in the Morrigan’s plans, but the cold made me tired, and if we were leaving first thing in the morning, I would rather discuss the plans while we traveled.

      Seeming to sense my need for rest, the Morrigan stood. “I would appreciate another moment alone before you retire.”

      I nodded and stood. Alaric didn’t argue this time. If the Morrigan had wanted to harm me, she would have done so the first time we were alone.

      I reached down and gave Alaric’s arm a squeeze, then followed the Morrigan into the chilly darkness. I hoped this wouldn’t be a long talk, as every moment spent away from the fire seemed to increase my fatigue.

      Once we were out of sight in the darkness, the Morrigan stopped and leaned close to me conspiratorially. “How well do you know the child of Bastet?” she whispered, surprising me.

      I narrowed my eyes suspiciously. “Well enough.”

      She sighed and linked my arm in hers. I tensed initially, not liking the idea of buddying up with a goddess filled corpse. “In these matters, we must look out for ourselves. I need you to understand. He cannot comprehend the road before you, and will only cause you to fail.”

      I shook my head. “Alaric is one of the few reasons I’m still alive. He protects me.”

      The Morrigan smirked. “You are more than capable of protecting yourself. Your lack of belief in that point is part of the problem. You cannot rely on the help of others in this situation. You must find the strength within yourself.”

      My eyes narrowed even further, this time in suspicion. “But it’s okay to accept your help?”

      The Morrigan sighed, letting out a long stream of fog in the air. Whatever she’d done to the corpse she inhabited had given it true life, if it had the body heat and lung function for its breath to create fog.

      “Accepting my help is different,” she replied. “You must understand, I am you. We share the same energies. This has not occurred in a very long time. You’re different from the Vaettir, special. I’ve waited for this day, but had begun to fear it would never come. I feared I was to remain one of a kind, and I was too weak to come back to this earth without aid. I explained to you that coming together with the key was fate. It was meant to be a part of you as much as anything else. You were brought into this world at this time on purpose.”

      I shook my head. None of what she was saying made sense, or did it? “Say you’re right,” I began, “what does it change? I’m going to do my best to part myself with the key regardless of whether or not I’m fated to do so.”

      I hadn’t expected the look of sympathy that crossed the Morrigan’s face. “I must remember that you are still very young. You have not seen the world as I have, so I cannot expect you to view things clearly.”

      I frowned, feeling like I’d missed something. “If we’re to leave first thing in the morning, we should get some rest.”

      The Morrigan nodded. “I do not require rest, but go if you must. Just remember what I told you.”

      I crossed my arms, so ready to go to bed, but needing to clarify something first. “I trust Alaric,” I stated.

      The Morrigan offered me a humoring smile. “Just see that your trust does not come back to bite you. A lady should not depend on anyone more than she depends on herself.”

      With that, she walked off into the darkness. I had no idea where she was planning on going, but I thought it best not to question her. I just had to trust she wouldn’t run off and tell Estus or Aislin where we were.

      I shook my head as I began walking back toward our camp. The Morrigan didn’t want me to trust Alaric, yet expected me to blindly trust her. The thing about blind trust, is that it can only be given by fools. Trust is earned by actions, not words, and I knew exactly who had gained mine, and who hadn’t.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alaric shook me awake early the next morning. I groaned as the warm sleeping bag was pulled down from my shoulders, exposing me to the harsh morning air.

      He crouched and placed a light kiss on my cheek. “Everyone is ready to leave,” he explained. “The Morrigan demanded that we let you sleep in.”

      I groaned and pushed the bedding the rest of the way down my body. The cold within the tent was a shock, but it was nothing compared to how it would be outside. I sat up and quickly slid myself into my coat, zipping it up to my neck, then searched around for my boots.

      Alaric grabbed them from the other end of the tent, then handed them to me one by one.

      “You should have argued with her,” I groaned, irritated that everyone would now be waiting on me.

      Not offended, Alaric smiled, then crouched down to kiss my slight baby bump through my coat. “Rest is important,” he muttered.

      I groaned again and moved away from him to begin lacing up my boots. I was not looking forward to the day’s travels. The wind was incredibly cold with the speed of the snow mobiles, and the seats were hard and uncomfortable.

      We hadn’t discussed where we would go next, since Mikael and the others would have only learned we needed to leave that morning, presumably. Of course, they’d probably figured everything out while I was still in the tent, snoring away.

      Alaric held open the tent door for me so I could struggle out into the blinding whiteness. You’d think sunny days would be welcome in such a cold area, but the glare on the surrounding white was a discomfort, even with sunglasses.

      Mikael was suddenly there, offering me a hand up out of the tent. His long, auburn hair was once again loose in the cold air, but his reddish eyes were hidden behind a pair of expensive looking sunglasses. The sunglasses made me smile. He could feel human discomforts after all.

      Alaric climbed out of the tent after me, his black stocking cap now on his head, but no sunglasses to be seen.

      I looked past Mikael to the others. All the other tents had been packed up, and their previous occupants were now cooking breakfast around a small fire. I didn’t see the Morrigan.

      As if sensing my forthcoming question, Mikael explained, “She went to see how close we are to being discovered. We’ll depart as soon as she returns.”

      He still held on to my hand. I looked down in question.

      With an uneasy air, he gave my hand a squeeze. “I want you to be careful around her,” he advised, referring to the Morrigan.

      That I could sense his unease even around his shields meant he was very nervous indeed.

      “I’m careful around everyone,” I assured, half joking.

      Alaric moved close to my side and Mikael’s hand dropped.

      Mikael’s gaze moved to encompass both of us. “There are many myths surrounding the Morrigan,” he explained. “She’s more human than the other gods, if she’s even a god at all. If the tales are true, she’s driven by human emotions and motivations. We have no idea what her true agenda might be.”

      “So you not only tell lies, but you sense them too?” Alaric replied snarkily.

      While the rivalry between Mikael and Alaric had temporarily lightened due to our present circumstances, they occasionally let everyone know it wasn’t forgotten. It was irritating, but it was better than them trying to kill each other.

      I didn’t blame Alaric for wanting Mikael to pay for the death of his and Sophie’s mother, but now really wasn’t the time. I hoped never would be the time, since one of them would probably end up dead. I briefly wondered if Mikael would kill the father of my child, knowing what it would do to me. Of course, Alaric might not give him a choice. Then again, maybe Alaric would win.

      I shivered. According to the Morrigan, I was stronger than I knew. Maybe I could stop them altogether. It would be worth a shot, given that I’d try regardless.

      Ignoring Alaric’s rude comment, Mikael angled his face to me to say something, then suddenly his lips shut tight as his shielded gaze looked past me.

      I glanced over my shoulder to see the Morrigan approaching, still in the red-headed corpse. I really couldn’t imagine her turning into a crow to scout for us, and wouldn’t fully believe it until I saw it. Even with all that had happened, there were still some things I couldn’t quite wrap my mind around.

      “They are not far off,” the Morrigan said as she closed the distance between us. She tossed her dark cloak back over her shoulder to reveal the plain black dress underneath. “But they approach on foot. We should be able to stay ahead of them. For now.”

      Mikael’s tension kicked up a notch at the Morrigan’s appearance, giving me the sensation of tiny ants crawling across my skin.

      The Morrigan waited for my response, staring only at me, as if I was somehow in charge.

      “Do we have time to eat?” I questioned.

      I didn’t like the idea of letting the other Vaettir gain on us any more than necessary, but my stomach was growling painfully, and it would be nearly impossible to eat while atop the snow mobiles.

      The Morrigan nodded sharply, then led the way to the fire where James, Tabitha, Faas, Sophie, and Aila waited. I followed with Mikael and Alaric walking on either side of me.

      Mikael leaned his 6’5” frame toward my shoulder. “Promise me?” he questioned.

      I nodded. “I’ll be careful,” I whispered back.

      Alaric took my gloved hand and gave it a squeeze. I had a thirteen-hundred year old Viking, and a five-hundred year old descendant of a war goddess to protect me. What could go wrong?

      I shook my head at my own thoughts. The answer was everything. Like usual.
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      I had to admit, even with the discomfort, gliding across the ice on the snow mobiles was fun. I sat behind Alaric with my arms wrapped tightly around his waist. I watched the sparkling scenery drifting by until my nose was numb with cold, then ducked behind Alaric’s broad shoulders to peer upward at a crow flying overhead.

      My eyes narrowed into a glare as I watched the Morrigan’s crow form drifting easily up and down on currents of chill air. I wouldn’t have believed it was her if she hadn’t changed right in front of us. The shift hadn’t been the horrible limbs popping and cracking like in so many werewolf movies, rather, it was more like magic. The transformation only took seconds, and seemed painless. The result was a crow the size of a bald eagle, with gleaming black feathers slick as oil. Intelligence danced in those beady eyes, much more than was characteristic for the already intelligent species of bird.

      I sighed and ducked my head back behind Alaric. If I was truly descended from the Morrigan, it would have been nice to inherit that bit of magic. Flying above everything where my enemies would never even recognize me was appealing . . . as long as I avoided any low-flying planes.

      The machine beneath us slowed as the snow mobiles ahead of us came to a stop. I hoped it was lunchtime. We’d been riding for several hours. I’d grown hungry after one.

      I swung my leg over the snow mobile, climbing down ahead of Alaric. I stretched my arms over my head, then flinched as a black shape swooped near. Just before hitting the ground, the Morrigan effortlessly transitioned back into human form, making me more than just a little jealous at how effortless the change was. Nothing was that effortless for me. Not even walking.

      Sophie moved to stand at my side, glancing warily at the Morrigan. She tugged her black coat straight where it had bunched during her ride on the snowmobile, then leaned near my shoulder. “Are you absolutely sure she won’t try to possess me again?”

      I smirked. “Why don’t you ask her?”

      Sophie grumbled under her breath, dutifully ignoring the Morrigan’s curious gaze.

      Aila, who’d been riding with Sophie, joined us next. She seemed cranky, as usual, but didn’t speak.

      Finally Mikael joined us, glaring back at James. I refused the urge to smile patronizingly at them for being stuck together on the snow mobile when Sophie refused either of their company. Faas and Tabitha had ridden together, creepy siblings that they were.

      Without a word, Mikael dug through a satchel slung across his shoulder, then began doling out protein bars. I took mine with a frown, then glared down at the brightly colored packaging. While we’d cooked much of our food during our time at camp, the protein bars had been our extra ration. They were thick, hard to chew, and tasted delightfully like wet cardboard.

      I started to open the bar, then jumped when I realized the Morrigan was standing right beside me. “A moment, please?” she questioned.

      I lowered the bar to my side. I was getting tired of these moments. Interacting with the Morrigan at all was unnerving, and speaking alone with her increased that anxiety tenfold. Of course, since we needed her help, I couldn’t exactly say no. We had, after all, summoned her to us, and not the other way around.

      I nodded, but Mikael caught my eye before we could walk away. His look said it all, be careful. Alaric watched me with much the same look, except with the added effect of biting his lip to keep himself from speaking. I could sense how much it cost him to hold himself back as I turned away with the Morrigan at my side.

      Uncomfortable with everyone’s worried gazes on my back, I followed the Morrigan out into the crisp white expanse. The stiffness slowly left my legs as we walked, and I grew more comfortable with every crunching step.

      I looked at our feet as I realized I couldn’t even hear the Morrigan’s boots on the snow. My own gait in my heavy snow boots made an annoying crunch with every step, while she glided along like a dainty ballerina.

      My shoulders slumped. Someday I’d meet another clumsy supernatural being. There had to be another one out there.

      Unsure of how far we were going to walk, I unwrapped my protein bar and took a bite. I wasn’t about to miss my only chance at sustenance.

      My bar was half gone by the time she finally turned to me. I glanced back, even though I knew the others would be out of sight. Suddenly I felt nervous, Mikael’s words echoing in my mind.

      “We probably shouldn’t be out here much longer,” I said weakly, fiddling with the half-eaten bar in my gloved hands. “We want to be far away from our last camp before we end our travels for the night.”

      The Morrigan’s dark eyes peered into mine for several seconds, then she held out her hand. “Take my hand, please,” she instructed. “I will not harm you.”

      My instincts screamed at me to run. I took a step back instead. “Why do I feel like your version of harm is different from mine?”

      She frowned, her hand still outstretched. “I’m here to help you. I would not do anything to keep my sole descendant from greatness.”

      I did not like the way she’d said greatness. I didn’t want any greatness, period. I just wanted to stay, you know . . . alive.

      I lifted my foot to take another step back, then stumbled as she lunged forward, latching on to my hand.

      “Hey!” someone shouted.

      We both turned.

      James ran toward us. “Let her go!”

      Even though he was James, he looked for the life of me like a angel in that moment.

      “Why did you follow us?” the Morrigan snapped, dropping my hand.

      James looked smug as he reached us. “Everyone can keep me in the dark all they want. I’m not helpless, and I can find out information on my own.”

      “So you came to spy?” the Morrigan hissed.

      I sighed. James wasn’t a very good spy if he revealed himself at the first sign of trouble, not that I wasn’t grateful for the interruption.

      My gratitude came to a screeching halt as the Morrigan waved a hand in front of James’ face, and he instantly dropped to the ground.

      My jaw wide open, I looked from James’ prostrate form, then back to the Morrigan. Before I could react, she grabbed my hand again. I tugged against her grip, but my limbs felt incredibly weak, then I couldn’t feel anything at all.

      My vision shifted like I was falling forward, but instead of hitting the ground, I was being pulled away from it. I watched the ground in horror as I rose higher and higher. I could see black wings in my peripheral vision, moving up and down as I gained altitude.

      Though I could feel little else, I felt it as my heart sank down in realization. I was part of a crow, but I had no control. The Morrigan was steering. I was just an unwilling passenger along for the ride.

      I screamed in my mind, but had no mouth to actually express it. She was taking me away from Alaric, and Mikael, and everyone, yet all I could think about was my baby. If I was no longer in my natural form, where had my baby gone? Could it be a part of the bird too? I cried with no eyes to shed tears as the Morrigan carried me farther away from everything I held dear.
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        * * *

      

      “They’ve been gone for far too long,” Alaric announced, restless for Madeline’s return. He knew he never should have let Madeline walk off with the Morrigan to begin with. They’d done it twice before, but each time was still a risk, a risk he was a fool to take.

      Mikael nodded, peering in the direction Madeline had gone. “Agreed.”

      Alaric hated that he and the Viking were agreeing on most things lately, but he could swallow his pride for now if it meant helping Madeline. He internally chastised himself again for letting her go. He’d convinced himself it was safe, but now they hadn’t returned, and he couldn’t argue with the sick feeling in his gut.

      “Let’s go,” Mikael ordered, needing no further prompting.

      Alaric did not appreciate how much Mikael had grown to care for Madeline, but if it meant extra protection for her, well, he could bear that too. For now. Madeline needed all the allies she could get.

      Scenting the air for Maddy, Alaric hurried across the snow with Mikael at his side. Footsteps trotted up behind them, then Sophie was at his other side. The others stayed with the snow mobiles, not that there was anyone around the barren, frozen wasteland to steal them.

      The snowy ground was hard packed enough that footprints were barely visible, but Alaric could smell where Madeline had walked. Her smell had become more familiar to him than any other, save that of his sister.

      Sophie inhaled deeply through her nose. “Did anyone notice where James went? His scent is in this direction.”

      “He claimed he was going for a short walk,” Mikael replied. “I thought little of it.”

      Alaric’s eyes narrowed. There was little doubting by this point that James’ memory was truly lost, it was no act, but what if it had suddenly returned to him? Would he try to harm or kidnap Madeline?

      He walked faster, then picked up speed to run. Mikael and Sophie both kept pace with him easily. Something was very wrong. He shouldn’t have let Madeline walk off without him.

      A crumpled form came into view, but it was too big to be Madeline. James. Alaric looked down as he reached him. He was clearly still alive, but unconscious. Beside him was a half-eaten protein bar. Alaric picked it up and could smell Madeline all over it, yet her scent ended there. It did not lead off into any other direction.

      At first, he couldn’t help but look around their snowy surroundings for some other clue, then he thought of the Morrigan’s crow form, and how easily she shifted. Protein bar still gripped in his hand, he looked up at the sky as the pieces fell into place.
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        * * *

      

      It seemed like we had flown for days, with me silently screaming all the while. The Morrigan never seemed to tire. We’d flown over the ocean, across an expanse of land, then another large expanse of water. Eventually a green, rocky coastline came into view. We continued onward, then began to lose altitude over a circular, rocky outcropping.

      The moment we touched down, we separated. I fell to the loamy earth coughing and gasping for breath, shocked to have my body back.

      “My baby!” I croaked, cradling my stomach.

      The Morrigan looked down at me, her red hair whipping about in the wind. “The child is fine, though you could have told me of her presence sooner. It was quite a shock to realize we had an extra passenger.”

      Tears flowed down my face, as hard as I fought them. “I wasn’t planning on being turned into a bird!” I shouted. Then it clicked what the Morrigan had just said. “Her?” I questioned weakly.

      A small smile played across her face, but instead of answering me, she ordered, “Get to your feet. I’m tired from our journey, and desire shelter. Listening to you scream for such a long distance has given me a headache.”

      I stayed right where I was sitting, the damp grass unable to penetrate my black ski pants. “Take me back to Alaric,” I demanded.

      She shook her head. “It was too risky to remain with your companions. They would only slow you down. We’re better off on our own.”

      “No,” I argued. “We have to go back. We can at least bring them here.”

      The Morrigan smirked. “I would not share such an experience with any of them, even if I could, but it doesn’t matter, because I cannot. I was only able to change your form because it is a gift you would have had if you were stronger.”

      I frowned, still holding a hand to my tummy to reassure myself that the baby was really still there. The idea of having such an amazing gift was appealing, but not if it would make me any more like the Morrigan than I already was.

      “I will not take you back,” she continued, “so your choices are to sit here in the grass and starve, or to come with me and take care of your child.”

      My frown deepened. She had a point. I didn’t know where I was, but there were no signs of civilization. Who knew how far the nearest town might be? I would need to get my bearings, and hopefully some supplies, before I tried to escape.

      My heart felt hollow as I realized that even if I escaped, I would have no way of finding Alaric and the others. They were in hiding, after all. My greatest hope was the small chance that the Morrigan might take me back to them.

      She turned and walked away from me as I scrambled to my feet. Now that I was standing, I could see large jagged rocks spanning for miles, all covered in green moss and surrounded by lush grass. The air was chilly, but not as cold as where we’d been.

      I followed the Morrigan as she led the way toward the circle of rocks I’d noticed from the air. Each of them was larger than a person, and they formed a perfect half-circle, almost as if they’d been placed there on purpose.

      The Morrigan moved to the center of the circle, then crouched down to retrieve something from the ground. She came up with a stone in each hand, offering one to me as I reached her. Curiosity got the better of me, and I took the offered stone.

      A moment later, I felt a strange sinking feeling, as if we’d stepped into quicksand. I panicked and tried to step away, but I was too late. We sunk into the earth, then came out the other side.

      I gasped, crouching where I had landed as the space we were now in slowly illuminated. Familiar stone walls met my eyes.

      “A Salr?” I questioned, slowly rising. “How did you bring us here? I thought only the Vaettir could find them.”

      The Morrigan smirked. “You really are an arrogant race. Who do you think created the Salr?”

      I gave her a shocked look. Surely she couldn’t mean—

      She rolled her eyes. “No, not me, you silly thing, but the magic of the old gods. These sanctuaries were the last gift to their children before Yggdrasil was destroyed.”

      Her explanation made me more confused, not less. “I thought we were more like the Norns’ children, not the gods’.”

      The Morrigan brushed off her cloak, though I could see no dirt on it, then walked past me, further into the Salr. “Many of you were made in the gods’ images, and they loved you just as the Norns did. Then you destroyed Yggdrasil, and cast the Norns out to die.”

      I hurried to catch up. “Sorry?” I offered, even though I hadn’t been alive when everything she’d recounted took place.

      “Hrmf,” was the Morrigan’s only reply. She led us down a narrow, stone hall, trailing her fingertips across the stones as we walked.

      I glanced around warily, ready for a Norn to pop out at any moment. “I notice you didn’t include yourself when you were speaking about the gods. You said they not we.”

      “We are the same, and we are different,” she replied.

      I let out a long, frustrated sigh, not understanding, but sensing that I wouldn’t be receiving any real explanation.

      “How long are we staying here?” I grumbled.

      “Long enough to prepare,” she answered vaguely.

      I stopped walking. “Prepare for what?”

      She continued walking, forcing me to either catch up to her, or remain alone in the hall. I caught up.

      “For war,” she answered as soon as I reached her side.

      I huffed. “I thought that’s what we were already doing.”

      The Morrigan stopped walking and turned to fully face me with a stern expression, making me half-regret even speaking to begin with.

      “My dear child,” she said in a lecturing tone, “we can talk strategy until we all turn to dust. There is still one simple fact that cannot be ignored.”

      “And what is that?” I asked snidely, crossing my arms.

      A small smile curled her lips. “For war you need an army,” she replied. “And I’m going to help you build one.”

      I opened my mouth, then closed it, unsure of what to say. An army didn’t sound like a terrible thing, depending on the soldiers. An army could protect us. It could keep Alaric and Mikael out of the fighting altogether. An army could also turn on us and send us all to our graves, but there was no use dwelling on ifs in dire times such as these.

      “So you agree?” she pressed, watching my expression as I muddled over what she’d said.

      I shrugged, feeling sick and wanting nothing more than to lie down. “Do I have a choice?”

      She grinned. “There is always a choice, Madeline. I’m here to show you that.”

      She turned and continued walking before I could argue that she was showing me quite the opposite.
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      James sat on the ice, glaring at everyone. Alaric and Mikael had dragged him back to camp while Sophie walked ahead, refusing to help. James had woken eventually. Alaric had expected him to be whiney and frightened, but he’d been in for quite the suprise.

      “What happened to Madeline?” Alaric demanded, barely restraining himself from throttling the man at his feet.

      James smiled coldly, a smile that was all old James, not the James without his memory. “I’ll answer your questions when you answer mine.”

      James was outnumbered, surrounded by Alaric, Sophie, and Mikael and his people, yet he wouldn’t tell them a damn thing. He sat smugly on the ice, warm and comfortable within his snow gear.

      “I don’t know what happened to Diana,” Alaric lied for the fifth time.

      If James found out Madeline had killed his grandmother, he’d likely not be inclined to help rescue her. Of course, now that James was back to his old self, he likely wouldn’t be inclined to help either way.

      “You’re lying,” James said simply.

      Mikael grunted. “We could just torture him,” he suggested.

      Alaric shook his head. “It won’t do any good.”

      He knew James better than that. They could cut off his fingers and toes one by one, and he wouldn’t say a word. He turned back to James, his shoulders slumped in resignation. Nope, he wouldn’t tell them a damn thing until his questions were answered.

      “Diana is dead,” Alaric explained. “She forced Madeline’s hand, and Madeline killed her.”

      James surprised Alaric by smiling, then surprised him even more by erupting with laughter. “Little mouse has teeth after all,” he mused.

      Mikael let out a long whistle. “Not the reaction I was expecting.”

      Besides Sophie and Madeline, Mikael had been the only other who knew the truth about Diana. Maddy hadn’t even wanted to admit to herself that she’d raised several corpses to tear Diana to pieces, all before the Norn cut out her heart to release the key. Aila’s confused expression confirmed that Mikael had kept his mouth shut on all he’d been told.

      “Diana was a tool to be used like any other,” James explained.

      Sophie huffed. “Do you truly care about no one?”

      James glared at her. “Diana left me to be arrested back at the hotel, so she could escape and follow Madeline. Had I been killed, she would not have shed a tear. I owe her no loyalty.”

      Well that was good news, Alaric thought. Though he despised James, he might still prove useful. “Now tell us what happened,” he demanded.

      James smiled up at him. “Fine. I had followed Madeline and the Morrigan, not trusting the Morrigan’s intentions. I tried to interject when the Morrigan grabbed Madeline. Then the witch waved her hand and I was out like a light. When I woke up, I remembered everything. Everything from before, and everything since.” His expression turned bitter at that, obviously displeased with the events after his memory loss.

      Alaric smiled coldly. He sincerely hoped that was the case, and that James remembered acting like a scared little child. Judging by James’ glare, he did. Alaric smiled wider.

      “That tells us nothing,” Mikael cut in. “How do we find her?”

      James smirked up at him. “Why do you care, Viking?”

      Mikael growled and lunged at James, but Aila darted in to hold him back. Seeming to regain his composure, Mikael straightened.

      “Madeline and I have a blood oath,” he said simply. “I must at least try to find her.”

      Alaric doubted that was the real reason, but said nothing to that effect. Arguing with Mikael would do no good, though it was hard to tell that to the burning ball of rage and jealousy in his gut.

      Pushing back his emotions, he turned back to James. “You know we cannot let you go.”

      James laughed. “And I don’t plan on leaving. I want to be on the team with the big scary charm and the evil witch.”

      “You would abandon Aislin, just like that?” Alaric questioned.

      James rose to his feet, and no one stopped him. “I remained at Estus’ side for thirty years on Aislin’s orders, and look where that’s gotten me. I was without my memory for weeks, and the people who took care of me were those I might consider enemies, not those I’ve sworn loyalty to. No, I’ll take my chances with team wild card.”

      Sophie finally stepped forward. “What if we don’t want you?”

      James took a step toward Sophie, putting himself inches from her face. “If you didn’t want me, then I wouldn’t be here,” he teased with an infuriating smile.

      With a growl Sophie turned on her heel, then stalked off across the ice. Alaric shook his head, he would much rather kill James than bring him along, but he had an idea growing in his mind. One where James, now that he was James again, might prove very useful indeed.

      “Pack everything up,” Alaric ordered. “We need to get moving as soon as Sophie finishes her tantrum.”

      Mikael had turned to gaze off into the distance, keeping his thoughts on everything to himself. It was one of those moments where Alaric wished he had Madeline’s unusual abilities. He would have very much liked to know what the Viking was thinking and feeling right at that time.

      Not that Alaric cared about Mikael’s emotions, but the game they played had just been irreparably altered. Alaric would not lose to the Morrigan, and he would not lose to Mikael. The prize for winning was simple. He would keep Madeline and his child safe. It was a prize worth more than any amount of riches.
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        * * *

      

      After we’d settled into the Salr, the Morrigan had provided food and clothing more suited to our current environment. I had no idea where she’d gotten any of it, but I grudgingly appreciated that she’d actually taken into account my vegetarian sensibilities. The clothes weren’t bad either. The gray jeans fit comfortably, as did the forest green, chunky knit sweater. The brown leather boots weren’t what I would have chosen, but that was about it. I’d been able to take a hot bath, which was a huge luxury after my time spent in the icy wilds. I wasn’t able to enjoy it like I would have if I knew everyone else was safe, but I hadn’t turned my nose up at it either.

      Besides the painful ball of worry in my gut, the only other thing wrong with the situation was the company. The Morrigan sat across from me at a large, plain wood table, ignoring me. She poured over an ancient looking book that had left a rectangle of dust on the table, while I gnawed at the remainder of my apple core and watched her every move.

      My thoughts turned back to Alaric. Was he safe? Had our small party been found by our enemies, or had the Morrigan made the entire thing up? Would he and Sophie remain with Mikael’s people, now that I’d disappeared, along with the charm that their plans relied on?

      I shivered. I knew Alaric would look for me, but there was no way he’d be able to find me. It would be up to me to get back to him.

      Looking up from her book to notice my shiver, the Morrigan waved her hand at the small fire in the stone fireplace, making the flames roar at full steam. She was gladly accommodating all of my needs, yet my pleas to take me back to my companions had fallen on deaf ears.

      “What are you reading?” I asked, unable to sit in silence any longer. I grabbed the ends of my now-clean hair and pawed at them nervously.

      “Rituals,” she muttered absently. “We’ll need to brush up to make sure we get everything right.”

      “What sort of rituals?” I pressed.

      She slammed the book shut suddenly and gave me her full attention. “What do you know of the legends concerning me?” she questioned abruptly.

      “N-not much,” I muttered, taken aback by the sudden attention.

      She laughed bitterly. “Of course you don’t. I’m sure if I asked you about Odin or Ra, you’d sing a different tune.”

      Not knowing what to say, I said nothing.

      She sighed. “Many legends refer to me as the Phantom Queen. In many regards, they are right. It was not always so, but near the end of my time in these lands, I had the need for an army. I called to my side the banshees and other phantoms.”

      Just from what I’d learned of the Morrigan in the short time since I’d met her, I couldn’t help but believe everything she was saying. She seemed just like a banshee queen.

      “If things go according to my plans, you will have the power you need to rid yourself of the foreign energy inside you,” she continued. “And our army shall protect you while your enemies are slain.”

      I shivered. This was the plan I had set into motion. I couldn’t really pretend to be morally above it now.

      “I have a question,” I interjected, trying my best to ignore all of the bloody implications in favor of a question that had been vexing me.

      She nodded. “Go on.”

      I bit my lip, not sure how to phrase what I wanted to know. Best to start from the beginning. “Several weeks before we summoned you, the key had taken me over. It kind of possessed me. When the others tried to remove it from my neck, it absorbed into my body. Long story short, I ended up meeting with one of the Norns. She conveyed that I could either die, thus taking the key with me, or I could put its energy into my child, thus giving the key human form. I rejected either option.”

      The Morrigan leaned forward over her old book, listening intently.

      “The key has been dormant since then,” I continued. “I felt it for a moment when you were summoned, but that’s it. I’m frightened, because when I learned to shield myself from it, it learned the same. I feel like it’s plotting something, but I have no way of telling.”

      She stood abruptly and walked around the table. I tensed as she moved behind me, then jumped as her hands landed gently on my shoulders.

      She was silent for several heartbeats, then removed her hands. “I can sense its presence,” she remarked as she moved around the table to reclaim her seat, “but little else. It is shielding very tightly.”

      “You’re an empath too?” I asked breathlessly.

      The Morrigan rolled her eyes. “As I said, you and I are the same. Any gifts you have are mine.”

      I let out a shaky sigh. The fire was making it too warm in the room, and I desperately wanted some fresh air.

      “What about what the Norn said?” I forced myself to ask. “She claimed the only way for me to be rid of the key at this point was through death, or through my child.”

      The Morrigan smirked. “She was speaking in effect to who you were then, not to who you have the potential to become. Fate is a tricky thing. Her answer was in response to available solutions in that very moment, based on the person you were, and decisions you were capable of making.”

      My face fell in confusion. As far as I knew, I’d always been the same person, and always would be.

      She tsked at me. “You are weak, Madeline. You look to others to save you. You do not have the will to force the key out of you. You barely have the will to block it out of your thoughts. This weakness has shaped who you are, but it is also a choice.”

      My face burned with a blush. “I’m not weak,” I argued. “You have no idea what I’ve been through.”

      “Those are the words of a child,” the Morrigan snapped, then said sarcastically, “Poor me, I’ve fought so hard.” Her eyes hardened. “None of it matters. What matters is the person you are today. When there is danger, you look first to others for protection. When there are decisions, you yield to others, believing your opinions are invalid. You are weak.”

      “Fine!” I shouted, just wanting her to shut up. “If I’m so weak, then why even waste your time on me? If I’m bound to fail, then why even try?”

      Her stern expression suddenly transitioned to a sympathetic smile as her eyes went somewhat distant. “I was weak once too,” she mused.

      “What changed?” I asked shakily.

      Her eyes met mine. “I was forced to stand on my own. The only way to break the cycle of depending on others is to stand on your own, really on your own. The only way you can become the person you need to be to control the power inside you, is to make the choice to do it yourself.”

      A few wretched tears slipped out. “That’s why you took me away from the others,” I accused. “It wasn’t because they were slowing us down.”

      “They were slowing you down,” she replied. “Holding you back.”

      I shook my head. “I wouldn’t be alive if not for Alaric.”

      “Wouldn’t you?” she questioned seriously. “Tell me, I’ve only been with you a short time, so tell me when he’s saved you.”

      I thought about it. I’d escaped Estus’ Salr with the help of James. I’d defeated Diana with my magic. We’d travelled back to the present time with energy I’d stolen from Yggdrasil.

      “When we were attacked in Estus’ Salr,” I blurted, trying to recall the exact event. All of the emergencies had somewhat blurred together in my mind. “One of Aislin’s people had spotted me, and was coming toward me with an intent to harm. Alaric killed him.”

      “But this harmful man, he never actually reached you?” the Morrigan said as if she already knew the answer.

      I frowned.

      “How do you know you would not have saved yourself, had Alaric not been present? How do you know that if he had been somewhere else, that you wouldn’t be alive today?”

      My frown deepened. I didn’t.

      “Now tell me of the times you have saved yourself,” she instructed.

      I went back over everything I’d just gone through in my head, but didn’t say any of it out loud.

      Still, the Morrigan smiled, satisfied. “The truth is, though you’ve had help, you have no proof you couldn’t have done all of it on your own. You feel you need a protector, without realizing you already have one inside you.”

      I went silent. I couldn’t really argue, but I didn’t exactly agree with her either. There might have been no proof I couldn’t have done it all on my own, but there was also no proof that I could.

      Really not wanting to discuss things further, I stood. “I’m going to take a look around,” I announced, hoping she’d actually let me.

      She nodded. “Think on what I’ve said.”

      I nodded quickly and hurried for the door.

      “And Madeline?” she questioned, halting me mid-motion. “I’ve sealed all entrances to this Salr. Don’t waste your time trying to escape me.”

      I gritted my teeth and finished my advance toward the door. For someone who wanted me to stand on my own two feet, she sure was treating me like a child.

      I let myself out into the hall and shut the door behind me. As soon as I was alone, I breathed a sigh of relief. I might not be able to leave, but it was nice to be away from the Morrigan’s overwhelming presence.

      I walked back toward the entrance we’d come through, unable to simply trust it was actually sealed. I at least had to try.

      Sure enough, once I was in the entry room, there was no apparent way out. I touched the walls, and even used a rickety chair so I could touch the ceiling. There was no feel of magic to any of it.

      Resigned, I journeyed back into the long hallway, not really paying attention to where I was going. I went through several twists and turns, occasionally checking behind closed doors, only to find barren rooms. I was just about to turn around and go back to find the Morrigan to ask her where I was supposed to sleep, when a noise caught my attention.

      It sounded like a psst, followed by a giggle. More curious than I was afraid, I looked to my left. There was a door, slightly ajar. I’d ignored it since all the other rooms had been empty.

      A small voice whispered, “Hey!”

      My heart gave a little jump as I took a step closer and peered into the darkness seeping around the edges of the door. The rough wood slowly opened a little further inward, as if beckoning me inside.

      Steeling myself for an attack, I pushed the door the rest of the way inward. The room within gradually lit of its own accord to reveal what was either a tiny woman or a child. It was hard to tell which. Her hair was dark green, but it was a green that looked natural, not dyed. It had highlights right where the sun would hit, and other subtle variations in color throughout. Rough-cut bangs obscured the upper portion of her face, which was delicate and angular, boasting large, sparkly hazel eyes that gave her a childlike appearance, though upon closer observation, I was pretty sure she was an adult.

      Still, she couldn’t have been more than five feet tall. Her clothes were a mishmash of different fabrics and styles, pairing a loose, long skirt with a button up tank top, and a pastel pink cardigan that clashed with the more vivid colors of her other clothing.

      She gestured frantically with a tiny hand for me to step into the room, which I did without thinking. The door shut of its own accord behind me.

      The room was clearly the small woman’s living quarters, which meant she was likely Vaettir, if she was able to get inside to begin with. Her bed was made of straw, and the room was dotted with various crystals, shells, and other things that could be collected outside.

      “What are you doing here?” she whispered. “No one has come to this place in a very long time.”

      “Who are you?” I whispered back, still feeling wary.

      She looked slightly startled by the question. “I’m Kira,” she answered, pointing at her chest.

      “Are you Vaettir?” I asked, wondering just how long she’d been in the Salr alone.

      “I know that word,” she said thoughtfully.

      I nodded. “I’m Vaettir too. How long have you been here alone?”

      She shrugged. “I’m not sure, but I’m not alone. The humans up above think I’m a fairy. They give me clothes and food, and they don’t tell anyone about me.”

      My eyes widened. She’d somehow been living on her own and interacting with humans, while remaining off the radar of the other Vaettir.

      “How on earth have you managed to live this way?” I marveled.

      Misinterpreting my question, she answered. “The humans enjoy my gifts. I can make the flowers grow, and I watch over their gardens.”

      I shook my head. “I mean, how have you remained hidden from other Vaettir? We’re not allowed to interact with humans any more than necessary.”

      Kira’s eyes widened. “I didn’t know! I’m good at hiding. I can hide from the humans too if that’s what I’m supposed to do.”

      At the third mention of the humans, it finally clicked. Kira knew the way to civilization, and she knew the way in and out of the Salr.

      She watched me silently as I thought things over, clearly panicked.

      “I’m sorry,” I blurted, realizing that she was waiting for me to explain things to her. “If you’ve remained hidden from the Vaettir this long, you probably don’t need to hide from your human friends.”

      Kira heaved a sigh of relief, then asked, “Why are you with the Morrigan? I thought she left us long ago.”

      I inhaled sharply. “How do you know who she is?”

      Kira seemed confused. “I remember her, somehow, from a very long time ago.”

      Woah. If Kira had seen the Morrigan before, that meant she was very, very old. Then something hit me that didn’t quite make sense. “The Morrigan hasn’t always looked like she does now. How did you recognize her?”

      Kira’s eyes widened. “Can you not feel her power? She’s sealed us within the Salr with only a thought.”

      My hope deflated. If Kira was stuck here too, she couldn’t show me the way out. “It won’t be permanent,” I soothed. “We’re only staying here for a little while.”

      I didn’t feel the need to mention we’d be using the Salr as a sanctuary while we summoned a dark army of phantoms.

      Kira suddenly looked worried again. “Just be sure to do what she says while you’re here,” she warned. “You don’t want to end up like Cúchulainn.”

      “Cúchulaiin?” I questioned, not having heard the name before.

      Kira nodded and looked toward the door as if afraid the Morrigan would come bursting in at any moment. She turned back to me. “The Morrigan’s only love. He seduced her, wanting her support in battle. She was once known as a great champion of warriors, protecting them in their endeavors. He eventually grew vain, and cast her aside, thinking he was powerful enough to make his conquests on his own. Outraged, the Morrigan hindered him in battle from that point forth. She could have killed him initially, but wanted his humiliation first. When he was finally slain, she appeared as a crow on his shoulder, showing him the darkness she would inflict upon his soul, even after death. She left this world shortly after. Many say she followed him into the underworld to torment him even there.”

      I shivered. I could see the Morrigan doing just as Kira claimed, and it explained her distaste for men.

      “You should probably stay hidden,” I advised, starting to worry that the Morrigan would come looking for me soon. “I’ll come speak with you again, if I can.”

      Kira nodded as I turned to go.

      “Hey!” she whispered before I could push the door open. “What’s your name?”

      I turned back to look at her. “Madeline,” I answered, “but you can call me Maddy.”

      Kira nodded and smiled. “I can feel your power too, Maddy. Don’t let the Morrigan change who you are.”

      With that unsettling warning, I nodded and turned to go. The Morrigan had said she wanted to make me strong. With the new information from Kira, I couldn’t help but wonder just what that might entail.

      On one hand, strength in times of conflict was necessary, but at what cost? Was it strong to sacrifice few for the good of many? Was it strong to risk summoning an army of spirits to save yourself and your child? I knew there were many differences, but at that moment, as I crept back down the hallway, strength and selfishness seemed to go hand in hand.
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      Alaric glanced at James, creeping along silently in the darkness beside him toward the Salr. He felt uneasy with only James at his side, and even more uneasy with the plan in general.

      Mikael was the one most skilled at negotiations, but he’d remained behind with the others. If things did not go as planned, someone would still need to save Madeline. Alaric hated the fact that it would have to be Mikael, but the Viking also stood the greatest chance of accomplishing the task, should Alaric perish.

      He trusted Sophie to rescue Madeline too, but she wasn’t as strong as Mikael, nor did she have the support of a clan. Mikael might have had many faults, but Alaric could almost guarantee he would protect Madeline, even though she carried Alaric’s unborn child.

      James gestured in the darkness, pointing toward the entrance. Alaric’s eyes followed to where he pointed.

      A large tree stump stood forlornly amidst the other trees, emitting a faint, familiar magic. He could only hope that past that entrance, would be Aislin. Since she had become Doyen for several clans, she had Salr in different countries, including this one in Norway. As Aislin’s spy, James had known the location, though he couldn’t guarantee Aislin would actually be there. Regardless, even if she was not somewhere below them, they might at least succeed in getting a message to her. A message filled with half-truths that might trick her into helping them, at least for the time being.

      She didn’t need to know James had turned on her, or that Alaric would sooner die than to give her Maddy. All Aislin needed to know was that Madeline had been kidnapped, and Alaric was desperate to find her. Desperate enough to join Aislin’s clan, and to help her control Madeline. Hopefully the lie, being so bold and backed by his love for Madeline, would persuade Aislin to believe it.

      The Norns’ slaughter caused him to believe Aislin had a way of tracking Madeline, or perhaps of tracking them all, since she’d found them so easily. Then again, maybe she had just tracked the key. It made no difference as long as she could find Madeline or the key again.

      Without tracking them, finding the Norn’s Salr would have been near impossible. An idea supported by the fact that Mikael had kept it hidden for centuries. Aislin had to have a way to find Madeline for any of it to be possible.

      James ran his hand over the surface of the tree stump. Moments later, a staircase appeared, level with the earth, leading downward. James went first. Alaric followed, relieved to not have the treacherous man at his back. Of course, Alaric supposed he was a treacherous man himself, shirking all former allegiances in the name of love. Estus had not been the first Doyen he’d served, but he would be the last, despite any consequences. He would never again stand by while someone he loved was tortured.

      It was love, this thing he felt for Madeline. He wasn’t sure if his draw to her was due to their similar natures, or to the fact that she was so different than other Vaettir. Either way, he was willing to die for her, a point he might well prove in the next few minutes.

      Heading down the spiraling staircase, he found a Salr that looked much like any other. Nearing the bottom, two women came into view, clearly on guard duty judging by their stance, leather armor, and cold stares leveled at James and Alaric as they descended the stairs. Just one step above them, James halted. Alaric’s stomach twisted as the ruse was about to begin.

      One woman was small, with short gray hair, while the other was tall, with blonde hair cropped close to her head.

      The gray haired woman smirked. “We never thought to see you again,” she said to James. “Aislin will be pleased you yet live.”

      James nodded curtly. “Is she here?”

      The blonde woman answered, “She is, but she grants audiences to very few.”

      “Trust me, she’s going to want to hear what we have to say.”

      The older-looking woman smiled softly. “We shall see.”

      She turned and led the way deeper into the Salr, leaving the blonde woman behind to keep guard.

      As James and Alaric followed, the blonde guard watched them warily. She was nervous about something, though whether it was due to Alaric’s and James’ presence, or something else, he did not know.

      They left the entry room and continued walking. Other Vaettir watched as they passed by in the halls. Some nodded in recognition of James, but none spoke. Alaric did his best to quell his anxiety. There was no telling who else might have the gift of empathy, like Madeline, and he didn’t want to give away any more information than necessary.

      Eventually they reached a heavy wooden door with two more guards outside, one male and one female, both wearing the same leather armor as the stair guards.

      The woman guard leaned against the wall casually, her long, red hair trailing across the stone, while the man stood at attention. Everything about him said military, from his crew-cut black hair to his ramrod straight spine, though he’d likely never been enlisted.

      Vaettir were prohibited from joining human organizations unless it was to the direct benefit of the Vaettir, like in the case of police or social workers. Having a single soldier in the military wouldn’t do any good, unless Aislin was gathering information. The thought made Alaric’s stomach flip flop nervously.

      Their escort looked the red haired woman up and down with distaste, then turned her attention to the male guard. “Tell the Doyen her spy is here, and that he is accompanied by . . . ” She turned to Alaric.

      “Alaric,” he answered, assuming that with Aislin’s intel, she would recognize his name.

      The male guard turned and opened the door just enough to quickly slip into the room, careful to not let Alaric or James see inside.

      Several painful moments later, he returned, opening the door fully. “She’ll see you.”

      With a smug expression, James led the way inside. Alaric nodded to their chaperone and the red-haired guard, then followed.

      The contrast between the room they entered compared to the rest of the Salr was jarring. Vintage lace and pastel velvet covered everything. The room edged on Victorian, but with hints of medieval, like the heavy wooden table where Aislin sat, pushed off to one side.

      Ignoring them, Aislin lifted a spoon to her thin lips, calmly eating her supper despite the appearance of her visitors. Alaric’s eyes narrowed as he scrutinized her. She wore a dressing gown that would have seemed casual, if not for the tiny gemstones sewn into the fabric. Her gray hair was curled into an ornate updo, topped by a simple tiara. Several attendants in leather armor surrounded her.

      Aislin ate a final spoonful of her soup, set down her utensil, then dabbed her lips delicately with a cream colored napkin. With a regal air, she gestured for one of the attendants to remove her bowl. Once the attendant with the bowl silently let himself out of the room, Aislin stood.

      “I thought perhaps you’d betrayed me,” she said calmly to James, her lined face dispassionate.

      “I was temporarily without my memory due to a blow on the head,” he explained. “I only just recently regained knowledge of the past thirty years or so.”

      Aislin’s lips sealed into a tight line. “You were there that night, the night Madeline used the charm to defeat my executioner. You fought for the wrong side.”

      If James was nervous, he didn’t show it. “As I explained, I had lost my memory. Now that I have regained it, my allegiance is with you.”

      Aislin cocked her head in apparent deep thought. Alaric kept his breathing even, his stance relaxed, though he was quite sure he and James were about to die.

      With a surprising nod of assent, Aislin turned her pale eyes to Alaric. “You were there that night as well, you stood at Madeline’s side. I cannot believe that you have suddenly decided to choose the correct side.”

      Alaric glanced at James, then spoke. “Madeline and I had hoped to use the charm as a bargaining tool to join your clan, as we desired protection from Estus. Siding with Mikael’s people was a temporary allegiance, at best.”

      “Ah Mikael,” Aislin mused. “How I would like to get my hands on him. Where is our Viking friend?”

      Alaric didn’t have to fake his frown in regards to Mikael. “We parted ways when Madeline was kidnapped. He did not view rescuing her as a feasible option.”

      Aislin laughed. “Now it all becomes clear. You hope I can find the girl, but why would I want to do such a thing?”

      Alaric smiled. “Because you want to find the charm before Estus.”

      Aislin shrugged. “I spent centuries searching for the charm, until one of the Norns informed me that an executioner would use the dead to find it. Part of that information was relayed to Estus, unfortunately, setting this competition into motion.”

      “You speak to the Norns?” Alaric asked, truly astonished. Until recently, most Vaettir, except Mikael, had been under the impression the Norns no longer existed, and perhaps they never had.

      Aislin fluttered her lashes, clearly bored. “That’s besides the point. My point, is that I have waited for the charm for centuries, and I will wait centuries more if need be. Long enough for Madeline to perish, and for the charm to become fully available to me.”

      Alaric doubted Aislin had several more centuries in her. She’d aged a great deal over her long life, unlike him or Mikael. Her powers might be frightening, but she wasn’t powerful enough to live forever. Still, it would likely be a moot point to argue with her, especially when he had valuable information to spur her into action.

      “The charm has left behind its physical form,” he explained. “It now dwells within Madeline. When she dies, its energy will be released back into the universe. Whatever it is you intend to accomplish, it will have to be soon.”

      Aislin growled and slammed her dainty fist down onto the table, then turned ire-filled eyes to James. “Is this true?” she demanded.

      James nodded. “I retained my memories during my lost time. I saw the charm withdraw into her body myself.”

      Aislin gritted her teeth. “I will kill the girl before I let her use the charm against me.”

      Panic washed through him. He debated killing Aislin then and there, heedless of her guards, but instead raised a finger into the air. “There is another way,” he suggested, giving everything he had into keeping his voice calm.

      “And what is that?” Aislin snapped.

      Alaric took a step toward the terrifying little woman. “Madeline loves me, and she will trust what I tell her. All we desire is a safe home. She will use the charm to help you meet your goals.”

      Aislin’s eyes lit up for a brief moment, then narrowed. “And how do I know she will not simply turn it against me as soon as I find her?”

      “And how do you know she will not simply help Estus if he finds her first?” Alaric countered. “I’ve come to you in peace. If you help me, Madeline will do the same.”

      Aislin sighed and sunk back down to her chair, her anger suddenly gone. “So be it,” she muttered. “I will help you find the girl. Just remember, your only hope for a clan lies with me, as Estus had already decided to have the girl killed.”

      Alaric smiled, though inside he felt sick. The Morrigan claimed that one clan still sought to use Madeline, while the other sought to kill her. He was actually surprised the one with murder on mind was Estus. Estus was an opportunist. He would never eliminate someone useful. So what were his true intentions? Alaric’s stomach tightened. He preferred dealing with an enemy he knew, not a stranger. For the first time, he was beginning to think he never knew his enemies at all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      A loud banging at the door woke me. Remembering I was still in the Morrigan’s Salr, I yawned, then lifted my arms to rub my groggy eyes. I didn’t want to get out of bed, even with a scary goddess hammering away at my door.

      I stared at the ceiling for a moment, ignoring the banging. I hadn’t slept much. Every time I drifted off, I was overcome by horrible nightmares. In most of them I was fleeing from unknown, dark forms. My pursuers remained vague, but I could sense their dark intents. Had the key wielded the dreams to mess with me? Maybe, but really, the dreams felt like more of a warning than a prank. Although I could still barely sense the key, I’d probably know if it awoke to terrorize me.

      Another loud set of knocks sounded on the door. I sat up, groaning at the Morrigan’s impatience, as the lights slowly came on in my fully furnished room. I had no idea where the Morrigan had gotten the furniture, and I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to learn anything more from her. All I wanted was to be away from the goddess as soon as possible.

      As my feet hit the cold floor, I realized I wasn’t alone in the room. My heart leapt into my throat, then settled back down as I realized the person crouching next to my heavy, wooden dresser was Kira. Leaning against the dresser’s wooden siding, she held a finger to her lips, urging me to be quiet.

      The Morrigan knocked again.

      I cursed under my breath and stood, then gestured for Kira to hide under the bed. I hastily tugged the covers down to make sure she was fully concealed, then hurried to answer the door. It wasn’t locked, and frankly I was surprised, yet grateful, that the Morrigan hadn’t just come barging in. In fact, she even remained in the hall as I opened door.

      She still wore her layers of dark clothing, with her red hair cascading nearly to her waist. However, unlike yesterday, she appeared very tired. Heavy bags marred the skin under her eyes, looking almost bruised against the near-translucence of her face.

      “We must prepare for the ritual,” she stated blandly, looking me up and down.

      I instinctually wanted to take a step back, but that might invite her further into the room where she’d possibly sense Kira.

      “You look tired,” I commented, hoping she wouldn’t take offense. “Are you sure you’re up for it?”

      She frowned. “This body was not made for the magic I possess. The things I’ve done have taken a toll.”

      “Maybe you should rest, er—” I paused. “You know, I really don’t know what I’m supposed to call you. Is your name more of a title, or an actual name?”

      She actually smiled. “You may call me Mara, and rest will not help me. I will draw strength from our army once they arrive.”

      I didn’t like the sound of that.

      She raised a red brow. “You know I can sense your emotions, my dear?”

      I cringed, then shut my emotions down the way I’d learned from Mikael. I wasn’t used to being around another empath, and it made me realize just how annoying I might be to everyone else.

      My heart pattered nervously, but Mara didn’t seem angry or offended.

      “I will explain the ritual to you over breakfast,” she said with a knowing smile. “Meet me when you are ready, but do not take too long.”

      She turned abruptly and swayed away down the hall, followed by the trail of her billowy dress and black cloak.

      With a sigh of relief I shut the door, locked it, and turned back toward the room. Kira scurried out from underneath the bed, then slumped back against it in relief, still on the floor. Her green hair was alive with static from the underside of the boxspring, making her look just as frazzled as the emotions I was sensing from her. Emotions that echoed my own quite perfectly.

      “What ritual?” Kira asked breathlessly. “What army?”

      I moved to sit by her on the floor. “The Morrigan wants to summon an army of banshees and other phantoms to fight our enemies, other Vaettir.”

      I sensed a thrill of fear as it shot through her.

      I turned to her. “Something tells me you know a bit about this phantom army.”

      Kira visibly shivered. “I remember something, from a long time ago. It seems like some distant dream.”

      First she remembered the Morrigan, and now this, both things that no one living should be able to recall? “Kira, just how old are you?”

      She shrugged. “I remember when the lands were solid green, and the few humans respected us. I made the crops plentiful in the spring, and my sister Sivi made the rivers flow. Our patron goddess, Coventina, gave us the gifts of the wells and springs, bringing life to the land.”

      I inhaled so sharply that I choked on my own spit. “Sivi?” I sputtered as I tried to regain some oxygen.

      Kira nodded innocently, an expression I couldn’t even imagine on Sivi’s face. It had to be the same Sivi, who now that I thought about it, looked quite a bit like Kira. Sivi had translucent white hair and violet eyes, but their features were nearly identical.

      Sivi had been the first one to offer me a way out of Estus’ Salr after I arrived. She’d later offered me a way out of his dungeon, but it would have been at the expense of many innocent lives. Sivi wanted to put things back to how they were in Kira’s memories.

      “She’s dead,” Kira clarified, interrupting my thoughts.

      “Are you sure about that?” I asked weakly.

      Kira nodded. “The humans took her. They had started killing our people with fire, thinking us evil. Some of us were,” she added. “Things had changed by then.”

      Well that explained Sivi’s hatred of the humans. “Did you see her die?” I asked.

      Kira shook her head. “No, but if she’d survived, she would have come back for me.”

      “Kira,” I began, gently placing my hand on her boney shoulder. I didn’t want to give her false hope, but some coincidences were just too great. “I’m pretty sure I’ve met your sister, and she was very much alive.”

      She startled, then looked like she might cry. “It cannot be. She would have come for me.”

      I shook my head. “I’m not sure she had a choice.”

      Kira shivered again, clearly holding tears in. “You should go to the Morrigan,” she muttered softly. “I worry she’ll come back to fetch you soon.”

      I wanted to ask her more about the phantom army, but I’d just dropped a major bomb on her. It didn’t seem right to push the subject. I sensed she wanted to be alone, so I nodded and removed my hand from her shoulder.

      I stood and began to walk away, but felt compelled to turn around, overcome by a sudden wave of emotion from Kira. She remained huddled by the foot of the bed, covering her face to hide her tears, though her gentle sobs gave her away.

      I wanted to go to her, but knew she wouldn’t appreciate it. She’d been dealing with this pain on her own for a very long time.

      I left the room, shutting the door gently behind me, then went straight to the bathroom. The small room lit up as I opened the door. Though the Salr all seemed somewhat similar, the bathroom fixtures in this one were different, more medieval. The tub was made heavy, dark metal, perhaps cast iron, and there was no toilet, just a chamber pot . . . not the most fun thing to use. On a small wooden bench by the tub were fresh clothes.

      I paused to lock the door behind me, then leaned my back against it with a sigh. I’d taken a bath the previous day, and had mainly just been sitting around, so I rallied myself and went straight for the clothes. I donned the underwear and soft crimson sweater quickly. I lifted the next piece of fabric, which unfurled to reveal a long, flowy skirt, so not my style. I dropped it back to the bench, then went for the charcoal jeans I’d left in the bathroom the day before.

      When I had done everything I needed in the bathroom, and could no longer stall, I left in search of the Morrigan. There had to be some way I could talk her out of the ritual. I wanted to beat Estus just as much as anyone, but I wasn’t quite ready to summon a phantom army to do it.

      I found Mara in the room where I’d eaten the day before. Her old book was lying open on the table, and several more had been added to it. I approached and touched one of the ancient pages while Mara remained seated by the fire.

      “Where did you get these?” I asked, feeling somewhat enamored of the old books, even though they held information on a big, scary ritual.

      “They were mine,” she said, not turning to face me. “Preserved by my residual magic all this time. They waited for me here, hidden.”

      She still hadn’t turned to face me, so I flipped through the pages of one of the books. The thick, waxy pages felt full of energy, making my fingertips tingle.

      “Where is here, exactly?” I questioned.

      I knew we were in a Salr, and that outside everything was very green, but that was the only information I had. In crow form I’d been able to perceive that we’d crossed oceans, but I wasn’t sure which ones, or how far we’d actually traveled.

      “This land is now called Ireland,” she explained. “It is my homeland, and the land where my phantoms dwell, laid to rest within the earth.”

      Something about the tone of her voice was strange, almost sad, though she was shielding her emotions from me, so I couldn’t be sure. There was an extra seat beside the fire, and feeling almost sympathetic, I moved away from the books and took it.

      She offered me a sad smile as I sat, accepting my company. “You’ll thank me for all of this in the end,” she stated.

      I wasn’t so sure about that, but since she seemed in an information giving mood, I’d humor her.

      “Why did you come back here?” I asked. At her sharp look I added, “Seriously. If this earth has changed so much from what it should have been, what value do you find in being here?”

      She turned back to the fire. “You called to me.”

      I shook my head. “No I didn’t. I didn’t even know I was created in your image. Why did you come?”

      She let out a long sigh, still staring into the fire. She seemed different with the fire illuminating areas of her face, almost soft.

      “I saw an opportunity, and I took it,” she answered quietly. “The old gods no longer hear the cries of their children, but I am not like them. I am no god.”

      Her revelation startled me. If she wasn’t a goddess, how the hell had she traveled through the World Tree to get here? “If not a goddess, then what are you?”

      She shrugged. “Over the centuries, many have labeled me a witch, some a goddess, and some have accused me of being one of the banshees. They are all correct, and they are all wrong.”

      Not fully understanding what she was saying, I waited for her to continue.

      “I’m not explaining this well,” she sighed, shifting in her seat. “The old gods are more like the Vaettir themselves, embodying different aspects of the earth, and of life itself, including civilization. I am this earth. It is a part of me. We come from the same natural balance of life, death, and emotion. It is what we are, and what you are meant to be. Harmonic balance, a never ending cycle of finding meaning, the spirit, then accepting death.”

      I blinked at her. “ . . . what?”

      She smiled, her gaze distant. “You will understand in time, once you have fully accepted your nature.”

      I shook my head, still not fully comprehending what she was, and by extension what I was. “But where did you come from? How did it happen that you were given physical form, if you are the earth?”

      She smiled at me again. “I’m an accumulation of that energy, combined with humanity. I do not know just why I came into physical being, but becoming a part of humanity forced me to learn and grow as any human does. I’m the combination of humans and the earth, and all the greatnesses and terrors that such a combination can result in.”

      I let my breath out as I sank back into my chair.

      “Do you understand?” she questioned.

      I slouched down further into the cushion, feeling like I needed a hot bath, or a shot of whiskey, or something to take the edge off.

      “Yes, and no. I mean, it makes sense to me, but if I think too hard about any of it, my brain just sort of stops.”

      Mara chuckled, then looked back toward the fire.

      “I have one more question though, and I’m sorry if it sounds selfish.”

      She smiled and nodded.

      I took her nod as a sign to go ahead and ask, “If you are the earth herself, and humanity, and emotion, then what the hell does that make me?”

      She frowned for some reason, worrying me. “You are Vaettir. You are a member of your race just like any other, but you are also more. You can connect with the old, pure powers because even in this mortal form, they still flow through you. You can see things others cannot, such as the innate energy that courses through everything, and everyone, connecting us all.”

      I shivered despite the heat pouring forth from the fire. I could sense different energies, if that’s what she meant, but I’d thought it was just part of being an empath. Emotion was energy. It was simply my gift, or my curse, nothing more.

      Feeling more confused than ever, I shoved the information aside to be mulled over later. Her explanations had brought a more pertinent question to mind.

      “If you are the earth and the connection within us all, why are you summoning an army to kill those we are somehow connected with?”

      Her lips curved into a malicious grin, surprising me. “Because there is as much human nature in me as in any other, and vengeance and death are a part of life. We will cast our enemies down for ever thinking they are any more important than a frog, a leaf, or a tiny honey bee. I am light, but I am also darkness. We are good, but we are also evil.”

      I sunk even further into my chair as my heart began to race. I didn’t want to be part of darkness or evil, but at that moment, I wasn’t sure if I’d have a choice. All I wanted was to keep my child safe, and Alaric and Sophie. Heck, even Mikael. I was motivated by the urge to save my friends, not to crush my enemies. That was where the Morrigan and I differed.

      If that made me a lesser being, then so be it. I’d never asked to be anything more than human.

      Sensing my unease, Mara leaned forward, closing the space between us to put her hand over mine, which rested on the arm of my chair.

      “You want to protect them, don’t you?” she asked.

      I inhaled deeply. I didn’t know if she meant Alaric and my child, our traveling companions, or the Vaettir race in general. I was at the point where I couldn’t care less about the Vaettir, but as for the others, the answer was yes. They had protected me, and now I needed to return the favor.

      I nodded, hesitant to seal the deal with an actual yes.

      “I can give you the power to save them all, and to save yourself,” she explained, “but it has to be your choice. I was never given a choice in what came to me. I would not bestow the same fate upon you.”

      I quickly thought of my other options. Mikael’s wife, Erykah, had said that in destroying the key, I would likely die, as would my child. One of the Norns had said the same. If I refused to put the key into my child, we would both die. Mara was the only one who’d actually given me an option where everyone would not only live, but I would be the one to save them. It would be a nice change from being such a monumental burden.

      “Yes,” I answered finally, placing my free hand on my belly. “I want to save them, and I will do whatever it takes.”

      Mara withdrew her hand and smiled. “Good. Now we must get to work. I have much to teach you before nightfall.”

      I let out a shaky breath and nodded. I could practically feel the gears of fate shifting. What we were going to do was against the laws of nature, and against the grim fate that had been laid before me.

      So be it. I’d choose free will and survival over fate any day.
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      Crouched behind a distant tree, Sophie had watched in the darkness as her brother and James disappeared into the earth. Now, the first hints of sun were beginning to peek over the horizon. They’d been down there for hours. She glanced again through her binoculars impatiently, ignoring her weariness. She didn’t like the binoculars, or anything that might hint her own senses weren’t good enough, but she couldn’t risk getting close enough to be seen. It could ruin everything.

      If Alaric resurfaced, she would return to Mikael, setting their side of the plan into motion. If he did not, she would go in after him, despite the promises she’d made. Mikael would still be left to save Madeline, and that would have to be good enough.

      She took another look through her binoculars and nearly gasped as the first figure climbed out of the earth. Luckily, she managed to remain silent. Even at such a far distance, certain Vaettir might hear her.

      She didn’t recognize the first person out of the ground, a man with dark hair and copper skin, but she did recognize James as he surfaced next. She had to stifle her growl. James. She wished she’d had the heart to kill him, but she’d never been much of a killer unless circumstances truly called for it, despite her warlike nature. Alaric was the killer, Sophie was the tactician.

      Sophie’s body sagged in relief as Alaric surfaced next, followed by two other Vaettir she did not recognize. The plan must have worked. They would seek out Madeline, while Sophie and the others would prepare to aid them in any way possible, all while planning what might be the final battle for them all.

      She rose and ran silently back in the direction of Mikael’s current camp, wondering how her life had come to this. If only she would have stayed hidden when Alaric, Madeline, and James came looking for her in Spokane. She would have been safe . . . but no. That never would have been an option. Her brother was all she had. She’d rather follow him into hell than be alone.

      She bounded across the earth tirelessly, following her own scent to find the hidden encampment. The ten miles went by quickly, though she had to stop and catch her breath right outside of the camp. Normally such a run wouldn’t have fatigued her, but after the non-stop travel south, then a full night with no sleep, the long run took its toll.

      Breathing easier, she ventured forth, feigning confidence to cover the aching anxiety zinging through her entire body.

      Aila came into view first, her leather and fur clothing blending in well with the dried grass and oak of the forest. The only thing that stood out was her bright, blonde hair, up in its usual ponytail. Sophie observed her for a moment while Aila still couldn’t see her.

      The Viking warrioress hadn’t spoken much since the night of the ritual. This saddened Sophie, as Aila had at some point crossed the line between traveling companion to friend. Yes, Aila had been rejected by her patron goddess, but Sophie suspected the result was based around Madeline, not Aila. Strange things had happened around Madeline since the beginning, and the attention always seemed to be on her. It wasn’t surprising Madeline’s goddess would come through instead of Aila’s.

      Finally spotting her, Aila lifted her hand in greeting. Sophie closed the distance between them as Faas and Tabitha crawled out of their tents. The few visible tents were low to the ground even when erect, their olive green coloring furthering their camouflage.

      “It worked,” Sophie informed Aila. “They are on the move.”

      “You and Mikael should go before the scent grows old,” Aila advised.

      Sophie nodded, not enjoying that aspect of the plan. She was the only one who could easily follow her brother’s scent, and she would need to catch up before they reached civilization and the complications of automobiles and airplanes.

      If they were able to continue following at that point, they would. If not, Mikael had given Alaric a number to call or text whenever he was able. If he was able. Sophie didn’t like that aspect of the plan either. Aislin’s people would be watching Alaric closely, and might not give him an opportunity to make contact. If that was the case, he and James would be on their own.

      Mikael walked up beside Aila, wearing street clothes and a stern expression. Sophie wasn’t used to seeing the expression on Mikael’s face. She’d been under the impression that he’d tell jokes even if piranhas were eating him from the toes up.

      “It worked?” he asked Sophie.

      “James and Alaric came back out alive, with an escort,” Sophie explained.

      He accepted her answer with a nod. “Lead the way.”

      Before departing, both turned to Aila. She nodded. She would know what to do.

      Sophie turned and ran back in the direction she had come, knowing Mikael would follow her.

      Though she wasn’t pleased with her brother being in danger, or with the ever-present threat of the key, and enemy forces, she had to admit that running through the woods felt good. It felt like what she was supposed to be doing. She was the embodiment of a war goddess, and also a part of nature. She was never meant to be trapped in some dark, depressing hole in the ground.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric thought he caught a glimpse of his sister watching them as they walked through the forest. He clenched his jaw against his urge to look over his shoulder again. He would have to trust Sophie would be cautious enough to remain far out of sight. If one of Aislin’s people spotted her following them, the plan would be ruined, and they would all likely die.

      James walked at his side, showing no signs of worry. Part of Alaric was still waiting for James to betray him, throwing him to the wolves while he went to claim Madeline himself. Of course, the plan as they’d presented it to Aislin was contingent on the fact that Alaric would convince Madeline to use the key to do Aislin’s bidding. If he were dead, the plan wouldn’t exactly work.

      The plan wouldn’t work regardless, since Madeline had about as much control over the key as anyone, but Aislin didn’t need to know that. All Alaric needed was to find Madeline. If he could find her, then he’d have a chance of saving her.

      When the opportunity presented itself, Mikael and Sophie would join them, and Aislin’s people would likely need to be killed. Or the Morrigan would slaughter them all, and none of it would matter. No matter how likely such an end might be, he at least had to try.

      Aislin had sent three people to accompany James and himself. He found sending such a small number odd. It was likely Aislin felt the plan might fail. She would not sacrifice any more of her people than she had to. If the plan he and James had presented was a trick, only three would die. If not, then Aislin would have Madeline and the key at her disposal. Either way, the Doyen had little to lose.

      Alaric felt little guilt at the idea of killing those who accompanied them in cold blood. He knew they would do the same to him. Damon and Alejandro were the muscle, the former standing around six feet tall with short, honey blond hair and pale eyes, and the latter around 5’10” with perfectly copper skin, long, dark hair, and strong features hinting at his Native American heritage. Both men were well-muscled fighters. Alaric was unsure of Damon’s nature, but he had learned from James that Alejandro was a descendant of Xolotl, the Aztec god of thunder.

      Their third companion was Tallie, the tracker. She stood around 5’6”, with straight black hair, porcelain skin, and features that spoke of the Far East. Her main talent was to track the energy signatures of others, though she could also take the form of a wolf, or so James claimed. Normally Tallie could only track someone she had interacted with, but the energy of the key was so great, she’d sensed it the moment it had been released from its former prison.

      Aislin had used Tallie to track the key, and by association, Madeline, wherever she had gone, but in most cases, the search took days. The locations Tallie sensed were not exact, and she could only gain a true feel for the place if the key and Madeline remained there for several days. She had also been the one to lead Aislin to the Salr where the Norns had been slaughtered, sensing the great amount of energy used to send Alaric, Madeline, and Mikael back in time.

      Aislin’s troops had been on their way to the campsite where the Morrigan had been summoned, just as the Morrigan claimed, so in effect the goddess had saved them from a confrontation. Alaric wondered at that, since she then took Madeline away. She could have done it without the warning, leaving Alaric and the others to die.

      Alaric jumped back into the present as James asked, “Are you sure you know where to find Madeline?”

      Tallie glared over her shoulder at him as she continued walking. “Just because I’m not willing to share that specific information with you, does not mean I don’t know where she is.”

      Aislin’s three emissaries had all changed from their leather armor to clothes that would blend in the human world, so Alaric guessed they were either on their way to an airport or train station. Hopefully he would be able to alert Sophie once tickets were purchased, and he had an idea of where they were going.

      If not, he would save Madeline on his own. He would let no one stand in his way, even the Morrigan herself.
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        * * *

      

      The ocean wind hit my face, soothing my nerves, if only slightly. I watched the fading sunlight flickering on the water, hesitant to move forward. Mara stood at my side, watching me. Had I actually agreed to this?

      We had gone over the ritual to summon the banshees countless times. Once they surfaced, other phantoms would flock to their energy, and our army would be formed.

      I shivered at the thought as I looked back at the circle of rocks that marked the entrance to the Salr. The air was icy, especially with the sun slowly sinking past the horizon. It seemed odd that a place so green could also be so cold. It reminded me of Mara herself, capable of warmth and beauty, but also ruthlessness.

      At some point, I’d come to believe Mara truly had what she thought were my best interests at heart. The banshees would protect not only me, but Alaric, Sophie, and Mikael when the time for battle came. She claimed the phantoms would be under my control, and would not be loosed on humanity as a whole.

      While I was still nervous about the idea of being surrounded by spirits, and I hadn’t quite agreed to regrowing Yggdrasil, if it could even be done, the thought of being protected by an army of my own was enough to push me into performing the needed ritual, despite my reservations. I had to do whatever would give my child the best chance at survival, if nothing else.

      Before ascending to the surface, I’d found the opportunity to leave a message for Kira. I’d hidden the note in my room in hopes she would go there after we left. Once we were gone, my new friend would be able come and go from the Salr as she pleased, and my only request was that she keep an eye out for Alaric or Mikael.

      She didn’t understand modern technologies like telephones, and wouldn’t be able to contact them even if she tried, but at least her remaining behind to keep watch gave me a small hope of them finding me.

      Of course, with an army of what basically amounted to ghosts at my disposal, perhaps I would be able to find them without Mara’s direct help.

      I stiffened as Mara’s had alighted on my shoulder. She’d seemed melancholy at best since we’d started discussing the ritual, her eyes often going distant, as if witnessing things from the far past.

      She removed her hand from my shoulder then offered it to me. I took it, wrapping my fingers around hers.

      A moment later we were up in the air. I mentally screamed just as much as the first time, unable to come to terms with the feeling of not having a body of my own.

      Luckily, we didn’t need to travel near as far this time. Roughly ten minutes later, we swooped down toward an ancient, overgrown graveyard, separating into our human forms as our feet hit the ground. I took a deep, frantic breath, moving my hands up and down my body, then instinctually clutched my belly. It had grown dark while we travelled, but the moon was full, giving us enough light to see by.

      The first thing I noticed, besides the crumbling headstones surrounding us, were the distant lights of houses. We were somewhere not far from civilization.

      I looked to Mara, my worry clear on my face.

      “The banshees will be under your command,” she soothed. “They will not harm anyone unless you tell them to do so.”

      My shoulders slumped, but a measure of tension remained in my body. “Tell me why I’ll be the one to command them again?”

      Mara smiled patiently, her pale skin illuminated by the moonlight. “I may need to leave you for a short time. This body has weakened. I would not want to lose control of the phantoms because of my current state.”

      She wasn’t lying. I had sensed her growing weakness like a weight pushing down on me. I knew it was almost unbearable for her, if I could sense it to such a great extent.

      “You feel pity for me?” she asked, surprised.

      I blushed in the darkness, still unused to keeping a constant shield up to protect my emotions.

      “I can feel how tired you are,” I explained.

      She chuckled. “You hated me when I first took you away.”

      I shrugged. “I’m still mad, but I think you really do want to save me.”

      “And?” she pressed.

      I sighed, empaths could be a real pain in the ass. “And maybe some of what you said about me always needing a protector somewhat made sense. It’s refreshing to be around someone who thinks I’m capable of standing on my own two feet. I should never have expected others to help me like they have.”

      She grinned. “You could make the whole world bow at your feet, if you so chose.”

      I laughed. “Let’s not get carried away. I want to save my loved ones, and sever my connection with the key. That’s it.”

      She nodded. “Then that is what you will do, all on your own.”

      I nodded in return, then took a deep breath. “Are we ready?”

      She let out a breath of her own, and if I didn’t know any better, I would have said she was nervous.

      She reached both of her hands out to me. I grasped them in my own, forming a circle with our arms. A cool breeze played with my loose hair. It tickled my face, distracting me, though my distraction only lasted for a moment as Mara closed her eyes and began to chant.

      I joined in, repeating the words I’d memorized, first invoking the cardinal directions. The chant reminded me of something from modern day witch movies, except it was in Gaelic, the Morrigan’s chosen tongue. The pronunciation had come more natural to me than Old Norsk, but it still had been difficult to get down. Fortunately it was a short chant, and having Mara say it with me helped.

      I felt power growing around us, but words were only half the battle. Mara had explained that rituals weren’t just about the words, they were about intent. You could mutter magic words all night long, but if you didn’t have both the intent and power to back them up, all you would end up with was a lost voice from too much chanting.

      We continued the chant, then started it anew from the beginning.

      We finished, and repeated it a third time. That we were repeating it yet again was probably my fault. I wasn’t focused. I still had reservations about what we were doing, and my mind was too consumed with thoughts of Alaric, and what might be going on with the budding war while I was with Mara.

      She stopped chanting and eyed me in the darkness. “This body is too weak to complete the ritual on its own. I need your help.”

      I frowned. “I’m trying. I just can’t seem to focus.”

      Mara sighed. “I can feel that you’re trying, I apologize. Sometimes I forget you do not have the same experiences as I. Complete focus is a skill many mortals never attain. I can’t expect you to have honed such a skill in your short lifetime.”

      I pulled away and dropped my hands to my sides. “So what do we do?”

      Mara laughed, though it was weak. I could feel bone-aching tiredness wafting off her, making me feel tired too, though I was well rested.

      “It weakens me being on this earth without my true form,” she explained at my worried expression. “That form was lost to me long ago. I know it is wrong for me to be here, but I needed to help you. I needed to right the unbalance I helped create.”

      “But—” I began, wondering at her words.

      She held up a hand to stop me. “We must try again.”

      I held my hands out to her reluctantly. If she didn’t have the strength to perform such a ritual, there was no way I’d be able to do it.

      Her eyes bored into mine as our arms formed a circle once more. “Close your eyes,” she instructed.

      I did as she bade me, feeling nervous. I’d always felt uncomfortable keeping my eyes closed when I wasn’t going to sleep. Like something was going to jump out and attack me if I didn’t keep an ever vigilant watch.

      “Breathe deeply,” she continued as I forced my eyes to remain shut. “Taste the moisture in the air. Feel the plants around us.”

      I took a deep breath, and felt a measure of calm. When I really focused, I could sense the plants around us, and the tiny little lives of animals and bugs. It was all energy, just like the force that flowed through humans and Vaettir alike.

      “Good,” Mara commented. “Continue to feel the energy. Search outward, and search downward. Focus on all that we’re surrounded by.”

      I did as she bade, and eventually complete calm washed over my body.

      “Now chant,” she said softly.

      I chanted, no longer worried about forgetting the foreign words. They came naturally to my tongue, as if I’d been speaking them all my life. I felt pressure building as we named each direction once again, asking for the earth and sky to grant us their energy. I’d never been overly pagan in my spirituality, but the answering energies left little doubt there was something to the idea of earth magic. The energies were too tangible, too real, to be ignored.

      The key remained quiet all the while, to my great relief. It hadn’t chimed in for ages, as if afraid . . . or else it was just waiting for the right moment. Perhaps I was doing just as it wanted.

      The thought gave me pause, momentarily severing my connection from nature, but it was too late. A final burst of energy erupted between our bodies, blowing our hair away from our faces in perfect unison.

      The energy grew between us, but nothing else was happening. No phantoms came into existence.

      Mara suddenly pulled away from me. I reached out for her, surprised. She hadn’t said anything about pulling away during the ritual.

      A gleaming knife appeared in her hand, held steady as the loose fabric of her clothing whipped around her like a mini hurricane. I reared away from her, fearful I’d been betrayed, then she plunged the blade through her ribcage, directly into her heart. I felt it as the blade connected with the vital organ, like I had been stabbed myself.

      I coughed, thinking that it was only my empathy affecting me, but my hand came away with blood. I fell to my knees, mirroring Mara. Blood trickled from her lips as her eyes met mine.

      “The ritual connects us, and it calls for death,” she croaked. “Take my energy,” she instructed. “Finish this.”

      We simultaneously coughed up more blood and I reached out for her. My hands connected with her bloody chest. I could feel her frantic life force reaching out to me. It had nothing to do with whatever life had previously been in the corpse. It was all Mara, the same energy that had travelled through the spectral tree and into Sophie. I didn’t understand how I could release that much life force, a life force capable of surviving on its own, and jumping from host to host.

      Our faces were only inches away from each other. “I have grown too weak to maintain myself. Give me form when it is time,” she whispered. “You are much stronger than I ever was.”

      Her life force rushed into me. The pain left me, and I knew just what I was supposed to do. I sent a wave of energy into the ground, just like I had done when I raised the corpses that initially protected the key. Something answered, a distant echo in my head, as Mara’s body slumped to the earth beside me.

      Misty shapes emerged from the soil, surrounding me so that I could barely see past them. They wore cloaks that seemed to be made of swirling smoke. Inside the cloaks, spectral features slowly formed. They were all women, with long, incorporeal hair swirling in the breeze to meld with their cloaks.

      “Why have you awoken us?” several voices asked in my head. It felt like when I “spoke” to any other dead. There really were no words, but the point was conveyed regardless.

      I opened my mouth to instruct the banshees, but was cut off as the key came to life inside me. I was held immobile as something that wasn’t me said, “To spill the blood of my enemies.”

      “As you wish, Morrigan,” the banshees echoed in my head.

      I didn’t know if the banshees were talking to me, the key, or the Morrigan’s energy still within me, but I didn’t have time to think about it. The three energies fought against each other, making me feel like they might burst through my skin any moment. I couldn’t contain such immense power in my mortal form. There was no way.

      As the energies collided with each other in one final shove, I screamed, clawing at my face in agony.

      Still on my knees, I fell the rest of the way to the ground. The damp soil was moist and soothing, even though distantly I knew that my cheek was resting against a gravestone.

      Beyond the immense energy within me, I could feel the energy of the earth below me. I reached out, focusing on that calm force instead of the war inside me. It soothed the three of us, as it called out to each form of energy equally. We were all different, yet we were all a part of the earth. We could work together. We were supposed to work together.

      Suddenly all felt still. The earth, life, death, emotion, and chaos had suddenly found balance, just as they had found a purpose.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      James and Alaric had been led to the Oslo Airport, where they now waited to board their flight. It was the same airport that had first welcomed them to Norway, and it brought back nostalgic memories for Alaric.

      On that original flight, Madeline had slept on his shoulder almost the entire way, giving him hope she would forgive him. It had been one of the happiest moments he’d had in many years, and he’d always remember it fondly, especially because it was one of the last days before Madeline came in contact with the key. He wished he could rewind to that flight right in that moment. He doubted his upcoming flight would be anywhere near as enjoyable.

      “What are you doing?” Alejandro demanded, walking up beside Alaric.

      Alaric startled. He hadn’t heard Alejandro’s approach in the noisy airport boarding area. He raked his fingers through his hair and offered Alejandro a lazy smile, pretending he had just been daydreaming, when really he’d been trying to drop a note in a trash can for Sophie. He knew she would be somewhere near the airport, and would be able to smell out anything he left for her. She would not be pleased about digging through a trash can, but it seemed his best option if he didn’t want Damon, Alejandro, or Tallie to notice the note before they departed.

      He glanced over at James, relaxing in the first of several rows of waiting room seats. His muscled arms were spread out onto the seats on either side of him, taking up way more space than was necessary. He was so still he could have almost been asleep. It was hard to tell for sure with the dark sunglasses shielding his eyes. Either way, he wasn’t likely to be much help.

      “Just wondering why I’m not allowed to hold my own ticket,” Alaric replied, letting his irritation show in his voice.

      Really, he had no need to hold the ticket. Even though he’d had to wait near the airport’s entrance while Tallie purchased plane tickets for all, with his heightened hearing he’d heard her booking their flight to Dublin, Ireland. That was what he’d written on the crumpled napkin that was now back within his pocket.

      “You’ll find out where we’re going soon enough,” Damon grumbled as he came to stand on Alaric’s other side, nervously pushing his honey blond hair back from his face. “For now, we’d rather like to delay the moment where you try to kill us.”

      Alaric dramatically lifted a hand to his chest. “Do you truly think so little of me?”

      Before Damon could reply, Alejandro smirked. “We are all on Aislin’s bad side. This is our last chance to come through for her. If it’s a trap, you’ll just be saving Aislin the trouble of killing us herself.”

      “Shut up,” Tallie ordered as she joined them, a large, soft pretzel in hand.

      “What does it matter?” Alejandro sighed, glancing over at Tallie. “I’m sure he already figured out where we’re going. We can fight to the death now, or later. What’s the difference?”

      Though Alejandro was correct, Alaric didn’t quite feel the need to rub it in. Instead he kept quiet, hoping to keep the trio in an argumentative state where they might give away more information. His hopes were dashed as James chuckled from where he sat behind them, bringing everyone’s attention to him.

      “What is so damned funny?” Tallie asked hotly, turning away from Alejandro to aim her dark eyes at James.

      James smirked, remaining in a relaxed, seated position. “You’re all so worried that Aislin has purposefully put you into a position to be killed. Imagine what she’ll do to me if I somehow end up fooling all of you. A quick death would be a reward compared to what might be in store for me. You all should be grateful.”

      “Is that an admission of guilt?” Tallie growled, turning away from the rest of the group to stalk toward James.

      James grinned, though it was more a bearing of teeth, predator to predator. “Not quite.”

      Annoyed with the entire situation, Alaric looked up at the flight board. They were congregated in the wrong section of the airport, a weak attempt by Tallie to keep him and James in the dark. He knew which plane they needed to board, and when. Their flight was the next in line, and he hadn’t managed to leave any clues for Sophie. With how Alejandro was watching him, he doubted he’d be given any opportunities.

      “Why even try?” Alaric muttered, more voicing his own frustration than anything.

      Tallie turned away from James to eye him dangerously. “If we succeed, we will be back in Aislin’s good graces. If we fail, we will die. If we don’t try at all, or if we run, we will end up with fates far worse than death. I have no doubt Aislin would find us, no matter where we hid, or with whom.”

      Damon and Alejandro silently nodded in agreement. Alaric was beginning to think Estus wasn’t the only Doyen who didn’t really care about the best interests of other Vaettir. He flashed back on the nervous blonde guard in Aislin’s Salr, followed by the wary glances of her people as they walked through the halls. A tyrant is a tyrant is a tyrant. They might have come in different packages, but Estus and Aislin were very much the same.

      A little beep sounded as the airport’s intercom came to life. A voice announced it was time to board the flight to Dublin.

      Alaric feigned surprise as Damon shoved him ahead of the rest of the group. They crossed the center hall to the correct waiting area. Damon smiled smugly as they filed into line with the other passengers. Alejandro moved up to Alaric’s other side, giving him a look that said, drop the act. Alaric smiled knowingly at Alejandro and nodded.

      Turning his gaze forward, Alaric fingered the napkin in his pocket. Since they were surrounded by distracting humans, he briefly considered dropping it on the ground, but it was too risky. If one of the others found it, they’d know the trap was coming that they already half-expected. He needed a more finite location on Madeline before that confrontation took place.

      Gritting his teeth in annoyance, he boarded the plane.
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        * * *

      

      I had no idea how much time had passed since the earth’s soothing energy overcame me. When I finally sat up, it was still dark, and the banshees still watched me with hollow eyes.

      Mara’s dead body was beside me, and I knew I better high tail it out of the cemetery before any humans decided to visit their loved ones. As I looked down at her corpse, her words echoed in my head, Give me form when it’s time.

      I had no idea what she meant. The body she’d “killed” had already died once. It wasn’t her real body, so maybe she’d just find a new one . . . but then, why had she asked me to give her form? Had her essence weakened too much for her to simply find another body, or was her last body’s death some sort of sacrifice? Did she give up more in the ritual than just her borrowed form?

      The questions were making my head spin, especially since I’d likely never get a definite answer. I rose to my feet as the banshees watched me curiously. Now that I was able to fully focus on them, I could tell their faces were actually very different, though they were all female. They floated above the earth in diaphanous robes, but I could still tell that some were taller than others, and some had larger or smaller frames. These were real women once, and now they were tortured souls. I could feel them just like I could feel the remaining energy in one of the Vaettir after their body had died. The banshees were trapped, anchored to the earth. It kept them from moving on.

      I felt a connection to them, just like I did with other dead. I knew I could command them. I could sense their desire for a purpose. Thoughts suddenly flashed through my mind, and I wasn’t sure if they came from the key, or from whatever part of the Morrigan was now inside me. It was confusing trying to decipher the difference, so instead I just listened to what the thoughts were trying to convey.

      Our army must grow, they said.

      I frowned. It was a thought both the Morrigan and the key would have, but I only wanted to listen if it was Mara telling me to do it. Anything the key wanted would be evil . . . yet it seemed to be going along with our plan. It had shown me it still had the ability to take over, to make me speak words that were not my own, yet it had kept quiet as we planned to summon Freyja, perhaps knowing we would get the Morrigan instead. Then it had kept quiet as Mara and I planned the ritual to summon the banshees. I was obviously playing right into what the key wanted, and I wasn’t sure if that was a good thing or a bad thing.

      “I don’t know what comes next,” I said out loud.

      Realistically I needed to get out of that graveyard, and I needed to grow an army, but I didn’t know how to do either of those things.

      We know the way, one of the banshees chimed in, her voice an eerie whisper in my mind.

      We can take you, another explained, her voice far deeper than the first.

      “I need to find Alaric,” I replied out loud.

      No, not yet, a voice echoed in my head. It wasn’t one of the banshees, rather a voice from within me. It made me dizzy to listen to so many forms of input directly into my brain. I clutched at my stomach, feeling nauseous.

      “I need to do this on my own,” I muttered, surprised, because I was pretty sure that it was my thought.

      This fight had become extremely personal, especially with two foreign entities in my head, and one growing in my belly. It was the latter that made me realize I needed to step up to the plate.

      My daughter would have Alaric, Sophie, and perhaps even others to protect her eventually, but right now, what she had was me. I needed to be strong enough to not only protect her, but to eventually show her that she could protect herself.

      The banshees edged closer to me. I noticed a light swooping back and forth in the distance, and I realized with a start that someone was walking toward the graveyard with a flashlight. Someone had probably heard me talking to myself, and wanted to make sure no one was out here defacing the graves.

      The banshees were suddenly very close. We must go, one of them urged. The image of a woman turning into a crow swept through my mind, but I shook my head. I wasn’t the Morrigan. That gift was beyond me.

      They seemed to sigh, then suddenly I was enveloped in mist. I had the sensation of flying, though I couldn’t see nor feel much else. It wasn’t as frightening as when I’d traveled with Mara. My body still felt whole as I was lifted into the air, just somewhat incorporeal.

      The next thing I knew, I was standing in another dark graveyard. This one was deep within a forest. Most of the gravestones were nothing but chunks of stone on the ground, but I could feel the graves underneath. They weren’t like regular graves. They were . . . restless.

      They are not like us, one of the banshees explained, but they will come if you call. They will fight.

      I felt confused again as reality seeped in. It was like I was alternating between a trance state, and the real me. The banshees’ energy was overwhelming, as were the energies inside me. The spirits in the ground called out to the part of me that was death, but that was not all that I was. I was also life, and I couldn’t forget that.

      We only recognize death, one of the banshees whispered through my mind. It holds us in its eternal embrace. It is all that we are.

      I sensed the truth in her words. The banshees would bring death and darkness, because it was all they knew. They followed me because they recognized one of their own, at least in part.

      Call to them, the banshees instructed as one.

      I did as they bade me. It hardly took any effort, since the spirits were already reaching out to me, begging to be released. I had a moment of worry over what might happen if I lost control of the dead I was collecting, but the thought washed away as the spirits joined us. Most were barely visible, but the change in energy was dramatic. It radiated through me, making me want more.

      I could feel the key’s excitement. It was no longer bothering to shield itself from me. We had a dual purpose now, even if we were acting for different reasons. It was sure it could take over if I faltered, though I didn’t entirely agree. I was frightened by the idea, but I thought that maybe, just maybe, I’d be strong enough to fight it. The dead were mine, after all. They did not answer to the chaos that was the key.

      Without another word, the banshees closed around me. After several dizzying moments, we reached the next set of ancient graves. These had no headstones at all. They’d never had them. It was a mass grave. The spirits were all tangled together underneath the earth.

      I called to them, and they answered, pleased to be released from below.

      We continued on, from graveyard to graveyard. I began to get a sense that all of these spirits recognized the Morrigan. She had used them before, and they had waited for centuries, anxious for the moment she would come again. Phantom Queen indeed.

      They weren’t normal spirits, either. Normal spirits found their peace and moved on. These wanted more. They could not let go of the lives they had once lived, just like the banshees.

      We moved on to the next graveyard, traveling a much greater distance, then on to the next, growing my army every time my feet hit the ground. Eventually other creatures began to join us. Creatures that shouldn’t exist in the modern day world flocked to the gathering energy, awoken from what should have been an eternal slumber.

      I couldn’t make them out clearly in the night. Most often, I would just catch a glimpse of bat-like wings in my peripheral vision, or perhaps a glowing set of eyes here and there.

      As our communal power grew, I began to feel like we might actually succeed. We might win against Estus, and Aislin. My child and I might survive.

      As I stood in another graveyard, looking around at the army I had amassed in record time, I felt almost smug. There was a new Phantom Queen in town.
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      After arriving in Dublin well after midnight, Alaric, James, and Aislin’s trio traveled by car to the North. Far North. Tallie drove, still unwilling to give away Madeline’s location.

      She seemed overly anxious during the car ride, giving Alaric the impression that more was wrong than previously stated. He hoped the wrongness had nothing to do with what Tallie could sense of the key and Madeline. At the very least, it could be that Madeline had already left wherever she had been, leaving Tallie to trace only the residual energy of her prolonged stay. At the very worst . . . well, he didn’t like to think about the worst. He couldn’t think about the worst.

      After several hours, they arrived in a remote area near the coast, just as the first rays of morning sun appeared. Their plane had landed in the middle of the night, but none of them had voiced concern over rest as they immediately picked up their rental car and began driving. Luckily Ireland was a small country.

      They emerged from the car to stand amongst a countryside awash with green. The ocean surf sounded in the distance. Alaric and the other men followed Tallie’s lead like silent shadows.

      She walked on for ten minutes, utterly absorbed in her task, but eventually stopped to look around, confused. Sensing Tallie’s unease, Alaric surveyed the countryside anxiously. Had she lost the trail?

      He scented the air. Madeline’s scent was everywhere, but faint. She hadn’t been there in several hours, if not more. He turned his gaze back to Tallie, searching amongst large chunks of rock for an exact location.

      The search went on for another twenty minutes. Unable to stand idly by any longer, Alaric approached Tallie’s side, leaving the other men to wait in silence behind him. She continued looking down at the ground. Alaric wasn’t sure if she was actually looking for something, or just trying to bar any conversation.

      “She’s not here anymore, is she?” he asked softly, leaning forward into Tallie’s gaze so she couldn’t ignore him.

      She tilted her chin down enough that her long, black hair covered her delicate features, then continued walking forward.

      “Answer me,” he demanded, catching up to her side once more.

      She turned her panicked face up to him. “No,” she breathed, “but we can at least look for clues to indicate where she went. She hasn’t remained in one place long enough for me to locate her again.”

      Alaric let out the breath he’d been holding. At least she was still alive. He could deal with her not being where they’d hoped, as long as she still lived.

      He looked over his shoulder, sensing eyes on him, but the others remained back where he’d left them, looking bored. He glanced around the greenery and stones, sure there was someone else around, but his eyes found nothing.

      “What is it?” Tallie asked suspiciously.

      “Someone is here,” he whispered.

      The rustle of a nearby patch of brambles piqued his senses. He turned his gaze in search of the source, knowing he would feel extremely silly if it turned out to be an animal. Still, he couldn’t shake the feeling that he’d had eyes on him.

      Movement caught his attention once more. “There,” he whispered, pointing to a copse of small, scraggly trees.

      Before he could react, Tallie leapt through the air, shifting fluidly into a wolf before she hit the ground. Alaric had seen other Vaettir shift before, and was capable of small changes himself, but a shift like that . . . he’d only seen once.

      His jaw clenched at the thought of the Morrigan turning effortlessly into a crow. He didn’t know how she’d transported Madeline along with her in that form, but he was sure she did, given there was no scent trail to follow on the frozen ground back where Madeline had first disappeared.

      He shook away his morose feelings as the giant wolf that was formerly Tallie darted around large stones, making a beeline for the copse of trees. Cursing his hesitation, he darted after her, hoping she wouldn’t kill whatever she found. Distantly he heard the rest of their group jogging to catch up behind them.

      He reached the copse of trees a moment later to find Tallie, still in wolf form, pinning something to the ground. No, not something, someone. The woman was tiny, with long green hair and angular features. She wore bulky, mismatched clothes, and seemed almost childlike. Judging by her scent, she was Vaettir.

      Ignoring the snarling wolf on top of her, she turned wide eyes up to Alaric. “You,” she whispered. “Are you really him?”

      He took a step closer as the others reached them. “Am I really who?” he asked suspiciously.

      “Maddy’s boyfriend,” the tiny woman answered, her voice strained from the crushing presence of the wolf.

      Alaric’s heart fell to his toes, then shot back up again in elation. “Get off her!” he demanded, shoving Tallie aside.

      Tallie immediately returned to human form, her clothes reappearing as if by magic, just like the Morrigan’s had. Her rump in the grass, she glared up at him.

      Ignoring her, Alaric reached down to offer the small, frightened woman a hand up. She looked hesitantly at his outstretched hand, then took it. Once up on her feet, she took back her hand and stepped away from him.

      “What do you know about Madeline?” he demanded, his heart still fighting to beat out of his chest. “Where did she go?”

      The woman bit her lip. “So you’re really him then? Alaric? Where is Mikael?”

      Alaric frowned at the mention of Mikael, but quickly brushed the uncomfortable feeling aside. “Mikael is not here. Now please tell me where Madeline is. Time may be running out.”

      The woman nodded. Everyone stood silent as she explained, “The Morrigan took her away yesterday evening. I don’t know where they were going, but Maddy left me a note. She said if I saw you or Mikael, I should tell you she’s alright, that the Morrigan won’t hurt her, but that she hopes to find you soon. She didn’t know where they were going.”

      “One day,” Alaric breathed. “We missed them by one day,” he said more loudly, overwhelmingly frustrated.

      “Will they return to this place?” Alejandro cut in as he took a step toward the small woman.

      Alaric was glad for the interruption, and the logical question. He felt like he was about to lose his mind, or maybe he already had.

      The little woman shook her head in response to Alejandro. “I don’t know. The Morrigan left her books behind, maybe she’ll come back for them.”

      “Books?” Alaric questioned, grasping at any small details that might tell him where Madeline had gone.

      The woman’s face lit up as she nodded, excited to be of use.

      It was clear to Alaric that Madeline had befriended the strange woman, and he was not at all surprised. Madeline seemed to make friends under the most unusual of circumstances.

      “Follow me,” she said happily, then hurried right past Tallie, apparently unafraid that Tallie could shift back into a wolf and eat her.

      Alaric was the first to run after her, followed a moment later by the others.

      “My name is Kira,” the woman explained as they jogged along over the loamy earth.

      Her short legs belied the fact that she was incredibly fast. Alaric had to run at full speed to keep up with her as she darted around rocks, her long, green hair streaming behind her.

      Kira suddenly came to such an abrupt stop that he ran right past her. He skidded to a halt, then turned to see her standing amongst a circle of large rocks. “And this is my home,” she explained breathily.

      Alaric took a step toward her, wondering what she was talking about. He had his answer a moment later as Kira bent down to touch something on the ground. Alaric tensed as he began to sink into the earth, then relaxed when he realized Kira was sinking too. Within a minute they were below the earth, standing in the entrance of a Salr.

      “Are there other Vaettir here?” he asked cautiously.

      He glanced around the dimly lit room. They’d entered the earth ahead of the others, leaving Alaric suddenly alone with Kira, vulnerable to an ambush.

      She shook her head. “It was just me for a very long time, then Maddy and the Morrigan came. Maddy helped to keep me hidden. She didn’t know what the Morrigan would do if she found me.”

      “Where can I find the books you mentioned?” he interrupted, anxious to look for clues now that he knew there was no danger, unless Kira was lying, but he didn’t think she was.

      Kira nodded, then started forward out of the small entry room, leading the way down a long hall. There was a commotion behind him as the others figured out how to enter the Salr, but he didn’t bother waiting for them.

      Kira led him to a large, cozy room with a heavy, wood table, comfy furniture, and a massive fireplace. He could still smell the smoke and ash of a recent fire. Books lined the large table, recently placed, judging by the dust that had been swept from them. He still couldn’t believe he’d just barely missed Madeline, though the proof was all around.

      The books now in his sights, Alaric rushed forward and began leafing though the pages while Kira stood aside. He could smell Madeline all over the ancient parchment, and the Morrigan too. They had studied these books together.

      He frowned as the contents of the pages became clear. They were books of necromancy, or something like it, filled with rituals to summon the dead. He couldn’t decipher them fully, as the text was in Gaelic, but he’d spent ample time in his five hundred years learning languages, and knew enough Gaelic to get the gist.

      With a sigh, he stepped away from the books, hoping Madeline hadn’t let the Morrigan talk her into something foolish. “Where is the note she left you?” he asked numbly, his back still to Kira.

      “In her room,” she answered, drawing Alaric’s attention to her face. She suddenly seemed sad.

      “Show me,” he demanded.

      She nodded, then ran off again with Alaric hot on her heels. A moment later they arrived in a bedroom. Madeline’s scent was everywhere, and the bedding was still mussed from the last time she’d slept there. It was all almost too much. If they’d gone to Aislin just a little bit sooner . . .

      Suddenly Kira was at his side, poking his arm to get his attention. She handed him a crumpled note.

      He took it gingerly and flattened it in his hands. It read:

      

      Kira,

      I’m sorry I had to leave you here alone, but I’m guessing it’s how you like things to be. You should be able to leave the Salr now to visit your human friends. I would like to let you just get back to normal life, but I have to ask you a favor.

      My boyfriend, Alaric, is searching for me. I don’t know if he will make it this far, but I can’t miss the chance if he does. If he comes, you will recognize him by his long, black hair and dark eyes. He’s very handsome, and is also Vaettir, like us. He might be with a woman who looks very similar to him, and another man, this one very tall, with long, reddish hair and eyes almost just as red. His name is Mikael. If you see either of them, please tell them that I’m okay. The Morrigan is trying to help me, and I think she knows what she’s doing. I’m trusting in that idea, as I have no other choice. Once I am able, I will come looking for them. Alaric will have trouble finding me since we’re traveling by . . . unusual means. If he still chooses to try, all I can tell him is that I believe we will remain on this continent for a while.

      Tell him I love him, and that our daughter is doing just fine. At his stunned expression, clarify to him that yes, I said daughter. I think we might have a way to win this war, and to control the key, but I cannot say any more for fear this letter will fall into the wrong hands.

      Once this is all over, if I am able, I will return here, and bring you to your sister if you so choose. Just be aware, she may not be the sister you once knew.

      

      Your friend always,

      Madeline

      

      P.S. If you see any other Vaettir besides Alaric or Mikael, please do not approach them as you did me. They may mean you harm.

      

      Alaric let out his breath as he reread the hastily scrawled words. They were a small consolation, but at least he knew Madeline and their child had been well when she wrote the letter. He shook his head. Not just their child. Their daughter. He felt an overwhelming mixture of elation, paired with crushing fear. He would save them.

      Alaric reread the letter again, barely aware of James and Alejandro as they entered the room behind him.

      “Did you see the books?” James questioned.

      Alaric turned and nodded, almost wishing he had taken the time to hide the books from the others. He didn’t want to give Aislin any clues as to what might happen in the near future.

      “We need to find her quickly,” he stated.

      Both James and Alejandro nodded in reply. Alejandro looked worried. James just looked like James. Cold and dispassionate.

      Tallie and Damon appeared in the doorway behind them.

      “Let’s go,” Tallie ordered.

      Alaric didn’t like taking orders, but this one he had no problem obeying. He needed to find Madeline, to stop her from doing whatever she might be doing, before it was too late.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sophie sat next to Mikael on the plane, breathing in the stale airplane air, tinged with a smell like antiseptic. She hated flying at the best of times, and her traveling companion wasn’t making it any easier. He had requested numerous plastic cups of wine from the steward over the course of the flight, and was beginning to seem a little drunk.

      “Is now really the time for that?” Sophie questioned, as he ordered what must have been his tenth glass. She’d lost count at some point, and had a suspicion he’d snuck more in while she’d been deep in thought.

      He frowned at her, then sighed as he leaned back against his seat, reclining it the small amount allowed.

      “Flying makes me nervous,” he admitted.

      Sophie’s eyes widened.

      “What?” he asked, sounding almost embarrassed, though Sophie felt he was incapable of true embarrassment.

      She shook her head, then grabbed her seltzer water to take a sip. Flying made her queasy, just like riding in the backseat of a car, though she’d never outwardly admit weakness in either situation. “Nothing,” she answered, returning her seltzer to the little tray attached to the seat in front of her, “just surprised you actually admitted that to me.”

      He grinned, transitioning easily back into the Mikael she was used to. “Come now, we’re practically family.”

      Sophie glared, thinking she liked the embarrassed Mikael better. “No we are not. Alaric is my only family.”

      “And Madeline?” he pressed, leaning toward her, a small, knowing smile on his face. “She’s carrying your niece or nephew. Is she not family?”

      Sophie ground her teeth in annoyance. “Yes,” she answered grudgingly. “Madeline is family.”

      It was the truth. When Sophie had found the note in the trash can, covered in James’ scent, she had been elated by the idea that she’d be able to help rescue Madeline and her unborn child, especially since she’d almost given up hope.

      She’d purchased a plane ticket just so she could follow Alaric’s scent to the boarding area. But as she scoured everything he’d touched, she found no clue as to where he had gone. It was only when she switched gears and started scenting James that she found the note. It had been more than surprising. Perhaps leaving James alive hadn’t been the worst idea after all.

      “We better be able to find them,” she muttered to herself, her thoughts turning back to Alaric and Madeline.

      Thinking she was talking to him, Mikael replied, “I have many contacts in Ireland. Hopefully someone will have seen something. Unless you think you can sniff your brother out.”

      Sophie huffed. “Only if they’re traveling on foot. If they rented a car at the airport, I have no way of locating him.”

      Mikael nodded. “My connections it is. Many reside in Dublin, so that will be our first stop.”

      Sophie frowned and leaned back against her seat. “They better be damn good connections.”

      Mikael looked smug as he received his umpteenth plastic cup of wine. “Everything I do is damn good,” he replied. “You should know that by now.”

      Mikael had gotten them farther than Sophie had thought possible, so she supposed she could give credit where credit was due . . . though she’d never give it out loud.
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      Alaric inhaled the coastal breeze as they exited the Salr. The sky outside had grown cloudy, changing the pressure and making everything feel crisp with moisture. He gazed out toward the coastline as the others joined him.

      Tallie wrapped her arms around herself, making the black leather of her coat groan. She gazed up at the clouds warily.

      “That sure was an abrupt weather change,” Damon commented.

      Alaric ignored him, though he was thinking the same thing. He began walking back toward the car, expecting the others to follow. They’d searched the rest of the Salr to little avail, gaining nothing of use in their quest for Madeline. He was anxious to start searching elsewhere.

      According to Tallie, Madeline had been on the move all night, and great amounts of energy were gathering wherever she went. Tallie felt the energy clusters were enough that she could probably lead them to one of the places, but it might be a worthless venture, as Madeline had not stayed put in any place for long, likely leaving few clues, if any.

      They were going to the nearest site regardless, as it was better than just waiting at the mostly-abandoned Salr. If Tallie sensed Madeline again, they would simply change course.

      They were halfway to the car when the air pressure changed dramatically, making Alaric’s ears pop. The temperature immediately dropped by ten degrees, and the sky darkened further.

      “Do you feel that?” Tallie hissed, halting in her tracks.

      Alejandro looked up at the sky, his long hair whipping away from his face as the wind picked up. “It feels like standing too close to lightning. Like there are electric currents running from the sky to the earth around us.”

      Alaric shifted from foot to foot uneasily as the hairs raised on his bare arms. His attention was drawn back to the coast. Something was moving out there, like a large, swirling mass of low, dark clouds.

      After staring at the coastline for several minutes, he walked toward the dark scene. A horrible feeling compressed his lungs as his entire body erupted with goosebumps.

      “Where are you going?” Tallie asked breathlessly. “Whatever this is, we don’t want to confront it.”

      Ignoring her, Alaric increased his pace to a jog, trusting his intuition. Whatever the swirling mass was, it had something to do with Madeline. Once he had closed some of the distance, she came into view. He knew it was her, even without being close enough to see her features.

      Dark shapes swirled around, darting in and out of the mass that seemed to move with Madeline’s slender form. At first it had seemed like she was floating with them, almost melding with their diaphanous shapes, then she touched down onto the sandy shore and began to walk.

      Alaric raced toward her, heedless of the phantoms.

      “Madeline!” he called, loud enough to be heard over the crashing ocean waves as he neared the beach where Madeline stood.

      Her eyes rose to his as he halted his progress, about twenty feet away from her. She wore a crimson sweater and gray jeans that looked out of place with her supernatural entourage.

      Panic clawed at his throat as Madeline stared at him. He feared she’d been taken over by the key, or worse, the Morrigan. Then she smiled.

      “I knew you’d find me!” she called out.

      He darted forward, closing the rest of the distance between them. His feet sunk into the soft sand as he wrapped her up in his arms. The phantoms swirled around them both as he kissed her, unable to help himself, though he had a million questions.

      When he finally pulled away, he whispered, “What have you done?”

      She smiled again. “I’ve built an army to protect us and our child.”

      “How?” he asked, glancing up at the dark forms. “Why?”

      The unnatural wind played with his hair, melding it with Madeline’s as he held her close. She didn’t feel entirely real in his arms. Everything felt like a dream, at least, he hoped it was a dream, and not a nightmare.

      He wasn’t one to scare easily, but he had to admit, the phantoms had him on edge, even if they were under Madeline’s control like they seemed to be. He didn’t know how to fight phantoms, or if he even could. He was a warrior at heart, and intangible entities unnerved him.

      She frowned. “What do you mean, why? I couldn’t rely on you to protect me forever. I know you all think I’m weak, but I’m not.”

      “I know you’re not weak,” he gasped, confused by the accusation in her words, “but this?” he added removing an arm from around her waist to gesture at the sky.

      She watched him with a hurt expression, not bothering to glance up at the phantoms. Maybe she wasn’t entirely herself after all.

      Seeing that his current tactics were getting him nowhere, he changed his approach, though it pained him to do so.

      “Where is the Morrigan?” he questioned evenly.

      Her expression crumbled. “She sacrificed her human form to summon the banshees. I will bring her back when the time comes.”

      Her words didn’t make sense. Something was very wrong, but Alaric felt it prudent not to comment. It would probably be a good thing if the Morrigan was truly gone, and stayed gone.

      Not voicing his opinion was difficult, but he didn’t want Madeline getting mad and taking off with her phantoms. The real Madeline wouldn’t run, but he had no idea who he was actually dealing with in that moment.

      He returned his arm to her waist to hold her a little tighter, just in case, then calmly asked, “What do you plan next?”

      Relaxing into his embrace, she explained, “We must plan the final battle. From that I will gather enough energy to separate myself from both the Morrigan and the key.”

      The relief he’d felt when Madeline relaxed in his arms was instantly wiped away at her words. Had the Morrigan somehow shielded herself within Madeline, just like the key?  That had to be the case if Madeline needed to separate herself from her.

      “Where is Mikael?” she asked.

      He clenched his jaw, wanting to say something, or to at least lash out at the Morrigan in some way, but instead he answered Madeline’s question.

      “I wasn’t able to send word to him before coming here. He is likely still back in Norway, waiting for a phone call.”

      She didn’t seem to hear his words as she turned her gaze past him. Alaric glanced back to see Aislin’s people, waiting on the crest of a hill, but James had left them and was heading their way.

      “Who are they?” Madeline whispered, referring to those remaining on the hill.

      “They belong to Aislin,” he explained, turning his attention back to Madeline in his arms. “Joining with them was the only way I could find you.”

      She nodded, seeming to accept his answer, then pulled away as James approached. Alaric turned to stand beside her, facing James.

      “He has his memories back,” Madeline observed once James was within hearing range, surprising Alaric with her insight.

      “I sure do,” James said as he reached them, stopping before he reached the phantoms. “And I know who killed my grandmother.”

      Alaric turned his head to watch Madeline’s expression. If she was nervous, it didn’t show. The old Madeline would have been nervous.

      “You’ll get over it.”

      One of the phantoms darted toward James. He stumbled back, cowering as more of the dark forms swooped toward him, threatening.

      “I suppose I will,” he agreed, eyes remaining on the phantoms.

      Alaric looked past James to Tallie, Alejandro, and Damon on the hill. They knew they were likely on a suicide mission from the start. If they tried to run now, Aislin would have them hunted and killed. If they tried to take Madeline by force, they would have to contend with an army of phantoms.

      “Their choices are poor,” Madeline commented, almost as if reading Alaric’s mind.

      He was used to her reading his emotions, but to pluck such a keen observation from emotions alone seemed far fetched at best. Perhaps she had not only gained an army, but a few new tricks as well.

      She paused in thought, then said, “We cannot let them leave to spread word of what they’ve seen here. We can give them the choice to join us, but they cannot be set free.”

      James had finally braved the phantoms enough to stand near Alaric and Madeline. He lowered his voice as he commented, “If they join us, they’re little more than mutineers.”

      Madeline smiled at him. “Aren’t we all?”

      James smirked. “I suppose we are, but the fact remains, they cannot be trusted. They might turn on you the moment you let down your guard.”

      Madeline laughed. “Then I will not let down my guard.”

      She walked forward, trailing her phantoms behind her, leaving Alaric and James behind to gawk at her back. She reached the edge of the rocky beach then walked across the lush grass toward the waiting trio. Alejandro seemed hesitant to remain where he was, but Tallie and Damon stood strong.

      “You have two options,” Madeline called out as she neared them. “Accept a new queen, or die.”

      Alaric’s heart dropped as Damon abruptly threw himself toward Madeline, a blade gleaming in his hand. Alaric began to rush forward, but there was no need. Before the blade could strike, three banshees dropped down in front of him, letting out horrid cries.

      Damon skidded to a halt, gazing at the spectral women before him, awestruck. As Alaric reached Madeline’s side, Damon began to sputter while clutching at his throat. His hands moved to claw at his face, eyes still intent on the banshees before him. Everyone watched in silent horror as he fell to his knees, then keeled over, dead. It had all happened so quickly Alaric felt frozen. He’d had no time to act, and wasn’t even sure what he would have done if he had.

      Tallie and Alejandro dropped to their knees before Madeline. Not looking up, Tallie explained, “Our job was never to bring you back with us. It was to kill you. Aislin did not believe the charm is within you, and wants you dead so she may claim it for herself.”

      Thoughts raced through Alaric’s mind as he tried to ignore the dead man at their feet. It was Estus who wanted Madeline alive after all. Had Estus learned the charm was within Madeline, or did he simply understand he couldn’t take it from her regardless? Still, Alaric wasn’t sure how Estus would hope to use her. She was a force to be reckoned with, and held no love for the aged Doyen. After the scene with Damon, he did not envy Estus’ chances at survival.

      Madeline crouched and released the life from Damon’s body, not bothering to even look down at him, then stood to face Alaric, ignoring Tallie and Alejandro.

      Alaric still longed to hold her, but she was not his Madeline, not right now at least. He hated that his first thought was that maybe Mikael would know what to do, but he really was their best hope in that moment. The Viking had been alive over 1,300 years, and had acquired a great deal of arcane knowledge in that time.

      Alaric knew he should be setting some sort of plan in motion, but he couldn’t seem to fully focus on the details with Damon’s dead body lying a few feet away. He wasn’t bothered as much by the death, as Madeline’s reaction to it. Madeline always cared about death. She valued the lives of heroes and villains alike.

      Madeline seemed as if she were about to say something to him, but something else caught her attention. Alaric followed her gaze past the still waiting Tallie and Alejandro to two distant forms. Relief flooded through him. Mikael and Sophie.

      He never thought he’d feel such happiness to see someone he utterly detested, but there it was. He was at a complete loss with Madeline, sensing that if he pointed out that she was being influenced into decisions that weren’t her own, she’d simply leave. Whatever foreign energies were inside her likely held no love for him, so if the part of Madeline that was still Madeline wasn’t strong enough, he didn’t stand a chance.

      Mikael and Sophie broke into a jog upon seeing them. Both wore modern clothing that would have blended in anywhere. Sophie’s of course, was uniform black.

      Neither hesitated at the sight of the phantoms still swirling around Madeline, though Sophie did watch them warily as they approached.

      Tallie turned to their new company, then took a step back. “You’re Mikael,” she gasped. She turned back to Alaric. “You had planned to ambush us from the start,” she accused, then quickly went pale as one of the phantoms darted a little too close to her, blowing her hair away from her face with the sudden gust.

      Mikael stepped forward. “On the contrary.” He winked at Tallie, then walked past her. “We caught word from my contacts on this continent of one of the Vaettir, a woman, raising the spirits of the restless dead across the countryside, paying little heed to any who might witness the odd sight.” His eyes focused on Madeline. “Some of them were nearby, trying to figure out a way to kill you before I intervened. At that time, Sophie caught wind of her brother, leading us here.”

      Madeline’s smile sent a chill down Alaric’s spine. “Kill me?” she laughed. “Let them try.”

      Mikael’s expression didn’t change, though there was a certain wariness in his gaze. “There will be no need for that. Save your strength for our enemies.”

      Madeline smiled even wider. “If I expend my strength, I will simply gather more.” She turned back to Alaric. “We’ve waisted enough time. We must choose the location of the final battle.”

      “We need to stop and think,” he cautioned. There had to be a way to reach the real Madeline, to pull her back from the abyss.

      James grunted in agreement, reminding Alaric that he was right beside him. He’d been so distracted that he’d forgotten his once friend, now long-time enemy had been there at all.

      “I’ve made my choice,” Madeline said evenly.

      She turned away from Alaric to regard Tallie and Alejandro, both of whom went green with the new attention. “Send word to Aislin. I will await her on the battlefield, but tell her nothing else. If you betray me, I promise your deaths will be much worse than your Doyen could ever manage.”

      Before Alaric could reach out and grab her, the phantoms lifted Madeline back into the air. She didn’t look at him at all as she was carried away, back toward the coast. Within moments, she faded from view, almost as if she’d been absorbed into the swirling fog composed of spirits.

      Mikael closed the final distance between them with Sophie following shortly behind. His long, auburn hair blew back from his face as a particularly harsh, cold breeze came in from the coast.

      The breeze prickled Alaric’s skin with electricity, as if it carried unnatural energy with it.

      Mikael glanced between Alaric and Sophie. “That was not Madeline.”

      Alaric turned away from Mikael and his sister to gaze off in the direction Madeline had gone. “At first I thought the key had taken her over again,” he explained, “but there’s something more. I believe the Morrigan has shielded herself inside her as well. They all now work toward the same purpose.”

      Alaric turned back to Mikael to find that he had been gazing at the coast with him.

      Swallowing his pride, Alaric asked, “How do we fix this?”

      Mikael shook his head. “We summoned a deity to fix this, and we’ve only succeeded in making things worse. I do not know how to fix this.”

      Alaric felt like he wanted to scream, to curse the entire planet for providing the one he loved with such a tumultuous existence. He couldn’t lose her and their child now. He had promised to protect them both.

      “We have to try,” he urged, willing the Viking to agree with him.

      If Mikael gave up, Alaric would force Tallie to find Madeline again. He did not know what he’d do when he found her, but he couldn’t not find her.

      “I swore an oath to her,” Mikael said coldly, seeming to sense what Alaric was thinking. “Despite what you may think of me, I hold true to my oaths.”

      Alaric breathed a sigh of relief, then gestured back to the waiting Tallie and Alejandro. “Tallie can find her, given enough time,” he explained. “We just need to wait until Madeline remains in one place long enough for a perceptible amount of energy to build.”

      Mikael glanced back at Tallie, then turned away, seeming to dismiss her. “We cannot remain one step behind. We must anticipate Madeline’s next move.”

      He clenched his fists. “No one could have anticipated any of this.”

      “She’s going to gather more power,” Mikael observed, not offended by Alaric’s tone. “She wants a final battle, but which part of her wants it? The key would be motivated toward that goal. I don’t see what the Morrigan would have to gain, but perhaps she would as well.”

      “What’s your point?” Sophie growled, finally interjecting herself into the discussion.

      Mikael shrugged. “I’m just trying to determine where Madeline is coming from. Why she has embarked on this endeavor.”

      “She’s obviously been taken over by more powerful forces,” Sophie grumbled. “Madeline is coming from nowhere. It’s the key’s actions we must predict.”

      Mikael shrugged again, but said nothing.

      Sophie sighed. “What is it?” she asked tiredly. “What are you not saying?”

      Mikael frowned. “I’m saying that the Morrigan and the key might both want the final battle, but Madeline might want it too. Was her original intent not to use the deaths from a large battle to destroy the key?”

      “I don’t think Madeline is willingly going along with this,” Alaric countered. “It’s not something she would do just to beat the key. The last time she raised the dead . . . ” he trailed off, thinking of Diana. “She was horrified. You saw those things she summoned. That is not her.”

      Mikael snorted. “I think you give her too little credit.”

      “On the contrary,” Alaric argued, “I give her the credit she deserves. Madeline would not be reckless enough, and selfish enough to summon an army of spirits just for a chance to rid herself of the key.”

      Mikael smiled. “Unless she truly thinks she can win.”

      Alaric shook his head at Mikael’s foolishness, then looked back to Tallie and Alejandro. They could have tried to run during their discussion, but hadn’t. Of course, they had nowhere to go. If they didn’t return with news that Madeline was dead soon, Aislin would send others to hunt them.

      James walked forward, encompassing Tallie and Alejandro in the span of his gaze. “I chose the side I think most likely to win,” he explained to them. “Will you do the same, or will you ride Aislin’s sinking ship to your deaths, which will probably happen tomorrow?”

      Tallie stood tall and unyielding. “I can find Madeline again, given the time. I’ve weighed the odds, and think this route my most likely chance of survival, but I want a guarantee of protection from Aislin.”

      She’d looked to Mikael as she’d said the last, and he nodded in reply.

      Alejandro stepped up beside her, though he didn’t seem happy about it, especially since Damon’s corpse was only a few feet away. “I have no desire to go near the Phantom Queen again, but I will fight for the side not planning on sending assassins after me.”

      Alaric shivered. Phantom Queen. It sounded familiar to him.

      “They called the Morrigan the Phantom Queen,” Mikael observed, “not long before she left this world.”

      Alaric crossed his arms against the cold seeping into his bones. He was rarely affected by cold, but he was sure feeling it now.

      “There is a Salr here,” Alaric explained to Mikael and Sophie. “We can wait until Tallie gets a sense of where Madeline is. Perhaps she’ll even come back.”

      “I will send for my people to gather on this continent,” Mikael replied, turning his gaze back to the coast. “We must be ready, should Madeline spring the final battle on us.” His expression turned pensive. “I must speak to my contacts once more to see if they can grant me any further insight into what Madeline has done.”

      Before Alaric could accuse him of planning to run off, Mikael met his eyes firmly and said, “I will keep my oath to her.”

      Alaric sealed his lips into a tight line and nodded. “As will I.”

      The two men turned away from each other, Alaric marching in the direction of the Salr with the rest of their party following, while Mikael walked off alone.

      The only other oaths Alaric had ever sworn were to protect his sister, and to kill Mikael to avenge his mother. This latest oath, to save Madeline and his child, would have to take precedence. He’d waited hundreds of years to kill Mikael, but it no longer mattered. He was now only concerned with who needed to live, not who needed to die. Death could come later.

      They were going to have a daughter, Madeline had said, and no ancient Viking, nor vengeful deity could compare to the importance of that.
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      Mikael had lied when he said he was going to meet with his contacts once more. He’d already learned all he could from them, and what they suspected regarding Madeline’s whereabouts.

      Madeline had spent the previous evening visiting ancient graveyards, many of which could not be found on any map. Some were mass graves of victims who’d suffered ill fates due to famine and war. Others were simply old. They were places where the spirits didn’t truly rest, unwilling to let go of their natural lives.

      Given her chosen locations, Mikael’s contacts had speculated on where she might go next, and he had to agree with them.

      There was a well known sight in Dublin called Bully’s Acre. Originally a priory, hundreds of thousands of people had been buried in the area, starting as early as the 1170s. The gravesite had eventually been leveled, leaving no record of most of the bodies beneath the earth. It was a perfect place for Madeline to fill out her ranks, with so many dead in one space.

      He found the odds especially likely, since she had covered most of Northern Ireland during the previous night. It would only make sense for her to cover the South before moving on to other continents, if she moved on at all. Ireland was the Morrigan’s chosen homeland, so it figured her phantoms would come from there, and only there.

      Madeline had proven she could cover many graveyards in a single evening, and Bully’s Acre would undoubtedly be on her list. So that was where Mikael would head, on his own. He knew Alaric would not forgive him for omitting him from his plans, but he also knew he could not take him. Madeline was not herself. If she harmed Alaric while possessed, it would kill her later. Mikael’s only hope was their blood oath. If Madeline caused him harm, the earth would come to claim her. With any luck, he would have a chance to remind her of that fact before she killed him.

      If it was in both the Morrigan’s and the key’s best interest to keep Madeline alive, they would at the very least exercise caution, or so he kept telling himself. In reality, any positive outcome would require a great deal of luck. He’d always been lucky, but this was pushing it.

      Still, he didn’t think twice before climbing into the car he and Sophie had driven to the countryside. He never reconsidered as he took the narrow country road toward the highway.

      Dublin was several hours away, but it was barely midday. Madeline had visited the other graves under the cover of night, so it would stand to reason that if she did indeed visit Bully’s Acre, it would not be until the sun went down. He had time.

      Even so, as soon as he reached the end of the country road and turned onto the highway that would take him South, he sped down it like a bat out of hell. Once he reached an area where his cell had service, he called Aila, instructing her and Faas to catch the next flight to Ireland, leaving Tabitha to gather the rest of his people, urging them out of hiding.

      Faas would not appreciate being separated from his sister, but he would be needed to determine just what was going on inside Madeline. Since he could drain and analyze the spiritual energy from others, he’d be able to tell Mikael just how much space the Morrigan and the key were now taking up . . . if Madeline didn’t kill him first.

      The key would most definitely see Faas as a threat, since Faas could weaken its vessel. The real Madeline would willingly let Faas take her energy. The other energies, most likely, would put up a fight.

      He clenched his jaw and focused on the road. After all he had sacrificed, all he had lost, he would not lose to the key now. This was a battle begun long before Madeline was born, and he would see it through to the bitter end.
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        * * *

      

      “You shouldn’t have let Mikael go,” James argued as soon as they were back within the Salr.

      “He won’t harm Madeline, ” Alaric sighed, scenting the air for Kira.

      He knew he had already gotten all of the information out of her that he could, but he couldn’t just sit and wait for Tallie to sense the key. He had to act. If Kira couldn’t be found, he would read the Morrigan’s books cover to cover, despite the language barrier. Perhaps their pages held some way to reverse what had been done to Madeline. If so, he’d do his best to decipher it.

      “How can you be so sure?” James asked, following Alaric down the narrow hall.

      Tallie and Alejandro had gone ahead, claiming a room to get some rest after disposing of Damon’s body. Alaric probably should have gotten some rest himself, but even after not sleeping the previous night, he knew any efforts he made would be fruitless. There was no way he could sleep so soon after losing Maddy once again.

      He had no answer for James, or rather, none he was willing to give. He sensed Mikael was either in love with Madeline, or he’d found some other sort of camaraderie within her that Alaric didn’t quite understand. Either way, the Viking was intent on rescuing her. Mikael might betray Alaric and James, but he would not betray Madeline, even if there wasn’t an oath holding him in line.

      He decided to give up on his search for Kira, since James would probably pester him the entire way. Instead, he stopped at the room containing the Morrigan’s books.

      “You didn’t answer me,” James said evenly, following him in.

      “He swore a blood oath to Madeline,” Alaric explained. “You were there, if you recall.”

      James snorted. “All of that time seems like a dream to me.”

      Alaric lifted one of the heavy tomes from the table and slumped into a chair to peruse its contents. “It was more like a nightmare, seeing you cower in fear with only the slightest provocation.”

      “Yeah,” James grumbled. “You must have loved seeing that.”

      “I’d rather not see you at all,” Alaric replied simply.

      He knew he was baiting James, but he was itching for a fight. Too much inaction and too much fear over Madeline’s predicament left him grasping for something to focus his attention on. Why did James even want to converse with him in the first place?

      James picked up a book himself, not really looking at it. “You say that,” he argued, “but then why am I still here, and not in an unmarked grave with Diana?”

      Alaric shrugged and focused on the book, not wanting to put Sophie in the spotlight. She was off exploring the rest of the new Salr on her own, and she’d not thank him for giving away her secret to James.

      “Answer me,” James demanded, raking his hands through his golden hair with an irritated flick.

      Alaric glared at him. “We considered leaving you unconscious, but didn’t want you relaying any information to Aislin.”

      “And?” James pressed.

      Alaric shrugged again, giving in if it meant James would leave him alone. “And my sister didn’t have the heart to kill a man while he was unable to defend himself. Sophie has never been much of a killer.”

      James smirked. “If she was, I’d be dead ten times over, though I’m not sure why you’ve never tried to do it for her.”

      Alaric looked back down at his book. “Sophie can fight her battles as she chooses.”

      “And Madeline?” James walked to the front of the empty fireplace, his back to Alaric. “Can she fight her battles as she chooses?”

      Alaric frowned behind James’ back. “If Madeline were in her right mind, I would respect her decisions. I have respected her decisions thus far. Yet I will not stand idly by while foreign energies use her body for their own purposes.”

      “And you’re so sure that Madeline has no control in this situation?”

      Unable to focus on reading, Alaric put down his book. “You saw the same display as I. We both know Madeline would never speak like that. She would never have brushed off Damon’s death so easily.”

      “Or maybe the little mouse is growing fangs,” James taunted, turning away from the fireplace to face him, “and you’re worried that they’ll be bigger than yours.”

      Alaric raised an eyebrow at him. “You truly think that was Madeline speaking, and not the key or the Morrigan?”

      James smirked again. “She was looking at you with the same sappy eyes she always does. That look didn’t come from the key, and I doubt it came from the Morrigan, given how she feels about men. Madeline might not have been pulling all the strings, but my guess is she’s a willing partner in this endeavor, not a prisoner.” He turned back to the empty fireplace and began stacking some nearby logs in the center.

      Alaric shook his head, turning his attention back to the book. The Madeline he knew would never summon a phantom army. Of course, the Madeline he first met would not have made it this far to begin with. Maybe he wasn’t giving her enough credit. Or, perhaps he was giving her too much credit by assuming she’d take the moral high ground, despite the consequences. Perhaps Madeline was more like the other Vaettir than he’d originally thought.

      He wasn’t sure if it was a comforting thought, or a frightening one. On one hand, a callous outlook bettered her chances of survival. On the other, it changed who she was. Madeline’s unyielding respect for life was a part of her. It had shaped who she was, and in many ways, it had shaped him during the time that he’d spent with her. He didn’t want her to change, and he wasn’t sure if his concern was for her, or for himself.

      That thought alone troubled him. He wasn’t used to the dynamics of a committed relationship, and he wasn’t sure how selfless or selfish he was supposed to be.

      He pushed his thoughts away as he read the text in front of him. None of it mattered, really, since as far as the odds were concerned, neither of them would survive very long.

      Forget phantoms, deities, and the key. A battle between the two largest clans of the Vaettir would mean bloodshed like their race had never seen, and it would undoubtedly spill over into the human world. There was no way to contain it.

      Even if they lived, their lives would be changed forever. There was no telling in what way, but he was quite sure it wouldn’t be good.

      His attention was brought back to James as the fire roared to life. He looked a question at him as he rose, surprised that James would be considerate enough to build a fire.

      Not meeting Alaric’s eyes, James muttered, “I’m going to get some rest. I suggest you do the same.”

      Alaric nodded as James left him, turning his eyes back to the book. There was an image of a woman sacrificing a man before him. The accompanying chant called to death and darkness for power.

      Though Madeline could bring death, that wasn’t all she was. She was light and compassion. She wouldn’t take part in a ritual that worshipped only death.

      Would she?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Mikael walked amongst the gravestones dotting the grassy earth like the broken teeth of some long-dead giant. He thought he could almost feel the energy of the dead below, but it was probably just paranoia. Sensing the dead, or energies in general, was not one of his talents.

      The sun was yet to set, so a few humans, tourists most likely, milled about the ancient gravesite. There weren’t many since the winter months weren’t the tourist high season. Hopefully they would leave before full dark. Witnessing what Madeline had to offer might be a bit more than the visitors had bargained for on their trip to Ireland.

      He took a seat on a nearby bench to wait, fidgeting nervously. It wasn’t often that his nerves got the better of him, but it also wasn’t often he went into a situation he was unlikely to win. Best case scenario, Madeline would hop a ride with her phantoms to get away from him. Worst case, she would disregard her oath and kill him, then the earth would claim her in turn. Of course, there was a third option. She might gather enough power to find a way around their oath, and would kill him with no consequences.

      He could only hope enough of the real Madeline was still beneath the surface to not want to hurt him. Of course, if the key was in control, it might not kill him either. The key would use anyone it could, and Mikael was rather useful. However, if the Morrigan was in charge, he would die. He trusted that witch even less than he trusted the key.

      He remained on his bench as darkness slowly crept across the countryside, chasing away the humans visiting the historical site. He felt more comfortable as the last of the visitors left, then grimaced at the thought of what might have happened had Madeline shown up with her phantoms in public.

      Mikael wasn’t worried about what the humans would think. Most humans wouldn’t believe the story of a ghost army descending upon an ancient graveyard. It would be passed off as poisonous gasses seeping up from the ground to make people hallucinate, or some other such rationalization. He was more worried about the idea of Madeline harming people. Her conscience would destroy her in the end, if they ever managed to restore her to her original self at all.

      As full darkness fell, he continued to wait, but there was no sign of Madeline. He decided to move to a less conspicuous spot, not only worried a security guard might approach, but also not wanting Madeline to see him first. If she saw him first, she might simply flee.

      His mind made up, he moved silently to a more secluded area of the gravesite and crouched in the darkness, where he continued to wait.

      The hours crept on. He’d left his cell phone in the rental car, and had no watch to tell the time, but he guessed it was somewhere around midnight. He cursed silently. He’d been so sure Madeline would want to utilize Bully’s Acre, but perhaps he was wrong. Perhaps she went to another continent entirely, and he had no hope of finding her without Tallie’s help.

      Still, he would wait the night out in the graveyard, just in case. He pushed his hair back away from his face as a cool breeze hit him, sending goosebumps up and down his arms. Normally he was fairly tolerant to the cold, but there was something about this breeze that wasn’t quite right. It felt like it was laced with electricity, yet there was no storm to provide lightning.

      He continued to crouch as he heard light footsteps on the grass not far off.

      “I didn’t expect to find you hiding in a graveyard,” a voice said, suddenly near him.

      He rose abruptly and turned toward the voice. Madeline stood roughly twenty feet away, alone. At least, she appeared to be alone. Mikael had little doubt the phantoms could swoop in without a moment’s notice.

      He took a step toward her. “Well you left so suddenly this morning, we never got to finish our conversation.”

      Madeline closed the distance between them. Over her sweater and jean ensemble, she’d added a knee-length, black coat that billowed around her legs as she moved, adding to the Phantom Queen imagery quite nicely. Her long, wavy hair danced around her shoulders and waist as the breeze played with the loose tendrils. Standing before him, she turned her face upward, her expression calm.

      Looking down at her smaller form, Mikael could have sworn she was the normal Madeline. The look in her pale blue eyes was familiar, unlike the presence of a foreign power.

      “It really is you in there, isn’t it?” he observed.

      “Did you doubt it?” she asked, sounding like Madeline, only slightly off. He realized with a start that the new tone in her voice was confidence.

      “But there are others inside of you as well . . . ” he trailed off, feeling the urge to reach out and touch her to verify she was real.

      She nodded, sending her hair forward over her shoulders. “You were already aware of the presence of the key. Now the Morrigan helps us too.”

      He sighed. He didn’t want to contradict Madeline out of fear she’d take off again, but he also wanted to keep their civil conversation going. “Up until now, I was under the impression we were fighting against the key.”

      Madeline tilted her head to the side in thought, a very un-Madeline gesture. “For now, our purpose is the same. We must work together to achieve our goals. Once our enemies have been dealt with, the key and I can have a stand off of our own.”

      Mikael nodded, outwardly accepting her answer, even though he didn’t accept it at all. “If we are to defeat our enemies, it would be nice to have you around to plan with us.”

      Madeline frowned. “I must finish summoning my army first.”

      His palms began to sweat. Something about the whole conversation was unnerving. He remembered when Erykah had been tied to the key. Sometimes it spoke through her, but not like this. This was like Madeline’s personality had actually melded with the other forces.

      “You’re nervous,” Madeline observed. “That’s new.”

      Mikael was momentarily shocked that he’d let his mental shields down, or had he? His eyes widened slightly as he focused his attention inward. His shields were still firmly in place. Her empathic powers must have increased along with everything else.

      “Can you blame me?” he asked.

      She shook her head and smiled. “No, I don’t blame you, but I must ask you to stand aside while I retrieve what I came here for.”

      Ignoring her request, Mikael asked. “Is it you that wants this, or is it the Morrigan?”

      Madeline laughed, surprising him. “You all think I’m so weak. The Morrigan saw my strength. She knew I could do this on my own.”

      Mikael laughed in reply. “If I thought you were weak, I would never have allied myself with you to begin with. Our oath goes both ways, so you know I’m not lying.”

      That seemed to give Madeline pause. “If that is the case, then you can trust that I know what I’m doing.”

      “I do trust you,” he replied. “I just want to make sure that this is your choice.”

      “It is, now please stand back.”

      “At least come reassure Alaric that you and your child are both okay!” he blurted out as she began to slowly raise her arms. “This uncertainty is killing him.”

      Her intent expression faltered, once again giving Mikael hope the real Madeline was reachable.

      “I’m doing this for both of them,” she replied. “This is the only chance we have to all survive.”

      “Then come back to the Salr and tell him that,” Mikael urged.

      He really didn’t care about Alaric’s well-being, and Madeline probably sensed that, but it was still something she would care about, or at least, the real Madeline would.

      “I can’t,” she stated. “We’re running out of time, and the banshees are growing restless.”

      Mikael shivered at the mention of banshees. He’d been alive when banshees still roamed the countryside, and had no desire to go up against one.

      Madeline shut her eyes, as if trying to shut something out. She was beginning to seem panicked, letting Mikael know that he was running out of time himself. He couldn’t let her flee.

      “I need to remind you of something,” he said calmly. “All of you,” he added, including the key and the Morrigan in his statement.

      Madeline turned suddenly bored eyes to him, like she had once again been taken over by the calm, confident energy.

      “Madeline,” he began slowly, putting emphasis on her name, “you and I have an oath. If you directly harm me, or if you order anyone, or anything else to harm me, the earth will claim you. Your mortal form will cease to be, and therefore the key, and perhaps even the Morrigan, will cease to be.”

      Madeline was so still, he couldn’t even tell if she was breathing. He knew he had to act fast, otherwise the banshees would come and take her away.

      He darted forward and scooped her up in his arms. The moment he touched her, the banshees darted down from the sky, letting out ear-piercing shrieks.

      Mikael ran forward, throwing Madeline over his shoulders, holding on tight. The banshees swarmed them, but caused no harm. What he’d said about the oath must have worked. Whoever controlled the banshees also knew that harming Mikael with Madeline’s powers or her army would break her oath, and hence end Madeline. It would all be over if Madeline no longer existed.

      Darting through the cemetery, he tightened his grip on the back of her thighs, hoping she wouldn’t view this kidnapping as a form of betrayal. He was also saving her, was he not? If he did not try to save her, would that not also be a form of betrayal? He was taking a risk, but saw no other choice.

      He spotted the rental car ahead. Madeline hadn’t fought back, she might yet as she hadn’t had much time to react. When she did, she might reason that she could harm him without breaking their oath, as she’d just be defending herself. Reaching the car, he flung open the driver’s side door, set her in, then quickly lifted her over the center console to the passenger seat. He slid in after her and slammed the door shut, then started the car to peel away before Madeline had time to rebel.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing!” she shouted as she recovered.

      Mikael tore out onto the empty, night-time street.

      “Saving you from yourself,” he replied calmly, keeping his eyes on the road.

      “You can’t betray me like this!” she shouted. “Our oath prevents it!”

      He smiled. If it was a betrayal, he would be dead right now. “Saving you from yourself is not a betrayal. Allowing you to be controlled by other beings is.”

      “You’re afraid,” she spat back. “I can feel fear wafting from you like foul perfume.”

      He clenched his jaw. “I just kidnapped the Phantom Queen, not entirely knowing if doing so would break my oath and thus, would quickly end my life. Of course I’m afraid.”

      Madeline quieted at that. Her sudden shift in demeanor was unnerving. “Well you’ve stopped me from my task, for now, so what do you want? You can’t keep me indefinitely. There are too many things in motion now.”

      His foot pressed more firmly on the gas pedal. “I just wanted to talk with you without the risk of you getting angry and running away.”

      He couldn’t bring her back to the Salr where Alaric and the others waited. Not yet. Still, he needed to take her somewhere the banshees couldn’t reach them.

      “So talk,” she demanded. “I’ve got things to do.”

      Talking in the car was really probably as good a place as any. As long as they were moving, it would be difficult for her to escape.

      “What happened with the Morrigan?” he asked, wanting the specifics of what was going on before he addressed any further issues.

      Madeline sighed. “Why should I tell you?”

      Mikael grunted in annoyance, flexing his fingers on the steering wheel. “Perhaps because we’re friends. Or because we’ve been helping each other since this all began. If not for those reasons, let’s go with the fact that I’ve saved your ass plenty of times, and you owe me.”

      Madeline was silent for several minutes, then finally answered, “She killed herself, at least in part, to summon the banshees. A portion of her energy is inside me now, so I can bring her back.”

      “How?” Mikael demanded, hating the idea that the Morrigan had become a part of Madeline, almost as much as he hated the key being a part of her. “How will you bring her back?” he clarified.

      Madeline was silent again, then answered. “I don’t know. I imagine she’ll tell me when it’s time.”

      Mikael frowned. “And the key?” he pressed. “You’re now working with it, rather than against it?”

      Out of the corner of his eye, he saw her shrug. “For now we all share the same goal. Any conflicts will be addressed after that goal has been met.”

      “After we destroy our enemies?” Mikael asked, then added, “Are you even thinking about the fallout of such a large scale battle? Don’t get me wrong, I agree that it must happen, but it will change the world forever. There is no way to hide such a thing from the humans. Many lives will be lost after the fact. Everything will be out of balance. Are you willing to shoulder the consequences of that?”

      “Our plan is to restore balance,” she said immediately, then turned pleading eyes to him. “Don’t you see?”

      Glancing at her, he slowed down briefly to take a turn, then sped back up. There was still no sign of banshee pursuit. Perhaps Madeline had ordered them to fall back.

      “I’ll see if you tell me,” he replied.

      He fully understood that small actions could have very long term consequences. He’d been around long enough to see things that had happened a thousand years prior affect the present day. Things that had happened to him a thousand years prior.

      “I can’t,” she replied softly. “You’re just going to have to trust me.”

      He was surprised to realize that he did trust her, as he trusted very few people on this earth. Still, he didn’t trust the warring forces inside her.

      “I trust you,” he replied, hoping she would get why he was putting emphasis on the you.

      She was staring at him so intently, he glanced away from the road again.

      “I’m not a slave, or merely a vehicle in this situation,” she said evenly, meeting his gaze.

      Her eyes were so intense, Mikael wondered if she was trying to tell him more than she was saying.

      He turned his gaze back to the road with a sigh. “I can see that. I just hope you can tell the difference between your thoughts and the others.”

      Mikael glanced at her again, catching a brief glimpse of worry before she wiped it away.

      “Where are we going?” she demanded.

      “Where do you want to go?”

      She snorted. “I already went to where I needed to go, and you took me away.”

      “I asked where you wanted to go,” he countered, “not where you needed to go.”

      When she didn’t reply, he added, “You really should speak to Alaric. Assure him you’re okay. He’ll never believe it coming from me.”

      He glanced at her raising an eyebrow at him, her pale blue eyes soft. “So you believe that I’m okay?”

      “I believe that you’re strong enough to get through this,” he replied evenly, “and lucky enough to perhaps come out alive. I believe fate has chosen you for this role, so as much as I’d like to fight it, I cannot.”

      “You’ve always struck me more as an I make my own fate kind of guy.”

      Mikael smirked. “In many ways yes, but far too much has happened for me to consider it mere happenstance. That the key would fall into the hands of a descendant of the Morrigan herself, that has to be fate.”

      She turned her gaze away from him to look out the passenger window. “I can’t see Alaric,” she said softly.

      “Why?” he demanded.

      Mikael hated that he was defending the man, but he really did believe it was in Madeline’s best interests to be around him if she wanted to maintain the part of herself that was her.

      She continued to gaze out the window, partially turned away from him. “I think you of all people can understand that he would distract me from what I need to do. If I’m with him, and we begin to think about our child, our daughter, I’ll just want to run away and hide from everything to keep them safe. I can’t do that. I have to be brave.”

      “That’s one way to look at it,” Mikael began, “or you could draw strength from him. There’s nothing wrong with accepting help.”

      “I don’t need it,” she snapped, suddenly defensive, though Mikael sensed it was still Madeline talking, and Madeline who’d somehow been offended by what he’d said.

      A thought dawned on him. Madeline’s drastic attitude change could have been a defensive reaction to the Morrigan manipulating her. He fully understood the intricacies of manipulation. He was the descendant of Dolos after all.

      “She made you feel weak, didn’t she?” he asked before he could think better of it. The Morrigan was still inside Madeline, after all, but Madeline seemed to be the one doing the talking at the moment.

      Madeline glared at him. “Perhaps at first. Then she showed me how strong I really am.”

      “It takes just as much strength to accept help as it does to do things on your own,” he countered.

      Madeline nodded. “Yes, but there is a difference between accepting someone’s protection, and needing it.”

      He sighed. “You’ve come far from the Madeline I knew.”

      He’d meant it in part as a compliment, but Madeline obviously didn’t take it that way.

      “The Madeline you knew was weak,” she snapped.

      “The Madeline I knew made a promise to my wife,” he snapped back, finally getting angry. Had she forgotten everything?

      She seemed taken aback. “You’re really just going to have to trust me,” she said finally.

      By her tone, he felt again she was trying to tell him more than she was saying. Was she perhaps shielding certain thoughts from the key, and thus unable to voice her true plans out loud?

      “I’ll trust you if you come back to the Salr with me,” he offered, hoping he wasn’t making the wrong decision.

      Madeline sighed. “Fine, but I won’t stay. I can’t lose any more time.”

      He nodded. “Talk to Alaric, then we’ll stand back while you do whatever you need to do.”

      Madeline went silent after that.

      He took the turn that would lead them back toward the Salr. There was still no sign of any banshees. He almost wanted to ask Madeline if she was keeping them at bay, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to do it. He wasn’t sure if it was more frightening that she had control over things straight out of men’s nightmares, or if she didn’t. One option made Madeline a huge force to reckon with all on her own, and the other meant that they were all completely screwed.
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      My pulse picked up speed as the car slowed, then came to a stop. We’d driven as far as we could toward the Salr, and would have to walk the rest of the way. It would be dawn soon, meaning I had lost an entire night of progress, but that wasn’t what had me frightened.

      It had been hard enough for me to leave Alaric the first time. I wasn’t sure if I could do it again. I wasn’t sure if I could look away from the option of having him embrace me. To protect me.

      Yet, I knew what I had to do. No one could help me with the task before me. If I wasn’t strong enough to do it, then no one could save me regardless.

      I startled when a blast of cold air hit me. The passenger car door was open, revealing Mikael. I’d been so absorbed in my thoughts I hadn’t realized he’d exited the car. He stood there, leaning toward me, offering a hand to help me out, a much more polite gesture than when I’d been forced in. I took his hand and slid out of the car. Fatigue washed over me, more than I’d felt in days.

      With a start, I realized I’d now gone two entire nights without sleep, though the entire span of time seemed like a blurry dream. I needed rest. I had to keep my strength up if I hoped to not only survive, but to maintain my identity against the powerful forces within me.

      Releasing my hand without a word, Mikael led the way toward the Salr. I  followed, wrapping my coat tightly around myself in an attempt to shut out the freezing cold coastal wind. It was of little use. When I’d been among the banshees, I had barely felt the cold. Now without their presence, I felt human again. Weak and fragile.

      The thought was almost enough for me to summon them forward. I had pushed them away once I’d arrived at Bully’s Acre, not wanting to make a scene with any humans that might be hanging around the historical site late at night. My foresight had been to my detriment, since it had allowed Mikael time to grab me before the banshees could. Once I’d been thrown into the car, it only took a single thought to hold them back again. I’d known deep inside that this meeting was something I couldn’t avoid, though it scared me half to death.

      As I walked, I pictured Alaric’s face when I told him he couldn’t help me. He’d gone through hell for me, and had put me through a bit of hell himself. Still, I couldn’t deny the fact that he’d proven his love, even if it was a love I didn’t fully understand.

      I’d thought what I’d experienced with Matthew, my first real boyfriend, had been love, especially after I’d accidentally released his life, but I’d been wrong. I knew now what love felt like. I knew what it was like to sit next to someone and feel utterly at home. I didn’t know why that love had come so suddenly, and I could speculate until the cows came home whether it was fate, or just that Alaric and I had similar natures that drew us together, but it didn’t really matter. What mattered was that it was there, and there was no arguing with it . . . though I was about to try.

      I unwrapped my arms from myself to rub the small bump of my belly as Mikael walked silently beside me in the darkness. Alaric wouldn’t understand, but I was doing this as much for him as I was for myself and our daughter.

      Eventually, we reached the circle of rocks leading to the Salr. There was no one there to greet us, not that I expected there to be. Mikael wasn’t one to share his plans unless he thought it absolutely necessary.

      He crouched and touched a small stone on the ground to trigger the entrance. The action would only work for one of the Vaettir, a little quirk possessed by every Salr. I clutched at my belly again, not wanting to descend into the earth, even as we began to sink.

      Mikael gave me an encouraging smile in the moonlight, then suddenly we were underground. I turned to glance down the familiar hallway, expecting to see Alaric waiting right there, but he wasn’t.

      The person I did see was the woman, one of Aislin’s people, who’d been with Alaric when I’d arrived at the Salr the previous morning.

      Her eyes widened as she saw me, then she averted her gaze and hurried down the hall until she was out of sight, her long, dark hair whipping behind her.

      I turned to Mikael in surprise, then suddenly realized why she was afraid. My banshees had killed a man she knew right in front of her. I barely even remembered the scene, and that thought alone made me shiver. Maybe being around the energy of the phantoms had altered me more than I’d realized.

      Mikael gestured for me to move forward, and I did, since the only other choice was climbing back out of the Salr.

      I walked down the familiar hall, half expecting to walk around a corner and see Mara, even though there was no way for that to happen.

      Not knowing where Alaric was, but somehow sensing where I should go, I approached the room where Mara and I had gone over her books. The door was slightly ajar.

      I turned to look at Mikael for reassurance, but he’d stopped following me at some point. I was alone, and I’d been too absorbed to even notice his departure.

      I took a deep breath and slowly pushed the door open. A fire had been made to dimly light the otherwise dark room. By its light, I could see Alaric’s hunched form. He was leaning over the table, asleep on a pile of ancient books. His black hair hid his face from sight.

      I approached him quietly, wanting desperately to see his face, though I was afraid to wake him. Unable to restrain myself, I gently pushed his hair back behind his ear.

      Lightning fast, his hand shot up to grab my wrist. I let out a little yip of surprise, then relaxed as his eyes opened and focused on me.

      Within seconds, he was up out of his chair, wrapping me in his embrace.

      “I had the most terrible dream,” he whispered into my hair.

      I laughed softly, relieving some of my tension, if only temporarily. “It probably wasn’t a dream.”

      He pulled back just enough to look into my eyes, though his arms remained around my waist, keeping me close.

      “What made you come back?” he asked, suddenly very serious.

      “Mikael,” I admitted. “The man has a way with words, I’ll give him that.”

      Alaric accepted my answer with a nod. I wanted nothing more than to kiss him in that moment, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t give in. Not yet.

      His eyed me steadily. “Why do I have the feeling this is just a temporary reunion?”

      I looked down, then forced myself to meet his eyes again. The room was too hot with the fire and my coat, but I didn’t want to pull away long enough to remove it.

      “Because it is,” I forced myself to say. “There are some things I need to do on my own.”

      “I can help you,” he argued, anger in his tone. “We’re in this together.”

      I shook my head and forced myself to pull away. “I just wanted to let you know that I’m okay, and that everything will make sense once the time comes.”

      Seeing that I wasn’t coming back to his embrace, his arms dropped to his sides. “You seem different than you were the other morning,” he commented, voice void of emotion, though what I was sensing from him was hitting me like a tidal wave.

      “Being around that much power affected me more than I realized,” I admitted. I slumped into one of the nearby seats, too tired to stand any longer.

      Alaric resumed his seat next to me. The distance between us now felt like a dagger in my heart, but I couldn’t pull it out.

      “Yet you’ll put yourself back in that position?” he asked.

      “I have to,” I answered immediately. “You don’t understand what needs to be done.”

      “Then tell me.”

      “Not yet,” I answered, urging him to understand.

      I was shielding like a son of a bitch against the key. The Morrigan’s energy was helping me, but we could only shield so much. Anything I said out loud would be clearly conveyed. The key shielded from us as well, so we had no idea how much it actually knew.

      Alaric frowned. “At least stay here tonight. We can talk more about it in the morning.”

      I shook my head and looked down, fighting against the tears threatening to spill from my eyes.

      “Have you eaten anything?” he asked, his voice suddenly cold.

      I shook my head. “I need to go.”

      “You won’t tell me what you plan, and you won’t let me help you. The least you can do is let me feed you. You may have taken on extra power, but your body is still mortal, as is our child. You need to eat.”

      I nodded, suddenly feeling like a horrible person.

      I thought he would leave the room to find food, but he only stood and went to a backpack I hadn’t noticed previously, sitting in one of the chairs next to the fire.

      He came back with two protein bars, an apple, a bag trail mix, and a bottle of water. He sat it all in front of me on the table, then resumed his seat.

      My eyebrows raised as I looked down at the food. “Am I supposed to eat all of that?”

      He nodded as I glanced over at him. “If you’re only staying long enough to eat, then I’m going to feed you till you pop.”

      I smiled in spite of myself, glad for the excuse to stay, if only for a little while. I opened a protein bar. While I ate, Alaric took my free hand in his, watching me as if memorizing my every movement.

      We gazed into each other’s eyes often, as an unspoken agreement formed between us. He would trust while I climbed whatever mountains I needed, and would be there should I happen to fall.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “I’ve been looking for you everywhere,” James said to Sophie, approaching her in the early morning light.

      It was true. After speaking with Alaric, he’d gone to his room to rest. He’d fallen asleep only to wake in the wee hours of the morning with a single thought nagging at him. Why was he alive?

      He didn’t mean the thought in a existential sort of way. Instead, he just didn’t understand why Sophie had insisted he come along after losing his memory. She’d been nothing but a bitch to him the entire time, yet here he was. He couldn’t understand it, and he needed to know why.

      Sophie turned, her face silhouetted by the barest hint of purple sunlight. He knew she’d smelled and heard him long before he reached her, but had only dignified him with acknowledgement once he’d made it clear he intended to speak with her.

      She was just as beautiful as ever, and just as fierce, with her long, black hair framing her narrow, toned body, clad in black as usual. She leaned against a scraggly tree as if the weight of the world was pushing her down. Her ethereal features still took his breath away, just like always, though he’d never admit it now. She was the only girl he’d ever loved, and she’d torn his heart out.

      “I have a question for you,” he stated when she didn’t speak.

      “Go on,” she said coldly.

      “Why didn’t you kill me? You’ve hated me since I killed Sammuel, and you had the perfect opportunity, so why didn’t you kill me?”

      She stared at him, and James suddenly felt like the vilest insect to have ever walked the face of the earth. She always made him feel like that. Like he wasn’t worth nearly as much as she was.

      “Well?” he growled, anger boiling in his stomach.

      “I had just been left by Maya,” she answered sadly, surprising him. “It left me feeling the slightest bit sentimental, but don’t worry, it won’t happen again.”

      He shook his head, tossing his golden hair forward to partially obscure his eyes. “I still don’t get it. Don’t you hate me?”

      She turned away from him to gaze out at the slowly rising sun. “I hate you, and I always will. I can never forgive you. Don’t get the wrong impression.”

      He took a step closer, wanting to reach out to her, but not wanting to lose a hand. “If your hatred is still that strong, then why not kill me?” he pressed, knowing he was taunting her, but unable to help himself.

      Suddenly Sophie turned on him. “Because I’m not you!” she shouted. Her voice echoed across the land, carried far by the thin, morning air. In a more calm voice, she continued, “Just because I was betrayed by a monster, doesn’t mean I have to become one.”

      James stepped back in shock. He didn’t know what he’d expected, but it hadn’t been that. All this time, he’d thought Sophie would enact her vengeance as soon as he gave her the chance, but in reality she’d never planned on it. She’d never planned on turning herself into exactly what he was. He realized with a start he’d been waiting around, hoping she would try. If she was just like him, then she couldn’t hate him anymore.

      He exhaled, suddenly feeling like he might just turn to dust to blow away on the breeze. He began to turn away, then mumbled, “You’re a stronger person than I.”

      “What?” Sophie snapped, though James knew she’d heard him.

      He turned to fully face her. “I thought you were a monster for leaving me for another man,” he began, his anger threatening to spill over. His anger was always like that now, just below the surface, waiting to be unleashed. “So I became one in return,” he continued. “I became a monster, because that’s what I thought you were.”

      Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “You were always a monster, James. I simply gave you to courage to be what you truly were.”

      James stared into her honest eyes, and couldn’t quite handle what he saw there. It was easy to blame others for your actions. Accepting that you’d made your own choices was another thing entirely.

      He turned abruptly and walked away, leaving Sophie to her thoughts.

      Perhaps he had always been a monster. It didn’t matter, as long as that’s what he was now. Being a monster was a lot easier than feeling pain, and it was a hell of a lot less scary than experiencing heartbreak. Being a monster was the only thing that allowed him to walk away in that moment. It was the only thing that had allowed him to survive all this time around her. All this time being hated by her. A monster was all he would ever be, from that point forward.

      He thought he heard Sophie crying as he walked away, but he shut the sound out. Monsters didn’t care about the tears of others. They only cared about themselves.
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        * * *

      

      “I have to go,” I argued, rising to my feet as Alaric held onto my hand.

      I’d done my best to convince him, but it really was my fault as much as his that I hadn’t left yet. The Morrigan’s energy had started with subtle prodding, but her force had become almost overwhelming as I’d stalled the early morning away.

      Alaric’s face held so many unsaid things as his shoulders sagged in resignation. Suddenly he knelt in front of me, putting his face level with my belly.

      To my surprise, he started speaking to it. “Now daughter,” he began, then smiled, still gazing at my stomach, “It feels very weird saying that, but I need you to listen.” His eyes rolled up to me as he said the next part, “I trust your mother. I trust her not to listen to anyone’s opinions but her own.”

      My breath caught. Did he understand? Did he know I could shield my thoughts from the key, but not my words?

      He gave me solid eye contact as he continued, “I’ll be counting the hours until I can see both of you again. All I need is the slightest sign, and I’ll follow your mother to the ends of the earth. She and I will be together before you join us.”

      I held back tears as I used his hand to pull him to his feet. He hugged me hard enough it almost hurt, but I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      “I’ll walk you out,” he whispered in my ear.

      I nodded, suddenly feeling afraid. Previously, I’d been so gung ho in my task, and so caught up in the energies that had surrounded me, I hadn’t felt fear. It was all catching up with me now, but I knew what I needed to do. I would just have to be careful not to lose myself again.

      We left the room and walked down the hall, hand in hand. I would have liked to thank Mikael, but I saw no sign of him, and I couldn’t hold off the energies within me forever. I didn’t want to risk riling them enough that they’d try to take over.

      We reached the Salr’s entrance with no obstacles, and ascended to the surface together.

      Morning had come, the cheery sunlight contrasting with my mood. I heard footsteps and turned to see James stomping toward us, his energy chaotic. My attention was drawn away from him as the screech of a banshee sounded near the coast. As I watched, the phantoms sped toward me, even though I hadn’t called for them. I’d kept them waiting too long, and they’d grown restless, ready to serve their purpose.

      “I see you’re both still pretending this can actually work out,” James sniped.

      Alaric and I turned back to see him scowling at our joined hands.

      “I see you’re still pretending we want to speak with you,” Alaric replied coldly.

      The banshees and other phantoms reached us, swirling around impatiently. Neither James nor Alaric seemed fazed, and I could sense some new tension between them that hadn’t been there before.

      I felt impatience welling up inside of me, but it wasn’t mine. I was the opposite of impatient. I didn’t want to go.

      A wave of angry energy hit me, making me lose my grip on Alaric’s hand. He snapped his head from James to me in surprise.

      “I felt that,” he gasped.

      James’ anger hit me a second later. I had no idea what he was so upset about, but I’d never felt his emotions like that. Usually, I hardly felt his emotions at all.

      I looked at James in shock.

      “Stop empathing me,” he growled.

      “I didn’t mean—” I began, but was cut off as someone came into sight from the direction of the road. A moment later I realized it was Mikael, along with Aila and Faas, though I had no idea when the latter two had arrived.

      Two of the banshees darted toward James, not liking the aim of his fury.

      “Call them off,” James demanded, his ire increasing.

      “Maddy,” Alaric said cautiously, grabbing my hand to give it a squeeze.

      I closed my eyes and tried to let Alaric’s calm seep in, but was met with the agitated energies of the key and the Morrigan. There was no calm to be found within me, and emotions were heightening all around me.

      I sensed Sophie’s approach without opening my eyes. She was angry, confused, and also scared. The more I sensed everyone’s emotions, the more the feeling increased. I wasn’t usually so easily overwhelmed, but my added power boost had increased my senses. It was becoming difficult to define where my feelings ended and everyone else’s began.

      Alaric was like a cool wind at my side, radiating calm because he knew that it helped me, but it wasn’t enough.

      The banshees darted at James again, trying to warn him away from me. I couldn’t tell if they were being protective, or if they were just affected by his emotions as an extension of me.

      “Stop it!” James shouted, not backing down, just as Mikael, Aila, and Faas reached us.

      “You need to calm down,” Faas said warily, looking at James, but James didn’t seem to hear him.

      James lashed out at the banshees whenever they came near, though mortal hands couldn’t harm them. The only thing that could harm them was either someone who could control the dead, or who could control energy.

      Suddenly panicked, I met Faas’ eyes. “Don’t,” I said, “it will only make it worse.”

      His brow creased with worry, he nodded. If he tried to drain the energy from the banshees, it would only turn them toward attacking him instead.

      I pulled away from Alaric and backed away from the group. It wasn’t the goodbye I had in mind, but if I left, the banshees would leave with me.

      Still, I felt like I was going to faint. The key’s energy suddenly washed through me, awakened by the chaos of the moment.

      “No,” I breathed, a moment before I lost control.

      My arm flung into the air, no longer controlled by my thoughts alone, sending the banshees forward. They swarmed their chosen target, James, knocking him to the ground. There was shouting all around, but I was too dizzy to make out what was happening.

      I felt it the moment Faas began draining energy from the banshees, but it was too late. There were too many of them.

      “Focus on me,” I screamed to Faas, knowing it was the only way to stop what was happening. Just as I gained energy from the banshees, they gained energy from me. Draining my power would weaken us all.

      At first I didn’t think Fass heard me, but a moment later I began to feel weak as my life force drained away. He was taking more energy than he ever had before, trying to stop what was happening to James. As he drained what felt like the last of my energy away, the Morrigan rushed forward, unwilling to give her power to anyone but me.

      I felt a flying sensation, right before I lost consciousness. The last thing I heard was Alaric shouting my name.
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      I came to as we landed, realizing Mara had turned us into a crow, though I hadn’t thought such a feat possible with my body as the host.

      I lay face up in the grass, panting as a voice in my head explained, Faas weakened us. I could not carry us far.

      Good, I thought in reply, wanting nothing more than to run back to make sure Alaric was okay. Now, if only I could stand.

      “Hello Madeline,” a voice said.

      I held my breath in panic as I realized the voice wasn’t in my head, but somewhere near my head. The panic wasn’t from the innocuous greeting itself, but the person who’d given it. I recognized that eerily calm voice. A voice I’d never hoped to hear again.

      “Estus,” I breathed.

      He came into view as he moved to stand over me. He was small, several inches shorter than me, but at the current angle he looked enormous. He smiled down at me, his lined face framed by his loose, silver hair flowing to his ankles.

      “I’ve been searching for you,” he explained, still smiling.

      A voice in my head whispered, Run, but I still felt unable to stand. I reached out metaphysically, searching for the banshees, but nothing answered my call. I felt somehow blocked off.

      Another person stepped into view, and if I had the energy, I would have screamed. Aislin.

      At her side stood her executioner. The only time I’d ever seen him had been by the light of the moon. His hair had looked pure white then, and now that I could see it in the daylight, I could tell that it really was that white, though his angular face was young. His eyes looked gray or hazel, and held little emotion as he looked down at me.

      “Marcos is a necromancer,” Aislin explained, fluffing the full skirts of her ornate white dress around her. “He is blocking your phantoms from finding you, as well as the spirit that seems to have taken up residence within you.”

      She had to mean the Morrigan, and come to think of it, I could no longer sense her. I could still sense the key, but it wasn’t offering me any help. I knew I should have been afraid, but my fear was secondary to a shocking realization that made sense of everything.

      James and I had escaped from Estus’ Salr so easily, and Alaric had no trouble leaving to follow us. We’d found Diana, Aislin’s sister, who led us right to the key. As much as we’d tried to create conflict between the two clans, they had continued to come after us, only attacking Mikael’s people and not each other.

      “You’ve both been working together all this time,” I croaked, still feeling too weak to speak properly.

      Aislin and Estus both smiled, while Marcos’ face remained impassive.

      “Clever girl,” Aislin mocked. “You never stood a chance.”

      I glared at them. Even with the realization, I still had no idea why they were working together, or what they hoped to achieve if their goals weren’t to defeat one another. Aislin had wanted me dead, her people had said so themselves, so why weren’t they killing me now?

      “The charm truly is inside her,” Marcos remarked, “though I do not understand the other energy.”

      Aislin frowned. “I didn’t think it possible. I thought for sure her man was lying. The charm never entered any of its previous hosts.”

      “What do you want?” I whispered, feeling like a lab specimen.

      “We’re going to save our race, my dear,” Estus explained, “but first we need to find a way to separate you from the charm.” He crouched down, putting his face inches from mine. “Even if it means we must cut you open to scrape it from your very soul.”

      I mustered what little strength I had left to scoot away, wishing Faas hadn’t drained me so violently. We hadn’t flown far. Alaric and the others had to be somewhere near. There was still hope.

      “Hope is a funny thing,” Estus whispered, as if reading my mind. “It makes you strong in times of weakness, but leaves you when you truly need it most. This is a lesson you will learn very, very soon.”

      I struggled as Marcos crouched and lifted me up into his arms. I tried to lash out, to drain his energy, to do something, but he was like a brick wall to me. He began to carry me away, while I was still too weak to scream.
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        * * *

      

      “They’re gone,” Aila panted, gazing up at the sky for any sign of the banshees.

      They’d left moments after Madeline had gone. Alaric still couldn’t quite believe what his eyes had shown him as Madeline fluidly shifted into the form of a crow. He’d seen the Morrigan do it, but had never guessed Madeline might be capable, even with the Morrigan’s energy inside her.

      Faas rose from his crouch, finished with releasing James’ life. Madeline’s abrupt departure had not come soon enough to save him.

      Sophie now stood by Alaric, looking down at James’ body with a strange expression. She leaned her head forward enough that her hair slithered over her shoulder to hide her face.

      “I told him he was a monster,” she muttered under her breath.

      “He was,” Alaric replied, not sure how to comfort his sister, if he should even comfort her at all. She might not need it, and she definitely wouldn’t accept it.

      Alaric looked up to Mikael, who stood by Aila. “How did you find her?” he asked. “She told me you were the one who brought her back here. So how did you find her?”

      “Luck,” Mikael grumbled, looking uncharacteristically angry. “That damn Morrigan. She’s the cause of this. I know it. Madeline couldn’t shift into a crow on her own. The Morrigan took over.”

      “Madeline was able to speak freely with me while we were in the Salr,” Alaric explained, then backtracked, “As freely as she was able without giving anything away. I didn’t get the feeling the Morrigan was who she was hiding things from.”

      Mikael frowned. “You noticed it too? Like she was afraid to say too much?”

      “Or else the key might hear,” Faas finished for them, quickly catching on to their train of thought.

      Alaric turned back to his sister. “Go find Tallie. We need to know if she can sense anything.”

      Sophie didn’t move. She just stared down at James.

      “Sophie,” Alaric demanded, “go.”

      She nodded a little too quickly, then left them to return to the Salr. Alaric knew Madeline had left in an attempt to call off the banshees, but something screamed in his mind that she wasn’t safe. He felt a sense of urgency he couldn’t quite explain. All he knew was that they needed to act. They could no longer wait.

      Something green several miles off caught Alaric’s eye. It was a darker green than the loamy ground, and sped toward them at an alarming speed.

      “Kira,” he observed as the tiny woman came fully into view.

      She continued to run, impossibly fast like a bullet darting through the air, until she reached them and collapsed onto the ground at Alaric’s feet.

      “They took her!” she gasped, clutching at her throat for oxygen, her mishmash of bright clothing looking even more ridiculous in her current predicament.

      She tossed her dark green hair out of her face, then began again, still panting, “Those people took Madeline. I wanted to help, but I thought I would help more by letting you know. You’ll save her. You always do.”

      Kira’s earnest eyes looked up into Alaric’s, pleading.

      “Who took her?” Alaric demanded, the screaming panic within him increasing tenfold.

      “The old man and woman,” Kira panted, “and the man with white hair. They said he was a necromancer.”

      Alaric was unsure what Kira meant by the old man and woman, but the white haired necromancer jogged something in his mind. Aislin’s executioner had been white haired. Necromancy was a skill known to very few. It differed from the skills of an executioner on levels of control, but both were still similar in many ways. If Aislin’s executioner took Madeline, that had to mean that the old woman was Aislin, but then who was the old man? The only person who came to mind was Estus, but that didn’t make sense. He and Aislin were mortal enemies.

      “Take me to where you last saw her,” Alaric demanded, his gaze intent on Kira.

      Mikael was suddenly at his side. He glanced at Faas and Aila. “Have Sophie track us once she returns with the others,” he ordered.

      Kira rose to her feet, recovered from her long run. “Are you ready?” she asked in her small voice.

      Both men nodded. Kira took off in the direction she had come with Alaric and Mikael right behind her. Distantly, Alaric could hear Aila shouting orders at Faas, but the words flowed past his ears like an insubstantial breeze. He was faster than any Vaettir he’d encountered over the course of his five hundred years. If those who’d taken Madeline wanted to race, they’d chosen the wrong opponent.
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        * * *

      

      I’d lost consciousness at some point, and when I awoke, I felt cut off from everything. I couldn’t feel the emotions around me, I couldn’t sense the banshees, and I couldn’t even see. Everything was pitch black.

      I heard footsteps. I struggled to move, but it felt like I was tied to a wooden chair, each wrist bound to an arm, and each ankle bound to a leg. I could feel the pinch of another rope at my waist.

      There was the familiar sound of a matchstick striking its box, then candlelight illuminated the room. Marcos’ face became harshly shadowed as he lit several more candles spaced around the area. As the room filled with pockets of light, Estus and Aislin approached from the darkness to stand in front of me.

      Estus’ dark, loose clothing seemed centuries away from Aislin’s prim ballgown, though the pair appeared similar in age and stature. Aislin’s expression was blank, while Estus’ lined face held a small smile. Marcos moved to stand behind them, his face a pale oval in the deeper shadows of the room.

      “Why can’t I sense anything?” I rasped, unable to match their silence.

      “It’s Marcos’ gift,” Aislin explained, “though he is only able to contend with the charm because you allowed yourself to become so horribly weakened. Even gods need rest.”

      “I’m not a god,” I grumbled, straining against my bonds to no avail.

      Estus smirked. “Close enough. The energy of the charm makes you near immortal. It protects you from any that would cause you physical harm.”

      Remembering his earlier words, I asked, “If that’s the case, then how do you intend to cleave it from my soul?”

      Estus leaned forward to put his face near mine, gazing directly into my eyes. “First we will steal the charm from you, then we will do the cleaving.”

      I struggled again, making my hair fall into my face. Frustrated, I tried to blow it away with my mouth, then jerked back as Marcos stepped around Estus to move it for me. Marcos’ hand dropped back to his side as he continued to eye me wordlessly, expression unchanged.

      I turned my attention back to Estus and Aislin. “Why do you want it so badly?” I asked, trying to stall for time. “If you’re working together, then it’s obviously not to be the sole leader of the Vaettir.”

      Estus chuckled. “Since you are about to die, I will explain. No one should go to their grave confused. As you may have noticed, Aislin and I have become rather advanced in age. We are dying.”

      “Everyone dies,” I snapped, unable to keep my rage and frustration to myself.

      Unfazed, Estus countered, “Not gods. With the power of the charm within us, we will be as close to gods as possible. The charm needs its host to live on, and so it will provide us with the power needed to do so.”

      “Unless someone comes along and takes it away,” I argued, “just like you’re planning to do with me.”

      Estus tilted his head and gave me a look of pity. Like he was speaking with a rather dense child, he explained, “The charm will be divided between us. If someone wants it for themselves, they will have to catch us both.”

      Throbbing pain was building behind my skull. I needed to keep stalling. For what, I didn’t know, but I couldn’t just let them kill me.

      “Divided?” I questioned. “I don’t think that’s going to work.”

      Estus grinned, scaring me. “It will work because our DNA is very similar. Our connection will allow the key to spread its energy between us seamlessly.”

      My brain came to a skidding halt. “W-wait,” I stammered, “your DNA?”

      “We’re twins,” Aislin explained, sounding bored, then added, “Triplets actually, but our sister seems to have met her untimely end.”

      If my brain had skidded before, now it crashed and exploded in a fiery wave of chaos. I already knew who Aislin’s sister was, but had been unaware of her relation to Estus.

      “Diana?” I questioned.

      Aislin nodded.

      I knew I should have had a million questions, but the only one I could think to ask was, “Does James know?”

      Aislin eyed me cooly. “He only knows that he was grandson to Diana, who was my big sister, born just a few minutes before me. He does not know of my relation to Estus.”

      I shook my head over and over. “But if you were just working with your brother from the start, why were you at war? Your people attacked us when I was still at Estus’ Salr. The people we questioned, that James tortured, were working for you.”

      Estus chuckled. “What better way to inspire ones troops than to threaten war? What better excuse to question our people for information on the charm, than to claim that they were traitors? The executioner before you had figured it out too. He had conversed with the dead, only to realize why I sought the charm. Knowing what fate awaited him, he told others the information he had found. They had to be questioned.”

      I shook my head and turned my attention to Aislin. “But you wanted me killed. You told your people to kill me as soon as they got the chance.”

      Aislin smirked. “I did not truly believe the charm was within you, so yes, I wanted you dead, though I did not intend for my people to actually succeed. Their true purpose was simply to locate you. If they died in the process, it would have saved me the trouble of killing them myself.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut at my own stupidity. “They let you know where we were,” I replied. “Even though they expected you to kill them, they still let you know.”

      Aislin laughed, chilling me to the bone. “They did not betray you. They swore oaths to me. I can sense all of my people at all times. It is my gift.”

      I turned to Estus. “But you believed the charm was within me? I was told only one of you wanted me dead.”

      “We want the charm,” Estus explained. “We couldn’t care less what happens to you afterward. All that matters is that we will be immortal. Still, if you can prove yourself useful after the charm is ours, I would be more than happy to let you live, though I doubt my sister would agree with me.”

      I shook my head at the senselessness of it all. “So this, all of this, was because you were afraid to die?”

      “It’s more than that,” Aislin snapped, her thin lips forming an ugly snarl. “It’s what the humans did to us, burning us alive, forcing us into hiding. The Vaettir need us to lead them back into the world. To right the wrongs inflicted upon us, so many centuries ago.”

      I shook my head. “But you were the ones keeping the Vaettir underground,” I accused.

      Estus frowned. “They would have been taken down by the humans eventually. We could not have our people running amuck and getting into trouble before we were prepared. The Vaettir need strong leaders, invincible leaders, to reclaim the world for them.”

      As I reeled over that new thought, I realized Marcos had disappeared. Suddenly I had the idea that perhaps I was the one being distracted, and not the other way around. They were giving me the information I wanted to stall me from trying to act.

      I focused what little energy I had left inward, searching for the key or for Mara. I felt a distant spark, but it was like I was being blocked from them. It had to be Marcos’ doing.

      “You’re monsters,” I grunted, finding no real sense of anything. I knew my banshees still had to be out there, likely looking for me, but if Marcos was able to cut me off from the energies inside me, it was probably no extra trouble to cut me off from outside ones.

      Estus smirked. “Perhaps, but soon we’ll be gods.”

      I shook my head. I knew they were distracting me, but from what? There was nothing I could do.

      “So what about me?” I spat. “How did I become a part of this? What about my parents? Did you question and kill them too?”

      “Your parents are inconsequential,” Estus answered simply. “As you know, our people kept an eye on you while you lived amongst the humans. Over time, some began to expect you were not only an executioner, but an empath. I suspected you were imbued with the Morrigan’s energy, but told no one of my suspicions. The Morrigan’s energy is special, because she is not truly a god. You are not created in her image, you are her. Your lineage doesn’t matter. You are likely descended from some common death deity, but your energy is more. We had already been searching for the charm for centuries, and I knew if it was going to come forth to anyone, it would be someone with her magic. The key chose you, just as it chose her.”

      I shook my head, even more confused as Marcos reentered the room, carrying a tray of ritual paraphernalia. I hadn’t needed to keep the Morrigan’s presence to myself after all. Estus had known all along that I’d been descended from her, and I’d probably only confirmed it for him by revealing I was an empath.

      “What do you mean, chose her?” I asked while giving everything I had to fight against Marcos’ blockade.

      Estus grinned. “The moon has risen overhead, and so the ritual may now begin.”

      My mouth went dry. The moon? Had I been unconscious an entire day?

      Estus smiled knowingly. “Let me tell you one last story before you die, just so you truly understand. When Yggdrasil was destroyed, it formed three things: the Norns, who were the embodiment of fate; the charm, the embodiment of chaotic energy and wild magics; and the Morrigan, who had formed the roots of the tree. She was the earth, and the balance between all things.

      “When the parts of the tree were torn apart, they naturally wanted to go back together. The charm found the Morrigan, imbuing her with great powers. Many thought she was a god, though she wasn’t. She came into existence long after the old gods had left the world of man. Still, together the charm and the Morrigan were unstoppable. She would have ruled over this earth even today, if she had not been overcome by human emotions.

      “For within the Morrigan was the balance of life and death, dark and light, and all the emotions that drive the never ending cycles. She fell in love, and was betrayed. She turned to darkness, throwing off the balance that was part of her very being. It destroyed her, casting her energy out into the universe.”

      “No,” I whispered. It was all too much. Why hadn’t Mara told me?

      “Yes,” Estus replied. “When I realized just what you were, I knew the time had come. You were born to return balance, but you are too weak, too human for the job. My sister and I will have to take it from here.”

      “Enough talk,” Aislin snapped. “We must complete the ritual while the moon is still fresh in the sky.”

      My heart raced. That was it. They’d been stalling until nightfall. I tried with all of my might to summon enough energy just to get them away from me, but it was no use. Marcos approached with the tray. On it sat an ornate dagger, what looked like a chalice of blood or some other dark liquid, and two lit candles, one white and one black.

      He kneeled before me and set the tray on the ground as Estus and Aislin both took a step back.

      Marcos lifted the dagger from the tray, and before I could even react, he sliced open my forearm, still tied to the arm of the chair. A moment later, the wound began to sting as blood poured forth. He lifted the chalice to my dripping blood, letting it mingle with the dark liquid already residing within.

      “With the blood of the fates, I call you forth, lykill,” Marcos chanted, using the old Norsk term for the key.

      I panted in fear as his words flowed over me. The blood of the fates. If the Norns were the fates, did that mean . . . it all suddenly made sense. He hadn’t killed the Norns who’d sent us back in time just to rob them of their energy. He’d needed their blood to call to the key. They were the other severed part of Yggdrasil. The key would naturally want to join with them.

      He handed the chalice, now containing an ample amount of my blood to mix with the Norns’, back to Aislin, who took a hearty swallow.

      I gagged at the sight. Not only was she drinking blood, but half of it had been lying around for several weeks.

      Next, she handed the chalice to Estus, who downed the rest of the liquid, leaving a red stain on his lips as he lowered the vessel. Estus crouched to return the chalice to the tray, then took up the candles, handing the black one to Aislin, while keeping the white for himself.

      Marcos glanced back at them, then to me. “With the balance of light and dark, I call you.”

      He placed his hands on either side of my ribcage, and I began to feel a pulling sensation, much like how it felt when Faas drained my energy. The first sign I had that the key was even still inside of me at all, was its sudden reaction to the ritual. It was being called forth.

      I gasped as the enormous energy of the key suddenly gushed outward through my skin. There was nothing to see with our eyes, but it felt like molten metal was flooding out of my pores. Marcos pulled his hands away, and they glowed with energy.

      “I cannot remove every trace from her,” he said through gritted teeth, “but it should be enough.”

      Still kneeling, he turned his upper body toward Estus and Aislin. They each took one of his hands, with the candles held in their free palms.

      I could sense the energy as it transferred to them, and suddenly I could sense everything else too. Aislin and Estus threw their heads back in identical expressions of rapture while Marcos bowed before them. The transfer of energies seemed to be taking all of Marcos’ attention, because his mental hold on me had loosened. Before I could act, Mara’s energy rushed forth, jumping into the nearest target, Marcos.

      In the blink of an eye, Marcos stood, grabbing the dagger from the tray on his way up. While Aislin and Estus were still overcome by the euphoria of their newly acquired power, Marcos shoved the dagger into the bodice of Aislin’s dress, searching upward for her heart.

      She screamed as her body collapsed, and blood blossomed on the white fabric of her dress like a red rose in winter. The candle flames flickered from the abrupt movements as Marcos withdrew the blade, leaving Aislin sputtering on the ground. He turned to where Estus had been, but he was already backing away, looking down at his sister’s corpse.

      Estus smiled coldly, then met my eyes, not seeming to view Marcos as a threat. “I never liked sharing power anyhow,” he muttered, then turned and ran, far too nimble for a man of his apparent age.

      I expected Marcos, possessed by Mara, to follow him, but his body began to quiver as he dropped back to his knees before me. The dagger clattered to the floor beside him as his hands gripped my thighs almost painfully. His head bowed near my lap.

      “I don’t have much longer,” he said, turning his gaze upward to meet my eyes. “This body still has a soul, and I am too weak to maintain my hold. My time here is through.”

      Though I was looking down at a man, Mara’s fierce energy shone through his gray eyes. I wanted to reach out to cradle his face, but my hands were still bound.

      Suddenly Alaric and Mikael came crashing into the room, followed by Faas.

      “What the—” Faas began, just as Alaric leapt toward Marcos.

      “No!” I shouted, stopping him mid-motion.

      I looked back down to Marcos as he lifted a hand to cradle my face instead. “You are so much stronger than I ever was,” he whispered. “I know you will complete the cycle. You will restore balance, where I failed.”

      Marcos slumped onto my lap as Mara’s energy left him. I couldn’t tell if he was unconscious or dead, and I didn’t really care. Mara was gone. I was now alone in my body for the first time in what seemed like years. I should have been ecstatic, but all I could feel was loss.

      Alaric took a step forward while Mikael and Faas stood back. Not asking questions, he gently pushed Marcos aside, allowing him to slump down to the floor before he began untying my bonds. He tensed as he noticed my bloody arm, but continued his work.

      When I was free, he helped me stand, and I needed the help. Despite all that had happened, I’d still been drained of energy, and I’d still gone two nights without sleep. Faas wasn’t the only one who’d weakened me to the point of vulnerability. I’d done just as much damage myself.

      As I leaned against Alaric, we both looked down at Aislin. She was still alive, though blood splattered out of her mouth as she tried to breath, lying immobile on her back.

      “Do we let her die?” Mikael questioned. There was a wicked smile on his face, as if he was very pleased with the notion.

      I looked down at Aislin, for the first time feeling absolutely no sympathy for someone’s death. I could distantly feel her pain, but it was nothing compared to the enormous loss I felt within me. Emotional pain trumps physical pain without fail.

      “Everything dies,” I answered coldly as I stared at Aislin’s bloody chest.

      Her eyes darted around the room frantically until they met mine. I instructed Alaric to help me kneel beside her and added, “Even gods,” just as I placed my hand on her cheek and stole her life away.
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      Stealing Aislin’s energy gave me a measure of strength, but I was still painfully weary. Alaric helped me back to my feet to face Mikael and Fass.

      “Estus was here,” I explained.

      “I thought I smelled him,” Alaric growled, maintaining a tight grip around my waist.

      “He took the key,” I added, not sure how I felt about that fact.

      Marcos had claimed that some of the key’s energy still remained inside me, though I couldn’t sense it, nor could I sense any lingering energy from Mara.

      Faas gasped, then looked me up and down. “I sense traces of its energy, but it’s more like part of you, not a foreign entity. How is that possible?”

      I shrugged. I had an idea, but nothing was concrete. “One of the Norns once told me she could transfer the key from me to my child. Marcos used the blood of the Norn’s he helped kill for the ritual. They are the fates, part of Yggdrasil, so their blood calls to the key.”

      “Marcos?” Alaric questioned softly.

      I turned partially to look down at the executioner. I could see the rise and fall of his chest. Just unconscious then, not dead. Pity.

      “So you’re free,” Alaric muttered in awe as we all stared down at Marcos.

      “But Estus has the key,” I added.

      Alaric turned to me, grabbing both my arms in his so I would meet his eyes directly. “This doesn’t have to be your fight anymore.”

      What I was about to say made me want to cry, but I had to say it. “I made a promise. This is my fight until the bitter end.”

      Mikael stepped into view. “Do not do this just for Erykah. I will find Estus and avenge her myself.”

      I could sense the truth in his words. He would go after Estus and the key, even if it meant his death.

      I shook my head. “Erykah wasn’t the only one I made a promise to. I have to set things right.” I turned back to Alaric. “I will not bring my child into a world where Estus is the omnipotent leader. He wants to enact vengeance against all of mankind. The death of one tyrant has not ended this war.”

      Alaric pulled me close, wrapping his arms tightly around me. I almost thought he was crying, but when he pulled away, his eyes were dry.

      Still, his tortured expression made my heart hurt. “It will be okay,” I soothed.

      He nodded. “I know.”

      A tear did slip down his face then.

      I lifted a finger and wiped it away. “Then why are you sad?”

      He smiled despite his tears and pulled me into another crushing hug. His body moved with laughter as he held me close. “The moment that you said you still had to fight, not out of vengeance, but because it’s the right thing to do. In that moment, I knew you were fully yourself again. Part of me thought I had lost you.”

      I wrapped my arms around him and squeezed just as tightly as I let out a few tears of my own. “Did you really think that small things like the root of chaos and an ancient deity could keep me away from you?” I joked.

      He stroked my hair, still holding me tight. “Not for a moment, but it’s a relief either way.”

      “Oh enough cuddling,” someone said from behind us.

      I pulled away from Alaric enough to see Sophie clattering down a set of stairs leading into the room, which led me to actually look around the rest of the room. It wasn’t a Salr, that much was clear. The room just looked like a plain old cellar, except for the corpse and the blood everywhere.

      Sophie was followed by Aila, and both of Aislin’s people, whose names I was yet to catch.

      I lost my breath as I suddenly recalled just how I’d fallen into Estus’ and Aislin’s hands.

      “Where is James?” I asked weakly.

      I was met with silence.

      I looked to Sophie, knowing she of all people would be brutally honest with me.

      “He finally got what he deserved,” she said coldly.

      One of Aislin’s people, the man with coppery skin and long dark hair, stepped around us to look at his former Doyen. He nudged the arm of her corpse with the toe of his boot, making it flop lifelessly.

      “She’s much less scary this way,” he commented. His eyes met mine. “I owe you for my newfound freedom, and will help you if I can, but I do not desire a new leader.”

      “Nor do I,” the female chimed in, keeping her distance, “though I’m also grateful.”

      I looked to Mikael, Faas, and Aila, who now stood side by side.

      “Well you know I’m not going anywhere,” Mikael teased.

      Aila sighed, but nodded her assent, while Faas smiled softly.

      “To the bitter end?” I questioned.

      Mikael reached out his hand with a wry grin. Smiling, I put my hand on top of his. Alaric followed suit, then came Aila and Faas. With a sigh loud enough to make sure everyone knew how annoyed she was, Sophie marched across the room and slapped her hand down on top of Faas’.

      “To the bitter end,” she sighed.

      We all echoed her, pushing our palms down before lifting them all up in unison.

      “The fellowship lives!” Mikael exclaimed.

      I laughed at the Lord of the Rings reference as one of Aislin’s people muttered to the other, “What have we gotten ourselves into?”

      Alaric suddenly pulled me aside. Staying within his grasp, I turned to see Marcos climbing to his feet, using the chair I’d been tied to for balance.

      Mikael came to stand on my other side, observing the executioner. “Do we kill him?”

      I gritted my teeth as I glared at Marcos, who now stood silently, bravely awaiting his fate. “We might need him to tear the key out of Estus.”

      “But will he cooperate?” Mikael asked quizzically, continuing to speak about Marcos like he wasn’t even there.

      The necromancer’s face remained stony. I couldn’t sense a single drop of emotion from him. He was either capable of completely shutting me out, or he just didn’t feel anything.

      I sighed, feeling guilty because I kind of wished Marcos had just died in all of the commotion, making the tough decision for us. The memory of the Morrigan looking out at me from his eyes was still fresh on my mind, making me feel a measure of compassion toward him that I shouldn’t have.

      Plus, he’d been able to block me from my banshees, so he was dangerous . . . but perhaps it had only been since I was so weakened. Would he be able to do it now that I’d regained my strength from Aislin’s energy.

      I startled. Mara was gone. Did I even still have banshees? They were supposed to be under my command, so I should. The thought of them frightened me now that I was more myself, but we still needed an upper hand against Estus. Using the Norn’s blood, he’d lured the key into himself. I wasn’t sure if the key would work for him now, but it would still want to survive. Now that it was in Estus’ body, it would need him to survive as well.

      First thing was first though, I needed to see if the phantoms would still answer my call.

      I pulled away from Alaric and headed for the stairs. As I approached, a gust of fresh air hit me, drawing my gaze to the stars above.

      Alaric appeared behind me a moment later as I climbed the stairs out into the moonlight.

      I took in our surroundings, since I’d been unconscious when I’d first entered the cellar. Sparse trees surrounded us, and to my left was an old homestead, long since fallen into disrepair.

      Alaric and I stepped forward as the rest of our party joined us. Mikael and Aila came to stand beside me, each holding on to one of Marcos’ arms. Suddenly I felt like maybe we should kill him. If I was still able to call to the banshees, he might try to take control of them. I had no idea what necromancers were capable of.

      Alaric wrapped his arm around my shoulders as he said, “You should probably wait on certain things until we have this one locked away.” He nodded toward Marcos.

      I nodded in agreement, though it would be hard to wait. I really wanted to know how much Mara’s departure had affected our plans.

      Suddenly a shiver of what felt like electricity zinged down my spine. Alaric pulled his arm away as if he’d felt it too.

      “What was that?” he asked warily.

      I gasped as I realized what I was sensing. “Get Marcos away from here,” I ordered breathlessly.

      Mikael and Aila began to tug him away, but it was too late. The air grew even colder as dark shapes darted between us and the moon. The banshees were still around, and they’d found me.

      They descended as we all stood in awe. I wasn’t sure if they would listen to me now that Mara was gone, but it was our only hope.

      The banshees reached the ground and surrounded us, accompanied by other phantoms, their nightmare shapes only perceivable in my peripheral vision.

      We are sorry, my queen, a voice echoed through my head. We could not find you.

      I heaved a sigh of relief, and could sense Alaric relaxing beside me, though he hadn’t heard the voice.

      You are different, my queen, another banshee with a deeper voice observed.

      I cringed, and just as my mind flitted across the fact that Mara and the key had left me, the banshees suddenly knew, just as they knew my fears that they would no longer follow me.

      You are who we followed, the first one who’d spoken explained. You called us from the earth, and only you can return us.

      I sighed again. We had a chance. We could do this. The key might have been all powerful, but an army of phantoms was nothing to laugh at either. We would hunt Estus down and restore balance, no matter the cost. It was the least I could do, now that Mara was gone.

      Before I could explain to my living companions that we were in the clear, I felt something tugging at my consciousness. No, it was tugging at the phantoms.

      I felt sick as I remembered Marcos. I’d been so consumed with my inner dialogue I’d almost forgotten my initial fears. They were coming to life now as he tried to steal my phantoms.

      My eyes met his. Aila and Mikael had stopped their movements when the banshees appeared, and didn’t seem able to sense what Marcos was doing. It made sense. They had no affiliation with the dead. This struggle was between Marcos and I alone.

      A small, knowing smile curved the necromancer’s lips.

      Ever perceptive, even if he couldn’t feel the dead, Mikael asked, “Is he doing something that he shouldn’t be doing? I’ll gladly kill him.”

      “No,” I answered. “I mean yes, but don’t kill him.”

      I was no longer a scared little mouse, and this man was not stronger than me. I repeated the words like a mantra in my head, willing them to be true as I marched up to where Marcos stood, sandwiched between Mikael and Aila.

      His smile faltered, only to be replaced by his normal, stony expression. He gasped as I shut my shields into place, cutting him off from my phantoms.

      I came to stand before him, feeling smug. “I was weakened when you found me,” I explained, looking up since he was several inches taller than me.

      I was close enough to invade his personal bubble, but he couldn’t back away from Mikael and Aila’s iron grips.

      “And you may have taken the key from me,” I continued.

      A small measure of his sudden fear leaked through, then was shut away as he realized it.

      “But I,” I went on, “am not weak. I am the Morrigan incarnate, and lowly necromancers like you should be bowing at my feet.”

      He audibly gulped, surprising me almost as much as I’d just surprised myself.

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you sure the Morrigan left you?”

      I smiled as I turned to walk back to my waiting banshees, then thought better of it. My smile still in place, I spun back around and punched Marcos in the face.

      The impact reeled him backward, and the only thing that kept him from falling was Mikael’s grip as Aila stepped back.

      “That’s for kidnapping me and cutting my arm open,” I said evenly.

      Righting himself, Marcos nodded. “Yes, my queen,” he said evenly.

      Oh good grief, I thought, turning away as I tried to slow my speeding heart. Sophie had joined Alaric, and they were both grinning at me. Aislin’s minions, whose names I would have to learn at some point, just looked scared.

      Ignoring them, I approached Alaric.

      “Permission to kiss you, my queen?” he asked jokingly.

      “Permission granted,” I replied.

      As Alaric leaned in for a kiss, I heard one of Aislin’s people whisper, “I think they’re crazy.”

      I laughed, then Alaric smothered my lips with his. I wrapped my arms around his neck, not caring that we had strangers and a gaggle of banshees watching us, and kissed him for all I was worth.

      See? I told you I’m no creampuff.
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      We retreated back to the Salr. I hoped Kira wouldn’t mind the extra company. Something told me she’d be okay with it.

      We took Marcos with us. It was a dangerous move to leave him alive, but I didn’t want to risk losing a possibly useful resource. We needed all the resources we could get.

      He hadn’t spoken a word since the scene outside the cellar, but had come with us willingly. Something told me he had an entire internal plot of his own, but there was nothing I could do about it short of killing him, so we would just have to wait and see.

      The main reason I wanted Marcos around was simple. If we could capture Estus, then maybe Marcos would be able to transfer the key back to me. I hadn’t voiced to anyone yet that this was my hope, since they would all call me crazy. Maybe I was. All I knew was that I would need the key to restore balance. I would also need the Morrigan’s energy, the energy of the earth, which hopefully I possessed on my own. The final piece was fate. All of Mikael’s Norns had been killed, but there had to still be some out there, and we would need to find them.

      Once I had gathered all of those pieces, I would hopefully know what to do. Mara had claimed I would know. I wasn’t sure if I would regrow Yggdrasil, or if putting all of those energies together would be enough to achieve anything of worth. Really, I didn’t know much at all. At the moment I was just grateful to be back with my friends, in a relatively safe, warm environment, my belly filled with food, and my skin draped in silky blue pajamas.

      I rolled over in bed to see Alaric, who had apparently been watching me as I mulled over my thoughts.

      He reached out a hand and stroked my hair. “You know Estus might come back here for you.”

      I smiled. “Let him. It would save us the trouble of finding him.”

      “You truly think you can subdue him, even though he now has the key?” he pressed.

      I placed my hand over his and brought it to rest against my cheek. “Your worry is making me anxious,” I teased.

      He smiled. “You know, teasing in dire situations is supposed to be my thing.”

      I snuggled a little closer. “The banshees will come to my call the moment I step foot outside. Mara, the Morrigan,” I corrected, realizing Alaric didn’t know her true name, “was a force equal to the key. The key was chaos, and she was the earth, and the balance between all things.”

      “But you’re not her,” he countered.

      I frowned. “No, but I’m all we’ve got. Plus Marcos and the banshees.”

      “That’s the other thing,” he sighed. “I think we should have killed Marcos. He was able to block you from calling the phantoms, and he tried to call them from you, even after he’d been captured.”

      “And he failed,” I added.

      “This time,” he argued.

      I rolled onto my back, pulling away from him. “You really have no faith in me, do you?”

      He turned and wrapped his arms around my ribcage, pulling me back toward him, then propped himself up so he could look at me. “Madeline, you are the only thing I have faith in.”

      I smiled. “Then trust me on this.”

      He leaned forward and laid a gentle kiss on my lips, but seemed perplexed as he pulled away.

      Suddenly worried, I asked, “What is it?”

      He frowned. “I just realized you never told me what it was you were trying to hide from the key. Why you couldn’t say all that you needed to while it was still inside you.”

      My heart warmed. “So you understood? I was hoping you would. It was so hard trying to leave without being able to explain.”

      He gave me a tight squeeze. “I understood you couldn’t say certain things in front of the key, not what they were.”

      I smiled, content in the fact that Alaric had known me well enough to understand what I’d been trying to convey. “The Morrigan and I were working with the key, with the intent of regrowing Yggdrasil.”

      Alaric tensed, but didn’t speak.

      “What the key didn’t understand, was that it would have to become a part of the tree again, and hence, a part of the earth. It would no longer be a sentient being.”

      Alaric nodded in understanding. “So you wanted to keep the key in favor of your plan. If you’d told me you were going to regrow Yggdrasil, I would have questioned you, and you might have said the wrong thing.”

      “Exactly,” I replied.

      “But that doesn’t explain why you wouldn’t let me help you,” he countered. “I would have gone along, even without an explanation.”

      I sighed. “That was the Morrigan’s side of the deal, that I needed to do things on my own. I couldn’t be distracted by wanting to keep you safe.”

      “So you were shielding certain things from the Morrigan too,” he said.

      I cringed.

      He raised a dark eyebrow at me. “Or maybe you weren’t?”

      I let out a long breath, preparing myself to be honest. “I agreed with her. I would have never been able to go around raising spirits from their graves if I was worried about you coming to harm.”

      “And?” he pressed, knowing me too well to let the explanation drop at that.

      “And,” I continued, “I needed to prove to myself that I could do it on my own. My entire life I’ve run from things. I’ve run from my past, from love, and even from you. I don’t want our daughter to ever feel like she can’t handle things on her own. I need to be a living example of that.”

      Alaric laid a gentle kiss on my temple, then held me close. “Our daughter,” he mused. “I still can’t get used to it.”

      I smiled. “So you forgive me for leaving you out of things?”

      He chuckled. “There is nothing to forgive. It was always your choice to make, as much as I would have liked to fight against it.”

      I smiled and relaxed into his embrace as I rubbed a hand across my belly. “I’m glad my daughter will have a father that won’t tell her she can’t do things on her own.”

      His hand covered mine to feel the small bump underneath the fabric of my pajamas. “Oh I’ll try,” he joked, “but with the perfect role model of her mother around, I doubt I’ll have much luck.”

      “So you’re fine with her being just like me?” I asked slyly.

      He laughed. “I’m fine with her being whatever she wants, as long as she’s not too much like my sister.”

      I jumped as the door to our room suddenly flew open to reveal Sophie, standing in the doorway with her hip cocked, and a bottle of champagne in her hand.

      “That’s not very nice, brother,” she chided.

      Mikael appeared in the doorway behind her with a paper shopping bag in each hand.

      Sophie entered the room uninvited, then came to sit on the foot of our bed while Alaric and I moved to seated positions. Alaric let out a long sigh.

      I combed my fingers through my hair to make sure I didn’t look like too much of a mess, but gave up. When people like Sophie and Mikael barged into your room, you had little choice but to go along with it. I raised an eyebrow at the bags in Mikael’s hands as he approached us.

      “We’re never letting the Viking do the supply shopping again,” Sophie commented as Mikael set the bags on the bedside table. “It’s almost all booze,” she added, lifting the champagne bottle in her hand for emphasis.

      “Well I for one think we deserve to celebrate,” Mikael teased, removing a bottle of whiskey from the bag, followed by a package of plastic cups.

      He handed me the cups while Alaric glared at him, then produced another champagne bottle from the bag, handing it to me.

      “Sparkling cider,” he explained, “for little Mikaela junior,” he added, gesturing to my belly.

      “Hah hah,” I replied sarcastically, tearing open the plastic encasing the cups. “Where are Aila and the others?”

      “Watching our new friend Marcos to make sure he doesn’t get any funny ideas,” Mikael explained as he pulled the corked top out of the whiskey.

      I smirked. “Maybe we should invite him too. He might be nicer when he’s drunk.”

      Alaric looked at me seriously, for once the only one in the conversation not joking.

      I offered him a smile as I handed him the sparkling cider to uncork.

      He rolled his eyes then smiled, giving in to the situation. He popped the cork into his hand, then took the cup I handed him to pour me a glass. After handing the filled cup and bottle back to me, he accepted a cup of champagne from Sophie. I scooted closer to Alaric and leaned against the headboard beside him. He put his arm around me obligingly, and I felt it as the tension drained from him.

      Whiskey in hand, Mikael stood before us and raised his glass. “To traveling through time, cavorting with deities, getting possessed and unpossessed, and still coming out alive.”

      I lifted my glass. “To the living, to the dead, and to fate herself.”

      Alaric lifted his glass toward the center of the group, but his eyes were all for me as he said, “To Madeline, for being both strong and kind, light and dark, and everything in between, and to our daughter, who will not be named Mikaela.”

      Sophie snorted at Alaric’s toast, then lifted her glass. “To family,” she said, encompassing both Alaric and I in her gaze, “and to friends, sort of,” she added, looking to Mikael, who accepted the inclusion with a slight bow, “and to James,” she sighed, “may he find peace in death, even if he doesn’t deserve it.”

      We all touched the rims of our glasses, then took a sip. Well, Mikael took more than a sip, then poured himself another glass.

      I snuggled closer to Alaric and placed a hand on my belly, enjoying the simple moment. I felt like I’d quite literally been through hell and back, and maybe, just maybe, I was better for the experience.

      It was odd to think about how my life had been before, living alone in my little house, avoiding close relationships. Avoiding life. Now I not only had friends, but I had a true partner in Alaric, and eventually we would have a daughter.

      What were a few unparalleled forces of nature to contend with, when you had rewards like those?
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      I frowned across the table at Marcos, the executioner of my now dead enemy, Aislin. His long, pure white hair hung forward as he looked down at the coffee cup I had placed in front of him. I’d figured a little civility could go a long way, but apparently I’d figured wrong.

      He hadn’t touched the hot beverage, something that pissed me off more than it should, based solely on the fact I couldn’t have any. Alaric had assured me that because I’m Vaettir, caffeine, rough-housing, or even radiation wouldn’t be able to hurt my baby, but I couldn’t bring myself to drink it. I’d been raised amongst humans, and some practices would stay with me forever.

      “Where did you learn to transfer energies?” I demanded for the hundredth time as I shifted in my seat and tugged my soft, gray sweater down over the small bump of my belly.

      Marcos simply stared at me.

      Alejandro snorted. I turned back to see him leaning against the stone wall behind me, looking admittedly scrumptious with his long, black hair draped around his strong Native American features. He’d also been one of Aislin’s people, but I liked him better. He’d been more than happy to come to my side. Of course, that probably had more to do with the fact that she’d intended to kill him than anything else.

      Alejandro had been assigned Marcos guard duty since we’d first arrived back at the Salr originally shown to me by the Morrigan. Alejandro’s usual partner was Aila, since we didn’t necessarily trust him to be alone with Tallie and Marcos, both formerly Aislin’s people. Now that Aislin was dead, they didn’t have much reason to betray us, but better safe than sorry.

      When Alejandro and Aila needed rest, either Mikael and Tallie, or Sophie and Alaric would take over on guard duty. Since apparently being pregnant made me an invalid, I didn’t get to guard anyone. Of course, Faas didn’t get to stand guard either, mainly because Marcos, as a true necromancer, was more than a match for his powers as an executioner. Faas was capable of draining a person’s energy, which was a scary trait to have, but Marcos had proven his skills at energy manipulation were superior.

      Alejandro flipped his hair over his shoulder, showcasing his strong cheekbones and dark eyes. His crimson tee shirt made his skin stand out in rich contrast. “He’s not going to tell you anything. He’s been Aislin’s pet for over a century.” He sneered at Marcos. “Probably mourning the loss of his little tyrant queen.”

      “I mourn the loss of no one,” Marcos interjected.

      Alejandro and I jumped at the sound of his voice. He hadn’t spoken since we’d brought him to the Salr, and I had begun to think he never would.

      I turned and raised an eyebrow at him. He still had a fading bruise on his cheek from my fist, but the rest of his face was like a pale, smooth stone. His expression gave nothing away.

      I sighed at his renewed silence. “And here I thought we were about to become friends.”

      He tilted his head. “We can become friends, Phantom Queen, but I will not confide information in front of the traitor.” His eyes flicked to Alejandro.

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Then we’ll find a different guard.”

      Marcos shook his head. “We speak alone, or not at all.”

      “Why?” I pressed, pushing my wavy hair away from my face, only to have it fall forward again.

      He pursed his lips. “There are certain things that only you will understand. I would not have your opinion instantly swayed by the words of others, before you’ve had the time to decide yourself.”

      Well now I was intrigued. “Fine,” I snapped.

      “Maddy—” Alejandro began, but I cut him off with a sharp look.

      He didn’t seem happy about it, but went to the door, opened it, and exited the small room. Aila peeked her head in from the hallway after Alejandro passed, likely wondering why I hadn’t followed him out.

      “We need a moment,” I told her.

      She raised both eyebrows in surprise high enough that I thought they might touch the hairline of her white-blonde ponytail. “Mikael expressly demanded that you not be left alone with him.” She nodded in Marcos’ direction.

      “You’ll just be right outside the door,” I said sweetly.

      Aila frowned. “If you come to harm, I’m blaming Alejandro.”

      “Hey!” Alejandro called from somewhere behind her, but Aila shut the door before I could hear whatever snide remark he likely had for her.

      I turned back to Marcos. “Happy?”

      He smiled a wicked smile, making me suddenly regret my decision. “You’re very trusting for someone who’s been narrowly escaping death for the past month,” he observed.

      I gave him a patient smile in an attempt to hide my anxiety, then aimed my eyes at the bruise on his face. “I think I’ve already proven I’m not afraid of you.”

      He nodded in acceptance. “Touché, nor have you any reason to be. To answer your original question, I’m descended from the goddess Hecate. My ability to shift energy wasn’t something I learned. It is a talent I’ve always possessed.”

      I’d heard of the goddess Hecate, and knew she was associated with necromancy, so it made sense. One thing didn’t though. “And why did we need to be alone for you to tell me that?”

      “We didn’t, but I wasn’t sure if you wanted the others to know just what you’re planning.”

      I inhaled sharply. There was no way for him to know. The exact details of my plan had remained between the Morrigan and myself. I’d filled Alaric in on as much as I could, and he knew the gist of my plan, but I’d sworn that certain things I would keep secret.

      “I’ve been inside your head, Madeline,” he taunted. “Don’t play dumb.”

      I exhaled and did my best to relax. He was referring to when he’d taken the key from me. He’d connected with my energy in order to separate it from the key, but if he caught a glimpse of anything else, it was brief. “What exactly is it you think you know?”

      “You’re going to regrow Yggdrasil,” he stated. “You’re going to bridge the gap between the mundane world and the gods. In effect, you’ll be releasing magic to affect the lives of mortals.”

      So maybe he did know my plan. “The only way to defeat the key is to return it to its natural state. It needs to be reunited with the earth, time, and fate. But first, it has to be reunited with me.”

      A knock sounded on the door, then Alejandro poked his head in. “Everything alright?”

      “We’re fine,” I said quickly, praying he hadn’t overheard anything. Alaric at least knew I wanted to regrow Ygdrassil, but he didn’t know I wanted the key back.

      Alejandro shut the door, and I turned back to Marcos.

      “Why don’t you want them to know?” he questioned.

      “They don’t trust the Morrigan,” I explained. “If they knew the exact plan she came up with, they’d simply think it’s her way of returning to this world for another reign of terror.”

      He smirked. “And is it?”

      I frowned. “No, it’s not.”

      He laughed, and finally took a sip of his coffee, though it was likely cold by now. “Are you sure?”

      “Her energy lived inside me for a time, as you know. She had no malicious intent. Now why all of the sudden interest?”

      He took another sip of his cooling coffee. “You managed to beat me at my own game. This interest is anything but sudden.”

      I frowned, thinking back to when he’d tried to steal my banshees from me. It hadn’t been difficult to break his connection with them, but it scared me none-the-less. Next time I might not be so lucky, and without the key or the Morrigan, the banshees were the only ace in the hole I had left.

      I sighed. “Let me rephrase. Why are you suddenly speaking with me so candidly?”

      “My goddess has bade me to do so,” he replied simply.

      I cleared my throat in an attempt to hide my sudden discomfort. “You’re talking to me because Hecate told you to?”

      He nodded. “Is that so odd? You had your goddess inside you.”

      I took a shaky breath, thinking of Mara. She’d technically been inside Marcos too, using his body to kill Aislin. “The Morrigan wasn’t exactly a goddess,” I explained. “She told me the old gods no longer answer the calls of their children.”

      “You know, many view Hecate and the Morrigan as the same incarnation of the dark goddess,” he said conversationally.

      I frowned. “But they’re not. I met the Morrigan, and I highly doubt she’s whispering in your ear right now.”

      He chuckled. “You are correct. My point is, Hecate isn’t like the old gods either. She is an incarnation of the dark goddess, just as the Morrigan was, just as others were before her. Kali is another good example. They were all individuals, yet they were composed of the same energy, existing at different times. The Morrigan was a bit of an anomaly because she was reborn from the destruction of Yggdrasil, but the energy is the same. None of the death goddesses can fully leave this realm, as their energy is needed to keep this world in balance.”

      I eyed Marcos’ coffee, seriously wishing I had a cup after that whopper of an info-dump. “So if the Morrigan wasn’t a true goddess, how am I, as Vaettir, connected to her. Aren’t we all connected to the old gods . . . the real old gods?”

      His smile made me a bit ill. “You are correct. No Vaettir are descended from the Morrigan. As Vaettir, I imagine you are descended from a different death goddess, perhaps Kali. Yet, upon your birth you became a fitting vessel for the Morrigan’s energy, which has been reborn time and again since her mortal death. That energy cannot leave this realm. It is sometimes even reborn as human.”

      Kali? I was getting a headache. “So I’m the reincarnation of the Morrigan’s energy, the energy created when Yggdrasil was destroyed, but a descendent of Kali or some other death goddess?”

      He nodded. “Someone truly powerful enough to be sought by the key. It would not choose a human.”

      “Please get to the point,” I said tiredly, not wanting to admit that all the things he was talking about were beyond my comprehension.

      Marcos rolled his eyes. “Hecate can speak to me because she is a death goddess. She is the earth itself, light and dark, life and death. She never fully leaves this world, because she’s too much a part of it.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “If all of this is true, why are you not an empath, and why am I not a true necromancer?”

      Marcos sighed and began tracing the table’s woodgrain with his finger absentmindedly. “Kali, Hecate, the Morrigan, and all other embodiments of the dark goddess were still individual women with their own affinities. Hecate was the daughter of Titans, giving her power over the sea, and she was also a true necromancer, traveling freely to the spirit underworld. The Morrigan, I’m told, was created when Yggdrasil was destroyed. The Norns became the keepers of time and fate. The charm, or the key, as you call it, became the wild magic and chaos that pushes everything forward. The Morrigan was left with all the rest, including emotion. Hence, empathy.”

      My eyes widened, not because he’d told me something new, but because very few knew that story. Had he gleaned it when he’d taken the key from me, or had Hecate really told him? I bit my lip, realizing another option. Estus. He’d known that I was connected to the Morrigan, and knew that she had previously possessed the key.

      I glanced at the door behind us, knowing we’d likely have another visit from Alejandro soon, or worse, Alaric or Mikael would realize that I was alone in a room with Marcos.

      “While this is all highly informative,” I began evenly, wishing I could quiz him for information for hours, “I still don’t understand your motivation for speaking with me.”

      He’d been looking down at his hand, still tracing along the wood grain, but now smiled up at me through a curtain of pure white hair. “Hecate believes in your cause, and would like to assist in your purpose.”

      I shook my head. “And just like that, you’ll give up any allegiance you had to Aislin?”

      He smirked. “I’ve no allegiance to anyone, nor does Hecate. Aislin sought the charm, and so I followed out of convenience.”

      “Then why aren’t you trying to run to Estus’ waiting arms right now?” I countered.

      Marcos frowned. “I want the charm, not a ruler, and Estus will not be so easily overcome. His power lies in diplomacy, and in making his people adore him. Now that he has what he wants, he will be fortifying his empire. We need to plan carefully.”

      “We?” I asked.

      “You and I,” he clarified. “We have the same goals. It’s only natural we should work together.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “No offense, but less than a week ago you helped kidnap me. You tied me to a chair, cut open my arm, and stole the key from me. I’m not feeling terribly trusting right now.”

      He chuckled. “And you would not have done the same to me, had the positions been reversed?”

      I smirked. “I don’t know, but here you are sitting in a chair without ropes, sipping coffee. I don’t remember being offered any coffee when I was at your mercy.”

      He offered a smug smile. “Yes, I suppose you could have attempted to torture this information out of me. Or you could have starved me until I was too weak to deny your bidding.”

      I smiled sweetly. “Exactly, so please don’t compare me to yourself.”

      He nodded. “Point taken, but the fact still stands, you need me to transfer the charm’s energy, and you also need a plan to bring us to that point. As you witnessed, the transfer takes time and ritual. We’ll need to create a situation where we can separate Estus from his people, in order to subdue him long enough to regain the charm.”

      I sighed. “And how do you propose we do all of this?”

      Marcos’ eyes met mine. “We must make you Doyen of the remaining Vaettir not yet under Estus’ rule. The best way to conquer an empire, is to build a stronger one.”

      My jaw fell. There was a knock at the door, then Alaric’s head poked in. “What the hell is going on here?” he asked, his attention one hundred percent on me.

      I glanced at Marcos, then back to Alaric. “Making new friends?” I said hopefully.

      Alaric frowned, then let out an exaggerated sigh. “Of course you are, because a pain in the ass Viking and the little nymph Kira that hides in rooms and eavesdrops on conversations aren’t enough, let’s add our enemy’s pet necromancer to the gang.”

      I remained in my seat and smiled nervously up at him as he came the rest of the way into the room. “Just one big, happy family?” I asked, half-joking.

      His expression softened as he looked down at me with a loving smile, though his eyes still held worry. “Madeline, you’ve somehow acquired an exceedingly dark sense of humor.”

      I smiled. “I learned from the best.”

      Marcos watched our interaction curiously.

      As if just remembering we had company, Alaric offered me a hand up out of my seat.

      I turned to Marcos, unsure of what else to say. “I’ll get back to you,” I said finally, leaving it at that.

      “One last thing,” he said, just as I was turning to leave.

      Alaric and I turned back to him.

      “You’ve weakened your banshees to a dangerous point. They need a constant source of energy to survive. They need to feed off the dead, and you’ve denied them all sustenance. Do not let your best form of defense whither into nothing.”

      I frowned. He was right. I’d spent as little time around the banshees as possible, and I hadn’t visited any more graveyards. It wasn’t that I was ungrateful for the help they offered, but they scared me. When I was with them at full power, it was almost overwhelming, and I became something I wasn’t. I was afraid to feel that again, and even more afraid that next time, maybe I wouldn’t come back from it.

      I nodded. “I’ll keep that in mind, and I will let you know what we decide regarding your proposal.”

      He smiled, and it for some reason made me nervous. He’d known a whole hell of a lot about my plans, and now I was considering letting him in on even more. I didn’t have much of a choice, really. Marcos was an integral part of the process.

      So why did I feel like I was stepping off a ledge?

      Marcos held his arms wide to encompass the small room. “I’ll be waiting, obviously.”

      He’d be waiting all right, with his dark goddess whispering in his ear all the while.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      We left Marcos in his room, guarded by Aila and Alejandro, to go speak with Mikael. As we walked, I explained what Marcos and I had discussed, leaving out the implications of what regrowing Yggdrasil might mean.

      Holding my hand, Alaric led me down the stony corridor of our Salr. After walking a short way, we took a left into what had become our common room. The room had a large, wooden table, perfect for talking strategy, and a fireplace with two cozy chairs in front of it, perfect for Mikael to have his nightcap while I sipped herbal tea. The fireplace was currently blazing, and Mikael was currently seated at the table with a chess board in front of him.

      He looked up at us with his strange, reddish eyes as we entered the room. The firelight flickered off his auburn hair and old-fashioned smoking jacket as he lounged comfortably in his seat. “It’s about time,” he said tiredly.

      I looked down at the half-played game of chess, then raised an eyebrow at Alaric, surprised he’d willingly play a game with Mikael.

      He sighed. “I have to do something to pass the time.”

      Mikael stood, walked around the table, then pulled out an extra chair for me. “Come watch the game,” he invited. “The winner gets to make you his bride.” He looked over his shoulder and waggled his eyebrows at me.

      Alaric dropped my hand as I sat, then took a step toward the board. He pursed his lips, then moved a piece. “Checkmate.”

      Mikael walked back around the table, then slumped down into his seat. “Not fair,” he argued. “I was too distracted by the potential prize. Now that the prize sits before us, I demand a rematch.”

      Alaric sat beside me and tsked at Mikael. “You really should have learned to cope with defeat by now, since you’re at such an advanced age.”

      Mikael shrugged. “It’s been a difficult skill to learn, since I so rarely lose.”

      I took a deep breath and leaned forward, wanting to interrupt the banter before it became threatening. Mikael and Alaric had learned to live with each other, but Alaric still wanted nothing more than to kill Mikael, and Mikael knew it.

      “So I just had an interesting conversation with Marcos,” I explained, knowing it would get Mikael’s attention.

      He narrowed his eyes at me, as if divining whether or not I was joking.

      “He wants to help us take the key back from Estus,” I continued, eyeing him seriously.

      He turned his head to the side, then narrowed his eyes a bit more, as if waiting for the punchline.

      “He thinks we need to gain a large clan of our own first,” I continued. “Now that Estus has what he wants, he will be surrounded by his people, moving his plan forward to enact revenge on the humans for forcing the Vaettir into hiding.”

      “I take it you’re not kidding?” Mikael replied blandly.

      “I had much the same reaction,” Alaric chimed in, patting my hand where it lay on the table.

      “I think Marcos is right,” I continued, undaunted. “If just our small group goes after Estus, we may never reach him, even with the banshees. The fact that we need to subdue him and not kill him makes our success even more unlikely.”

      “Or we could just try to kill him,” Mikael countered.

      I rolled my eyes. “The key is not going to let its host die so easily.” I bit my lip, not wanting to admit the next part. “And I think it will come back to me willingly if we corner Estus long enough for Marcos to transfer it. It did choose me, after all.”

      Mikael sighed and leaned back in his chair. “So your entire plan revolves around trusting the sidekick of our newly dead enemy? I must tell you Madeline, that doesn’t sound terribly wise.”

      Alaric cleared his throat, bringing my attention to his face, and the sudden rage that lurked in his expression. “You are not allowing the key back inside of you.”

      “I need it to regrow Yggdrasil,” I countered. “There is no other choice.”

      Alaric huffed, exasperated. In a sharp irritated movement, he pushed his long, black hair behind his ears. “The whole reasoning behind regrowing Yggdrasil was to relieve you of the key. Now that it’s no longer within you, we simply need to eliminate the threat it poses.”

      “What’s this about regrowing Yggdrasil?” Mikael interrupted.

      I turned angry eyes to him. It wasn’t really my anger, but Alaric’s emotions overwhelming my own. “Before the key was taken from me, the Morrigan and I were going to regrow Yggdrasil,” I explained. “It would return both entities to their natural state.”

      Mikael burst out laughing.

      Both Alaric and I stared at him with our jaws agape.

      Once he had calmed himself enough to speak, he explained, “I really never expected to hear you of all people, Madeline, blurting out such an insane plan.”

      I glared at him.

      “Exactly,” Alaric agreed. “It’s absolutely insane. We didn’t spend all this time trying to free her from the key for her to just take it back.”

      Mikael shook his head and laughed again. “You misunderstand. The plan is absolutely brilliant.” He turned his shining eyes to me. “Do you realize what will happen if we manage to succeed? With Yggdrasil once again bridging the way for the old gods, true magic will return to these lands.”

      “Why would we want that?” Alaric snapped. His anger felt like fire ants biting my skin.

      Mikael seemed to sober a bit, then started laughing again. “Because it would be fun!”

      Alaric sighed and rolled his eyes, then directed his full attention on me. “Madeline, please do not take into account the opinion of this madman.” He gestured to Mikael. “There are so many things about this plan that could go wrong. So many things that could bring harm to you or our daughter.”

      I shook my head. “Our daughter is at the forefront of my thoughts in all of this. Do you truly think that once Estus has built his base of power, he will allow us to live? Even if he chose to forget about us, the key would not. It always comes back for those who manage to rid themselves of it.” I glanced at Mikael.

      His expression suddenly serious, Mikael nodded. “It will come for us all. Of that, I am sure.”

      Alaric seemed close to tears, making my heart ache so much more than his anger had. He grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze. “Are you sure this is the only choice?”

      I nodded. “Think of it as keeping our enemies close. If I have the key, it at least won’t be trying to kill me.”

      “She’s right,” Mikael agreed.

      Mikael’s overwhelming sadness washed over me. Normally his emotions were entirely shut off from my empathic senses, unless they were incredibly strong. I knew he was likely thinking of Erykah, his wife who’d lost her life to the vengeful key. Guilt was one of the most difficult emotions to quell.

      “But,” he added, “I do not trust Marcos. We should not formulate our plan around him.”

      “We need him to get the key back,” I stated.

      “Or you could attempt to learn Marcos’ skill,” Mikael countered.

      I glared at him. “I thought you were supposed to be on my side.”

      He smiled warmly. “I am on your side, hence the suggestion that will keep you away from the necromancer.”

      Alaric nodded and turned his serious gaze to Mikael. “He’s already begun to manipulate her. I found them chatting alone in a room with no guards present.”

      Mikael frowned at me. “You don’t know of what he’s capable, Madeline.”

      Feeling ganged up on, I snapped, “Maybe you don’t know of what I’m capable!”

      Not reacting to my anger, Mikael continued, “I know exactly what you’re capable of, and yes, you’re very scary, but Marcos was able to cut you off from your banshees before. He is a threat, and will always be a threat, even if he is outwardly agreeing to aid us.”

      “There are always threats in war,” I countered. “The trick is in choosing the right ones to accept.”

      Alaric laughed, and it was so out of context in the situation that I was without words.

      He continued to laugh as he shook his head.

      “What?” I asked, completely stunned by his reaction.

      He smiled warmly at me, though underneath that smile I sensed sadness. “Nothing, you’ve just obviously been spending too much time around the rest of us. The trick is to choose the right threats to accept,” he paraphrased. “I never thought I’d hear you say something like that.”

      I rolled my eyes, but couldn’t help my smile. He had that effect on me. I turned back to Mikael. “Do you want to hear my plan, or not?”

      He nodded for me to go on.

      “Marcos made an excellent point to me earlier,” I began, causing both the men to sigh. Unperturbed, I continued, “Now that Estus has what he wants, he’s going to want to solidify his base of power. He didn’t become Doyen by being stupid. He manipulated others into following him, even though he’s not as powerful as many other Vaettir.”

      Alaric raised an eyebrow at me. “I agree, but just out of curiosity, why do you now think he isn’t overly powerful? You used to be terrified of him.”

      I shrugged. “When he and Aislin kidnapped me, they admitted they were slowly dying. They didn’t have the power to remain eternally young like some of us.” I eyed Mikael and Alaric in turn. “Neither of them had the power to push forth their plan without the key. They needed its protection first.”

      Both men nodded, and I continued, “It stands to reason that Estus will continue to be cautious. He’ll keep his people close to him, swaying them to his cause. Only once success is ensured will he attack humanity, exposing the Vaettir while enacting his vengeance for acts committed long before he was born.”

      “And so we must kill him sooner rather than later,” Alaric interrupted, “cutting off his plan before he has a chance to truly begin.”

      I shook my head. “You know as well as I that he is already going to be nearly unreachable. If he manages to recruit those who were loyal to Aislin, he will become unstoppable.”

      “And?” Mikael urged, seeming to already know what I was thinking.

      “And the best way to defeat an empire, is to build a greater one,” I finished, feeling silly for echoing Marcos’ words. I still didn’t trust his role in things, but I had to admit, his plan of action trumped anything I had come up with.

      I didn’t have any chance to elaborate on the plan as a throat cleared in the doorway. We all turned to see Faas and Tabitha enter the room. Tabitha was a surprise, as she had remained in Norway to gather Mikael’s people. When we’d first taunted Estus with news that I had the charm, Mikael’s people had dispersed to avoid detection, but given recent circumstances, it was time to bring everyone together again.

      Tabitha stood a few inches taller than her brother, though that was where the dissimilarities ended. Both possessed white-blond hair, Tabitha’s long, while Faas’ was shaved on either side, with a long topknot that partially obscured his eyes. Both wore their chosen style of dress, very Viking-esque, though Tabitha had toned down her look during her travels.

      Mikael stood to greet them, and the trio began speaking in Old Norsk. Having only learned a few words here and there, I turned to Alaric for a translation.

      He explained with a somber expression, “Many of Mikael’s people are missing, likely killed by Aislin’s clan. Tabitha gathered those she could find and instructed them to come here.”

      I frowned and turned my gaze to Mikael’s back. I’d had no chance to get to know most of his people, save the ones that had traveled with us from the start, but I knew the deaths would affect him. His clan was small, and he viewed many of its members like family. Of course, I had no way of telling just how he felt, because in that moment, he was shielding like a son-of-a-bitch. He always had his shields up to a certain extent, but I’d come to realize whenever I felt absolutely nothing from him, was when he was feeling the most.

      Mikael said a few more words to Faas and Tabitha, then the siblings left the room as he came to stand before us. He looked down at me sadly. “It seems I will be providing you with a much smaller head start on your empire than I’d originally planned.”

      I met his sad eyes. “I’m sorry, maybe some of them will still show up.”

      “Maybe,” he agreed, though I could tell by his tone he was simply humoring me.

      He walked around the table and resumed his seat. “I’ve already sent out a few scouts to find any who wish to leave Aislin’s old clan, but we’ll need to enlist the aid of Alejandro, Tallie, and Marcos to convince those more loyal to their dead Doyen.”

      Right to business then, I thought, wanting to offer some form of comfort to Mikael, but knowing he wouldn’t appreciate it. He needed to deal with things in his own way. “I don’t think Marcos will be of much use in that aspect. I got the impression from Alejandro that many are not terribly fond of him.”

      Alaric snorted. “I don’t blame them.”

      Mikael smiled. “Fear can be a wonderful motivator, and I’m afraid it’s likely our best tactic.” He met my eyes with a wry look. “You Madeline, have become a bit scary.”

      I shook my head. “The banshees are scary, not me.”

      Mikael shrugged. “Be that as it may, we’re much more likely to gain an empire with the Phantom Queen at the forefront. With that image in mind, Marcos will be a useful addition.”

      “I thought the Viking King was going to be at the forefront,” I said, only half joking. Our original deal had been for Mikael to lead after we’d defeated Aislin and Estus. He, for one, would at least know what he was doing.

      He bowed his head slightly in acknowledgement. “I can share a throne if you can.”

      Alaric scoffed. “You’re proposing that you and she share the role of Doyen?” he asked, his gaze firmly on Mikael.

      Mikael nodded, then turned to me as he offered his explanation. “I may have lost many of my people, but not all, and I hold sway with the independent clans here in Ireland. Not only that, but my diplomatic tactics will be a necessary backer to your . . . scariness. My other added value is my age. Many of the more ancient among us will not willingly follow someone as young as you. With me as part of the package, we will gain more powerful allies, not just those afraid of phantoms.”

      “So how does Marcos fit in?” I asked curiously.

      “He will be your commanding general, or Merkismathr,” he explained, “Though he will be this in name only. We’re obviously not going to let him command anything. Regardless, he was Merkismathr to Aislin, so it will be a believable role.”

      “What if I want Alaric to be my merki-whatsit?” I asked, knowing I was going to botch the pronunciation of the word no matter how hard I tried.

      Mikael shook his head. “Pretty though he may be, stealing Aislin’s second in command will give you more clout. It’s a matter of image, nothing more.”

      I nodded in understanding. “So we build up our ranks, then take the key back before Estus can make his move.”

      Mikael nodded. “With any luck, we’ll cast enough doubt in the hearts of those who remain with Estus to avoid much of a fight.”

      Alaric sighed. “Or they’ll fight, and we’ll launch the equivalent of World War III, with the key on one side, and a phantom army on the other. The humans who manage to survive will attempt to hunt us down, much as they did in the past, only this time, it won’t be small scale witch hunts.”

      I frowned at him. “Thanks a lot, Negative Nancy.”

      “Either way,” Mikael interjected, “a large, strong army is our best chance of survival. I agree with Madeline. The key will force Estus to come back for her, even if Estus himself doesn’t care about her death. I will not have those I care about slaughtered once again, simply because I underestimated the key’s thirst for vengeance.”

      I shook my head. “It’s not about vengeance. It’s about chaos. It cannot leave those it has touched to live out their lives in harmony. It goes against what the key is at its core.”

      Mikael shrugged. “Either way, the results are the same. We need to be ready for it, which means recruiting as many powerful Vaettir as possible.” He eyed me steadily. “It also means you need to rebuild your army. Your banshees have begun to fade to mere specters.”

      I nodded. “I know, but—”

      “You’re scared,” Mikael finished for me. “But we brought you back to yourself before. We can do it again.”

      I looked to Alaric, needing reassurance.

      He took both my hands in his and gave them a squeeze. “You know how I feel about the banshees, but Mikael is right. They will protect you, and I cannot argue against anything that increases your chances of survival. I believe without the Morrigan or the key taking up space in your mind, you’ll have more control over them this time. Not only that, but your powers have grown stronger, as you exhibited when you kept the banshees from Marcos. To steal your words once more, you must choose which threats are worth accepting.”

      I nodded, then took a deep, shaky breath. “So we recruit all we can, and I will strengthen the banshees.”

      With a sad expression, Alaric bowed his head in acceptance, just as Mikael nodded his own assent.

      We were all agreed. We had a plan . . . kind of.
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      We didn’t have time to solidify our plans, as an argument broke out somewhere down the hall. Sophie’s voice was prominent, shouting above the rest. Her anger hit me like a ton of bricks, even from the distance, though underneath her fiery rage was heartache. There was only one person I could think of that would cause that sort of response in Sophie. Well two, really, but James was dead.

      I turned nervous eyes to Mikael as we all stood. “Is there any chance some of Aislin’s people could have found us?”

      Alaric took a step toward me and placed his hand on my arm, suddenly concerned. “What are you thinking?”

      The yelling grew louder for a moment, then cut off abruptly. The sound of high-heeled boots clacked the rest of the way down the hall, quickly approaching us.

      I shivered. “There’s only one person that could elicit this sort of response from Sophie,” I explained, but was cut off as she appeared in the doorway.

      Her long, black hair hung loose down to her waist, framing a silk, crimson tank top and black jeans. Her dark eyes were red-rimmed and puffy, though no tears fell down her pale cheeks.

      She startled for a moment as she realized she already had our full attention, then her face set into determined lines. “We have visitors,” she explained.

      “Maya?” I breathed, still overwhelmed by Sophie’s emotions.

      She glared at me, though I wasn’t the source of her anger. “Among others,” she explained. “They’ve brought a message. Apparently, they want to join us, and want to bring many of Aislin’s other people with them.”

      That explained Sophie’s anger. Sophie had risked her life for Maya, and Maya had not only betrayed her, but later came back and tried to kill her. There was one thing I didn’t understand though. “How did they find us?”

      Alaric lifted a hand to his chin in thought. “Tallie or Alejandro could have at some point contacted them. Though we’ve done our best to never leave either of them alone.”

      Sophie turned her glare to Mikael. “They could have followed Tabitha and the others. It wouldn’t have been difficult.”

      “But they just got here,” I argued. It seemed a little fast to have everyone arrive.

      Mikael smiled. “I told you I was sending out scouts to see if any of Aislin’s people were willing to defect to our side. This must be our first shipment.”

      I turned wide eyes to him, utterly flummoxed. “What? I thought you were just feeling things out, not inviting everyone over for a party.”

      He continued to smile. “My spies infiltrated Aislin’s remaining clans in Scandinavia, just to test the waters, and see where they all stood. Any who offhandedly expressed that they would follow me were first asked to leave Aislin’s Salr. Once they were alone, and could be easily killed should they betray my spies, they were invited to come here.” He turned to Sophie. “Although, it seems we have not given them a warm welcome.”

      I frowned. “So you had them drawn away from the group before giving them an offer. What would have happened if they tried to run back to the Salr to divulge our location to the others?”

      He pushed his red hair away from his face and looked at me like I was being extremely silly.

      “Right,” I replied, getting the gist. “If there was any chance of betrayal, the new recruits would have been killed.”

      “The others can join us,” Sophie snapped, “but not Maya.”

      Mikael shook his head. “It would not be a very good welcome to kill one of our new members, and we cannot send her away to spread word of our location.”

      Sophie glared at him, then turned her gaze first to me, then to Alaric. Unfortunately, none of us could agree to her terms. Mikael was right. We were on shaky ground as it was, and we needed to take what we could get.

      With a grunt of frustration, Sophie turned on her heel and marched back out of the room.

      I turned back to Alaric and Mikael.

      “We should probably go see to our new guests,” Mikael stated.

      Alaric and I sighed in unison. I didn’t particularly want to see Maya either, and I knew he likely felt the same. We’d all risked our lives to save her, and she’d played us. She’d been held prisoner in Estus’ dungeon, but had refuted claims that she’d joined Aislin’s clan. We’d busted her out, and she’d been lying all along. As soon as we’d joined Mikael’s clan, she became our enemy.

      Mikael headed for the door. Alaric and I gave each other tired looks, then followed him out of the room toward the entrance of the Salr. There was no sign of Sophie in the hall. Alaric glanced over to meet my eyes, clearly conveying his worry. We’d need to check on her later to make sure she wasn’t devising anything that would upset our plans. Scratch that. He’d need to check on her. Sophie was scary when she was mad.

      Mikael reached the entry room, then touched his fingers to the solid wall. Seconds later, he was pulled through until he disappeared entirely. Alaric and I went next, and soon we were all above ground, standing in the middle of a circle of large stones, surrounded by loamy green earth. In front of us stood Maya, along with three other people I didn’t recognize, and one who looked vaguely familiar.

      The familiar one, a tall man with long, blond hair woven into a tight braid, stepped forward. He bowed his head to Mikael, then started speaking in Old Norsk. He must have been one of Mikael’s spies, judging by the companionable tone of their conversation. A red-haired woman stepped forward from the small waiting crowd to join in on the conversation.

      Maya waited patiently with the others, eyeing me with a small, secretive smile on her face.

      I glared at her.

      Finished with his conversation, Mikael turned his gaze to me. “Most of Aislin’s people have turned to Estus,” he explained. “These few were personally spited by him, and so chose to branch away from their clan. Others may follow once they are made aware of their defection.”

      I glanced at each of the new recruits. Maya, plus a man and another woman. The woman was around my height, 5’9”, with ample curves and dark brown hair cut into a short bob. The man was short, with an athletic build, dark skin, and short, curly hair. Maya could have been his sister with her small frame, flawless black skin, and curly hair nearly reaching her shoulders.

      I already knew why Maya hated Estus. He’d had her tortured for days on end, and at one point she’d even lost a foot . . . though it had been miraculously replaced. I’d be interested to learn the stories of the other two. I could even throw in my own story of the time Estus had me tortured, though mine was far less gruesome than Maya’s.

      Maya’s dark eyes met mine as she continued to smile. “This is Dominic,” she nodded to the man, “and Rose,” she gestured to the woman. “We’re willing to name you our Doyen, if it means we’ll get to be a part of Estus’ downfall.”

      I believed her. I might not have liked Maya, and she probably didn’t like me, but we both hated Estus more.

      I looked back to Mikael for guidance.

      He shrugged. “It’s a start.”

      Alaric sighed. “Sophie is not going to like this.”

      “I’ll stay away from Sophie,” Maya cut in quickly. “She has every reason to hate me. I won’t get in her way.”

      I nodded. It was as good as we were going to get.

      A sudden gust of chilly air hit us, and I looked up to see the banshees closing in. They were always waiting for me to surface, unable to enter the Salr themselves. Since I’d let their power dwindle, they’d been reduced to insubstantial phantoms, more like traditional ghosts that couldn’t really harm anyone. I really needed to recharge them. It had been stupid of me to wait so long.

      Even so, all the newcomers looked up nervously as the banshees approached. Since it was daytime, their forms were mostly transparent, making it difficult to view them with any detail, but they were still scary.

      “So it’s true,” Maya observed. She shifted her gaze away from the banshees overhead. “You’re the new Phantom Queen. Maybe we stand a chance after all.”

      I smirked. “You decided to join us, thinking we had no chance of surviving?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “Don’t tell me you wouldn’t do the same, if you were in my shoes.”

      I shrugged. She was right. In fact, I was already doing the same, going up against Estus in a fight I wasn’t sure I could win.

      I wrapped my arms around myself to ward off the cold, but it did little good. “Let’s go back down,” I decided. “I’d like to speak to Marcos further.”

      I was suddenly hit with a wave of nervousness, though it wasn’t my own.

      “Marcos is here?” the woman, Rose, questioned, her blue eyes wide with fear.

      I nodded, realizing I was sensing her nerves, and maybe a bit from Maya and Dominic.

      “He joined us after Aislin was killed,” I explained. I didn’t feel the need to add that Marcos was the one who killed her, though he’d been possessed by the Morrigan at the time.

      “Well shit,” Maya muttered. She glanced up at the banshees again. “If you’re going for the scary vibe, you totally nailed it.”

      “I’ll take that as a compliment,” I replied, then turned away from them to re-enter the Salr.

      Mikael joined us as Alaric and I began to lower into the earth. I glanced back to see Mikael’s people take up posts on either side of the new recruits. It appeared they would remain under guard, which was fine with me.

      I closed my eyes, overcome with a strange, sinking feeling, then suddenly we were back underground, facing a long, stone corridor.

      “We should find Sophie,” Alaric said immediately.

      I nodded, then looked to Mikael.

      “I’ll show the newbies around,” he assured, just as said newbies emerged from the wall behind him.

      Alaric put his hand at the small of my back and guided me out of the entryway to walk down the corridor. Our room, which was the same room I’d stayed in when Mara was still alive, was down the hall on the right, several doors past our common room.

      Sophie’s room was right across the hall from ours. We walked side by side until we reached her closed door. I looked to Alaric as he reached for the knob, his dark eyes holding concern.

      “Why do I have the feeling she’s not going to be in there?” he asked quizzically.

      I nodded my agreement as I placed a comforting hand on his arm. “I have the same feeling.”

      Without another word, he opened the door. The room was empty.

      We both walked forward through the doorway, then approached the bed in the center of the large room. Upon the black bedspread lay a note.

      Without even needing to read it, Alaric sighed. “She ran away, not wanting to face Maya.”

      I nodded, but picked up the note for confirmation. Alaric and his sister had spent five hundred years together, so I trusted his assertation, but maybe the note would tell us whether or not she was coming back.

      My eyes scanned the note quickly, then I looked up to meet Alaric’s waiting gaze. “It says, If you don’t kill her, I will.”

      “Well shit,” Alaric muttered.

      I pursed my lips in thought. “Would it really be that bad?”

      Alaric frowned at me. “If it’s your goal to become Doyen, you must plan your next few moves wisely. Our new additions are the keystones of any plan we could hope to form. Their presence is what’s going to help us recruit any of AisliIn’s remaining people to our cause.”

      “We couldn’t just kill Maya, and keep the others?” I asked hopefully, already knowing the answer.

      He smiled down at me. We both knew we couldn’t kill her. “I’ll track Sophie down before she can do anything stupid,” he promised.

      “Won’t she already be expecting that though?”

      Alaric would try to track his sister down by scent, but she would naturally know that would be his approach after reading her note. I had no doubt she would do her best to remain one step ahead of him, until an opportunity to kill Maya presented itself.

      He sighed. “Yes, but I see no other plan of action. I’ll simply have to track her faster than she can run away.”

      A sick feeling of foreboding permeated my gut. “What if she tries to lead you somewhere far away? She’s probably already thinking you won’t want to leave me alone with our new recruits. It would stand to reason she would run too far for you to follow, hoping to lose you, so that she might return undetected.”

      He shrugged. “In that case, she’d be correct in her assumptions. I don’t like leaving you at all, and will not search for her to the ends of the earth. If she still eludes me by nightfall, I will return without her, and we will keep Maya under guard at all times. Still, I would prefer to end this quietly. If I can speak to her, perhaps I can talk some sense into her.”

      I folded the note and put it in my back pocket, not wanting to leave it in the room for anyone else to find. “You know how she is when it comes to Maya,” I commented. “I have a feeling she might be harder to convince than you’re giving her credit for.”

      He sighed, then pulled me into the circle of his arms. “I know, but I still have to try.”

      I wrapped my arms around his lower back, resting my cheek against his chest, right below his neck. His heartbeat thumped gently in my ear. “I know. Please be careful. After all that has happened, I’m going to be a nervous wreck the entire time you’re gone.”

      He turned his face and kissed the side of my head. “I won’t do anything dangerous, and I’ll be back before you know it.”

      We pulled away from each other enough to press our lips together in a gentle kiss, then I looked up into his dark eyes. “If you don’t return by nightfall, I’m sending out a search party.”

      “Deal,” he replied. “As long as you’re not part of that search party.”

      I frowned.

      “And I ask that you remain with Mikael at all times until I return,” he added.

      I blinked up at him in surprise.

      He sighed. “I know he’ll protect you. That is all I currently care about.”

      I nodded, still surprised, as he took my hand and led me out of the room. I didn’t appreciate the implication that I couldn’t protect myself, but given all that had happened, I couldn’t really blame him for being worried.

      He kept my hand in his as we ventured out in search of Mikael. I still had a feeling of dread in my gut, but knew it would do little good to voice my concerns. Alaric hadn’t survived for over five hundred years by being lucky. He could take care of himself, but it was like the concept of being a good driver. You wouldn’t cause an accident yourself, but there are always plenty of other assholes on the road, waiting to T-bone you at a red light.
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      We found Mikael in the common room with the new recruits. Aila had joined him, which meant someone else had been tasked with Marcos guard duty. Everyone turned to stare as Alaric and I entered.

      My eyes met Mikael’s. “A moment please?” I questioned.

      He stood without a word, leaving Aila to watch over Maya and the others. Normally, leaving one person to guard three didn’t seem like a good idea, but I had little doubt Aila could handle herself, and everyone else for that matter. As we left the room, she crossed her bare, well muscled arms and glared down at Maya, Rose, and Dominic, daring them to make a move. I wasn’t at the correct angle to see everyone else’s reactions, but I could picture them all staring hard at the table to avoid her gaze.

      Mikael walked with us down the hall, out of hearing range of the others, then turned and waited for an explanation. His amber eyes held slight worry, already expecting the next catastrophe.

      “Sophie is missing,” Alaric explained quickly. “She intends to kill Maya, and I intend to stop her. I’d appreciate it if you would keep Madeline by your side.”

      I crossed my arms and pouted, once again not liking the idea that I needed protection, but I kept my mouth shut. Time was of the essence, and we’d already wasted enough of it.

      Mikael nodded, his face expressionless, which seemed to be good enough for Alaric. He turned to me and wrapped me up in his arms, then gave me a quick goodbye kiss.

      “I love you,” he whispered as he pulled away.

      “I love you too,” I replied.

      He turned away from me, then hurried down the hall, as if another touch or glance would change his mind and cause him to stay. I understood completely. I felt the same way.

      “What I wouldn’t give to have a woman watch me like that,” Mikael mused.

      I tore my eyes away from Alaric’s back as he disappeared around a corner to narrow them at Mikael. “Maybe if you didn’t tease us so much, our looks toward you would be a little nicer.”

      He smirked. “But what would be the fun in that?”

      I shook my head and laughed. “We should get back to the new recruits.”

      Despite my words, I leaned to the side to peek past Mikael, unable to resist one last glance down the hall, even though I knew I wouldn’t see Alaric there.

      Mikael sighed, but didn’t move back toward the common room. “We’ll take care of them later,” he explained at my questioning expression.

      I furrowed my brow. “I need a distraction, and getting the new recruits settled seems as good a one as any.”

      He rolled his eyes at me. “We’ve been plotting and planning all morning. Especially you. Let’s go above ground and get some fresh air.”

      I glanced over my shoulder in the direction of the common room. “We probably shouldn’t leave Aila alone with them for too long,” I countered.

      He snorted. “Are you worried about her?”

      I laughed, though it was strained. “Not at all, I’m worried about them.”

      Mikael chuckled. He moved his hand to the small of my back, then began guiding me down the hall. “Let’s get you a coat, then we’ll send someone else to protect the new recruits from Aila.”

      “We should at least speak more with Marcos,” I argued as he hustled me down the hall.

      He shook his head. “You need to relax.”

      “You’ve already assured me that my baby is basically indestructible, so I really don’t need to relax.”

      “I’m not doing this for the sake of your baby,” he explained as we reached my room. “Your powers are more based around your mental abilities and emotions, as opposed to physical skills. You need to rest your mind if you hope to be at your best.”

      We entered my room. I waited by the door while he retrieved my black winter coat from where I’d left it at the foot of the bed.

      I sighed and leaned my back against the wall. “There is no way I’m going to be able to relax my mind while Alaric is out looking for Sophie.”

      Mikael tsked at me. “Your little kitty cat will be fine. He’s a survivor, and he won’t do anything that would risk him not being able to return to you.”

      I raised my eyebrows at him as he came to stand in front of me, offering me my coat. “My, that was almost comforting.”

      When I didn’t take my coat from him, he moved to my side, grabbed my shoulder to pull me away from the wall, then wrapped the coat around me.

      With a resigned sigh, I stood on my own and put the coat on properly, then met his amber eyes. “Okay,” I conceded. “We’ll go for a nice, relaxing stroll. Then we’ll get back to planning.”

      “You’re such a workaholic,” he quipped, then led the way out of my room.

      I followed him dejectedly as he walked down the hall. At one point, we came across the tall blond man with the braid who’d accompanied Maya and the others. Mikael gave him orders regarding the newbies to relay to Faas. That settled, we finished our journey down the hall to the Salr’s entrance. We both touched the wall side by side. I felt a tugging sensation on my hand as I was pulled into the earth, followed by a moment of panic where I couldn’t breathe, then we were both above ground, unharmed.

      Mikael began walking toward the coast. I followed, glancing around for Alaric, though I knew he was probably long gone. Hopefully not too long gone. If Sophie led him too far away, I was going to be pissed.

      The ocean breeze coated my lungs with damp, salty air as we reached the beach and walked down the sandy bank. My low heeled boots sank into the sand, making my steps cumbersome, though I had to admit it was nice being back outside. The chilly wind whipped at my hair, blowing it away from my face. Suddenly glad for the coat Mikael had forced upon me, I crossed my arms to keep in the heat. In just his normal Viking garb, Mikael should’ve been cold, but he showed no signs of it. I briefly wondered if he felt the cold, but just didn’t show it, or if it truly didn’t affect him at all.

      My thoughts were interrupted as Mikael looked over his shoulder and asked, “What do you plan to do once all this is over?”

      I glanced at him in surprise, wondering at the abrupt question. “I-I hadn’t really thought that far ahead,” I stammered

      He continued strolling along, his hands tucked casually behind his back, turning his head slightly to throw his words at me. “So we’ll regrow Yggdrasil, then just deal with the consequences as they come?”

      I shrugged, feeling suddenly uncomfortable as I trotted to catch up to his side. A sudden chill ran up my spine. I glanced over my shoulder to see the banshees following behind us. Their dark shapes swirled in the wind with dancelike movements. I’d learned that only those with innate magic, which all Vaettir possessed, could see them, so I didn’t have to worry about any humans happening upon us. Instead, I just marveled at their existence, while feeling guilty for depleting them so much. They were tortured souls, trapped within the boundaries of the earth, and I had a feeling I hadn’t made their existence any better.

      “What of your child?” Mikael pressed, either not noticing as I kept glancing back at the banshees, or else refusing to acknowledge them.

      I shrugged again and turned forward as we continued to walk. “I’m doing this all to ensure my child’s survival,” I explained. “Once everything is over, then I will continue to plan things accordingly.”

      “That’s exactly why I ask,” he explained. “We are forming a clan, based on the concept of you and I as rulers. If we are successful in our endeavors, we will still be in that position after Estus has been defeated. At that point, it may be difficult to disentangle yourself from the affairs of the Vaettir, if that is your wish.”

      I seriously considered what he’d said. He was implying that if I accepted the role of Doyen now, I might be stuck with it forever. I didn’t want to be stuck with it forever. All I wanted was to raise my child with Alaric in a safe, loving environment, free of supernatural forces out to kill me.

      “Can’t I just hand the full position off to you when the time comes?” I asked hopefully.

      He shrugged. “Perhaps, but it will cause an unpredictable amount of chaos. Though many of our followers will gladly accept me as Doyen, others will only join us because of you, the new Phantom Queen. If you step down, it could trigger a civil war, and we’ll already be dealing with the aftereffects of releasing magic into the world.”

      “Yeah,” I said distantly. “I was avoiding thinking about that part.”

      He stopped walking and gazed out at the ocean. I halted beside him, now warm from the body heat generated by my movement. The Irish coast was beautiful, reminding me of the Pacific Northwest where I’d grown up, but also very different. The greens behind us were more vibrant, and the ocean seemed to hold darker hues, more mysterious in its depths.

      “The first rule of any scheme,” he began, “is to consider every possible outcome. We must be prepared for certain outcomes before they happen. If we truly manage to regrow Yggdrasil, we must be prepared for the fallout. Humans will undoubtedly be made aware of our existence, and they will suddenly be living in an entirely new world. As we’ve learned in the past, they do not react well to those who are different from them. Ignorance often leads to hate.”

      With a sigh, I took a seat in the sand. Moisture immediately soaked into my jeans and the hem of my gray sweater, peeking out from underneath my coat. I cringed a little, then said, “I understand all of that, but what other choice do we have?” I gazed at the cloudy, gray sky, not wanting to meet his eyes.

      He sat beside me, close enough that his shoulder touched mine companionably. “If the only way to defeat the key is to use it to regrow Yggdrasil, then there is no other choice. I only want you to be aware that your life afterward might not be just how you would picture it.”

      I turned to meet his eyes. “What do you think I should do?”

      He smiled softly, then moved his gaze back out to the ocean. “I think you should consider staying in power. At least that way, you will be in control of what happens to you.”

      “I thought you wanted to rule alone,” I prodded.

      He shrugged. “It’s a staggering amount of responsibility. I could take the hit of not being the omnipotent ruler, if it meant I’d have a little help.”

      I watched the waves as they crashed on the shore. “I can’t decide if remaining in power would put my child in more danger, or less.”

      He laughed softly. “We are all in danger no matter what. The extra power cannot hurt, and I’ll always do my best to protect you.”

      I turned to him, raising my eyebrow at that last part. “And why is that? That you’ll protect me,” I clarified.

      “Honestly?” he asked, turning to meet my gaze.

      I nodded.

      He gazed up at the sky. “When you first arrived at my Salr, back in Norway, you reminded me of Erykah. Not the woman she’d become, but who she was when we first met, before the world turned her into the hardened woman you experienced. Her telepathy used to drive her crazy. She would constantly pick up stray thoughts, and be overly concerned with everyone else’s problems.”

      I could see where Erykah and I would share some similarities, but I doubted that was the full story. I took a deep breath, unsure if what I had to ask him next was stepping over the line.

      “And what about your daughter?” I asked softly.

      He turned back to me and smiled, though his eyes held sadness. He was constantly shielding, so I couldn’t sense his emotions, but I was pretty sure I knew most of what he was feeling in that moment.

      “You didn’t happen to empath me, did you?” he asked, half jokingly.

      I laughed. “No, it was just a guess. You told me before that you wouldn’t let anything happen to my child. I sensed you were trying to make up for what might have happened to your daughter, but you’ve never really told me.”

      He took a deep breath and let it out. “Her death was my fault,” he explained. “She was only a child,” he muttered, as if finding it difficult to speak.

      I waited in silence, wanting to reach out to him, but not knowing if he’d appreciate it.

      “I’ve always had many enemies,” he explained, turning his gaze up to the sky, “and back then it was no different. I was overly confident, and I left her and Erykah unguarded. I returned to find Erykah beaten half to death, and our daughter dead. Erykah blamed me. That was the end of our relationship. It was many years later that she became involved with the key,” he continued. “She found it on a dead man. She was still filled with grief, after all that time, and the key took advantage of that.” He glanced at me. “I’m sure you can understand what it was like for her, more than anyone else.”

      I nodded. “It tries to make you feel like you can’t survive without it. When you’re barely surviving to begin with, it’s not a difficult manipulation to achieve.”

      Mikael smiled softly. “Yet you somehow managed to form a partnership with it, rather than becoming its slave.” There was no accusation in his tone, just simple observation.

      I shrugged. “Only because of the Morrigan, though I suspect my relationship with the key was different from the start, given that I—” I hesitated, recalling what Marcos had said, “have her energy,” I finished. “It’s why the key chose me. It wants to fulfill its purpose, even if it doesn’t quite understand what that purpose is.”

      “And here I thought it only wanted to cause chaos,” he said sarcastically, though good-naturedly.

      I shrugged. “It is chaos, but chaos isn’t necessarily bad. Without chaos, there is no harmony. The key has been separated from the things that are meant to temper it. It’s not evil, it’s just existing the only way it knows how.”

      Mikael smirked. “And when did you get so profound?”

      I smiled and looked out at the sun slowly making its way across the sky. How long had Alaric been gone now? It couldn’t have been more than an hour, but it felt like days. “The Morrigan had a lot to teach me. She wanted me to learn from her mistakes, and I’m doing my best to not disappoint.”

      He laughed. “If it makes you feel any better, I don’t think you’re capable of disappointing her. Just by simply being who and what you are, you will accomplish great things.”

      I shoved his shoulder playfully. “And when did you get so profound?” I asked mockingly.

      He rolled his eyes. “Do you want to hear the rest of my story, or not?”

      I nodded. “Yes, please continue.”

      We both turned our gazes back to the sea as he continued, “The key fed upon Erykah’s grief. I had long since killed those directly responsible for beating her and murdering our daughter, but she decided their entire clan must die, even those who had nothing to do with it. She began to form an army. Hearing word of this, I returned to our village to find there was little left of the woman I’d known.”

      I shivered at the thought. Such a thing could have just as easily happened to me.

      “But the old Erykah was still in there, she was just hidden,” he continued. “She was doing her best to defy the key, but didn’t have the tools she needed. When I met with her to try talking some sense into her, she attacked me. She used the key’s power to read everything in my mind. I thought she was trying to hurt me, but in reality she was figuring out how I maintained my shields. With her new knowledge of how I shield, she was able to block out the key enough to part herself from it, but she could not bring herself to destroy it. She threw it into the sea, hoping it would sink to the bottom, never to return.” He sighed. “And you know the rest.”

      “It came back and killed her,” I muttered. “Just like it will do to us.”

      Mikael didn’t reply. I watched him as his eyes scanned the water. The banshees had left us alone after the initial sighting, but I knew they would come immediately if I called them. Even without the banshees, the Salr, filled with allies, wasn’t far. We were safe, but something about the moment made me feel vulnerable.

      “We should get back,” Mikael announced.

      I nodded, and we both stood. We walked side-by-side back down the coast, both deeply entrenched in our own thoughts. Hopefully Alaric would return soon, and we could get back to planning. There’d been a reason I had been avoiding relaxation. It left too much time to think. I didn’t want to think. I wanted to act. Trusting my gut in the moment had gotten me this far, I’d be a fool to stop now.
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      Alaric cursed his sister as he ran across the loamy green ground. The cool breeze blew his long, black hair away from his face as he propelled himself forward, faster than any normal man should be able to run. Her scent was still strong in the air, giving him hope. She was traveling on foot, which meant he stood a chance of catching her.

      He was running northward, in the direction of the abandoned cellar where Estus and Aislin and had taken Madeline when they kidnapped her. Sophie had been there before, but she had no reason to return, so the direction was likely coincidental.

      He only wished he knew what Sophie planned. Did she intend to travel far away to someplace he could not track her, only to come back when they least expected it? Or, did she only hope to elude him long enough to return to the Salr before him? He thought the latter unlikely, given she’d left a note. The only reason to warn them of her plan was if she intended to be gone for a while, and didn’t want to be found. If she simply disappeared, she would know that he, believing she was in danger, would commence a full scale search for her. As it was, he thought it much more important to get back to Madeline in a timely manner, than to apprehend his sister.

      He came to an abrupt halt as a strange smell filtered through his nostrils, mingling with that of his sister. He recognized the scent, but couldn’t quite place it. Sensing a presence behind him, he quickly turned around, half expecting to find Sophie. What he hadn’t expected was a Norn staring down at him from her great height with her strange-shaped, uptilted eyes. The curling horns of a ram adorned either side of her head, though they were partially covered by a dark green cloak. She held one long arm out to him, ending in the paw of a wolf.

      He had learned previously that the Norns did not communicate with normal speech, but with telepathy, which became much more clear with touch. Understanding what the Norn wanted, he stepped forward, placing himself within reach. The wolf paw touched down on his shoulder. His mind flooded with chaotic thoughts.

      First he saw banshees swirling in the sky within his mind, laden with a feeling of questioning. The Norn wanted to know where they had come from.

      He instantly thought of Madeline before he could debate on whether or not to tell the Norn the truth. As soon as he thought of her, the Norn understood. The images raced on inside his head.

      Next he saw images of the banshees terrorizing the countryside, but he got the impression it was an image of the past, likely the last time the Morrigan had summoned them. The Norn was worried. As a weaver of fate, she felt the new presence of the banshees simply should not be. Madeline had broken very basic rules to summon them, rules that held the world as it was together.

      He shook his head and tried to convey that Madeline had little choice in the matter. The Morrigan had influenced her actions. Now that Madeline was left without any extra defenses, she needed the banshees.

      At the mention of the Morrigan, the Norn took a sudden step back. A look of perplection crossed her strange face. She obviously had not been aware the Morrigan had returned to the earth at all. Recovering, she placed her paw once more upon his shoulder.

      She showed him scenes from a great battle, with many dead. The banshees collected their souls, adding to their immortal army. At first, he thought it was another scene from the past, but the Norn corrected him. This was a possible future. A future she would not allow to take place, nor would her sisters.

      At the sudden threat, Alaric stepped away from her, prepared to run. If they thought this new future involved Madeline, what might they do to stop her? He didn’t fully understand the Norn’s magic, but knew they were capable of sending people back in time. Any creatures capable of such a thing could likely cause great destruction.

      He was about to flee, when several more Norns appeared around him, stepping forward from where they’d been concealed behind the surrounding trees. One held Sophie tightly in its grasp, threatening to stab her with its eagle-like talons.

      Sophie struggled against her, then went still in surprise as she noticed Alaric. Quickly recovering from her shock, she began to struggle all the more.

      “Alaric, run!” she urged, her face red with exertion from fighting against the Norn’s grasp.

      Even with Sophie’s preternatural strength, the Norn didn’t seem to be struggling to hold her.

      Alaric’s eyes darted from Norn to Norn as they began to close in on him. Though none touched him, he was given the image in his mind that if he ran, they would kill Sophie. But if he stayed, would they harm Madeline? He glared at all of them, still thinking of Madeline’s safety.

      Reading his thoughts, one Norn shook her head. He sighed as more images flashed through his mind. They feared the Phantom Queen, but did not want to harm her. They would use him and his sister as bargaining tools to sway her from her plan. The banshees must be returned to the earth, never to be summoned again.

      “If she returns the banshees, she’ll stand no chance against the key,” Alaric argued out loud.

      That seemed to give the Norns pause, but moments later, their panic re-flooded his brain. They were scared, and it was causing them to act rashly. His mind flashed with images of a woman with long, red hair, standing tall while surveying a field of corpses. Though she was in her original body that he’d never physically met, he recognized the Morrigan, looking over the dead with a small smile on her face. The Norns feared the same thing happening to Madeline. At that moment, with the scene in his mind, he couldn’t help but fear it too.

      Now you see, one spoke into his mind.

      “Was that the Morrigan?” Sophie asked out loud. She’d stopped struggling, and instead hung limply in the Norn’s grip.

      Alaric shook his head, not in reply to Sophie’s question, but in reply to the Norn’s proposal. “I understand the risks, but Madeline is not the Morrigan. She won’t make the same mistakes.”

      The Norn’s collective mental sigh enveloped him.

      There is only one end to this situation, a voice stated in his head. She must put them back, or she must be killed.

      Alaric’s pulse sped as he debated what to do. Would they kill Sophie if he ran, or would they just use her as a bargaining chip? He couldn’t decide if Madeline and Sophie would be better off with him in the Norn’s possession, or with him by Madeline’s side to relay what the Norns had said.

      He scanned the Norns. “One of you also told her that the only way for her to part herself from the key was to die, or to put its energy into our child,” he countered. “I really don’t think you have as firm a grasp on the future as you claim.”

      It is true, the voice began, that she has thwarted fate many times. Her very creation thwarted fate. None were to possess the power of Yggdrasil. Yet, we cannot risk certain ends.

      “Or, you could help us achieve the correct end,” he countered. “We can regrow Yggdrasil and restore things to the way they were.”

      “I vote for that idea,” Sophie added sarcastically.

      Alaric glared at her, letting her know she wasn’t helping the situation.

      The Norns seemed genuinely surprised. You would suggest we work together?

      At that moment, he was reminded of how the Norns came to be as they were now. They were originally part of Yggdrasil, the World Tree, and had created the Vaettir in the image of the old gods, because they were lonely, and wanted children. Then, the Vaettir destroyed Yggdrasil, turning the Norns into what they were now, separating them from the key, and from the energy that composed the Morrigan, or so Madeline had explained to him. Once Yggdrasil was gone, the Vaettir had sentenced the Norns to a life of solitude. The Vaettir would not live amongst them, nor would they listen to their foretellings. He smiled faintly. The Norns were probably surprised that he was listening to their opinions at all, let alone offering to work with them.

      After thinking it over, Alaric nodded in reply to the question. “We’ll need you in the end regardless,” he stated. “We might as well work together from the beginning.”

      The Norns nodded their antlered heads in unison. Balance will be restored, they all agreed.

      Alaric had a brief moment of relief, then the voice added, But the banshees must still be laid to rest.

      He sighed. “Let me talk to Madeline. I’ll tell her what you’ve said, and that you’re willing to help us.”

      No, the voice said. If you leave us, she will have no reason to comply. We have been betrayed by your people many times.

      He glanced at Sophie, who shrugged, then turned back to the Norns in front of him. “What do you propose?”

      You will come with us, the voice in his mind stated. A messenger will be sent to Madeline.

      “If you harm her,” he began, ready to launch into a fight to the death right then and there.

      We will send a message, nothing more, the voice explained. You will both remain with us until an agreement can be made.

      He quickly sorted through his options. He could run, but he’d have to leave Sophie, and it might cause the Norns to attack Madeline, or he could stay, and perhaps a non-violent agreement could be made. His choice was clear, but it pained him that he’d be unable to return to Madeline like he’d promised. She was probably already worried, and he knew for a fact if he didn’t return by nightfall, a search party would be sent.

      “Fine,” he stated through gritted teeth. “Send your messenger. I will not run.”

      The Norns nodded in unison as Sophie let out a tired sigh.

      Alaric glared at her. “This is all your fault, you know.”

      She snorted. “It’s your fault for agreeing to let Maya join us.”

      Alaric rolled his eyes. No matter how many years they lived, Sophie would always be his little sister, and he would always need to protect her, no matter how much she infuriated him.
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        * * *

      

      I leaned back against the cushy chair, taking no comfort in the warm fire in front of me, or the steaming mug in my hands.

      “He should have been back by now,” I stated.

      Mikael sighed from his seat a few feet away. The fire’s reflection danced across the glass of amber whiskey in his hand. “A search party has been sent. I’m sure Tallie has sniffed him out by now,” he said tiredly. “Her tracking skills are beyond even Alaric and Sophie’s. If there’s any trouble, Aila and Frode will handle it.”

      Frode was the blond braid man who’d accompanied Maya and the others. Both he and Aila had joined in the search for Alaric. I’d tried to go myself, but had been met with a resounding no from the entire group.

      I pouted, thinking back to that moment as I stared into the fire. Even Frode, who I didn’t really know, seemed to fully comprehend the situation. He’d assured me they would bring Alaric back in one piece. I’d told him not to make promises he might not be able to keep.

      I placed my hand on the slight bump of my belly. “For some reason,” I began, “I feel like I’d know it if he’d come to any harm. Like I’d somehow sense it. Is that ridiculous?”

      I watched Mikael out of the corner of my eye as he smiled softly. “I knew when Erykah died, though I was an entire ocean away. She was in my dreams that night.”

      Gripping my mug with both hands, I gently swirled the tea around within the vessel. “You’re making me want to go to sleep, just so I’ll know. It feels wrong that I’m not out there looking for him.”

      Mikael chuckled. “I’m sure he would do his best to kill me upon his return if I let you run off into the woods in search of him. You still have many enemies, and it would do no one any good if you died running off to save him, especially when he may not be in any danger.”

      I sighed and took a sip of my chamomile tea. The scent and taste were normally soothing to me, but at that moment, nothing could compete with my anxiety. “If he wasn’t in danger, he would have returned by now.”

      “You place a great deal of faith in him,” he observed.

      “Yes, I do,” I answered instantly.

      He stood with his whiskey in his left hand, then offered me his right. “It’s late. Let’s get you to bed.”

      “I’m not going to be able to sleep,” I argued, staring up at him.

      “Then I’ll sing you a lullaby,” he joked, “just as you did for me back when you needed to learn to shield, and wanted to enter my mind while I slept.”

      I took his hand and rose to my feet, careful not to slosh my hot tea. “First,” I began, “you were drunk, and I was just trying to get you to shut up. Second, that situation didn’t end very well for either of us. I thought you were going to kill me after the key forced its way into your memories.”

      He arched an eyebrow at me with my hand still in his. “Were we successful in teaching you how to shield, or not?”

      I sighed. “Well yes, but—”

      He raised his whiskey-filled hand to silence me. “Then perhaps we’ll be successful at getting you to sleep.”

      I slumped my shoulders in defeat, knowing there was no way I was going to be able to sleep. Still, I was grateful he was at least attempting to take care of me. I almost felt bad. Mainly because if Alaric was gone for a few hours more, and I was still awake, I’d hit Mikael over the head if I had to so I could use my banshees to help me search for him. Alaric would do the same for me. That’s what being partners was all about.
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      Alaric leaned his back against the wall in the candlelit cellar where Aislin had met her end. There was still a bloodstain in the middle of the floor, though her corpse had been disposed of by Mikael’s people. Against the opposite wall sat the chair where Madeline had been tied up for Marcos to remove the key from her.

      He clenched his jaw in irritation. He and Sophie had been sitting in the cellar with the Norns standing guard for hours now, leaving Madeline alone in the Salr with several of Aislin’s people, including Marcos, and there was nothing he could do about it. He stifled a sigh. She wasn’t entirely alone. Mikael was watching over her, but it did little to comfort him. He hoped Mikael would be able to stop her from running off to search for him. A Norn messenger was on the way. Hopefully Madeline would soon know that he was safe, and wouldn’t do anything foolish.

      Still, there would be conflict once she was told the banshees must be returned to the earth. Alaric wasn’t even sure she knew how to return them, even if she eventually agreed to the Norn’s terms. He imagined she didn’t, else she might have considered it already. When she was around their power for too long, she became slightly intoxicated with it, and he knew that it scared her. She’d allowed the banshees to grow weak because she was afraid of giving them fresh power. Yet, the fact still remained that using the banshees was their best chance of cornering Estus.

      Sophie let out a long sigh. He’d been ignoring her since they’d arrived at the cellar, annoyed with her selfishness when so much was at stake.

      “I’m sorry,” she muttered.

      He glanced to his left where she sat leaning against the wall, her slender body draped in a curtain of dark hair. “Huh, what was that?” he replied sarcastically. “I couldn’t quite hear you?”

      “I’m sorry,” she said sharply. “I let my emotions get the better of me. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      Alaric rolled his eyes at her. “This seems to be a theme with you regarding Maya.”

      Even at just the brief mention of Maya’s names, Sophie’s expression hardened. “If Madeline not only used and betrayed you, then tried to kill you, you’d feel the same.”

      He met her dark eyes and the ferocity that was always there, just below the surface. “You really love her that much?”

      At that, Sophie seemed to deflate. “I did. When she left Estus’ Salr the first time, I thought she was doing it to get away from him, and that she truly regretted leaving me behind. I held out hope. Then, when Estus recaptured her and had her tortured, I thought maybe if I saved her, those hopes could come true. I thought maybe she’d held that same idea in her heart.” She took a deep, shaky breath, then slumped against the wall. “Then we escaped Estus’ Salr. I left you and Madeline behind to fend for yourselves, all for Maya. As soon as we were safe in the outside world, she admitted she was Aislin’s spy, and she left me. You have no idea how that felt.”

      He raised an eyebrow at her. “Kind of like being abandoned by your own sister after risking your life to help with her idiotic plan?”

      She glared at him. “I knew you would be fine. You always are.”

      That last bit stung, though he wouldn’t admit it out loud. He had survived many dire situations, but the idea that he was expected to survive those situations without help made him feel the slightest bit lonely. It was part of why he felt so close to Madeline. She would always do her best to save him, just as he would do for her. Neither of them had to deal with their problems alone. It was that bond that worried him now, knowing that Madeline would do whatever it took to rescue him.

      Sophie eyed him curiously as he thought things over. The Norns left to guard them were still as statues, not acknowledging their conversation, or even their existence.

      “I suppose I can understand your actions,” he eventually conceded. “Though you’ve still been a royal pain in the ass.”

      She smiled. “Isn’t that what little sisters are supposed to do?”

      He laughed. “Tabitha doesn’t seem to give Faas quite as much grief.”

      Sophie shoved his shoulder playfully. “You obviously haven’t been paying attention. They’re always arguing when they think no one is listening.”

      He smirked. “And you’ve been paying attention? I was under the impression that you only paid attention to yourself.”

      “Hah hah,” she replied sarcastically. “You’re one to throw stones. All you see is Madeline.”

      He rolled his eyes. “If that were true, I wouldn’t be sitting in an old cellar with my little sister, leaving Madeline in the care of Mikael.”

      Her eyes widened in mock surprise. “Woah, sorry, maybe you care about me a little too much.”

      There was something in the way she said the last remark that made him sense there was more to her attitude than she was letting on. His tone turned serious. “I do, you know. I’m aware that things have been centered around Madeline, and I’m sorry if that made you feel alone. We never even properly talked about James’ death.”

      “There was nothing to talk about,” she snapped instantly.

      “You cried,” he countered. “You never cry. The only other time I’ve seen you cry in the past ten years was when Maya tried to kill you.”

      She frowned. “I simply felt responsible. I had said some,” she hesitated, “things to him that made him angry. He provoked Madeline and the banshees because of me.”

      He eyed her patiently, waiting for her to give him the real explanation. He knew his sister well enough to know that she hadn’t been that upset over a little guilt.

      “Fine,” she snapped, turning her gaze away from him and down to her lap. “James was still in love with me,” she said quickly. “I thought—” she bit her lip, then began again, “I thought that perhaps he felt toward me what I felt toward Maya. He was an evil person, and didn’t really deserve my sympathy, but I couldn’t help relating to how he felt. When Maya tried to kill me, I just couldn’t understand it, because even after everything, I hadn’t wanted to kill James, and I knew he would have never tried to harm me. I suppose when James died, I saw too much of myself in him, dying because of the one he loved, who could not love him back.”

      Alaric took a deep breath, then let it out. Her explanation had been a lot more than he’d expected.

      She continued, “These feelings have been especially hard to cope with while seeing you and Madeline together, returning each other’s love equally.” As if realizing she’d admitted an uncharacteristic amount of weakness, she took on a joking expression and added, “It’s positively vomit-inducing really, the way you two go all moon-eyed around each other.”

      Suddenly Alaric felt guilty. He hadn’t considered the idea that his relationship had only made things harder on Sophie after her terrible luck in love. “You know,” he observed, “Aila goes a little bit moon-eyed when she’s around you.”

      Sophie smiled with a distant expression. “I know, but Aila has even more trouble showing her emotions than you or I,” she laughed.

      Alaric grinned. “She fits right in.”

      Sophie turned her gaze back to him. “Just one big, dysfunctional family.”

      He smiled, but it was hard to quiet his sudden anxiety. After a moment’s silence, he added, “Yes, a family, of sorts. Hopefully we’re capable of saving it.”

      Sophie glanced at the Norns, then back to Alaric. “I trust Madeline to lead with her heart, and Mikael to be more pragmatic. They make a good team. It’s up to them now, much more than it is to us.”

      Alaric rubbed at his tired eyes. Sophie was right. As much as he wanted to be capable of saving the day, everything was currently up to Madeline and Mikael. Even he could admit they made a good team. Too bad he’d still have to kill Mikael after all this was over. Some crimes simply could not be forgiven, at least not by him.
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        * * *

      

      Mikael and I sat in the grass outside the Salr as the first rays of sunlight crept over the horizon. I hadn’t slept a wink, and he hadn’t either, refusing to rest no matter how many times I’d promised I wouldn’t leave. He knew because of our oath that I couldn’t really lie to him, but still, he’d remained by my side.

      “I’m sure they’ll be back soon,” he assured as we both gazed off into the distance.

      I had a flannel blanket wrapped around me, but felt chilled to the bone. Not only was Alaric yet to return, but there’d been no sign of Tallie, Aila, or Frode either.

      I perked up as I noticed movement in a far off copse of trees, but whatever it was seemed too big to be Alaric or one of the others. I squinted my eyes, straining to see whatever it was.

      “Is that . . . ” Mikael trailed off, sounding surprised.

      “A Norn,” I finished for him.

      The tall shape had emerged from the tree line to reveal its antlered head, though at the distance I could make out few other details. I only knew it was a Norn because no other creature shared that particular shape. Its humanoid body was nearly seven feet tall, and its antlers, like those of a whitetail deer, added a good two feet on top of that.

      Without a word, Mikael and I both stood to begin walking toward the Norn as she continued to make her way in our direction. I left my blanket on the ground, not wanting to be huddled in its hindering warmth should conflict occur. The Norn was alone, as far I could tell, but I couldn’t help glancing warily around us as we walked. I suddenly felt vulnerable being out in the open. The banshees had hung back out of sight, too weak to do anything but watch.

      “What do you think she wants?” I whispered to Mikael as we plodded along, our boots kicking up the morning dew from the grass.

      He shook his head, his eyes remaining on the Norn, still a good distance off. “I haven’t seen any Norns since we went back in time,” he whispered. “I wasn’t even sure there were any left after the deaths of those I knew.”

      We stopped talking as the Norn drew close enough to hear us. She took a few more long strides, then stood before us, towering over even Mikael, which few managed to do.

      The children of Bastet are with my sisters, a voice echoed through my mind. I’ve come to bargain with you for their lives.

      I suddenly felt like I couldn’t breathe. She had Alaric and Sophie? “What do you mean, you’ve come to bargain for their lives?” I asked.

      We require that you return your phantoms to the earth, she explained. Then we will all work together to meet your goals.

      I glanced at Mikael, who looked confused. “I take it you’re hearing a voice in your head right now?” he questioned.

      I nodded, realizing the Norn had been speaking only to me. “They’re holding Alaric and Sophie hostage,” I explained around the lump in my throat. “They want me to send the banshees back into the earth.”

      “Well we can’t do that,” Mikael replied blandly. He turned to the Norn. “Kidnapping two of our people against their will, then attempting to bargain with their lives, is a direct call to war,” he stated boldly. “If you harm them. We will slaughter all of your kind.”

      After a moment of shock, I began tugging on Mikael’s arm frantically, trying to keep him from speaking further. What the hell was he doing?

      The Norn’s thin lips curved downward into a perplexed frown.

      We cannot risk the phantom’s existence, the voice argued. The threat is too great.

      Apparently now involved in the internal conversation, Mikael replied, “And we cannot risk the key coming back to kill us all. If we fail, Estus will march on all of humanity. It will be worldwide war. Millions will be slaughtered. Surely the banshees do not pose a greater risk than that?”

      We will prevent that fate without the phantoms, the Norn argued.

      Her panic was almost overwhelming. I felt like I could barely breathe around it. The Norns usually didn’t involve themselves in the affairs of humans or Vaettir, and I wasn’t sure why they’d chosen now to start, unless they were truly worried the world as they knew it might end.

      You hope to regrow Yggdrasil, the Norn explained in answer to my thoughts. To restore balance. We share in that goal. We can help you achieve it. The dead are not a necessary factor.

      I blinked up at her, surprised. “You do realize that regrowing Yggdrasil would require you giving up your current forms?” I questioned.

      The Norns had been a part of Yggdrasil, symbolizing fate. If we were to regrow the World Tree as it was, the remaining Norns would have to return to their original forms within the tree, effectively ending their independent lives.

      She bowed her antlered head. We were never meant to be this way. When we are not ignored, we are killed. We wish to return to Yggdrasil, where we can once again weave the strings of fate.

      I took a deep, shaky breath, but Mikael spoke first. “In that case, it seems we are the ones holding all the cards. You will return Alaric and Sophie to us, then you will aid us in any way we deem necessary, if you ever hope to be returned to your previous form.”

      The Norn stared at him blankly.

      I stared at him too, jaw agape. He’d somehow turned the entire situation around on the Norn.

      I will discuss this with my sisters, she finally replied.

      Just as I sighed in relief, Mikael snapped, “No, you will answer for them. Do we have a deal, or not?”

      The Norn narrowed her eyes in sudden anger, though her gaze turned to me, instead of Mikael. I hope that you do not prove us right. The phantoms should never have been raised again. They nearly destroyed the world before the Morrigan destroyed herself.

      “Do we have a deal?” Mikael asked again calmly.

      She pursed her thin lips in distaste, then nodded her head.

      “Good,” he said simply. “Now lead us to our lost associates.”

      The Norn nodded again.

      I looked to Mikael once more in utter shock. “You know, I have never been more grateful for your existence than I am right now.”

      He waved me off with a smile. “Oh I bet you say that to all the guys.”

      I shook my head in awe of Mikael’s diplomacy, suddenly exceedingly pleased he would be my co-Doyen. If I’d handled that conversation, my banshees would already be gone, and I’d be doing whatever else the Norn might ask of me. It just went to show that you should never feel powerless in any given situation. When your opponent has given you few choices, you simply had to give them even less.

      We had just begun to follow the Norn into the woods, when Tallie, Aila, and Frode appeared ahead of us. Tallie stared in awe at the Norn for several seconds before giving her a wide berth to approach us. Frode and Aila seemed unfazed as they moved to stand beside Mikael.

      Tallie smoothed her fingers over her shiny black ponytail, glancing at me nervously, her delicate features creased with worry. “We couldn’t find them,” she explained. Her eyes shifted to the Norn again. “What is that?” she whispered.

      “It’s a Norn,” I whispered back.

      Tallie’s eyes widened. “Holy shit.”

      “My sentiments exactly,” I replied. “Though she’s actually leading us to Alaric and Sophie.”

      I could sense sudden great relief coming from Tallie’s petite form, though on the outside she just nodded somberly, having failed in her task. Seeming to rally, she tugged her leather coat straight, ready to re-enter the woods for round two.

      “We should get going,” Mikael advised. He looked to Aila and Frode, both standing tall and super blond beside him, then to Tallie. “The three of you will come with us, just in case.”

      Everyone nodded as the Norn waited patiently.

      “Why does the Norn have Sophie and Alaric?” I heard Frode whisper to Mikael as we all turned and began walking.

      “She hoped to use them as bargaining chips,” Mikael explained. “She thought she might force us to adhere to her wishes.”

      Mikael and Frode laughed. It was one of those exceedingly macho moments that were often highly irritating to those not involved. I watched as Aila and Tallie gave each other knowing looks, though I was left out of the exchange. Normally, I might have felt shunned, but right then, all I wanted to do was make sure Alaric was okay. Aila and Tallie could have their girl’s moment without me.

      As we walked on for over an hour, I began to recognize our surroundings, though I had only walked that route once before, and I’d been traveling in the other direction at the time. Still, it seemed like we were walking in the direction of the old cellar where I’d been held after Aislin and Estus had kidnapped me. It was a logical guess, since there wasn’t much else to be found in the long expanse of woodland ahead of us, that I knew of. It was still too soon to tell for sure though, as the cellar was many miles off.

      The Norn stumbled, then hunched over, holding a paw to her head.

      I ran to her side, not fast enough to beat Mikael and Tallie there. Her eyes were shut, and she panted as if in pain. I reached a hand out to touch her arm, rubbing my palm across the scratchy fabric of her shapeless clothing, but she didn’t seem to notice.

      Something’s wrong, a voice echoed in my head along with a searing wave of pain.

      Panic shot through me, mingling with the pain to make me feel ill. Had something happened to her sisters? If they were with Alaric and Sophie . . .

      “Where are they?” Mikael demanded, obviously coming to the same conclusion.

      A moment later, my suspicions were confirmed. Images of the cellar flashed through my mind. Before I could react, Mikael had moved to the other side of the Norn to hoist me into his arms, carrying me like a small child. It would have been easier for him to throw me over his shoulders, but that would put uncomfortable pressure on my baby bump. I wrapped my arms around his neck and he began to run, leaving the Norn behind.

      Tallie shot ahead of us, faster than Mikael, Aila, or Frode could run. She was as fast as Alaric, maybe even faster. Mikael had known I wouldn’t be able to keep up, even with the slowest amongst us.

      Wanting nothing more than to break free of Mikael’s grasp to run on my own, I fought the tears streaming down my face. It felt like we weren’t running fast enough. I’d always been a terrible judge of distance, but if I remembered correctly, the cellar was still six or seven miles away. We wouldn’t make it in time to stop whatever was happening.

      Still, Mikael ran on as Frode and Aila kept pace on either side of us. I kept my arms wrapped tightly around his neck, wanting to make carrying me as easy as possible. For a normal man, running at such a pace with a 5 foot 9 woman in his arms would have been nearly impossible, but Mikael was no normal man.

      Feeling helpless, I sent my thoughts out to the banshees, but only received a weak echo in reply. I had deprived them of their strength, and now it was coming back to bite me. There was nothing I could do but cling to Mikael and hope we wouldn’t be too late.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time we reached the cellar, I felt completely numb. We still had no idea what had happened, but something had befallen the Norn’s sisters, and it had been bad enough to immobilize her.

      Tallie had already gone down into the cellar, and now re-emerged, an unreadable look on her face. Mikael approached her, still holding me tightly in his arms.

      She shook her head.

      The response was all I needed. I struggled, but Mikael’s arms tightened around me, refusing to let go. “Maddy, wait,” he pleaded.

      Though I had little to spare, I concentrated and shot a small burst of energy at him. His arms loosened in surprise, and I suddenly fell to the ground, hitting my tailbone on the rocky earth.

      Not taking a moment to recover, I scrambled away from him. I wasn’t sure what I was thinking, but I had to get down into that cellar. Alaric couldn’t be hurt. He couldn’t be.

      I avoided Aila as she made a grab for me. They were all trying to keep me from seeing whatever was in that cellar.

      Aila started to lunge at me again, but Mikael darted in and stopped her, even though he’d tried to stop me himself a moment before. I ran to the open door of the cellar, lying flush with the ground, then hurried down the old, concrete stairs, my heart beating so loudly in my ears that I couldn’t even hear my own footsteps.

      Candles still burned around the room, though many had been blown out, and some flames had been drowned in blood. I stood frozen at the base of the stairs, surveying the massacre. The entire room was drenched in blood. Over the chair I’d once been tied to, which had been knocked onto its side, lay the hunched form of a Norn, dead. Her sisters were scattered about the room, not one of them living.

      I jumped as I realized Mikael was standing right behind me.

      “They’re not here,” I mumbled as relief mingled with the numbing shock that had taken over my body. “Alaric and Sophie aren’t here,” I stated more firmly.

      My knees suddenly collapsed, but Mikael caught me, lifting me back into his arms. Frode descended the stairs behind us, then walked further into the room. He approached the Norn draped across the chair, and a moment later, I realized why. One of her arms was pinned under her chest against the side of the chair. Her forearm stuck out at an odd angle, the elbow bent so the avian talons were above the torso. In her upright claws rested a white envelope. It was square, like the invitation to a wedding or party. Frode retrieved it, then returned to us.

      “Can you stand?” Mikael whispered into my ear.

      I nodded, and he let me down, though he kept a bracing arm around my waist. Normally I would have protested, but at that moment, I needed the extra support.

      I took the offered envelope from Frode, knowing without a doubt that it was meant for me. I opened it, then pulled a square of card stock from within. I squinted down at the paper, but could hardly see the words with the dim lighting in the room. Realizing my predicament, Mikael moved so we were both bathed in the sunlight streaming through the open cellar door.

      
        
        The neatly scrawled text read:

      

      

      
        
        To Madeline Ville,

        You are cordially invited to the inauguration ball of Estus Mac An Tsagairt, as he ascends the throne of the Vaettir. The event will be held in his home, February 22nd, at 10 in the evening.

      

      

      I stared down at the page, rereading the text multiple times. It said nothing about Alaric and Sophie, but it didn’t need to. The message was implied. I would attend the inauguration ball if I ever wanted to see them alive again.

      “That’s in four days,” Mikael stated, reading the note over my shoulder.

      “We need to catch a plane,” I replied.

      I still felt entirely numb. I knew everything would catch up with me any moment, but all I could think about that second was getting the hell out of Ireland.

      “I had already begun preparations for leaving the country,” he explained. “I wanted us to be capable of departing at a moment’s notice.”

      As gratitude overwhelmed me, everything else began to sink in. I swayed on my feet again, and Mikael caught me and pulled me into a hug. “We’ll find them, and we’ll save them,” he whispered against my hair. “That’s a promise.”

      I could hear Frode backing away up the stairs to join the others, leaving us alone in the gory room. I held tightly onto Mikael, feeling unable to move just yet.

      “He’s not dead, right?” I questioned weakly as fresh tears began to fall, unable to convince myself that I would ever see Alaric again.

      “He’s not dead,” he assured. “I swear to you, you would know it if he were.”

      I nodded, scratching my cheek against his linen shirt, then pulled away. “We need to gather the others from the Salr,” I said, pulling myself together. “I want to be on a plane before the day is through.”

      “Consider it done,” he replied with a nod.

      I took one final glance around the macabre room, then ascended the concrete stairs.

      Aila, Frode, and Tallie all waited silently above.

      Tallie stepped forward, but kept her gaze on the ground. “I’m sorry, I just saw the scene and was horrified. I didn’t consider you’d think Alaric had been killed.”

      While her initial reaction after seeing the room had given me the scare of a lifetime, I couldn’t blame her. The room was a horrifying sight for anyone, even one of the Vaettir.

      “Don’t worry about it,” I said distantly, gazing into the woods around us for any sign that the Norn’s murderers might still be near. At that thought, I asked, “Can you sense any energy nearby?”

      She shook her head, tossing her black ponytail from side to side. “I can’t sense anyone within ten miles of us, probably more.”

      “But you couldn’t sense Alaric earlier either,” I countered, “and this place is within ten miles of the Salr.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at the still open cellar door. “The cellar must somehow be warded,” she explained. “When we were first tracking Alaric and Sophie, I couldn’t get a feel for them, nor did I sense the Norns. It’s probably why the Norns chose this place to hold them, though their plan backfired in a horrible way.” She frowned, deep in thought. “Did Estus do this?”

      I nodded. “This was his way of inviting us to his inauguration. He took Alaric and Sophie to ensure we’d show up. He might not have killed the Norns himself, but it was on his orders. If only we’d gotten here thirty minutes sooner.”

      “Speaking of Norns,” Mikael cut in, “we should check on the one we left behind. She may now be our singular hope in bringing our plans to fruition.”

      I gasped. I’d forgotten all about her. We needed the Norns to regrow Yggdrasil. Fate was part of the equation we couldn’t leave out. Was that why those who guarded Alaric and Sophie had been slaughtered? I’d simply thought it was a message, letting me know just what could happen to the man I loved if I didn’t obey, but maybe there was more to it. Maybe Estus knew what I planned, and was trying to stop me.

      Without asking permission, Mikael picked me up in his arms again. He ran in the direction we’d come as everyone else moved to follow him. I couldn’t help feeling like we should be scouring the woods for Alaric and Sophie, just in case, but if Tallie couldn’t sense them from outside the cellar, they were long gone.

      Tallie darted ahead of us through the trees, once again amazing me with her speed. If she wanted, she could turn into a wolf and move even faster, though transformation took a lot of her energy.

      As the gentle rhythm of Mikael’s graceful steps washed over me, I began to plan. I couldn’t think about the possible outcomes of what lay before us. I couldn’t think about what was happening to Alaric and Sophie right in that moment. I could only think about what I could do.

      Mikael had claimed that travel arrangements wouldn’t be an issue. It was a long flight from Ireland to Spokane, Washington, so the sooner we left, the better. There wasn’t much for us to pack up at the Salr, except for the extra people. Many of our small group were accustomed to carrying weapons, which would be another concern, since we would be going through airport security. Everyone might just have to acquire new weapons once we reached the states, but finding quality weaponry could take time, and time we did not have.

      We only had four days to make it to the ball to save Alaric and Sophie, but that begged the question, why did Estus want me there?

      “What do you think he’s planning?” I asked out loud.

      Only breathing slightly harder from exertion, Mikael kept his eyes on the path ahead of him as he answered, “I’ve been thinking about that too, and I’m really not sure. Perhaps he’s hoping to distract you from forming an army long enough for him to enact his plan, or maybe he’s hoping to force you into joining him, using Alaric and Sophie as leverage.”

      I frowned, then tensed as Mikael leapt over a well-rotted log.

      “Or perhaps it’s just a trap,” Frode chimed in as he sped up to reach Mikael’s side, “and Estus will kill us all as soon as we arrive.”

      “Then we’ll have to arrive en force,” Mikael countered. “Many of Aislin’s people are in the States. If we can contact enough of them, perhaps they will rally to our cause.”

      I kept quiet, retreating into my own thoughts. I didn’t care if it was a trap. I was going regardless. I would save Alaric and Sophie. There was no other choice.

      My resolve strengthened, I wrapped my arms more tightly around Mikael’s shoulders, glad he was willing to walk into a situation with me that might mean all our deaths. He might have been an ancient, power-hungry, manipulative Viking, but he was also my friend. I needed all of the friends I could get.
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        * * *

      

      Mikael let me down to my feet as we reached the Norn. Tallie already stood by her side, looking uncomfortable. The Norn sat in the dirt with her long legs pulled up to her chest, draped in her shapeless clothing. Her antlered head was bowed over her knees as she wept.

      Her sorrow hit me like a ton of bricks, and it was all I could do to force myself to approach.

      “I tried to speak to her,” Tallie explained, “but I don’t think she’s heard a single word.”

      The Norn let out a heart rending sob, but did not lift her head to acknowledge that she wasn’t alone. I knelt by her side as tears formed in my eyes. They came easily, since I already had plenty of things to cry about, even without the Norn’s emotions affecting me.

      I touched her shoulder, but she didn’t seem to notice. Normally you’d say someone’s name to get their attention, but I didn’t know hers. I wasn’t sure if the Norns even used names. I’d sure never been given one to call any of them by.

      Not knowing what else to do, I knelt down beside her and wrapped my arms around her shoulders. I hugged her, because sometimes, that’s the only comfort one person can really offer another. The comfort of another body, holding them close, sharing in their pain.

      She let out another sob, then leaned her weight against me.

      I am the only one left, a weak voice whispered in my mind. All of my sister’s have left me. I cannot bear this burden alone.

      “There’s still hope,” I soothed. “We can still return you to your true form. Maybe then, you’ll be closer to your lost sisters.”

      She finally lifted her head to look at me. Her strange, uptilted eyes were swollen and red-rimmed from her tears. The Norns had always seemed so different to me, not like humans or Vaettir, but in that moment, she seemed just like all the rest of us. Lost and alone, longing for safety and love.

      You will truly regrow Yggdrasil? she questioned, as if needing reassurance.

      I nodded. “That’s been my plan all along.”

      Frode cleared his throat, then leaned toward Mikael and whispered, “I’m guessing there’s a whole other side to this conversation I’m not hearing?”

      “Yes,” Mikael answered simply, then moved to kneel before the Norn, though he turned his eyes to me. “Will she join us?”

      I nodded, my arms still loosely wrapped around her shoulders. “I think so.”

      We will need the Morrigan, the voice said in my head. We cannot regrow Yggdrasil without her energy. We need fate, chaos, emotion, life and death. All parts must be present.

      I frowned. Mara, the Morrigan, had left the world once again, after temporarily possessing Marcos. Her energy had been too weakened to remain. Logically I knew we’d need her energy to bring our goals to fruition, but I was hoping we’d either find a way around it, or another solution would present itself. I might even be able to use my energy, but I wasn’t sure what such a sacrifice would entail.

      Reading my thoughts, the Norn answered, We can bring the Morrigan’s energy back, if only in a small way. If you bring her to once again reside inside you, she may be able to remain until the time comes to regrow the tree. We’ll need the help of the necromancer.

      “Marcos?” I questioned. “How do you know about him?”

      Suddenly her sorrow turned to anger, hot enough to scald. He fed off the energy of my sisters in the past. I can sense him, just as I can sense you. It is why we feared the banshees. Executioners and other denizens of death are instinctually programmed to stay away from each other, and if they come together, they compete until one is killed. You have somehow gathered three in one space, including yourself. It is unnatural, and terrifying.

      I frowned as I thought over what she’d said. In the beginning, Faas had been downright bitter toward me, but we’d eventually become friends. Marcos didn’t seem to feel a need to compete with me, as long as I helped him achieve Hecate’s goals.

      It is all because of you, the Norn explained in reply to my thoughts. You are the earth and all that it encompasses. You are a uniting force, bending the laws of nature to your will.

      Mikael smiled suddenly, obviously still hearing everything I was. “So what you’re saying,” he began, as he glanced between me and the Norn, “is that we have a chance.”

      The Norn seemed surprised. She was silent for several seconds, then answered, Yes. There are powers at your disposal to rival those of the charm, but the cycle of fate is slowly unravelling. I truly cannot say what will happen.

      Mikael winked at her. “Don’t worry, I’ve always been very lucky. You’ll be reunited with your sisters in no time.”

      The Norn didn’t seem to know what to say to that. No one did. What remained of Fate was quite literally on our side, perhaps with a little added luck, we might actually succeed. The world was basically depending on us. No pressure, or anything.
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      Once the Norn had recovered, we returned to the Salr to share the news, and to get everyone ready to go. Mikael had stayed outside to make calls on his cell to arrange our travel. He’d ordered Frode and Aila to remain by my side while I spread the news and packed my things. Tallie vowed to protect me too, but Mikael didn’t seem to believe her.

      I came through the entrance first. Faas was there, waiting just inside the Salr for our return, looking sullen with his white-blond topknot of hair hanging forward into his eyes. Like me, Faas was more magically imposing than physically, as we were both executioners. We were even the same height.

      He heaved a sigh of relief, then looked past me as Aila, Frode, and Tallie appeared. Next came the Norn. She crouched as she entered, then stood to her full height, antlers nearly reaching the ceiling.

      Faas took a step back, wide-eyed.

      Once he’d recovered, he turned his gaze back to me. “Is that what I think it is?”

      “She’s a Norn,” I explained. “She’s on our side.

      He nodded, instantly accepting my explanation, then glanced at the dirt wall as if expecting more people to come through. He brought his eyes back to me. “Mikael?”

      “Up above, making plans,” I explained. “Alaric and Sophie have been taken by Estus. We all need to get on a plane to the States to rescue them.”

      I could feel anxiety wafting off him like a bitter perfume, but he took me at my word without asking for further explanation. “Might I ask . . . ” he trailed off as his eyes flicked to the Norn.

      “Later,” I answered as I walked past him. “Help me spread word to everyone that it’s time to leave. Make sure someone escorts Maya and the others up, while keeping a close eye on them.”

      Faas fell into step beside me. “Consider it done. What about Marcos?”

      “I’ll talk to him. There are some things we need to discuss before we leave.” I held up a hand to cut him off as he began to speak, knowing he was going to reject the idea of me speaking to Marcos on my own. “Frode and Aila will remain with me,” I added.

      Faas sighed, then nodded. “I’ll get everyone ready, but don’t get too comfortable around Marcos.”

      “If you think I stand any chance of being comfortable with anything right now,” I replied, “you are sorely mistaken.”

      He put a hand on my shoulder to halt my progression, surprising me since he was not the physically affectionate type. “We’ll get him back,” he assured, his pale eyes earnest.

      I didn’t have to ask to whom he referred. Everyone knew Alaric would be at the forefront of my mind. I nodded, holding back tears as they suddenly attacked me, then turned away to continue on with my mission.

      Faas walked off in the other direction without another word, as Frode and Aila fell into step on either side of me. I felt like a dwarf between their tall, muscled frames, but I couldn’t say that I minded. Extra protection was rarely a bad thing, even if it could be annoying.

      We continued down the hall silently until we reached the room where Marcos was being held. Outside the door stood Alejandro and Tabitha, casually chatting. Alejandro had somehow managed to fit in much better with Mikael’s people than Tallie had, though I sensed Tallie’s need to fit in was greater. Alejandro didn’t really care. He was just happy as long as no one was trying to kill him. Unfortunately, his happiness would probably end once we reached the States.

      “It’s time to go,” I announced.

      Tabitha looked to Aila for confirmation, which irked me, but I couldn’t really blame her. Mikael was her leader, not me, even if we were planning on ruling together.

      Alejandro simply nodded, accepting my orders. “Alaric and Sophie?” he questioned.

      I shook my head.

      He frowned, and I could sense Tabitha’s worry, but neither spoke.

      “Aila and Frode will aid me with Marcos,” I explained, not wanting to discuss anything else further. “Find Faas and help him gather the others.”

      Tabitha and Alejandro both nodded, then left us. I was glad once they were gone. Aila would never push me to talk about anything emotional, and I had a feeling Frode wouldn’t either, though I’d only just met him the previous day. Alejandro and Tabitha were different.

      I opened the door and the three of us entered the room. Marcos was sitting on the floor with his back against the stone wall. His long, white hair hid his expression. He remained motionless, not acknowledging our arrival.

      “Rushing to Estus’ Salr is a mistake,” he stated.

      “How did you . . . ” I trailed off, wondering how he knew our plan before we’d told it to anyone.

      He moved his head a fraction to peer through his hair and meet my eyes. “You know just who whispers in my ear,” he replied vaguely.

      I glanced to Aila, then to Frode on either side of me. He was claiming Hecate had told him of our plan, and I had no choice but to believe him. There was no other way for him to know.

      “Mistake or no, we’re going,” I replied.

      He stood and took a graceful step toward us. His shapeless black clothing made his pale face seem ghostly, and his spiderweb-like hair only added to the effect. “Well this should at least prove interesting,” he commented with a small smile on his gaunt face.

      “Who says you’re going?” Aila remarked snidely.

      “He is,” I answered before there could be any arguments. “He’s part of the plan.”

      Aila didn’t reply, but I could sense her unhappiness. No one seemed to like Marcos, myself included.

      He spread his arms wide, encompassing the rest of the room. “Seeing as I have no possessions, I suppose I’m ready to go.”

      I nodded, then turned to leave the room, expecting everyone to follow.

      Mikael found us just as we re-entered the hall, his cell phone still in his hand. “Everything is arranged. We’ll fly out of Dublin in three hours, so we need to get moving.”

      I nodded, suppressing tears, glad we wouldn’t have to wait around much. As long as I was moving toward our agenda, I could keep myself together. If I had to wait, I wasn’t sure if I could keep myself from breaking down. Wallowing would do Alaric no good. Action would. Guess which one I was in favor of.

      “I need to pack my things,” I breathed.

      Mikael looked past me to Aila, Frode, and Marcos, then turned his gaze back to me. “Several cars should arrive on the main road to pick us up shortly. Aila and Frode will remain with you while you pack. I’ll take Marcos.”

      I glanced behind me as everyone nodded. Marcos seemed calm with a small, secretive smile on his face.

      “You have a problem with that?” I questioned, hoping he wasn’t about to give us trouble.

      “Not at all,” he replied politely. “In fact, I’m quite interested to see how this whole new endeavor will work out.”

      Taking him at his word, I turned back to Mikael and gave him a final nod. “I’ll see you above ground shortly.”

      He nodded in reply, then walked past me and took hold of Marcos’ arm, guiding him back down the hall away from the rest of us.

      I watched them go, wondering if Mikael would be a match for Marcos should Marcos decide to rebel. I shook my head. Mikael only took well calculated risks. If he felt fine taking sole custody of Marcos, it meant he wasn’t worried about it, so I shouldn’t be either.

      Aila cleared her throat, drawing my attention to her. “We should get moving. You aren’t the only one who has things to pack.”

      Forcing myself back into the current moment, I nodded, then turned to head back toward my room, deep in thought. I didn’t get far. I nearly jumped out of my skin as I almost walked right into Kira.

      She looked up at me with her large, green eyes, accented by the bangs of her forest green hair. Her delicate face held concern. “What’s going on?” she asked softly. “I heard someone say that you were leaving.”

      I bit my lip and mentally cursed myself. In all the chaos I’d forgotten about Kira. I’d originally found her living alone in the Salr, but she’d been more than happy to have the extra company that came with my presence. She’d grown accustomed to having extra people around, and now here I was, about to leave her behind without a word.

      “Alaric’s been kidnapped,” I explained, tilting my head to look down at her diminutive form. “We have to fly to the U.S. to get him back.”

      Her eyes widened, then she looked down at her feet.

      “What is it?” I pressed, anxious to get on with things.

      She mumbled something that I couldn’t quite hear.

      With an impatient huff, I knelt in front of her. “I’m sorry, but I’m kind of in a rush, please just tell me what you have to say.”

      She met my eyes. “I’d like to go with you,” she stated clearly. “I’d like to find my sister, if I can.”

      A promise I’d made came to mind. A promise to reunite Kira with her sister Sivi, even if Sivi might not be the sister Kira remembered.

      I took a deep breath. “She may still be allied with our enemy,” I explained. Sivi felt no loyalty to Estus, but she still lived in his Salr under his rule, or at least, she had the last time I’d seen her. “But you can come with us if you want. Just please don’t get your hopes up.”

      Kira nodded excitedly. “I’ll pack my things,” she replied quickly. “Please don’t leave without me.”

      I stood. “Meet us above ground. Cars will be arriving soon to take us to the airport.”

      She nodded again, then darted past me toward her room further down the hall.

      Aila fell into step beside me as I began to walk in the other direction, while Frode trailed behind us. Aila didn’t speak, but there was a small smile on her face.

      “What?” I asked tiredly.

      She shook her head and continued to smile. “You’re just a big softy, aren’t you?”

      I snorted. “Says the woman that puts out seed for the birds every single morning.”

      She frowned.

      “I get up early,” I said with a wink. “But don’t worry, your secret is safe with me.”

      She sighed heavily as Frode chuckled behind us. I was feeling better. Soon I’d be on a plane, and we’d be one step closer to getting Alaric and Sophie back. Fate had already put me through hell. Surely she wouldn’t be cruel enough to take Alaric away from me after everything we’d endured? I bit my lip as I thought of the Norns, and the negative things they’d done along with the positive. I really shouldn’t have been putting so much faith in fate. She could be a real bitch.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric groaned as he sat up and brushed himself off. Why was he lying in the dirt? He glanced around at his surroundings. He was in a forest, but the smells were strange and the air felt thin. Suddenly remembering everything, he hopped to his feet, searching frantically for Sophie. He soon spotted her a few yards away, lying still at the base of a massive tree.

      His heart in his throat, he rushed toward her, then crouched by her still form, placing his hand on her shoulder.

      She rolled over with a groan, then looked up at him through slitted eyes. “Wha—” she began to question.

      “Estus,” he breathed.

      Estus, accompanied by several others, had found them in the cellar. They’d fought, and many of the Norns were killed. The last thing he could remember was Estus chanting words he didn’t understand, then everything had gone black.

      “Why aren’t we dead?” Sophie questioned as she sat up, brushing the dirt from her black clothing.

      He shook his head, then again observed their surroundings. They weren’t anywhere near the Salr in Ireland, of that he was sure. The trees were different, as were the smells.

      He stood and offered Sophie a hand up. She took it, and they began walking.

      “Why would he just leave us in a forest?” Sophie questioned. “I don’t understand. I can’t seem to remember what happened.”

      Alaric fought against a sickening feeling of foreboding in his gut. The entire experience had felt somewhat familiar, but it couldn’t be what he was thinking. It was impossible.

      “Let’s just search for signs of civilization,” he replied. “Then we can at least ask where we are.”

      “We have to still be in Ireland, right?” she asked, glancing up at the trees surrounding them. “We couldn’t have been unconscious for long enough to board a plane or boat.”

      “I don’t think we were unconscious for long at all,” he muttered as he continued walking.

      The air was cold and moist, carrying the scent of woodsmoke with it.

      “A fire,” Sophie observed. “We should follow the scent.”

      He nodded in agreement, deciding it best to keep his fears to himself. They continued on in silence as the smell of woodsmoke grew stronger.

      Eventually they found a rocky path. Alaric tried to quiet his thoughts, but they persisted. The cellar where they’d been held was only seven or eight miles from the Salr where Madeline waited. Would Estus head there next? Would he attack Madeline and the others, just as he had the Norns?

      He frowned. If Estus’ only intent was to kill, he and Sophie would be dead. No, he just wanted them out of the way, but why? What difference did his presence make in anything Estus might have planned for Madeline . . . unless he hoped to use them as bargaining chips, just as the Norns had planned.

      A small home came into view with rough stone walls and a thatched roof. Smoke wafted out of a stone chimney sprouting out of the structure’s center.

      Sophie began to rush forward, but Alaric caught her arm.

      “Wait,” he urged.

      Instead of continuing down the path, he walked into the trees where it would be easier to hide. Sophie followed after him, not asking questions. He made a wide circle toward the house, dreading actually reaching it. If the structural elements of the home weren’t enough, he was sure whomever dwelled inside would verify his fears. Still, he couldn’t just wait around, hiding from his fate.

      He had almost reached the side of the house with Sophie still close behind him, when the front door opened with a loud creak of wood.

      Alaric and Sophie watched, concealed within the trees, as a man exited with a rough-looking ax slung over one shoulder. He wore a ratty tunic and threadbare breeches, definitely not modern day attire.

      “Fuck,” Alaric muttered, using his arm to push his sister back away from the home.

      “But wha—” she whispered.

      Alaric shook his head and hurried her away. The woodcutter had turned to look in their direction, but hadn’t spotted them yet. With a final glance at the man, Alaric turned and ran, tugging Sophie along beside him.

      After running a mile or so, he finally halted.

      “What the hell is going on?” Sophie panted.

      He shook his head. How was this even possible? Estus did not have that sort of power . . . unless he’d used the key. Or, unless the key had used him.

      “We’ve been sent back in time,” he explained.

      Sophie’s eyes widened. She’d seen the woodcutter just as he had, but he understood it was a difficult conclusion to jump to. He was only able to fathom it since he’d travelled back before with Madeline and Mikael.

      “But why?” she gasped, glancing frantically at the woods around them. “How?”

      He leaned against a nearby tree, feeling utterly defeated. “Estus is probably using us to force Madeline into doing something she doesn’t want to do. Maybe he wants her to send back the banshees, or maybe he needs her to participate in his plans.”

      Sophie slumped to the ground to sit amongst the dead pine needles and grass. She looked up at him like a child would, hoping their parent was about to tell them that they were safe, and none of the monsters were real. Unfortunately all of the monsters were real, and one of them was effectively holding them hostage in the past.

      “How do we get back?” she asked finally.

      “We don’t,” Alaric answered. “We only were able to return before with the help of a Norn, and the energy of Yggdrasil, which only Madeline could touch.”

      Tears trickled down Sophie’s face.

      He sat in the dirt across from her. “Estus kept us alive for a reason. I’m guessing he’ll give Madeline the offer to bring us back, but only if she adheres to his wishes.”

      Sophie put her elbows on her knees and buried her head in her hands. “He’ll just use her to get what he wants, then he’ll leave us here forever.”

      “Probably,” Alaric replied honestly.

      Would he never get to see Madeline again? Would he not be there when his daughter finally came into the world? A single tear slipped down his cheek.

      “Why the long faces?” a voice asked from behind them.

      Alaric leapt to his feet. He hadn’t heard anyone approach, nor had he smelled them. He turned, then looked the woman who’d spoken up and down, from her long, curly red hair, to her sparkling blue eyes.

      Her pink lips curved into a smile. She wasn’t in the body he’d met, but he’d recognize that smug smile anywhere. “Hello Alaric,” she purred. “Fancy seeing you here.”

      “Is that . . . ” Sophie trailed off, still seated in the dirt.

      “The Morrigan,” Alaric replied, feeling almost as shocked as he had when he’d realized they’d traveled back in time.

      The Morrigan smiled, and it chilled him to the bone. He hadn’t liked her in spirit form, and he was getting the feeling the real deal was going to be much, much worse.
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      “How did you find us?” Alaric demanded.

      The Morrigan smoothed her hands over her long, green velvet dress. “I am the earth,” she explained. “I sensed a massive, magical disruption, tearing time apart.”

      Sophie finally rose to her feet. “How do you even know who we are? We don’t even truly exist in this time. You won’t actually meet us until the distant future.”

      The Morrigan smirked. “If you think time is truly linear, you are mistaken, and if you think I’m held by the bonds of time, you’re even more wrong. My spirit exists in all times at once.”

      “But if that were true,” Alaric countered, “the you in this time would know your future, and you’d be able to save yourself from your fate.”

      The Morrigan chuckled. “I am not the me in this time. She will still make the same mistakes. I am the energy that will be left over, the energy you met in the future, only I can exist more solidly in this time because my original form is still bound to the earth.”

      “That makes no sense,” Sophie argued.

      “Don’t try to understand it,” the Morrigan replied. “It’s as incomprehensible as fate. It exists, but not entirely within the bounds of known reality.”

      Alaric let out a loud sigh, already annoyed with the Morrigan, though her presence also gave him a measure of hope.

      He took a step toward her. “All of that aside, why have you come for us?”

      Her smile suddenly leaked away, leaving her blue eyes intense. “You honestly think I would leave the father of Madeline’s child to rot in the past? I may not like you, but I would never do such a thing to her.”

      “So you can send us back?” Sophie asked hopefully.

      The Morrigan frowned. “Not quite, but the real me could.”

      “Then . . . ” Alaric trailed off, waiting for her to get to the point.

      “Well,” the Morrigan explained. “We can find her and ask, but she’s a bit . . . vengeful at the moment. She may be difficult to convince.”

      “If she’s our only chance, then we have to try,” he stated.

      The Morrigan answered him with a sharp nod. “Yes, we must.” She turned to Sophie. “We should probably send you in first. She’s likely to kill Alaric on the spot just for being a man.”

      Sophie bit her lip, but nodded. “So how do we find her?”

      The Morrigan rolled her eyes like Sophie had asked a very silly question. “We walk, of course,” she explained, then turned on her heel and marched away.

      With a huff of exasperation, Alaric hurried after her, followed by Sophie. He let out a sigh as he jogged to catch up. Madeline just had to be descended from the Morrigan. Alaric would have taken any other goddess, or creature resembling a goddess, over the egotistical, red-headed woman marching off ahead of him.
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        * * *

      

      “A private jet?” I questioned in disbelief.

      Mikael looked smug as he nodded. He hadn’t said anything about a private jet all the way to the airport. Then we’d arrived, and had been directed to our own, private boarding area.

      The rest of our people waited around us. Frode and Aila were still keeping an eye on Marcos, while Faas, Tabitha, and the red-haired woman that had arrived at the Salr when Frode first showed up, all watched over Maya, Rose, and Dominic. Alejandro seemed to be doing his best to hit on Tabitha, while Tallie sat off in a corner by herself. Kira stood a few feet away from me, looking around the boarding area in awe. Her mismatched, oversize clothes and green hair actually blended in well with the human populace. She looked like any other preteen trying to fit in with her peers. The fact that she was traveling with a bunch of dangerous looking adults was besides the point.

      Unfortunately, being dangerous looking wouldn’t get us far. Really, our party was pretty pathetic. Sure Mikael, Frode, and Aila were physically imposing, but the rest of us were a bit lackluster when it came to the intimidation factor. Okay, Marcos got by on sheer creepiness, but most of us weren’t exactly tough.

      “So why haven’t we used this jet previously?” I pressed, turning my attention back to Mikael as we stood side-by-side, surveying the rest of our group.

      He’d changed into street clothes to fit in with the crowd, though the tight, hunter green tee-shirt contrasting with his long auburn hair made him stand out more in my opinion, not less. Of course, being 6’5” and built like the Viking he actually was, he was bound to stand out no matter what.

      He scoffed. “Do you have any idea what a pain in the ass it is to make flight arrangements, even with your own jet? It’s not worth it when only a few people are flying. The only reason we’re good to go now is because I started planning this trip when we first arrived in Ireland.”

      I rolled my eyes at him. “How on earth could you have known we’d need to go back to the States at some point?”

      “Well that’s where your story began, isn’t it? In any great adventure, you must at some point end up back where you began.”

      I furrowed my brow as I tried to determine whether or not he was serious.

      He chuckled at my expression. “Or, knowing that Estus maintained his main base of operation in the States, I thought it likely that we’d need to travel there eventually.”

      “Ah,” I replied, “that makes a little more sense.”

      A stewardess appeared from within the long corridor leading to the plane. She gestured for us to begin boarding, and that was it. Apparently you didn’t get the full steward experience when you flew private. It was a decent trade off though, since we’d gotten to keep most of our weapons in our luggage. Blades only though. Luckily, most of the Vaettir weren’t fond of guns. If you had to use a gun, it meant you were weak. Physical prowess was needed to be successful with blades. I wasn’t accustomed to either, though Alaric had taught me basic fighting skills.

      Everyone automatically waited while Mikael and I boarded the plane first, which felt weird on so many levels. Was I seriously somehow supposed to transition into the role of these people’s leader? Not to mention that we hoped to recruit many, many more members.

      I shook my head as we stepped into the narrow corridor and made our way toward the plane. We’d probably all be dead in a few days. No need to worry about a future that might never come. I clutched my belly nervously as I thought of Alaric. Though death was likely imminent, I had plenty of reasons to fight. We all did.

      Even the Norn was willing to fight with us, though she wasn’t willing to fly with us. She had her own means of travel that I was sure I wouldn’t comprehend. Hopefully it wouldn’t take her long to find us again, but she had some time. We had to find Alaric and Sophie and figure out a way to trap Estus before we could move on to the task of regrowing Yggdrasil.

      We reached the end of the corridor and entered the jet, which was smaller than I’d expected. Our entire party would barely fit.

      Seeming unconcerned about, well, anything, Mikael walked past the cockpit and small bathroom, then sat in one of the large, cozy seats in the main cabin. He patted the chair next to him as he grinned up at me.

      The aircraft was obviously designed with luxury in mind, with the seats clustered to face each other around central tables. More like you were just hanging out at a restaurant than flying somewhere. I sat with a sigh, then moved my brown canvas purse to my lap. It was filled with snacks. Growing an entire other person was hungry work.

      The rest of our companions slowly filtered into the plane behind us. I turned to observe them, once again thinking about what a strange little clan we made. Marcos ended up in a seat next to Tallie, who widened her eyes in fear and scooted as far away from him as her armrest would allow. He seemed unperturbed. Everyone else did their best to choose seats away from Marcos, but in the end, there simply weren’t enough seats to be choosy. Alejandro and Tabitha ended up across from Marcos and Tallie. I was glad to see Tallie relax at their presence, if only a fraction.

      The seats across from us had been avoided too, though I guessed it was likely they’d just already been spoken for, as we ended up sitting across from Faas and Aila. Aila was never far from Mikael’s side, and lately, Faas didn’t seem to want to be away from mine.

      Mikael asked the stewardess, a woman who appeared to be in her late fifties, to bring him a glass of bourbon on ice before the plane could even take off. I looked over at him to make a snide remark, then realized he looked almost scared.

      My jaw dropped in surprise as I stared at him.

      He glared at me. “I don’t like flying.”

      Faas remained utterly silent at the admission, while a small smile curved Aila’s lips. I had a feeling she’d already known about his fear.

      I turned back to Mikael with a grin. “You know, I’m never going to be able to let you live this one down.”

      He scowled. “Well, once we crash and die in a fiery explosion that we have no chance of surviving, you can mock me in Hell.”

      I laughed, feeling almost cheerful for the first time since Alaric had been taken . . . almost. “So it’s a control issue?” I questioned. “You don’t like the idea that you can’t talk or fight your way out of a plane crash.”

      He continued to glare at me as the stewardess returned with his bourbon. He took the glass from her, then downed it in a single swallow, the ice cubes bracing against his upper lip. He handed the glass back to her. “Another, please.”

      I was about to make a comment, then the plane began to move down the tarmac, and Mikael gripped the armrests so tightly I didn’t have the heart to make fun of him. Still, I enjoyed seeing him like that. I was used to his defenses being utterly impenetrable. It was nice to not feel like the weak, scared one for once.

      The plane rumbled into motion, not giving the stewardess time to return with a second glass of bourbon.

      As we took off, I sighed, then placed my hand on top of Mikael’s. “Think happy thoughts of alcohol, money, and women with loose morals,” I joked.

      Though he looked a little pale, he managed to leer at me. “How about I think happy thoughts of fine wine, and you, on a bed with satin sheets.”

      I made a sound of disgust and removed my hand, though the exchange seemed to have made Mikael feel less scared, just as it made me feel less morose. Friendship worked in odd ways.

      Aila watched the entire exchange with her small smile still in place, then leaned back in her seat and relaxed as the plane gained elevation. Before long, we reached altitude and leveled off.

      The stewardess finally was able to return with Mikael’s bourbon, and asked if anyone else needed anything. I ended up with a cup of decaf coffee and a pastry, because my cravings never ceased no matter what else was going on.

      I lifted my pastry, prepared to take a bite, then dropped it back to my plate as my stomach did a little flip flop. I scowled at the offending pastry. It had sounded so good when I’d ordered it. Turning my attention away from my food, I announced, “We should discuss our plan for when we arrive in Washington.”

      “Storm the castle and retrieve the kitty cats,” Mikael stated. “Plain and simple.”

      “There’s nothing simple about it,” I argued. “Estus will be well prepared for an attack, and we’re not exactly . . . ” I trailed off as I glanced around the rest of the cabin.

      “Well equipped?” Faas offered.

      “Okay,” Mikael corrected, then turned his head to meet my eyes. “First we’ll visit some graveyards to give your army a bit of juice, then we’ll storm the castle.”

      I sighed. “Except my army can’t enter any Salr.”

      “Yes,” Mikael replied, “but we only need to enter long enough to pull Alaric and Sophie out. I don’t imagine we’ll be able to corner Estus on this visit, but dealing him a major blow will make all his followers question their allegiance to him. That is our real intent,” he explained. “Oh, and to rescue your kitties,” he added.

      Faas nodded along with what Mikael was saying. “I agree. This is not about winning. It’s about weakening Estus’ fortifications to grow our own forces. We simply need to retrieve Alaric and Sophie, and make a good show.”

      “And we need to survive,” Aila added. “Though we’d likely stand better chances just sneaking in to rescue Alaric and Sophie.”

      Mikael shook his head. “Estus will definitely be expecting that, just as he’ll be expecting us to aim for defeating him. Our best strategy is to focus on a more minor victory so that we might solidify our own power base in preparation for a true attack. But,” he added, turning toward me, “I still believe having your phantoms at their best is a necessary back up plan. They will make a clean retreat more likely, and lessen the chances of Estus sending troops after us into the outside world.”

      I bit my lip. I knew strengthening my banshees was necessary. If I’d done it sooner, I could have possibly saved some of the Norns, and maybe could have even prevented Alaric and Sophie from being kidnapped, but frankly, I was still scared. The Norns had been right about one thing. The power of the banshees was intoxicating. It was a little too easy to get swept away.

      “You’re strong enough to do it,” Faas said suddenly.

      I looked up to see him staring directly at me, as if he’d read my thoughts.

      He smiled softly and flipped his blond hair out of his eyes. “Your worry is quite clear,” he explained.

      I glanced around the cabin at our other passengers. Some of them I had grown to trust, but others, I wasn’t willing to show them any weakness. Faas was being vague on purpose. He wanted to reassure me, but without letting everyone else know that I desperately needed reassuring.

      I nodded, accepting his encouragement, though not really believing it. Was I strong enough?

      “There’s one more thing,” Mikael added, drawing my attention back to him. “We’re still going to be outnumbered within the Salr. While I plan to have people in place to create distractions should the need arise, we need to go in with as much power as necessary. That means you and Faas should both be . . . well fed.”

      I glanced at Marcos, who was minding his own business across the hall, looking out the window. I leaned close to Mikael’s side and whispered, “What about him?” I nodded in Marcos’ direction.

      “I don’t think we want him to possess any more power than necessary,” Mikael whispered back.

      I frowned. “But if he’s truly on our side, wouldn’t having him at full power be really helpful in our . . . showing of power?”

      I glanced again at Marcos. We were keeping our voices down, and as far as I knew he didn’t have supernatural hearing . . . although I didn’t really know much about him. Honestly, it didn’t much matter if he heard us. He already knew we didn’t trust him, else we wouldn’t have felt the need to keep guards on him twenty-four-seven.

      “What is your opinion?” Mikael whispered in my ear.

      Faas and Aila both watched our near silent conversation. Aila didn’t seem to mind not being included, but Faas was scowling as he glanced between us and Marcos.

      I thought back to my conversation with Marcos, and all he’d divulged about Hecate and what her plans were. As far as I knew, we had the same end goal, but conversely, he might be capable of achieving that goal without my help, especially if Hecate was truly willing to lend her energy. Although, I had a feeling she was only powerful enough in this world to exist in more of an advisory capacity. If she had powers like Mara, the Morrigan, possessed after we’d summoned her, Marcos would have never followed Aislin, nor would he have allowed us to take him prisoner.

      That memory led me back to the fact that Marcos had been the one to remove the key from me, to place it inside Estus and Aislin. Even if we didn’t trust him, we needed him, and we’d have to give him access to power at some point.

      My mind made up, I turned and placed my mouth near Mikael’s ear and replied, “I think if we have to trust him at some point, we may as well start now.”

      He nodded, accepting my judgement.

      “Although,” I continued, still keeping my voice down, “that does beg the question of how we intend to acquire extra power. I can’t drain energy like Faas, nor am I a true necromancer like Marcos, so I can’t gain energy from the long dead. I kind of need some fresh kills.”

      Mikael seemed to think for a moment. “Can you not gain energy from your banshees? If you allow them to recharge with the energy of the long dead, then you could recharge from them.”

      Damn, he was right, and that once again led back to my need for the banshees to gain power. It was just like trusting Marcos. I’d have to do it sooner or later, so I might as well do it sooner when we could really benefit from it.

      “Okay,” I breathed, feeling nervous. “So first stop, a big old cemetery.”

      Mikael grinned. “A fitting beginning to lead to Estus’ end,” he snickered.

      All I could do was sigh and hope he was right. Estus had to die. If we succeeded in our plan, he’d become fertilizer for the roots of Yggdrasil, and wouldn’t get to experience the unleashing of magic and the old gods into the mortal world. His end would only mean the beginning to more chaos, but I’d take permanent chaos over living in a world where Estus reigned supreme any day of the week.
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      I opened my eyes slowly, then jolted awake when I realized we were no longer in the air. Light streamed in through the windows, but gave no clue to the time of day. At one point we’d landed to refuel, but I’d barely woken up to note where we were or what day it was. Now we’d touched down for a second time, which meant we were in Washington State.

      “Rise and shine, morning glory,” Alejandro said as he grinned down at me. His long, dark hair was still tousled from sleep, but he either didn’t notice it, or didn’t care.

      Frode stood beside him, without a strand out of place in his blond braid, hanging over his shoulder like a dead snake.

      I glanced at the seat beside me. It was empty.

      “Where’s Mikael?” I grumbled as I lifted my hands to rub my tired eyes.

      “He and Aila are getting everyone’s weapons out of storage,” Alejandro explained. “He wants us armed and ready the moment we step off the plane.”

      I nodded, then forced myself to stand.

      Everyone else still milled about the cabin around us, waiting for Mikael and Aila to return. Faas had left his seat to join his sister in conversation. Maya, Rose, and Dominic stood near the back of the plane, arms crossed and not talking to anyone.

      I turned my attention back to Alejandro and Frode. “I’m guessing you two are supposed to stay with me until Mikael returns?”

      They both nodded.

      “Well then hopefully waiting outside of the bathroom door is good enough,” I commented, then hurried past them toward the flimsy, plastic door of the restroom.

      I’d always thought the having to pee a lot thing only happened later in a pregnancy, but recently when I had to pee, I had to go right then.

      By the time I exited the tiny bathroom, Mikael and Aila had returned. After handing everyone their respective weapons, Mikael approached me with two large, sheathed blades in hand, each almost as long as my forearms. The sheaths had metal clips on the backs, made for sliding over a belt.

      I looked at the blades in his hands in question. “You know I’m just as likely to fall and stab myself with one of those as I am to actually stab someone else.”

      “Humor me,” he stated with a smile, then slid a sheath onto my belt near each of my hips.

      I felt odd with the heavy blades on me, like I was going to whack things with my hips as I walked by. “Aren’t we supposed to wait until we leave the airport to bust out the weapons?”

      “We’re at a small, private airport,” he explained, “not commercial.”

      Finished handing out her portion of the weapons, Aila came to stand at Mikael’s side. She lifted a cell phone up in front of her face. “There are three graveyards near here,” she informed us. “Does it matter which one we visit?”

      I shrugged. “It matters more what time it is. It’s easier for the banshees to gather energy when it’s dark.”

      Aila glanced at the phone again, then dropped it to her side. “Five forty-one pm.”

      I cursed under my breath. If we had to wait until evening to gather power, that meant we’d be losing another day. Since we’d flown through the night, that meant Estus’ ball was only three days away. I was hoping we might pop in early, leaving him less time to prepare whatever he was planning.

      “We have time,” Mikael assured in response to my sour look.

      I sighed. “Estus could be torturing Alaric and Sophie as we speak. I’m sure time is passing much differently for them.”

      Mikael put a hand on my shoulder, then turned me to walk down the aisle ahead of him, toward the exit. I reached the open door and was nearly blown back by the cold wind. I snugged my short, black coat a little tighter around me, then walked outside onto the platform. Instead of a narrow corridor to lead us into a building, we just had a stairway mounted on a small vehicle that was meant to drive from plane to plane to release the passengers.

      I made my way out onto the stairs, holding tight to the railing as the wind whipped my loose hair around my head. Mikael and Aila followed shortly after me as the others filtered out of the plane. The surrounding tarmac was mostly empty, save a group of people waiting below us, and several huge, black SUVs.

      “Umm, Mikael?” I questioned as I came to a stop, halting everyone’s progress behind me.

      He leaned forward over my shoulder. “They’re with us,” he assured.

      I nodded, then continued down the steps, feeling uneasy about the prospect of even more people joining our ranks, though that was our goal. I guess I just didn’t expect Mikael to already have so many people in place.

      The group at the end of the stairs was composed of four men and a woman. Three of the men and the woman were unloading things from the bottom of the plane. The man not aiding the others waited by the bottom step. He was of asian decent, tall and slender, though obviously in good shape. His short, black hair was styled with gel that held against the strong winter winds. He wore one of those casual white suits, a bit loose and made of thin fabric, that looked good on very few men, but he pulled it off quite nicely.

      He offered me a hand as I reached the last step, which I dutifully ignored. My boots clacked as they hit the tarmac, followed by Mikael and Aila, then everyone else. I moved to the side, making way.

      “Silver,” Mikael said to the man as he moved to stand at my side, “you would dare attempt to touch the Phantom Queen?” There was sarcasm in his tone, but also a hint of seriousness. It was a tone that said, you didn’t really do anything wrong, but still, back off.

      I watched the exchange silently, wondering where a man got a name like Silver, then moved away as Faas beckoned me to follow him.

      Faas leaned close to my shoulder as we moved away. “Silver runs Mikael’s affairs here in the States,” he whispered. Since we were about the same height, the gesture was a lot more comfortable than when Mikael did it. “He made our travel and lodging arrangements.”

      I glanced over my shoulder to take another look at Silver and Mikael’s ongoing exchange, surprised Mikael would put that much trust in anyone other than Aila.

      At my perplexed expression, Faas explained, “Silver is even older than Mikael. They’ve known each other a very long time.”

      My jaw dropped as we turned around to wait side by side. Mikael was over a thousand years old, so that made Silver, well, ancient. I suddenly regretted that I’d snubbed his hand. My regret wasn’t necessarily logical, it just felt a little odd to snub someone who’d seen so much more than I had. He’d lived through the Crusades, the Renaissance . . . everything, and I’d just snubbed him. I tilted my head in thought. Mikael had lived through all of the same events, but he was a different story. He pretty much begged for regular snubbing.

      Tabitha came to stand on my other side as Faas and I continued to observe Mikael and Silver.

      “I’m starving,” she announced, seeming a bit bored with the entire scenario.

      At her words, my stomach growled, and both siblings simultaneously looked down at it.

      Faas tsked at me. “Madeline, you know keeping up your physical energy is a necessity to maintain your magical energies.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, cheated of making a catty remark as Mikael and Silver approached us. Behind them, I noticed most of the others carrying luggage to the SUVs.

      Mikael stopped in front of us, addressing Faas. “You’ll ride with us, along with Marcos,” he instructed. “We’ll need to begin our planning. We’ll first head to the hotel, then we’ll leave for the cemetery at nightfall.”

      I sighed, wishing nightfall were closer. “Why a hotel? Are there no vacant Salr near here?”

      Mikael tsked at me. “Staying at a hotel will make us more difficult to find. All of the Salr are likely being watched by Estus’ people.”

      Faas glanced to where Marcos stood, guarded by Frode and Aila. “You truly intend to include him in our plans?”

      Mikael’s expression turned cold. “You truly intend to question your Doyen?”

      Instantly cowed, Faas bowed his head in acquiescence, then marched past me to do as Mikael had bade him.

      Mikael turned his attention back to me. “Madeline, this is Silver,” he introduced, gesturing to the man beside him. “One of my oldest colleagues.”

      This time when Silver offered his hand, I took it.

      He gave my hand a gentle shake, then withdrew. “She tastes like death, and the earth,” he commented, glancing to Mikael. “I can sense nothing else.”

      I frowned, not sure if I’d just been oddly insulted.

      Mikael turned his gaze to me. “Silver is a very different kind of empath,” he explained. “Whereas you sense emotions, he senses a person’s true nature and intentions . . . among other things.”

      I really didn’t like that the first thing he’d sensed about me was death, but I kept my mouth shut. I followed beside Mikael as Silver led the way to the nearest SUV. Faas joined us as we reached the vehicle, along with Marcos, Aila, and Frode.

      Frode offered to drive, while Aila took the front passenger seat. The rest of us piled into the back to plan. I ended up sandwiched between Mikael and Faas in the middle row of seats, while Marcos and Silver sat behind us.

      As Frode started the ignition and steered the vehicle to follow the line of other SUVs, which had all begun to move, Faas and Mikael turned around partially in their seats. The leather creaked with their movements as Frode turned the heat on full blast. I frowned and looked down at my lap, realizing I was the only one who had put on my seatbelt.

      With a huff, I turned in my seat as far as the belt would allow, making my knees touch with Mikael’s. From the awkward position I could see Marcos, but would have to either crane my neck uncomfortably to see Silver, or turn the other way entirely, pushing my knees up against Faas’ instead.

      “I’ve sent word to the smaller clans,” Silver explained while Frode pulled the SUV out onto a tree-lined highway. “We should have a decent force by morning.”

      The sight of the tall redwoods put me at ease. The Pacific Northwest would always be home, even if most of my time spent there was either in solitude, or fighting for my life.

      Mikael nodded. “More will be coming from Ireland and Europe,” he explained, ignoring everyone except Silver. “We’ve recruited a few of Aislin’s people, and hope to use their presence to sway more to our side.”

      There was a moment of silence where I imagined Silver nodding, though I couldn’t see him.

      Mikael turned to me, and his expression softened. “You need to eat something before we visit the cemetery. I want you at your best when you return the banshees to full power. Faas will remain by your side at all times, just in case.”

      I turned around in the other direction to face Faas, putting my back to Mikael.

      “I will be able to weaken you, if need be,” he assured.

      “That will not be necessary,” a cool voice stated from behind us.

      I turned my body back to Mikael to turn my head toward Marcos.

      Mikael mirrored me, his expression cold. “And why is that?” he asked, not quite masking his sudden irritation.

      Marcos smiled. “Madeline is the Phantom Queen. I assure you, she has the power to live up to her name.”

      “That’s the point,” Mikael countered. “She could easily live up to that name, but she is much more than that. She mustn’t forget herself.”

      Marcos nodded. “If that is your worry, I will gladly aid her.”

      “No,” Faas snapped, just as I replied, “How?”

      Ignoring Faas, Marcos answered with his eyes on me, “You could give me partial control of the banshees. My talents are aligned with the old dead, while yours are more in tune with death itself.” He glanced behind me at Faas. “You could aid her as well, and not by draining away her power. Phantoms are composed of lingering energy. You could serve to weaken her force, or to make it much, much stronger.”

      I suddenly felt ten times more nervous. “This seems like a really bad idea.”

      I turned back to Mikael to find him deep in thought.

      I stared at him. “Don’t tell me you’re actually considering having the three of us work together? Aren’t you the one who didn’t want to give Marcos any power?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but we must assess the risks and possible gains. If what he’s saying is true, we could quite possibly use the banshees to save many lives. If the three of you could join forces, and give the banshees unrivaled power, few would dare stand against us.”

      I let out a shaky breath. “There are so many buts and what ifs inherent in that statement that I don’t even know where to start.”

      “It is unnatural,” Silver interrupted. “There are rules. If such a force came into being, fate would destroy it.”

      Before I could ask just what he meant about fate destroying things, Mikael countered, “Fate is already all but destroyed. Madeline’s existence goes against fate itself. The Morrigan was no goddess, yet here her energy sits.” He gestured to me. “And she has somehow ended up in the presence of both Faas and Marcos, who are both willing to aid her. If such a union simply could not exist, we would never have gotten this far.”

      “We cannot trust him,” Faas snapped. He sounded as shocked as I was that Mikael was actually considering Marcos’ suggestion. “He will steal the banshees and kill us all.”

      Mikael turned calm eyes to me. “No,” he said evenly, “he will not. Madeline could easily beat him if she tried.”

      My jaw dropped. “Why this sudden change of heart?”

      He smiled softly and turned in Silver’s direction. “You said Madeline tasted of death and the earth,” he explained. He turned back to me. “You are many things. I thought perhaps your true nature was associated with emotion since your empathy is so strong, but Silver only tasted those two things.” He glanced at Silver again. “What do you sense from Marcos?”

      There was a moment of silence, then Silver answered. “Very little. I sense power, and a taste of the grave. He is empowered by those who linger, long after their bodies have turned to dust. His emotions are almost non-existent. I also sense that he is goddess-touched.”

      My eyes widened. Did he mean Hecate?

      “Now what about Faas?” Mikael asked.

      “Energy,” Silver answered instantly. “He is the balance between life and death. The energy that animates, and that eventually leaves the body cold.”

      “But with Madeline,” Mikael continued, “you simply tasted death, and the earth.”

      I whipped around so I could see Silver’s face as he answered, “Yes. She is not the lingering spirits, nor is she the energy she has the power to release. She is death itself. The very thing that holds the fabric of the world together, and allows life to exist, even briefly. She is the earth, insomuch as it is a part of the endless cycle of life and death.”

      I still wasn’t sure what Mikael was getting at, but it was making my heart flutter nervously. He put a hand on my shoulder, then slowly turned me to face him, pulling my attention away from Silver.

      “Madeline,” he began, waiting for me to fully meet his eyes. “Your powers have confused me from the start, but I think I finally understand. It’s really quite simple, and I should have figured it out as soon as we learned you were descended from the Morrigan. The rest of us are mere children of the traits we embody. I am skilled at manipulation, but I am not manipulation itself. Alaric is skilled at war, but he is not war. He is simply a man with certain inclinations and skills. You are not a woman blessed with the gift of death. You are death. You are the missing piece in the puzzle that the Morrigan had previously composed. You are like the key, or the Norns. A pure element of nature. Truly, you cannot even be considered Vaettir.”

      My mouth went dry. When I was able to speak, I questioned, “And you got all of this from Silver saying I tasted like death?”

      He shrugged, seeming somewhat abashed. “First, there was your becoming one with the key. In all the years I chased after the charm, never once did it meld with its holder. Then, you did the same with the Morrigan. Within the bonds of our physical forms and reality, it didn’t make sense. These were no temporary possessions. You all existed in the same form at once, sharing control. Your energies melded. When Silver said you tasted only of death and earth, it finally made sense. You are pure energy in mortal form, just as the key was pure energy placed inside of an object, and the Norns are pure energy inside their odd, mortal forms. Those energies can meld together should they choose, because they are not barred by the restraints that hold the rest of us in place.”

      I shook my head over and over. None of it made sense. I was just like everyone else.

      “Madeline,” he continued. “I think you never knew your parents, because perhaps you never had any. I think you were created in the same way the key was.”

      The SUV came to a screeching halt as a deer darted across the highway, throwing us all slightly forward.

      “Sorry,” Frode mumbled.

      The deer bounded out of sight and we regained momentum, just as all our minds seemed to catch back up to the moment at once.

      “That’s impossible,” Faas argued. “She’s an executioner. She is one of the Vaettir.”

      Before anyone else could argue, Marcos stated, “He’s right.”

      We all turned to him.

      “Mikael is right,” he clarified. “I do not know about your parents. I suspect you were born as a normal Vaettir child, but it’s as I’ve already told you. You are a vessel for energies as old as time itself. It is why my goddess has bade me follow you.”

      I licked my lips as I tried to choose my words. “But Hecate is the same as the Morrigan. Wouldn’t that make me like you?”

      He shook his head, showing no signs of being upset that I’d just revealed his secret. “I told you, Hecate and the Morrigan were different women, with the same associations. Hecate was created as a goddess, the Morrigan as something else entirely. Your existence did not make sense to us. The Vaettir were created by the Norns in the image of the old gods, but the Norns did not create anyone to embody the Morrigan’s energy.”

      I felt like I was going to throw up. “I need to talk to the Norn.”

      Marcos chuckled. “She will have little to tell you. They do not understand your existence either, because they do not fully understand their own.”

      “This is all beside the point,” Mikael cut in.

      I turned wide eyes to him. “Beside what point? We’re talking about the idea that I might not have even been born like a normal person.”

      He smiled to soften the blow his words had dealt me. “And as important as that may be,” he continued, “my point now is that I do not think Marcos is any match for you. I do not think we have to fear giving him power. And,” he continued before I could interrupt, “it brings about another interesting idea. If the key never melded with one of its former carriers because they were not like you, then what has happened now that it’s been placed inside Estus? When the Morrigan was inside you, your energies melded, but when she was within Sophie, it was a possession where Sophie was entirely taken over.”

      I had to swallow a few times to get enough saliva in my mouth to speak. “You’re saying that the key might have possessed Estus, just like the Morrigan did with Sophie. They can’t share the space.”

      Mikael nodded sharply. “It’s only a theory, but if the key has taken full control, we are no longer dealing with Estus. We are dealing with chaos itself.”

      The SUV came to a stop again, and we all peered forward to see why. We were in the middle of a one lane, scenic highway, bordered on both sides by massive redwoods. Two of the other SUVs were stopped in front of us, then one behind. For a moment I thought maybe the lead driver had just stopped for another deer, or some other animal, then I saw them.

      I knew instantly they were Vaettir by the predatory way they walked, slowly surrounding all the vehicles. As if realizing these were not friendly forces, the lead vehicle slammed on the gas. A man dressed in jeans and a biker jacket went flying up over the roof of the SUV, only to hit the next one as it careened after the first. Frode had just started to push on the gas, when both SUVs came to another halt. The short distance we’d traveled revealed a roadblock composed of a massive pick up truck and another SUV.

      “Do we turn around?” Frode asked as the new arrivals neared our vehicle.

      “Not going to happen,” Silver replied.

      I glanced behind us to see several more vehicles had moved to block our retreat.

      My heart raced. I waited for someone else in the vehicle to decide what to do. If chaos really had taken charge, we were about to get a taste of it.
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      Mikael quickly undid my seatbelt, which I appreciated since I’d entirely forgotten about it. Some of the Vaettir who’d stopped us came to stand on either side of our vehicle. A man and a woman stood on the left, near the passenger door, and four more women on the side with the sliding door that admitted passengers to the back rows of seats. I vaguely recognized a few of them from my time spent in Estus’ Salr.

      “They’re Estus’ people,” I whispered, stating the obvious.

      Mikael removed the knife sheathed at my left hip and placed it in my hand. “As soon as we clear a path, run,” he explained quietly. He turned to glance at everyone else in the vehicle. “Faas and Frode, stay with Madeline. Everyone else make sure she has a clear line of escape into the woods.”

      “What about those in the other vehicles?” I asked in a panic, thinking of Tabitha, Kira, and everyone else I didn’t want to get hurt.

      “They’ll follow our lead,” Mikael replied.

      Before I could answer, Aila threw open the passenger door and leapt out feet first, fast enough to completely trample the woman closest to her.

      I slung my purse across my shoulders and crouched, ready to propel myself out of the vehicle as everyone exploded into motion.

      Faas slid open the passenger door. One of the other women lunged for him. He lifted a hand toward her and she slid to the ground, either unconscious or dead as he drained her energy away, then used it to blast back the other two women. Once the way was momentarily clear, he grabbed my free hand and pulled me out of the vehicle. Everyone flooded out behind us.

      I tried to look back, but almost fell as Faas forcefully dragged me forward, blasting away any that attempted to hinder us.

      “Run, Madeline,” he demanded, his voice a harsh pant.

      Realizing I’d help everyone more by running away, I matched Faas’ pace, with a tight grip on my blade. We made for the tree line. Another man leapt forward to bar our way. I instinctively slashed at him with the knife. He evaded my swipe, then Frode appeared beside us.

      Tiny shards of ice splashed my face harmlessly as a pale blue, shimmery stream shot forth from Frode’s open hand to the man who’d blocked our way. He fell screaming as his chest became encased in ice.

      I blinked in shock at Frode for about two seconds, then Faas tugged me forward again.

      The three of us ran, leaving the sounds of fighting behind. My purse thunked annoyingly at my hip with every stride, while I held the knife out in front of me, terrified I’d fall and stab myself, but not willing to give it up.

      A million thoughts raced through my mind as we leapt over fallen logs and scrambled through the underbrush. Neither Faas nor I were very fast, but Frode couldn’t very well carry both of us, so we stuck to our human pace.

      Eventually my lungs began to burn, and sweat dripped into my eyes despite the cold, but I pushed onward. Some of the Vaettir could track by scent, so we wanted to quickly gain as much distance as possible.

      I stumbled, sending pain shooting up through my knee, then almost immediately stumbled again, then stopped trying to run. Faas and Frode halted on either side of me as I tried to catch my breath. I took a second to slip the knife in my hand back into its sheath, then took a spinning glance at the woods around us. Everything was still, but that meant little. We could be attacked at any moment.

      Faas looked a question at me, and I nodded. I hadn’t quite caught my breath, but we needed to keep moving. The three of us turned as one, then continued to run, though my legs protested every step.

      We ran far enough that I was staggering with every step. Faas and Frode continued forward effortlessly. Given our human-like frailty, Faas should have been as tired as I, but he also worked hard to stay in shape in an attempt to keep up with the more physically skilled members of the clan, like Frode. I was out of shape, and it showed.

      Unable to go on any longer, I halted, then hunched over with my hands on my knees as I tried to regain my breath. Faas and Frode flanked me, looking around in all directions for either signs of pursuit, or signs that anyone on our side had made it out alive.

      My thoughts instantly turned to Mikael. We’d been outnumbered by Estus’ people, but he hadn’t survived over a thousand years by sheer wits alone. He was a warrior with lifetimes of experience. He had to be okay, or so I kept telling myself.

      Just as I was finally able to catch my breath and stand straight, the sound of several pairs of feet came crashing toward us. I put my hand on one of the knives at my belt, then Tallie and Alejandro appeared. Instantly spotting us, Tallie changed her direction and made a beeline our way, Alejandro hot on her heels.

      “Where is everyone else?” I demanded as they reached us.

      Tallie pushed slightly sweaty black hair away from her face. Her dark eyes held worry, like she was a puppy ready to get kicked. “I don’t know,” she admitted. “Mikael ordered us to find you to make sure you’d escaped. We should keep moving.”

      “But—” I began.

      “She’s right,” Faas interrupted. “Madeline, if something happens to you, all hope is lost. We cannot stand up against the key without you.”

      “Well, shit,” I grumbled, knowing he was right.

      “Let’s go,” he prompted. “Mikael will be fine. Few would hold any chance of standing against him.”

      I nodded at his assurance, then began walking, unable to force my legs to run.

      Alejandro fell into step beside me, grumbling, “Of course they had to choose the middle of the woods to attack. They couldn’t have forced our escape somewhere near a city . . . ”

      Not picking up on his sarcasm, Frode explained, “This attack was well planned. If there are trackers amongst them, they’ll be on our trail by now. I don’t know these woods, but it would stand to reason that civilization is quite far off.”

      “So we just keep walking, not knowing where we’re going?” I questioned.

      Frode nodded sharply. “Either that, or we loop back around in an attempt to catch those who may be hunting us. Though in doing so, we’d be taking a greater risk.”

      “I vote for that,” I said instantly.

      I halted suddenly, noticing someone casually leaning against a tree ahead of us. His white hair shielded his face, though I imagined it held a smug smile.

      “How the hell did you get ahead of us?” I forced my steps toward Marcos.

      He shrugged, then pushed away from the tree to meet us halfway.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Tallie had maneuvered herself behind me, as if I would protect her from Marcos.

      Faas glared at Marcos, but stated, “We need to keep moving. Our previous plan still applies. If we can find the nearest graveyard, we’ll be relatively safe with the banshees back at full power.”

      I nodded, knowing he was right, but hating the idea of leaving everyone else behind. Should worst come to worst, I knew where Estus’ Salr was. With our power recharged, we could attempt to rescue Alaric, Sophie, and whomever else might now be held prisoner, on our own. Marcos and Faas were both formidable when they were at full power. Frode and Alejandro made good muscle. I was yet to witness Alejandro’s powers, but he was descended from Xolotl, the Aztec god of thunder, so I had a feeling he could be pretty scary if need be. Tallie was more useful as a tracker, but who knew when turning into a wolf might come in handy?

      “Let’s go,” I sighed finally, regretting it as soon as I’d said it.

      We all began walking with Marcos leading the way. I had no idea where he was going, but any direction was good, as long as it took us farther from the ambush site. Dry pine needles and loose branches crunched underneath our boots, sounding ear-shatteringly loud in the quiet forest. I kept waiting for someone to pop out and attack us, but the attack never came.

      As the hours dwindled on and night fell, I increasingly regretted our decision to move on without the others. We would have to stop and rest at some point, but we had no food or bedding. I hated to imagine what the cold, stinging air would feel like without the added heat of movement. Even worse, I felt uncomfortable sleeping at all with my current company.

      I trusted Faas, and to an extent I trusted Frode, since Mikael had entrusted him with my care. I really didn’t think Tallie would try to harm me, and Alejandro had become something that almost resembled a friend, but, and this was a really big but, I didn’t trust any of them not to hand me over if their lives depended on it. If Estus’ people found us, and it was either sacrifice Madeline or you’re all dead meat, I was toast. Without my banshees or some fresh corpses to release, I couldn’t even defend myself should such a situation occur.

      It would be better if we managed to reach a town or city, I thought, as we stumbled along in the dark. I’d had the wherewithal to sling my purse across my shoulders when we ran, and it bounced around against my hip now irritatingly. I had cash, my fake IDs, a tube of chapstick, and . . . my jaw dropped. I had a purse full of snacks and I’d only just realized it. I also had a phone. I could try calling Mikael.

      As if sensing the nearby presence of snacks, Tallie’s stomach growled loudly.

      I stopped walking and unzipped my bag. Tallie and Faas stopped instantly beside me, but Marcos, Alejandro, and Frode all walked a few more steps before realizing we’d halted.

      I produced a granola bar and handed it to Tallie. Then pulled out trail mix, dried apricots, and a package of slightly smushed, miniature chocolate donuts.

      “Gee mom, why didn’t you tell us you brought snacks,” Alejandro quipped as he came to stand before me.

      I held out the trail mix to him. He could have the apricots too if he wanted, but the donuts were mine.

      A branch breaking somewhere behind me caught my attention. We all turned to see a small figure limping toward us. I shoved the donuts back into my purse and placed a hand over my knife. A few near-silent moments later, the moonlight revealed Maya. She leaned heavily on her right leg, as if the left had been badly injured. I knew it must have been a severe break or muscle tear, because Maya didn’t feel pain. A twisted ankle or knee wouldn’t cause her to limp as badly as she was.

      “No offense, but you’re probably the last person I wanted to see.”

      She smiled, coming to stand in front of me. “None taken. Personally, I’m just glad to be alive right now. I can handle being unwanted.”

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      She’d obviously seen more of the fight than any of us, so maybe she knew where Mikael and the others were, or if they were even still alive.

      “Estus’ people were there to take us prisoner, not kill us,” she explained, “though they weren’t going gently about it. I took off while the fighting was still going on. Some on our side had been incapacitated, many on Estus’ side had been killed. I didn’t hang around to see how it all ended.”

      “Mikael?” I pressed.

      She smirked. “Last I saw, he was decapitating a man. Didn’t seem like he planned to leave until the fight was over.”

      I cursed quietly under my breath. If Mikael had stayed for the entire fight, he was either dead, taken prisoner, or he was looking for us. I prayed the latter was the case, but if it was, he should have found us by now. He could run without tiring many more miles than we’d walked. Of course, I had no idea about his tracking skills. Perhaps he was just lost in the woods like the rest of us.

      Once again remembering my phone, I retrieved it from my purse and fumbled for the button to turn it on. Mikael had given it to me after I’d been stolen away by the Morrigan, but I hadn’t had a chance to use it since, so I wasn’t quite comfortable with all of its functions. Most Vaettir weren’t into technology, but Mikael was an exception. He had a phone, and so did Aila, though I didn’t have her number, only Mikael’s.

      The screen lit up to reveal I had no service. I groaned and held down the power button until the phone shut back off.

      “Let’s go,” I sighed, pulling my donuts back out of my purse and replacing them with the phone.

      “Where’s my snack?” Frode protested.

      I took a moment to toss him the apricots, then kept walking. “Be nice and share,” I chided when he shoved half the bag of apricots in his mouth at once.

      “This is the worst camping trip ever,” he whined.

      “You’re all crazy,” I heard Tallie mutter under her breath, her mouth full of granola bar.

      I wasn’t about to argue with her.
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        * * *

      

      The Morrigan, Alaric, and Sophie had walked through the night, though Alaric barely felt tired. His focus was only on their end goal, not on food or rest. Sophie was a different story.

      “I’m starving,” she groaned.

      Alaric glared at her. “Feel free to scamper off and catch a deer.”

      She made a look like she tasted something sour. “There’s no need to be rude, Grumpy Gus.”

      He sighed. He knew taking his frustration out on Sophie would do little good, but it was difficult to hold back. It was her fault he’d been separated from Madeline, even if she’d had no way to foresee Estus sending them into the past.

      He took a steadying breath as they tromped over broken branches and pine needles, then forced out, “I’m sorry. We’re in this together. We shouldn’t be fighting.”

      He knew deep down Sophie was terrified. Though she didn’t have a partner and unborn child to return too, she would still be losing her life if they remained trapped in the past.

      “Morrigan,” Alaric called out patiently to the woman marching roughly twenty feet ahead of them, “how much farther?”

      She stopped, then turned and waited for them to catch up with a wry look on her face. “You may call me Mara,” she explained. “Morrigan is such a formal title. And to answer your question, we should reach the current Morrigan’s fortress within a few more hours.”

      “And explain to me again, what will we do once we arrive?”

      Mara smirked. “Sophie will approach the Morrigan, armed with information only I would know. She will convince her of your plight, and she will use her power to send you back to the correct time.”

      “She, err, I mean you, have that kind of power?” Sophie questioned, coming to a standstill beside Alaric.

      Mara nodded. “You met me long after I’d lost my mortal form, and most of my power. In this time, the Morrigan has the charm, what you refer to as the key. It was the key’s power that sent you here, and that power can send you back.”

      So Estus had used the key’s power to send them back, Alaric thought. Or else the key was entirely in control, and had sent them back itself. “If the key sent us here,” he began, “then how will we convince it to send us back?”

      Mara grinned like the proverbial crocodile. “You are assuming the current Morrigan has no control over the key. In truth, we were partners. We both came from Yggdrasil. Together we represented two thirds of the power contained within the World Tree.”

      Sophie took a small step back in surprise. “On second thought, I’m not really sure I want to meet . . . you.”

      Mara’s smile widened. “Yes, I’m quite scary.”

      Sophie groaned.

      Alaric shared her sentiments. He’d only heard a few stories of the original Phantom Queen, but they were enough to give anyone nightmares. He’d already seen Madeline use the banshees to kill, and he had a feeling the original Morrigan would kill a man first, and ask questions never.

      “Let’s go,” Mara said happily, then turned away and started walking again.

      Alaric briefly considered running in the other direction, but knew he had no choice but to follow. If it was death, or remaining in the past forever, longing for a reunion with Madeline that would never come, he would gladly end things right there.
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      I sat, leaning my back against the rough bark of a tree with my knees pulled up to my chest, as the damp ground soaked through the seat of my jeans.

      We’d walked until I could walk no more. If I’d been the only one to give up, someone probably would have carried me, but Faas was just as tired as I was, and Maya’s injury seemed to worsen the longer we trudged on. All of my snacks were gone, and everyone had spiraled downward into a depressed fugue.

      “I see I’ve joined the correct side,” Maya muttered sarcastically as she rested against the next tree over, her injured leg sprawled out at an awkward angle.

      I glared at her, though with only the dim moonlight, she was hard to see. “Why did you join us? The last time I saw you, you were loyal enough to Aislin that you tried to kill Sophie.”

      “Aislin is dead,” she stated simply.

      “So what,” I pressed, “you’ll give me that same sort of loyalty until I die?”

      Maya was silent for several seconds.

      “Aislin saved her life,” Alejandro explained from my other side. “More than once,” he added. “Oh, and she gave her back her foot.”

      “Oh yeah,” I mused. “I’ve been wondering about that.”

      James had tortured Maya to the point of cutting off her foot, mutilating her hands, and cauterizing the wounds. Yet the next time we saw her, she had was perfectly whole.

      Maya sighed loudly. “Aislin’s true magic was in healing,” she explained, “though she rarely used it unless it directly benefitted her in some way.”

      “Sounds about right,” I replied, remembering what type of woman Aislin had been. She and her brother were like two peas in a pod.

      “Maya was born with a disorder,” Alejandro continued, despite Maya’s annoyed grunt. “Her power was poison. She could kill others with a touch, but it was also slowly killing her.”

      I turned to raise an eyebrow at him, though in the darkness it was hard to tell if he noticed.

      “She’s descended from the goddess Mefitis,” he explained, “who was basically just the personification of the poisonous gasses that seeped from fissures in the earth.”

      “How do you know all this?” I interrupted.

      “I’m much older than I look,” he replied.

      Maya let out a long sigh, then picked up the explanation. “I was able to survive my childhood, but the poison was slowly killing me,” she said tiredly. “Aislin healed my affliction, thus, I owed her my life.”

      “So if poison was your power,” I began curiously, “then why don’t you feel pain?”

      “That was a side effect,” Maya replied. “Poison was not only my power. It was what composed me. Neutralizing it took away many other things, including empathy and my ability to feel pain.”

      I nodded, understanding enough of what she’d explained to comprehend why she’d been so loyal to Aislin. “So you became Aislin’s spy out of gratitude?”

      “And because Aislin constantly threatened to return her poison,” Alejandro added.

      “Ah, now that sounds more like Aislin,” I replied, “but that still doesn’t explain why you decided to join me instead of Estus.”

      Maya laughed bitterly. “With Aislin dead, I was finally free of the threat of my poison, but I am not free of being Vaettir. I still needed to choose a clan. You saw what Estus did to me. Do you blame me for not choosing him?”

      I shook my head, though she probably didn’t see it. “But you also knew we had good reason to reject you.”

      “Even if you killed me, it would be better than living my life in fear of Estus. My entire existence has been fear, and I’m tired. If you killed me, it would at least mean an end to everything. I know the kind of person you are. You would release my soul, granting me peace. Estus would keep my heart in a box.”

      “Now you see why Tallie and I were more than happy to join you,” Alejandro chimed in. “You may stand a good chance of calling many to your cause out of fear, but your true appeal lies in you actually caring what happens to those around you.”

      “Even if it means positioning yourself against the near unstoppable force that is Estus?” I questioned.

      Alejandro laughed. “As far as I’m concerned, you’re an unstoppable force. You had both Estus and Aislin gunning for you, and you’re somehow not only still alive, but still fighting.”

      “Gee, you’re going to make me blush,” I replied sarcastically, then laughed.

      Alejandro laughed too. “Any day I can make a lady blush is a good day.”

      “If you’re all quite finished,” Faas interrupted. “We should start moving again.”

      I sighed, unsure if I even had the willpower to stand.

      Marcos, who’d remained silent during our conversations, suddenly appeared before me, extending his hand.

      I looked at his long, thin fingers for a moment, then took his hand. If he was on my side, then he was on my side, and I had to either trust him, or kill him. I was going with trust, though it pained me.

      I swayed on my feet slightly as I stood, then managed to steady myself. I was glad I’d gotten plenty of sleep on the plane. Without that, there was no way I would have still been moving.

      As Alejandro walked past us to help Maya up, Frode came to stand on my other side.

      He leaned close to my shoulder. “Allow me to aid you,” he whispered.

      I looked a question at him, able to clearly see his expression with how near he was.

      “He’s asking permission to touch you,” Faas explained. “You don’t seem able to walk any farther.”

      “Oh,” I muttered. “Sure.”

      Frode swooped me up in his arms. I wrapped an arm around the back of his neck, surprised to find that I didn’t even feel awkward about it. I’d been carried around so much since we first started running from Estus, I’d come to accept it as a necessity. I needed the help.

      After a short argument, Maya allowed Alejandro to carry her. Faas refused help offered by Tallie, and began to trudge ahead on his own.

      The rest of us followed. Though Marcos remained near Frode and I, it was clear he walked on his own. Not truly a part of the group.

      Eventually the sounds of traffic could be heard, still aways off. As far as I could tell we’d kept to one direction, so it had to be a new highway, not the one we’d left. On one hand, it could be a good thing. A highway meant a path to civilization. On the other hand, we weren’t likely to get a ride with how many of us there were, and how some of us looked. Plus, walking along a road would make us easier to find, either by Estus, or by our own people. It was a toss up.

      Still, we really didn’t have any other choices. We continued walking.

      Soon headlights came into view, flashing through the trees, and much to our surprise, the light of homes. It seemed we were nearing a small town, stationed next to a highway.

      “Oh thank the gods,” Alejandro muttered. “We can get some food.”

      I snorted from my perch in Frode’s arms. “We’re running for our lives, separated from our companions, and your first though is food?”

      “A man must have his priorities,” he joked, though his voice was drowned in and out by the sound of the sparse, late night traffic on the highway.

      Frode let me down to my feet. “Check your phone,” he advised. “Maybe you’ll have service now.”

      I retrieved my cell phone from my purse and turned it back on. Sure enough, I had service, though it was sketchy. I instantly dialed Mikael’s cell number and held the phone up to my ear.

      A moment later, I lowered it with a huff. “Straight to voicemail.” I didn’t have Aila’s number, and none of the other Vaettir deigned to carry phones.

      “Let’s check out the town,” Frode advised.

      No one argued. As soon as there was a lull in traffic, Frode swept me back up in his arms and we hurried across the highway, toward the nearby lights of civilization. Even though I’d given Alejandro a hard time for thinking only of food, I had to admit, it was also at the forefront of my mind. I felt weak and shaky. I needed food and sleep. Hopefully the town could provide accommodations for both. Heck, maybe they’d even have a graveyard. A one stop shop for all of our physical and metaphysical needs.

      We passed by a gas station and a few dark storefronts, then turned away from the highway toward what seemed like the main stretch of town. I noticed a sign that said Welcome to Littleburg. The name was fitting for the tiny town. I had just begun to fret that they wouldn’t even have a hotel or any open restaurants, when a neon motel sign came into view.

      We continued down the quiet street as the occasional car flashed past us. I watched Marcos as he walked, thinking he looked horribly out of place in the quaint town. He belonged in a hidden dungeon, or perhaps on the streets of a big city, with his long white hair and all black clothing. He was so tall and thin that he looked like some sort of phantom, his pale skin and acrimonious expression only adding to the effect.

      “We should ask at the inn if there are any graveyards nearby,” I stated, breaking the silence.

      “You need to rest,” Faas answered instantly.

      “We need to recharge so we’re able to defend ourselves,” I countered.

      “You need to be at full strength to control the banshees,” he countered right back.

      “Remember what Mikael said,” Frode stated vaguely.

      Faas grunted in reply.

      I appreciated that they weren’t divulging Mikael’s speculations to those who weren’t in the SUV with us. I hadn’t even had time to really think about it all. Still, I was with Frode. I could handle going straight to the graveyard, or so I kept telling myself.

      “So graveyard first,” I said, making sure everyone was on the same page.

      “Then food,” Alejandro added.

      “Then rest,” Tallie groaned.

      I thought about my phone again, wishing I had anyone else’s numbers besides Mikael. Wishing any one else even had a phone. It seemed impossible to move our plan forward with such a small group, but I was more worried about the others even being alive. Maya had said Estus’ people were there to take everyone prisoner, not to kill them, but that didn’t mean deaths weren’t possible. There were many amongst our group who would not go gently into the good night.

      My thoughts turned to Alaric, and the fact that the ball was only three, no two, considering it was past midnight, days away. I couldn’t help but speculate that perhaps I’d been allowed to escape on purpose. Maybe the main goal of the ambush was to weaken my entourage. To make me face Estus without any backup. If only I knew what he was planning.

      If he’d been fully consumed by the key . . . well, I hated to think why the key might want me alone. Our energies were meant to be one, along with the Norns, at least according to Mikael, but the key was also chaos. It wouldn’t have balance on its mind. It would have destruction.

      We reached the front of the motel. It was two stories high, with a squat, central lobby. There were probably only around forty rooms, most vacant judging by the near-empty parking lot. Frode let me back down to my feet, but remained near my side to make sure I didn’t fall over, then we all waited outside while Alejandro entered the lobby. We watched through the front window as he laughed and flirted with the lone woman at the front desk. Several minutes passed before he returned outside to us.

      “The cemetery is two miles away,” he explained as he came to stand before Frode and I. “They also have plenty of vacancies, and will give us a twenty percent discount.” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

      “At last,” I said dramatically. “Your lascivious nature has proven useful for something.”

      He laughed, then pointed us in the direction of the cemetery. Back I went into Frode’s muscular arms, and we all began to walk once more.

      My heart was beating faster than my lack of exertion should have allowed. Soon I would do all I could to recharge my banshees. Marcos would gather power too. I glanced at him again, internally praying he wouldn’t betray us. In a fair, metaphysical fight, I could probably take him, but he was still scary. The memory of him flinging aside twenty warriors at a time with energy stolen from the Norns was still too fresh in my mind, as was the memory of him removing the key from me. Still, if he was truly on our side, that amount of power could prove invaluable.

      If we truly only had this small group to take down Estus, we were going to need the power. Faas, Marcos, and I would have to form the perfect trifecta of death.

      It was terrifying, but that’s what we were going for. Hopefully it would be more terrifying for everyone else than it would be for us. Summoning an army of death brought a whole new meaning to facing your fears.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alaric stared at the distant castle. He stood at the top of a small hill with Mara and Sophie, giving them a clear view of the still far off structure. It was about midday, though with the heavy cloud cover, it was difficult to tell. As he stared, deep in thought, a single ray of sunlight peeked through the clouds to shine on the dark stone of the castle, its menacing walls impossibly high. From what he could make out, the castle was square shaped, with four towers, twenty feet taller than the side walls, composing the corners. Narrow windows, barely visible at this distance, interrupted the perfect stone walls.

      A dense forest spanned several miles in all directions around the castle. Alaric attempted to plot out their course, but the trees were so closely spaced, little could be seen. They’d simply have to make their way in the general direction of the castle and hope for the best.

      “Why do I get the feeling this isn’t a normal forest?” Sophie asked from behind him, startling him out of his thoughts.

      “Because it’s not,” Mara answered from his other side. “You must remember, I was quite feared in this time, but I was also despised. I took many precautions to keep my enemies from reaching me.”

      Alaric stroked his chin in thought as he continued to stare at the castle. “What sort of precautions?”

      He turned in time to see Mara shrug. “Magic beasts, poisonous traps, reanimated corpses . . . that sort of thing.”

      “You couldn’t have mentioned any of this sooner?” Sophie gasped.

      Mara rolled her eyes. “My defenses shouldn’t be much trouble for two children of Bastet. If you cannot defeat them, you are not deserving of your lineage.”

      A low growl trickled out of Sophie’s throat.

      “We have no weapons,” Alaric muttered, ignoring his sister’s ire, “so I’d say our best chance is stealth. We’ll fight where we must,” he turned to Mara, “but avoiding as many traps as possible will help us reach Madeline more quickly.”

      “Yes,” Mara agreed, her tone suddenly serious. “I hate to admit that Madeline might need help, but she’s in an . . . uncomfortable situation.”

      He turned to fully face Mara. How had she known just what situation Madeline was in? “You can see her?”

      Mara sighed. “Only from afar, and only when she’s raising enough power to thin the veil between worlds.”

      He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “She’s powerful enough to thin the veil between worlds?”

      Mara smirked. “She’s a denizen of death. Thinning the veil is what she does.”

      “Where is she now?” Alaric demanded.

      She narrowed her eyes at him. “I told you, I can only catch glimpses when she raises power, which she hasn’t in a while. The last time I sensed her fully was when she tried to use the banshees to rescue you, but they were too weak to do any good.” She shook her head. “Silly girl,” she muttered.

      “She’s afraid of them,” he explained. “I don’t blame her for weakening them.”

      Mara’s expression suddenly turned fierce. “You would have her live in fear?” she snapped.

      “I would have her live,” he snapped back. “Fear exists for a reason. It keeps us alive.”

      She turned her gaze back to the forest. “Are you afraid now?”

      “Yes,” he answered simply.

      Mara and Sophie both turned surprised expressions toward him.

      “I do not fear my death,” he explained, “but I would be a liar if I said I didn’t fear never meeting my child, and never seeing Madeline again.” He turned to Sophie. “And it would be foolish for you to assume that I do not fear your death, and the idea that I might not be able to protect you from it.”

      Sophie smiled softly, making the entire admission of fear worth it. He wasn’t sure he’d ever admitted to fear before that moment, not in his entire life. Perhaps even after five hundred years, a man could still change.

      “Well isn’t that touching,” Mara mocked from behind Alaric’s back. “Can we please just get this over with?”

      He turned and raised an eyebrow at her, then gestured to the forest ahead. “Lead the way.”

      Mara smirked, but started forward without another word.

      Alaric followed after her, with Sophie trailing behind him. Yes, even after five hundred years a man could change, and he could still find new experiences. Like finding his soulmate, becoming a father, and traveling into a real life enchanted forest, complete with magic beasts, poisonous traps, and perhaps even a zombie or two.
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      The graveyard was small, just like the town, but it was also fairly old, at least in part. The little town must have been there for a very long time, because some of the graves dated back to the late 1800s.

      Faas and Marcos stood on either side of me, while everyone else stood back near the small, neighborhood street leading to the cemetery. I shifted my feet in the damp grass, feeling anxious. There were no houses right along the border of the cemetery, but the neighborhood wasn’t far off. I wouldn’t be surprised if someone ended up calling the police on us for loitering in the cemetery at night.

      With a single thought, I called the banshees to me, but they were barely wisps of energy now. I’d depleted them into almost nothing. It was time to fix that.

      Marcos took my hand, startling me.

      “I can help,” he said at my wide-eyed look.

      Faas put a hand on my shoulder. “I’ll be here if things get out of control,” he assured, then his hand dropped as he took a few steps back.

      I nodded lightly to him, then turned my gaze to the shadowy graves. We stood in the center of the graveyard. The older graves lay before us, and the newer ones behind us. I could sense them to an extent, but it was nothing like the waves of power I’d ridden when I summoned the banshees with the Morrigan’s help. Ritual had been needed then, sealed by the death of the Morrigan’s body. If the banshees faded entirely, I’d need that same ritual again. As it was, I might still have a chance of restoring them.

      Marcos gave my hand a squeeze, then suddenly power washed over me. I could feel each and every grave. Many of them just felt like empty shells, their energy long since moved on, but some spirits still lingered. A portion of the energy that previously inhabited the corpses remained tied to the earth, unable to let go.

      “What are you doing?” I gasped.

      “Connecting you,” he explained simply. “Think of me as a metaphysical switchboard.”

      White forms began to swirl around us. Marcos was drawing the energy in, and he was giving it to me. He hadn’t lied when he said he was willing to help.

      Giving in to the odd sensation, I focused my will onto the banshees. I was filling up with energy, similar to what happened when I released the soul from one of the Vaettir, but somehow different. These weren’t souls, but residual memories and shards of personalities who’d long since perished in reality.

      I took all of that strange energy and focused it on the banshees. They responded instantly, starved for power.

      I heard Frode mutter, “Holy shit,” from somewhere behind us as the banshees began to take form. He’d come to Ireland after I’d allowed them to be depleted, so he’d never seen them at full power.

      Their almost invisible forms slowly filled out until a dozen or so cloaked women hovered before us. Their slightly transparent faces were eerie, but still showed that they had been individuals in life. Different women with different experiences. All unable to move on.

      I continued to pour energy into them as more shapes formed behind them. Other phantoms, some with large wings, others more animalistic with glowing red eyes, came into being, though they weren’t fully corporeal. When looking right at them, it was hard to make out distinct shapes, but occasionally you’d catch a solid glimpse out of the corner of your eye.

      The banshees all bowed their heads. “We are here, my Queen,” they stated as one.

      “Thank the gods,” I muttered as my body flooded with relief. It had worked, and I felt completely in control.

      The banshees turned to Marcos, his hand still in mine, as they added, “and my King.”

      Well shit. I pulled my hand away as I turned on him. “You tricked me,” I accused.

      He smirked, not at all afraid of the ire in my expression. “They simply acknowledge the energy that helps to sustain them. I assure you, they will listen to your orders over mine.”

      A hand grabbed me from behind and pulled me farther away from Marcos. Faas’ face was suddenly right beside mine as he held me close. “But they will listen to only you if she dies,” he spat venomously.

      Marcos tilted his head to the side, spilling pure white hair over his shoulder. “I have no intention of harming her, if that is what you are implying. The phantoms are anchored to the earth by her ritual. If Madeline dies, that ritual would need to be performed once more. I do not have the correct tools to complete it.”

      My heart was thundering in my ears at the sudden shock of realizing Marcos’ level of power, but I wasn’t overly afraid. I could feel my connection to the banshees. They were still mine. They just now used a portion of Marcos’ power to give themselves form. In fact, they felt more powerful than ever.

      “You strengthened them,” I said to Marcos in surprise.

      He nodded. “My powers work well with yours. I’m able to support you with the extra sources of energy that only I have access to.”

      “But why?” I asked, still not fully understanding. “Why would you share so much of your power?”

      He seemed perplexed. “I already told you, Madeline. Our goals are the same.”

      “Huh,” was the only reply I had for him.

      Faas finally let me go, then moved to stand at my side as the others warily approached. The banshees remained immobile, silently waiting for orders as the other phantoms swirled around them.

      “So . . . time for food?” Alejandro asked as he approached us.

      Maya looked up at the phantoms warily. “We should be careful. Anyone who can sense energy will sense this.”

      “She’s right,” Tallie added, positioning herself so that we were all between the phantoms and her. “I would be able to track this amount of energy, no problem.”

      I turned my gaze back to the banshees. I could use them to travel, and I was guessing they would probably take Marcos along for the ride too, but not everyone else. If Estus’ people found us, we’d have to fight, not flee. A sudden idea struck me.

      “Good,” I muttered to myself.

      “What?” Tallie asked.

      “I said good,” I stated a little louder. “Let them find us. I want them all to see what they’re dealing with, then we’ll see how many are still willing to stand at Estus’ side.”

      Marcos smiled wickedly.

      “But first,” Alejandro interjected, raising a finger into the air, “food.”

      I nodded, though food wasn’t even a secondary thought for me at that moment. Perhaps tertiary or quaternary. Alejandro was right though, we needed to eat. Especially Faas and I. If we let our physical forms grow weak, our metaphysical powers would be weakened too.

      The sky around us had just begun to grow light. We’d been out for an entire night. It was winter, so for the light to be starting to show meant it was probably around seven. The sun wouldn’t fully rise until nine. I’d turned my phone back off, wanting to conserve its battery, so I didn’t check it to verify the time.

      Instead, I squinted at the early morning sun and yawned. “Let’s look for a breakfast place, then we’ll try to get a few hours of sleep before we storm the castle.”

      Alejandro raised an eyebrow at me. “So you truly plan to invade Estus’ Salr with only this small group?” He moved his hand in a sweeping gesture, encompassing our companions.

      I glanced up at the banshees, still visible, but less tangible in the early morning light. “We’re not actually storming the castle,” I joked, turning my gaze back to Alejandro. “We were invited.”

      He smirked. “Something tells me that invitation didn’t include a host of phantoms.”

      I grinned. “Well it also didn’t warn us about the advance attack, so I’m not too worried about being rude. Payback is a bitch.”

      “And Estus has a lot coming to him,” Maya stated coldly from where she stood behind me.

      I nodded, then silently led the way as we left the cemetery, for the first time almost glad that Maya was with us. Besides me, she was the only person present who had real reason to hate Estus, and she was willing to sacrifice her life if it meant she could help take him down. Estus had bullied and tortured far too many people over his long life. It was about damn time some of his victims came back to bite him.

      Did karma apply to sadistic Doyen’s inhabited by pure chaos? We were about to find out.
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        * * *

      

      They’d been walking through the shadowy forest for roughly an  hour when Mara suddenly staggered. Alaric had to catch her arm to keep her from falling.

      “What’s wrong?” he demanded, thinking perhaps she’d happened upon one of her own traps.

      She held a hand to her eyes for several seconds, then brushed her red hair out of her face and stood straight.

      Sophie moved toward Alaric’s side, forming a three person circle as they waited for Mara to explain herself.

      Mara glanced back and forth between the two of them. “Madeline did . . . something,” she explained. “It was something big, considering I felt it without even trying to look in on her.”

      “How is that even possible?” Sophie inquired. “That you felt her without trying, I mean.”

      Mara shook her head, still seeming disoriented. Alaric had the sudden urge to shake her until the answers rattled loose, but resisted.

      “We are composed of the same energy,” she explained. “It’s not like the connection you have with your goddess, where you were simply made by the Norns in her image. Madeline and I are both mortal embodiments of the same energy. She is simply a newer, less concentrated version of what I once was.”

      “What did she do?” Alaric interrupted, caring less about how Mara had sensed Madeline, and more about what she had sensed.

      She shook her head again, as if trying to work something out in her mind. “I believe she has restored the banshees, but something is wrong with the energy. It’s different, and more powerful.”

      Alaric wanted to ask more, but something behind Mara caught his eye. His jaw dropped. “What was it you said about magical beasts again?”

      Mara’s eyes widened, then she looked over her shoulder, spotting the creature merely twenty feet away. “Well,” she began, her voice quavering, “I didn’t say much, but I should probably explain now. They’re basically unstoppable, pure embodiments of nature’s energy.”

      He stared at the creature as it watched them from within the shadows created by the dense trees. It was massive, around fifteen feet tall. It stood mostly on its hind legs, but leaned forward on heavy arms, like a great ape, only its skin was made of what looked like gnarled tree bark, hanging with loose moss and vines. Its head boasted a wide maw, and beady, glowing red eyes, with two small slits for nostrils. Its shoulders were wider than Alaric was tall.

      “You can’t control it?” he whispered, keeping his gaze firmly on the unmoving creature.

      “No,” Mara whispered back. “It is under control of the current Morrigan.”

      “But you’re the Morrigan,” Sophie rasped.

      Mara shook her head minutely. “No, I am simply a cumulation of that same energy. Little more than a ghost, really. I have no power in this time.”

      “Shit,” Sophie replied. “Should we run?”

      The beast took a few steps forward, its massive knuckles pounding into the ground as it took on an aggressive stance. It let out an ear shattering roar.

      “Yep,” Mara said with a cringe. “We should definitely run.”

      Alaric didn’t need her to say it twice. He turned and shoved his sister ahead of him. She darted forward, needing no extra encouragement. They ran as the beast charged them, the heavy impact of its gait echoing throughout the forest around them.

      Alaric wove his way through the trees in the direction of the castle, keeping an eye on Sophie and Mara as they ran. The creature toppled trees as it gave chase, too wide to fit through many of the narrow openings. They all had to dive out of the way more than once as the falling trees narrowly missed them.

      Not only had Mara claimed the creature was unstoppable, neither he nor Sophie had any weapons. They were both capable of partial shape changes that could provide them with razor sharp teeth and claws, but he had a feeling their attacks would do little good against the creature’s tough bark. They needed a magic user to defeat the creature. He almost laughed as he ran, thinking how perfect James would have been for the job with his fire powers, but those days were over. He was dead.

      His mind quickly sorted through any other options. They could climb a tree, but the creature had already proven itself capable of felling several trees without hardly trying. They could continue to run, neither he nor Sophie would tire any time soon, even with the full night of walking, but the only possible salvation was the Morrigan’s castle. If he went storming in there along with the women, he would be cooked. The only options left were to somehow outrun the creature enough that it would lose their trail, which at the moment, seemed unlikely, or to somehow trick it.

      The sound of water running in the distance brought to mind another idea. If the creature couldn’t swim, perhaps they could escape it, or even drown it. Of course, that was assuming whatever body of water they might find would be deep enough, or wide enough, to impede the magical beast.

      “What types of waterways are near here!” Alaric shouted as they ran.

      Mara, with her green velvet dress hiked up around her knees for ease of movement, leapt over a fallen log like a gazelle, then answered, “There are several streams that lead into a lake! What are you thinking?”

      He was glad she didn’t sound the least bit winded as she spoke. She’d likely be able to keep up with him and Sophie for a while. If she was barely more than a spirit, as she claimed, perhaps she’d keep up the pace much longer than either of them could.

      Another tree came crashing down behind them, narrowly missing Sophie as she dove out of the way, gracefully rolling across the ground before hopping back to her feet to continue running.

      “Can the creature swim?” he called out to her over the thundering of the beast’s footfalls.

      “Who knows!” she replied. “I summoned it from the earth. I did not create it.”

      If he’d had a spare moment, he would have sighed. “Lead us to the lake!” he demanded. “It seems our best option.”

      With a nod, Mara darted off ahead of him, impossibly fast.

      With a competitive growl, Sophie picked up her pace and ran after her. Alaric dodged another tree, then followed them, praying that the creature would sink as quickly as it could run.
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        * * *

      

      After we were all fed, we went back to the motel where Alejandro had gotten directions to the cemetery. Between us we had the cash and credit cards to rent a room for every single person, but we decided to just stick with two adjoining rooms. That way, if we were once again ambushed, we’d all be together. I could summon the banshees, and we’d be able to protect ourselves.

      There was a second reason for the adjoining rooms, though no one said it out loud. Faas didn’t trust anyone around me besides Frode, and we still needed to keep an eye on Maya and Marcos . . . just in case. Two rooms made that an easy task. We’d decided that one room would contain me, Faas, Marcos, and Tallie, while the other would contain Frode, Maya, and Alejandro. The adjoining door would remain open in case of emergencies, though in reality, it was just in case Maya and Alejandro decided to band together to eliminate Frode. I was to the point where I actually trusted Alejandro just as much as anyone else, but it was still wise to be cautious. Anyone who was previously one of Aislin’s people needed to be watched, and that was that. I had a feeling Alejandro sensed our suspicions, but he didn’t seem to mind. In fact, he seemed to find them amusing, quietly smiling at us as we debated the sleeping arrangements.

      After receiving our flimsy, plastic key cards, we’d entered our rooms. They were done in typical cheap motel style, with ugly patterned quilts on the pairs of queen-sized beds, burgundy carpet that would hide most stains, and cheap particle board furniture to support the TV and bedside lamps.

      Faas moved to shut the heavy drapes as I claimed the bed closer to the adjoining door. Marcos took the other bed, seeming quite content as he laid on his back on the bedspread and shut his eyes. He folded his arms across his chest, looking like a bad rendition of Dracula.

      Tallie shifted nervously between the feet of the two beds, pawing at the ends of her loose, black hair.

      I stared at her until I got her attention. “You can sleep with me,” I offered. I cast a wary glance at Marcos, then added, “If you want.”

      She nodded quickly, then climbed into bed beside me.

      With a sigh, Faas strode across the burgundy carpet and latched the additional security hinge on the room’s main door and shut off the light, then returned to the window and made himself comfortable on the room’s small couch. He was around my height, 5’9”, so he fit better on the couch than Marcos would, but his legs still dangled off the end at an uncomfortable looking angle. A narrow sliver of light, not blocked by the heavy curtains, cut a vibrant line right across his face. With a groan, he put a pillow over his face and shifted until he was comfortable.

      I sighed, then nestled my head against my pillow and closed my eyes. Frode had first watch, and would wake Faas when he was ready to take his turn to sleep.

      The room was silent for several minutes, until Tallie whispered, “Madeline?”

      I opened my eyes to see she’d turned her head toward me, barely illuminated by the sparse amount of sunlight creeping into the room.

      “Yeah?” I whispered back.

      “What’s going to happen after we leave this hotel room?” she asked softly.

      The question made her seem so childlike I was almost taken aback. While I’d sensed Tallie’s fear many times, outwardly she preferred to project strength and capability.

      “We’re going to visit Estus’ Salr and do our best to get Alaric and Sophie back,” I explained quietly, though she already knew that portion of the plan. “This is just a rescue mission for now, unless we see an opportunity to do more.”

      She nodded. “Then what after that?” she whispered.

      “Then we figure out a more organized plan of attack. We’re going to do our best to flesh out our ranks. Then we’re going to take Estus down.”

      She blinked at my explanation, then nodded again. “And after that? If we manage to survive, what will happen then?”

      I sighed, wishing desperately for sleep. I had no idea how much information Tallie had gleaned during her time with us, but I saw no harm in telling her the truth, even if it was new information to her. She deserved to be prepared, and if she was going to have a problem with our plan, I wanted to know now.

      “We’re going to regrow Yggdrasil,” I explained. “It’s going to cause some chaos, but we’re going to do our best to keep everyone safe.”

      She nodded again. I didn’t sense any more fear from her than usual. “I’d heard that might be happening. I’d always thought Yggdrasil was just a myth.” She smiled. “Of course, I always thought Norns and banshees were myths too.”

      I grinned. “Me too. If you would have told me a few months ago about any of this, I would have called you crazy.”

      “Get some rest,” Faas called from the nearby couch, interrupting our small bonding moment.

      “Yes father,” I said sarcastically.

      “If Madeline doesn’t have to sleep, neither do I!” Alejandro called from the other room.

      “Smart asses,” Faas mumbled before rolling over and putting his back to the room.

      There were a few soft snickers from the other room, then silence as everyone drifted off to sleep. I appreciated the small moment of tension relief. I imagined that as soon as we woke, and the day unfolded before us, there would be little cause for further laughter, especially considering we might not even survive.
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      Alaric didn’t need Mara to lead him for long before he caught the scent of water. The lake had to be nearby. He wasn’t looking forward to going for a swim, but it was the only plan he could conjure. They could swim to the center of the lake to lure the creature in, where it would hopefully drown. If, on the other hand, the creature refused to enter the water, they could perhaps swim to a region that would be difficult to access by staying on dry land. Of course, there was a third option. The creature could be a swift swimmer, and they would end up in a watery grave.

      The lake came into view. There was no time to think things over. He quickly scanned the lay of the land as they approached.

      The lake was massive. A gaping, sunny hole in the middle of the dense forest, with the trees pushed back away from the shore on all sides. At one end was a tall, rocky cliff face, jutting up against the water. Perhaps a suitable area to make an escape if they were able to find proper footholds.

      His planning ended as they reached the bank. No one hesitated as their feet went splashing into the water. Moments later, once they were deep enough, they all dove in. Alaric briefly worried that Mara’s velvet dress would impede her, but she quickly outpaced both he and Sophie as they swam. There was a splash behind them as the creature entered the water. Alaric spared a second to glance over his shoulder as he swam to see the creature swimming after them with large, exaggerated strokes, creating mini tidal waves as each of its arms cut down into the water. Fuck.

      He turned forward and swam as fast as he could, knowing it would do little good. It wouldn’t take the creature long to reach them. They were approaching the middle of the lake. Nice and deep for the creature to hold them under until they drowned, if it didn’t break them in half first.

      “Be still!” Mara shouted suddenly.

      Alaric glanced forward at her in surprise. She stopped swimming, and bobbed ahead of them in the water, moving just enough to stay afloat. What the hell was she thinking?

      “Trust me!” she shouted.

      It went against every instinct he had, but he stopped swimming and did his best to float in place. Sophie stopped a mili-second later. The creature’s violent splashing continued as it neared them. Though it was able to keep itself afloat, it wasn’t a swift swimmer. Still, it would reach them in no time now that they’d stopped swimming.

      He watched in horror as it approached, fighting every instinct to flee.

      Suddenly, the creature’s splashing increased. He thought at first it had lost its rhythm, and was flailing about trying to stay afloat, then a giant tentacle shot up out of the water near the creature’s panicked face. Seconds later, another tentacle revealed itself, then two more. The deep purple skin of the tentacles pulsed with hidden muscles as they wrapped around the forest beast. The beast let out an ear-shattering scream like its lower body had been injured, then began to sink. It thrashed about, fighting for its life, but it was no use. Whatever monster dwelled beneath the lake’s surface had to be enormous to take down such a large opponent. With a final, shrill scream, the creature disappeared beneath the water as the tentacles gave a final jerk. Everything was suddenly deafeningly silent, then massive bubbles sputtered on the surface of the lake above where the creature had disappeared.

      “Float on your backs,” Mara whispered. “Make as little movement as possible as we paddle to the other side of the lake.”

      Alaric and Sophie instantly obeyed. Alaric’s heart thrummed in his head. He’d seen many terrible things in his long life. Epic battles, heinous crimes, unending violence, but nothing quite compared to the Morrigan’s summoned creatures.

      He kept his breathing steady and light while he floated on his back, making minute movements to slowly propel himself onward. His hair streamed beneath him. Hopefully the movement of the tendrils would not lure the creature, but if the theory he’d deduced was correct, it was drawn to larger movements in the water, like the thrashing paddles of the forest beast.

      They seemed to float on for hours, surrounded only by the gentle sounds of their bodies treading water. They were headed in the direction of the rocky cliffside. He wanted to ask Mara a million questions, but didn’t dare speak. Instead, he wondered what Madeline was doing in that very moment. Was she looking for him? Was Mikael keeping her safe? He smiled softly. Madeline was quite capable of keeping herself safe, but he was still glad she had the extra protection.

      In the time they’d spent with the small Viking clan, he’d even come to trust Aila, Faas, and Tabitha to protect Madeline. Hell, he even sort of trusted Tallie and Alejandro, even though they’d been their enemies not long ago. It was an odd feeling, having more people to trust than just Sophie and himself.

      He looked up at the sky as the clouds parted once more to reveal the sun. He would see them all again. He would get back to the future, and he would survive to meet his daughter. There was no other choice.
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        * * *

      

      I rolled over and checked the bedside clock as I awoke. 12 pm. That meant I’d gotten less than four hours of sleep, but I couldn’t afford any more rest.

      I peered past Marcos’ bed to see a vacant couch. Frode must have woken Faas at some point to take over watch duty, just as planned. I hoped they’d each at least gotten close to two hours of sleep, but knowing Faas and his tendency to worry, I doubted it.

      I forced myself to sit up, then placed my feet on the floor. Tallie made soft grunts of protest, struggling into wakefulness. I stood, glancing once again at Marcos, who had opened his eyes to look at me. He didn’t appear the slightest bit groggy, and instead watched me curiously. I turned away and headed for the small bathroom.

      I sealed myself inside and let out a long breath, reveling in the small moment of solitude. It would have been nice to take a shower, but I didn’t want to waste the time. Instead, I took a fresh white washcloth and wet it in the sink, then began scrubbing at the dirt on my face.

      I straightened my crimson sweater and brushed it off until it was as clean as it was going to get, then used the cheap, plastic encased toothbrush provided by the hotel. There was only one visible on the countertop, so it was probably selfish of me to take it, but whatever. I didn’t want to face my nemesis with stinky breath.

      I used a flimsy plastic comb on my hair, pulling it into a braid to trail over my shoulder, then looked myself over in the mirror.

      I looked pale and tired. My normally deep olive skin seemed sickly, and the giant bags under my eyes only added to the effect. Unfortunately, there was nothing to be done, and my appearance wasn’t really a high priority at that moment. I finished preparing myself and left the bathroom to find Tallie waiting for her turn. Marcos had disappeared, but Faas was waiting calmly in his place, so I assumed the necromancer was simply primping in the other bathroom.

      Faas remained seated on the edge of the nearest bed, pushing his long, blond topknot of hair out of his face. “I made a few calls,” he explained, “but there are no rental cars in the area. We could have one delivered, but it would take several hours to arrive here from Spokane.”

      I frowned. Here I was, all ready to face off against Estus, and now we were delayed by something as mundane as not having a ride.

      “I can use the banshees to travel, but I wouldn’t be able to take everyone else,” I explained tiredly. “Are there any bus or train stations nearby?” I added hopefully.

      He shook his head. “We could attempt to hire someone . . . ” he trailed off.

      I sighed. “It’s worth a shot. Either way, we need to get out of this town today. I can’t risk Estus thinking that I’m no longer coming. He’d lose his reason to keep Alaric and Sophie alive.”

      Faas looked like he wanted to say something, but clenched his jaw to keep the words from coming out.

      I took a seat beside him. “What is it?” I demanded.

      He frowned, opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again, as if unable to decide upon the correct words.

      I waited not so patiently.

      Finally, he took a deep breath and let it out. “I just want to make sure you’re prepared for all contingencies. If something ill befalls Alaric, you’ll still have people depending on you. You’ll still have the entire world depending on you.”

      I lifted a hand to rub at my tired eyes. “So you’re worried that I’ll break down and leave you all high and dry?”

      He shook his head at my blunt statement. “Don’t get me wrong, you’ve done incredibly well given the circumstances, with first being separated from Alaric, then from Mikael. You are doing just what a leader should do. You’ve continued on in spite of everything. I am simply concerned that certain outcomes may sway you from your course.”

      My palms began to sweat with nervousness, and I wasn’t sure why. I was pretty sure the worry over Alaric was slowly killing me, but he wasn’t dead. I knew it. Yet, the assurance of my intuition probably wasn’t going to be enough for Faas.

      “Alaric may be the person I care most about,” I explained evenly, “but he’s not the only person I care about, nor is Mikael. I will do my best to protect everyone here, even those I would have once considered my enemies. That’s what a Doyen is supposed to do, right?”

      Faas nodded with a now-confident smile.

      Alejandro appeared in the doorway between the adjoining rooms, leaning his shoulder casually against the trim. “Well if I wasn’t convinced about you being our leader before, I sure am now. And I don’t think transportation is going to be a problem.”

      Faas and I both turned to him in surprise.

      He grinned smugly. “The cute desk girl from last night has a van. I had mentioned that we might need a ride to Spokane, and she was more than happy to offer her services, as long as we paid for the gas.”

      My jaw fell open in shock. “And you only decided to mention this now?” I questioned in disbelief.

      He lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “We were about to head to the cemetery to restore your phantom army. Forgive me for being a little distracted.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. “Did you at least get her phone number?”

      Alejandro waggled his eyebrows at me. “I always get the phone number.”

      “And for once, it’s actually useful to us,” Tallie muttered as she emerged from the bathroom.

      She looked even more bedraggled than I felt. Deep purple marks rimmed the bottoms of her dark brown eyes, and her arms were covered with bruises, likely from her struggle to escape the initial ambush. The bruises had been hidden beneath her leather jacket the previous night, but now showed in stark contrast to her sleeveless, lilac silk blouse, now stained with dirt.

      Alejandro held out his hand. “Cell phone please.”

      I stood and retrieved my phone from my purse, which rested on the bedside table. Before handing it to him, I turned it on and called Mikael’s number. Straight to voicemail.

      Alejandro had crossed his arms while he waited for the phone. “Trying Mikael again?”

      I nodded as I approached and handed the phone to him. “You don’t happen to know Aila’s number, do you?”

      He snorted, then pulled a piece of paper from his jean’s pocket. “I didn’t even know that Aila had a phone. There’s no reason to have one for most of us. We can’t get reception inside the Salr.”

      I sighed, and laid back on the bed as he dialed the number from the piece of paper and held the phone up to his ear. “Once this is all over, we are all getting phones and exchanging numbers,” I grumbled.

      Tallie laughed. “Good luck with enforcing that.”

      I chuckled. “You Vaettir and your disdain for technology.”

      Mikael, who liked to spend much of his time above ground, was a special case. Most Vaettir only participated in human society as much as necessary. For the most part, they remained hidden within the Salr. It was law to remain separated from the humans. Didn’t want to get burned at the stake.

      Alejandro started speaking, managing to be flirtatious even over the phone. I could just imagine the girl on the other end of the line grinning. She’d probably lose that grin when she saw just who she was giving a ride to, besides Alejandro. It could be unwise to pick up hitchhikers at the best of times. Picking up passengers that looked like Marcos was just plain stupid.

      Alejandro hung up, then handed my phone back to me. I resisted the urge to dial Mikael’s number again. I wasn’t sure I could take the disappointment of hearing his generic voicemail message once again. Him not answering his phone worried me. Logically I knew he could have just dropped his phone in the struggle, and was even now wandering the woods looking for me, but I couldn’t help jumping to the worst conclusions. If Mikael was dead, our plan became twenty times more complicated, but I could admit, if only to myself, that the fluidity of our plan wasn’t my main concern. Mikael was my friend. Probably my best friend besides Alaric. If he died because of me, I’d never be able to forgive myself. If Mikael was dead, I’d make Estus’ death a painful one. I’d make him regret the day he had me stolen away into his Salr in an attempt to use me for his evil machinations.

      I’m not really the vengeful type, and I may not be much of a killer, but I’d make exceptions to both rules, just for Estus.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later, we all waited at the curb of the motel for our driver to show up. Alejandro had assured us that she knew just how many people she was chauffeuring, and that she was okay with it. My first thought was that this woman was completely nuts to taxi around seven strangers, but I’d just spent the evening summoning banshees with said strangers, so who was I to judge?

      Tallie tapped her foot impatiently as a large, beige van came rumbling down the road to stop in front of us.

      Alejandro waved to the woman in the driver’s seat. She seemed around thirty, with mousy brown hair styled into a shaggy bob. She lifted a dainty hand in greeting, her billowy, navy blouse draping around her upraised arm.

      Alejandro stepped forward and slid open the side door of the van, then opened the passenger door and hopped in the front, chatting happily with our driver.

      I glanced at Faas, who seemed to be questioning the road-worthiness of the van.

      His eyes moved to me. “We don’t really have a choice, do we?” he asked quietly.

      “Nope,” I replied, then turned away from him to hop into the van, feeling a bit like a teenager about to pile into a rickety vehicle with all of my friends. If only I’d been the type of teenager to pile into a rickety vehicle with all of my friends . . . if only I’d been the type of teenager to have friends at all.

      I took a seat in the middle row, feeling a bit nostalgic, but not in a bad way. It was nice when you could compare the past to the future, and have the future win on so many levels . . . even though that future entailed the father of my child being in mortal peril.

      Everyone piled in after me. Faas ended up in one seat beside me, and Tallie on my other side. Marcos, Frode, and Maya took the back row, all seeming uncomfortable to be so near to each other. Maya’s injured leg seemed to be a little better this morning, though her attitude hadn’t improved. She sat with her arms crossed, sullen, hiding half her face behind her dark curls.

      After a quick introduction, our driver, Caroline, dutifully ignored us, her attention entirely on Alejandro. I had a feeling he was going to have a hard time parting ways with her once we reached Spokane. If only she knew what type of life she’d be trying to get herself into.

      I checked my cell phone and tried Mikael’s number one last time as the van pulled away from the curb. Voicemail once again, as expected.

      Faas fidgeted beside me as the van made its way down the main stretch of town toward the highway. I didn’t blame him for being nervous. I was nervous too. Just three hours and we’d reach Spokane, then we’d trek through the woods in search of an entrance. There were two that I knew of. One where I’d been taken the night I was kidnapped, and the other where James and I had escaped after Estus had him torture me. We’d try the prior first, as it wasn’t far from the small house where I used to live, then the latter, which was deep in the woods, and would require an all day hike to reach.

      At a sudden thought, I turned around to face Maya.

      She looked back at me suspiciously.

      “I just remembered that you were once part of Estus’ clan,” I explained. “Even if you were only there as a spy, you still probably knew where some of the Salr’s entrances were.”

      She frowned. “Yes, I know of a few.”

      “Any that would be good for sneaking in?”

      She raised an eyebrow at me. “You’ll actually trust any information I give you?”

      I deflated at that. I really shouldn’t have even trusted Maya enough to leave her alive, but . . . “I trust that you want Estus dead as much as I do,” I stated simply.

      She nodded. “I know of several entrances, not that Estus was the one who let me know. Aislin tended to divulge more information than him. She was a cocky little bitch, not as paranoid and cautious as Estus.”

      “Would any of them be good for sneaking in?” I pressed. “I was unconscious when I arrived through one, so I don’t even know where it leads, and the other was near the center of the Salr. The one we escaped through,” I added poignantly, subtly reminding her that I was referring to the exit where she and Sophie had abandoned me to James’ loving care.

      She quirked the corner of her lip, but didn’t comment. “All the entrances are going to be watched,” she explained instead. “Do you remember how to find the one you went through when you were first taken? Maybe it’s a lesser used portal. I imagine Estus will be keeping a special eye on any entrances Aislin knew about. He hasn’t managed to recruit all of her people to his side, and likely fears retribution from some.”

      “But Estus didn’t kill Aislin,” I countered, confused.

      Maya smirked. “Tell that to the rest of the clan. By all appearances, Estus and Aislin were in the middle of a war. When she disappeared, everyone just assumed it was Estus’ doing.”

      “Hrmph,” I replied, deep in thought. “It makes sense, I suppose,” I said finally. “Estus is probably still telling his people they’re in the middle of a war. I wonder how many know the truth.”

      Maya snorted. “Girlie, I don’t even know the full truth. I knew Aislin was after a certain charm, then you found it, and she was gunning to get it back from you. Then we all heard word of banshees in Ireland, while at the same time Alaric allegedly swore fealty to Aislin and was going to bring you to her. Next we knew, Aislin was dead. She had a connection to all of her people that allowed her to track us, but it went both ways. When she died, we felt it.”

      I frowned, considering Maya’s viewpoint. Caroline continued to chat happily with Alejandro, paying little mind to our hushed conversation.

      “Alaric went to Aislin when he was trying to find me,” I explained. “Tallie helped him track me.” I glanced at the woman in question beside me, then back to Maya. “But Aislin found me too, along with Estus. They were working together all along.”

      “Then Aislin died, and Estus lived,” Maya stated blandly, obviously desiring further explanation.

      I turned my gaze to Marcos’ impassive face. I just couldn’t help it.

      “No shit?” Maya muttered, catching on. “Killed by her own pet necromancer?”

      If Marcos minded being referred to as a pet, it didn’t show.

      “It’s complicated,” I explained.

      I wasn’t about to tell her that Marcos had been possessed at the time. I felt uncomfortable talking about Mara with others. Almost like it was somehow a betrayal of her memory. I was willing to share certain things with Alaric, and some with Mikael, but the sharing stopped there.

      Marcos turned his bored gaze to me. “I do not see why we are sneaking in at all. Let us take his Salr by force and be done with it.”

      I glared at him. “I won’t risk Alaric and Sophie being killed.”

      “Killing Estus’ people while our force is so small would do little good regardless,” Faas interjected.

      I turned around in my seat to give him my attention.

      “We’ve been over this,” he sighed. “We will instill doubt in his people, thin his ranks, then go in for an undeniable victory once the odds are all stacked in our favor.”

      I smiled at him.

      His eyes widened. “Why on earth are you looking at me like that?”

      I chuckled. “I’ve just never heard you sound so Viking-ey.”

      He rolled his eyes. “Focus, Madeline.”

      I snickered again, then turned my gaze back to Marcos. “I agree with Faas. We are already taking a huge risk going in unprepared. I don’t want to unnecessarily lose any lives.”

      He sighed. “Why not? I could simply reanimate them.”

      I blinked at him in surprise.

      His face remained straight for several seconds, then he burst out laughing, while everyone stared at him in shock.

      “Did he seriously just make a joke?” Maya asked in disbelief.

      I stared at Marcos as he continued to laugh. The necromancer made a funny. If I hadn’t been present to witness it, I never would have believed it.
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      The ride to Spokane was a long one. We’d exhausted all venues of conversation, and had planned our next course of action to death. None of us could seem to agree on exactly what we should do, so as de facto leader, I had to make the final choice.

      I chose to check out the entrance I was originally kidnapped through, as per Maya’s suggestion, and I chose to sneak in, rather than to attack with force. We couldn’t bring the banshees into the Salr, but Marcos had gotten fully charged at the cemetery, and I found that I had too. Having the banshees around really had boosted my power more than anything else. I could feel it coursing through my veins. I could protect myself if need be, but would it be enough to help us escape with Alaric and Sophie in tow? I wasn’t sure, but we had to try.

      Tallie was going to stay above ground while we entered the Salr, a solitary messenger to spread word of our capture should we fail to return . . . if she could even find anyone to spread it to. At the very least, she’d be able to track us if we were moved. Our plan would put me underground with Faas, Frode, Marcos, Maya, and Alejandro. Frode and Alejandro were good back up to have with their elemental powers, but Maya unfortunately was a bit useless. She could fight, but she didn’t have any extra powers to make her stronger than average.

      The van came to a stop as we reached my old neighborhood. I’d had to direct Caroline down the residential streets I knew by heart. I’d lived in my tiny house alone for years, and now I was about to see it again, if only briefly. Our true goal was the Salr entrance a few miles into the woods behind the house.

      I took a deep breath as Frode slid open the van door. One by one we stepped out onto the street to stand near my old driveway. It felt strange to be back where it all started. Back where I’d still thought I was human, even though I’d twice accidentally killed other humans with a single touch. It was also technically the place where Alaric and I had first met, though he’d been my kidnapper at the time. He’d been acting on Estus’ orders, but I still gave him a hard time about it, even after we’d ironed out the kinks in our relationship. The flood of memories that passed through my mind as I exited the van made me miss him all the more.

      There was a white car parked in the driveway of my old house. The world had moved on without me. My landlord had found a new renter, and likely hadn’t divulged that the previous tenant was currently a missing person. To society, and the few friends I’d had, Madeline Ville was likely dead. No one knew that I was doing my best to save the world from a tyrant filled with the pure energy of chaos.

      I found that I preferred it that way. My old life was behind me, and I could admit I’d left behind very little. I’d left behind the freelancing work that I didn’t particularly enjoy, and eating alone every night. I’d left behind occasional calls from friends trying to get me to come out, all the while knowing I’d just give them some excuse to stay home. When I was kidnapped and told that I was Vaettir, I’d thought my life was over, when in reality, it was just beginning.

      Faas cleared his throat, startling me out of my silent reverie. He glanced at my old house, then back to me. “We should get going.”

      I nodded, feeling almost close to tears for some reason as I looked at the white siding and gray roof of the little home. “Let’s go,” I agreed.

      “We could at least get dinner,” I heard Caroline argue.

      I turned to see her pulling on Alejandro’s arm while he desperately tried to disentangle himself from her.

      I suddenly felt horribly guilty. We’d used the poor girl for a three hour car ride, six for her since she still had to travel back home. We’d given her cash to cover gas, but it was still an entire day wasted. It had been her choice, but still, I sympathized. She wasn’t even going to get a date out of the deal.

      Alejandro turned his gaze to me, his eyes pleading for help, as Caroline continued doing her best to persuade him.

      I turned to Faas. “Aren’t you going to defend your boyfriend’s honor?” I asked loudly, figuring a fake boyfriend would invite fewer questions than a fake girlfriend.

      Faas balked, but Alejandro instantly caught on.

      “Come on sweetie,” he pleaded, gazing at Faas with loving eyes. “I’d only hoped to make you a little jealous.”

      Faas glared at me, then marched right up to Alejandro, grabbed either side of his face, and planted a big kiss on his lips.

      It was then Alejandro’s turn to balk.

      “Your little ploy worked,” Faas stated apathetically, still holding onto Alejandro’s face. “Now let us be off to consecrate our love.”

      Caroline looked back and forth between the two of them, utterly flummoxed.

      I tried not to laugh. “Let’s go lovebirds,” I announced. “Times a tickin’.”

      I waved goodbye and said thanks to Caroline, though she still seemed to be in shock, before turning away to walk down the sidewalk, finally able to let loose my grin. I heard Maya whisper to Caroline that she was better off, before falling into step behind me. Everyone else followed.

      A few seconds later, I heard the van’s engine start, and turned to see Caroline speed away in the opposite direction. She really was better off. People that hung out with us tended to get killed, or at the very least maimed. She’d dodged a bullet.

      The sun slowly began to set as we all marched down the street. I zipped up my black jacket and shoved my bare hands into my pockets, wishing for gloves and a scarf. My purse was across my shoulders, nestled against my side. It contained the pair of daggers Mikael had given me. I briefly considered wearing them at my hips, but dismissed the idea. I’d reconsider once we were in the woods, away from human eyes.

      We all continued walking in silence, no one discussing the task ahead. I’d say I hoped we’d find the entrance quickly, but really I was just hoping we’d find it at all. Alaric had once told me it had been sealed, but I was pretty sure that had been to keep me from looking for it. The only problem was, I hadn’t known where to look for the entrance from within the Salr, and I was fuzzy on where I should look for it within the forest. I’d been carried on my back toward the entrance, with my eyes facing the sky, and had been in quite a panic at the time. The only thing I had to go on was the faint memory of how far we’d traveled, and in what direction. Our saving grace was that we had two people that could sense energy with us. Between Faas and Tallie, if the entrance was there, we’d eventually find it.

      Several houses from where we’d started, I turned left down a narrow path that led into the woods. Really, we could have just cut past my old house to exit through the backyard, but I didn’t particularly want to risk getting the police called on us. We had enough problems.

      Everyone filed into line behind me, and soon we left the rows of houses behind as we ventured deeper into the foliage. I could sense the banshees as we walked, though they remained out of sight. If I needed them, they could swoop in at a moment’s notice. Unfortunately, magical wards kept them from swooping into the Salr with us.

      I continued walking in the general direction of where I thought the entrance might be, keeping my worries to myself. When we were far enough away from the houses, I stopped to retrieve the daggers from my purse, sliding the sheathes onto my belt at either hip.

      Faas raised an eyebrow at me, but didn’t comment. He held no weapons, at least that I could see, but he was far more effective without them. A blade in his hand would only impede him.

      I started walking again, silently praying that I was going in the right direction. My boots crunched over dry pine needles, accompanied by the sound of a nearby owl, just becoming active for the night. Just a normal evening walk in the wood, folks. Nothing to see here.

      A few minutes later, Tallie was suddenly beside me, her hand on my arm. “Someone is near,” she whispered.

      Everyone fanned out around us. If Tallie claimed someone was near, she meant one of the Vaettir. She wouldn’t have been worried about a human.

      A small form tiptoed out from behind a tree further down the path. She was tiny, the size of a child, but I knew in reality she was ancient. Her translucent long hair mingled with her diaphanous white dress as she approached. Her skin seemed almost as colorless as her hair in the dim evening light. No shoes adorned her feet, which seemed to barely touch the ground as she walked. She smiled as I stared at her, revealing sharp little teeth.

      “Sivi,” I said. “What are you doing here?”

      She took a few more steps, closing the remaining distance between us.

      Frode moved to my side, opposite Tallie. “You know her?” he questioned.

      I nodded. I knew her all right. Not only was she Kira’s sister, but she’d made many attempts to sway me to her cause while I was in Estus’ Salr. She wanted revenge on the humans too, and with a sudden start, I realized why she was so hell bent on her plan. It wasn’t because of what the humans had done to the Vaettir as a whole, as I’d initially thought. She believed the humans had killed her sister.

      Sivi’s lilac eyes held amusement. “I knew you’d return as soon as I’d heard Estus had taken Alaric prisoner. You only knew of this entrance, and the one you escaped through. This one was easier. I’ve been waiting up here for you every day.”

      “So what do you want?” I questioned, doing my best to sound bored and not at all afraid. “If you’re still part of Estus’ clan, you know he now has the charm.”

      She nodded. “Yes, and it seems his plans fit with mine quite nicely.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Yep, so I must ask again, why are you here?”

      “Curiosity, mostly,” she admitted as she took in my entourage. Her gaze darted back to me. “I’ve heard you have banshees.”

      “What of it?” I asked instantly, not wanting to waste any more time.

      She moved past me, and I turned to watch her approach Marcos. She circled around him, looking ridiculous with the huge height difference. His eyes remained on me the entire time, a subtle question in his eerie gaze.

      “You’ve made some interesting friends, Madeline,” she observed. Her attention next moved to Faas. “Three executioners in one clan. How strange.”

      “Is this impish woman important?” Faas questioned. “Or shall we move on?”

      Sivi’s playful gaze suddenly shifted to ire. “Fine,” she snapped. “I’ll leave you to fumble about as you search for the entrance.” She raised her nose into the air as she aimed her cold gaze at me.

      I shrugged like it didn’t matter, though really we couldn’t just let her leave to warn Estus of our arrival. “Do as you please,” I bluffed.

      She turned to walk away.

      “By the way,” I added, halting her progress. “Kira is looking for you.”

      Sivi whirled on me, her face contorting like a feral animal. “How dare you speak that name!” she shouted.

      Tallie and Frode both closed in at my sides again, as if afraid Sivi might pounce on me with those sharp teeth of hers. Their fears were likely justified.

      I forced a smile onto my face. “I only speak her name because she asked me to call her by it.”

      Sivi glowered. “Kira is dead,” she stated.

      “Little green haired girl, about yay tall.” I held my hand around lower chest height on my body. “Has a penchant for making the plants grow?”

      The shock on Sivi’s face was worth the entire uncomfortable conversation. “Where is she?” she gasped.

      I shrugged. “She came here with us, but we got separated during Estus’ ambush. I don’t know where she is now.”

      Sivi lifted her hands and cracked her bony knuckles, one by one. “He told me she was dead,” she snapped. “He said he saw her burn!”

      The he she was referring to had to be Estus. He’d probably lied about Kira’s death to recruit Sivi to his clan.

      “And you trusted what Estus told you, why?” I asked tiredly.

      Sivi glared at me, then marched forward until she was within touching distance.

      I resisted the urge to step back out of reach.

      “I will take you to the entrance,” she stated coldly, “and I will help you kill him.”

      “We have a plan for defeating him,” I explained, “but our first priority is rescuing Alaric and Sophie.”

      “They do not matter!” she hissed.

      I did step back then. She was teetering on a fine edge, and I really didn’t want to experience those teeth first hand. She was also an ancient water elemental. I had no idea what she was truly capable of.

      “You cannot simply kill Estus,” I explained. “The charm will protect him. If you don’t follow our plan. You will fail.”

      “I don’t care,” she spat.

      “You should,” I said instantly. “For Kira’s sake. His people ambushed us shortly after our plane landed. We haven’t heard from anyone. Estus may have your sister and the rest of our friends hidden away somewhere. If they have indeed been taken prisoner, I want them back too.”

      Sivi let out a small, frustrated scream as she tugged at her long hair, panting heavily. She clenched her eyes shut for several seconds, as if trying to calm herself.

      When her eyes finally opened, she seemed like a different person. “Fine,” she replied calmly. “We will rescue Alaric and Sophie, but so help me, if you do not return Kira to me, I will dance on your grave.”

      I nodded. “And if you betray us, you won’t even get a grave. I’ll keep your soul trapped in your dead body forever.”

      Alejandro let out a low whistle. “You really do have the best threats,” he mused.

      Sivi glared at me, then stormed off into the woods.

      We all followed.

      Recruiting Sivi to our cause could either be very good, or very, very bad. She was a scary little loose cannon. What her final aim might be was anyone’s guess.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric offered his sister a hand up as she scaled the cliffside above the lake. The climb fortunately had not been difficult, and there’d been no sign of tentacles since the forest beast had met its end.

      Now that they were out of the water and could speak freely, Alaric found he had little to say. While they were still in danger, he’d wanted to curse Mara for summoning the dangerous creatures into the forest, but now he was wet, tired, and had lost most of his ire. Plus, Mara appeared incredibly dejected as she sat on top of the cliffside, her legs dangling over the edge, draped in the heavy wet velvet of her dress.

      “Not happy to be alive?” he quipped, his eyes on Mara as Sophie wrung her clothing out behind him.

      She lifted one shoulder in a half shrug. “Not happy to be so powerless,” she explained, surprising him with her honesty. From what he’d learned thus far, the Morrigan was not one to easily admit defeat.

      He sat on the cliff’s edge beside her, wanting to continue their journey as soon as possible, but also able to admit his body needed a small break after all the excitement.

      “I’d say anyone who could summon such fearsome creatures is far from powerless,” he consoled.

      He wrung the water from his long hair, then flipped it behind his back. The sun had emerged fully now, and felt nice on his sore, cold limbs.

      “I couldn’t summon a bunny rabbit now,” she replied with a bitter laugh. “I let my jealousy destroy who I truly was, back in this time. Now I am merely a shadow, nothing more.”

      He sighed. How had he ended up in the position of being the one to comfort the Morrigan? “Madeline would beg to differ,” he argued. “She thinks quite highly of you.”

      Mara shook her head. Wet clumps of her red hair slithered forward over her shoulders. “I may have aided her with the banshees, but it was because of my actions that she ended up tied to a chair. The necromancer stole the key from her, and it was all my fault. Now the mission before her is more difficult than ever.”

      “You should stop feeling sorry for yourself,” Sophie chided. She’d dried herself off as best she could without a towel, and now moved to sit on Mara’s other side. “Madeline is a big girl, and it is no one’s job to save her. In fact, I’d say she’s quite a bit more capable than any of us.”

      Alaric glanced past Mara at his sister in surprise. “Are you actually complementing Madeline?”

      Sophie rolled her eyes. “What I’m trying to say, is that we all have our own battles to fight. It is not our place to fight those belonging to others.” She leaned forward to stare directly at Alaric. “This is a lesson we should all learn,” she added.

      He smiled ruefully. “Just because we should learn lessons, doesn’t mean we will.”

      “I agree with Alaric,” Mara stated, once again surprising him. “I’d much rather fight for others, than for myself. I spent an entire lifetime fighting for myself, making warriors bow before me in an attempt to soothe the rejections of my past. Striving for power to make myself feel safe. When I lost my mortal form, I wandered the other realms without purpose. I still had an identity, but it didn’t matter. When Madeline accidentally summoned me, it was like I’d been awoken from some long, dark, dream. She might have feared me at first, but after we’d spent some time together . . . ” she trailed off.

      “She cared for you,” Alaric finished for her.

      Mara nodded, her face pinched as she held back the tears shining in her eyes. “She became my friend. She cared about how I felt, and cared when I died. No one cared when I died the first time.” She turned to Sophie, giving Alaric her back. “If that isn’t a reason to take part in someone else’s fight, I don’t know what is.”

      “You know,” he began with a smile as Mara turned back to him, “I never thought you and I would actually have something in common.”

      She smirked. “Trust me, no one is as surprised as I.”

      Alaric stood and offered her a hand up. “We should get moving.”

      Mara nodded, then took his hand and stood. Pulling away from him, she offered a hand to Sophie, which she took after a moment’s hesitation.

      “We have much to discuss on our way to the castle,” Mara explained as Sophie rose to her feet. “It will be difficult to convince the current Morrigan that you are telling the truth, and even more difficult still to convince her to help you.”

      “Then why don’t you explain it all to her yourself?” Sophie questioned. “Surely seeing you would be all the proof she needs.”

      Mara shook her head. “She’d likely kill me on the spot. The first thing you need to know, my dear, is that the Morrigan hates no one more than she hates herself.”
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      As we followed Sivi deeper into the woods, I began to realize my directional instincts were way off. We probably would have wandered through the woods for hours looking for the entrance.

      “Can we trust her?” Frode whispered to me as we walked a few yards behind Sivi.

      “No,” I whispered back, “but having her on our side is useful enough to take the risk.”

      He raised a pale eyebrow at me, but didn’t comment further.

      The last few rays of sun slowly disappeared.

      By the time Sivi stopped, it was full dark. We all approached where she stood near an expansive patch of vines. They were so thick you couldn’t see any of the ground beneath. Suddenly my memories came rushing back to me. I’d been placed on the ground. Arms held me down while the vines encased me. I’d passed out from the shock of it all. Hopefully I wouldn’t pass out this time.

      “What part of the Salr does it lead to?” I asked, staring down at the vines, faintly illuminated by the moonlight.

      “Is this not where you first entered the Salr?” she asked, confused.

      “I lost consciousness that night,” I explained. “When I woke up, I was already in my room.”

      Alejandro chuckled. “Couldn’t handle your first trip underground?”

      I glared at him. “You try living among humans for your entire life, only to be kidnapped and shoved through the ground.”

      He laughed. “Sorry, that experience is for executioners only. The rest of us never get the chance to live in ignorance.”

      Sivi sighed. “It leads into the dungeons.”

      Of course it did. “Not really the first place I was hoping to visit.”

      “Are you through stalling?” Maya asked.

      Sivi was giving Maya a strange look, as if she’d only just noticed her.

      I didn’t bother asking what it was about. Instead I asked, “Who’s going first?”

      “I will,” Frode volunteered instantly. “If Mikael is still alive, there’s no way I’m risking him finding out that I let you dive into the enemy’s Salr first.”

      “Then let’s go,” I replied, gesturing down at the vines. “And remember, our goal is to remain unseen for as long as possible. Conflict may be inevitable, but we need to find Alaric and Sophie first.”

      “They are not in the dungeon,” Sivi explained, “but that is all that I know. I’ve seen neither of them since word spread of them being taken. Estus has been extremely guarded about their whereabouts. Most question whether or not they have truly been taken prisoner, but I heard it straight from Estus’ lips.”

      “He told you?” I asked suspiciously.

      She glared at me, the cool moonlight reflecting in her pale eyes. “It is easy to see and hear things, when most do not even notice you exist.”

      Ah, so she’d been spying. I would like to have said that I knew the feeling of being invisible, but my time among the Vaettir had been quite the opposite. I would have gladly given Sivi some of the extra attention placed on me.

      Knowing that any other consolation I might give would probably just make her angrier, I moved on and asked, “Will anyone be guarding the dungeon?”

      “Of course,” she replied like I’d asked an incredibly stupid question.

      I turned to Frode. “Take them out as silently as possible?”

      He flipped his hand palm side up and emitted a little gust of ice, like a tiny snow flurry. “Not a problem.”

      I nodded. “Then let’s go.”

      Sivi knelt down in the vines, and they slowly began to consume her.

      “Hey, I wanted to go first!” Frode argued, then knelt down beside her.

      Soon they both disappeared within the vines.

      Maya and Alejandro went next, followed by Faas and Marcos.

      Suddenly it was just Tallie and I above ground.

      I turned to her. “Be careful, and don’t do anything risky. If it looks like we’re in trouble, search for Mikael, or anyone else who might be sympathetic to our cause. Don’t risk your life for no reason.”

      Her dark eyes widened in surprise. “You make it sound as if you truly care whether I live or die.”

      I smiled softly as I knelt down in the vines. “I do.”

      The vines slowly consumed me, and the next thing I knew, I was standing in a dark dungeon, way too close to Marcos’ thin form for my comfort.

      A small flame flared to life, illuminating Maya’s face eerily as she held a lighter up between us. “I forgot how damn dark it was down here,” she whispered.

      Everyone froze at the sound of footsteps. The light of a torch could be seen as it moved down a nearby hall. We were in one of the cell-lined corridors that branched off from a central path on either side.

      As soon as the torchlight passed, Frode crept away silently. A few seconds later, the crackling of ice could be heard, followed by a harsh gasp, then nothing. Maya lit her lighter again as Frode returned to us.

      “I didn’t see anyone else,” he whispered, “but I wouldn’t be surprised if there were more guards down here than one.”

      “Let’s make for the main stairs,” I whispered, low enough that my voice was barely audible. “We need to make this fast.”

      “Where are we going to check first?” Maya asked.

      Sivi had claimed Alaric and Sophie weren’t in the dungeon, which left only one logical place to try next. I swallowed the painful lump in my throat. “The torture rooms.”

      The thought of Alaric or Sophie strung up in one of those rooms made me sick, but it was a logical first place to check. Fortunately the rooms weren’t far from the dungeons. We could check there, then move on.

      Cupping a hand around the flame of her lighter, Maya led the way.

      Within a few minutes, we passed the guard Frode had encountered. His head was frozen entirely in ice, and he was quite dead. I knelt quickly and released his soul, or life force, or whatever you wanted to call it. I felt the usual rush of energy. I could use that energy to harm or heal. Here was hoping I wouldn’t need either.

      We moved on, slowly approaching the massive steps that led out of the dungeon. Frode and Marcos had no trouble with the steps, while anyone under six foot had to reach their knees up higher than was comfortable, Maya and Sivi especially. Not for the first time, I was glad to be tall.

      After the first few steps, the gentle illumination of the Salr encompassed us. Since it was nighttime, the lights were dim, but not dim enough. Anyone who spotted us would likely realize we were intruders, unless they were some of Estus’ new recruits, who might not know anyone yet. Worse still, many others might recognize me on sight from my previous time spent in the Salr.

      Alejandro and Frode reached the top of the stairs first, peeking out of the hall to look both ways. Alejandro gave the thumbs up. The coast was clear.

      “I will leave you here,” Sivi whispered. “I will try to find who you seek, and I will be ready to fight, but I will not be caught with you if I can avoid it.”

      I frowned, but she was right. She was only looking out for her own well being, but if she was captured, she’d do us much more good on the other side of the cell.

      “This way,” I whispered to the others as Sivi left us.

      Stepping as lightly as possible, I led the way toward the torture rooms. My skin itched with the feeling that someone was going to jump out at us at any moment. I had the blades Mikael had given me on my hips, and a fresh helping of energy ready to blast someone away, but I still felt vulnerable. If someone alerted Estus to the intrusion, we wouldn’t just be fighting a few opponents. We’d be fighting an entire clan. Our only hope would be to escape the Salr and use the banshees.

      Sweat beaded at my brow as I forced myself forward. It wasn’t particularly warm in the Salr. I was just that nervous. Risking my own life was one thing. Knowing the lives of Alaric, Sophie, and my unborn child were hanging in the balance was quite another. I couldn’t just leave Alaric in Estus’ care though. I couldn’t wait around to find Mikael, even if he was still alive. I had to do this myself.

      I froze as someone stepped out of a room further down the hall. I didn’t recognize her. She had short, blonde hair, cut into a stylish bob, and large blue eyes. Noticing us instantly, she stared at us, her body only halfway out into the hall.

      She opened her mouth to speak, scream, or something. I saw everything like it was happening in slow motion. Frode darted ahead of me and shot a stream of ice at her, but some sort of invisible shield went up, spewing the ice to either side seconds before it would have hit her. He tried again, and the shield went up again.

      Faas pushed past me, raising both hands into the air, and the woman suddenly dropped to the stone floor, unconscious.

      I looked at him in shock.

      “Her shield was made of pure energy,” he whispered.

      I nodded, feeling shaky.

      Frode dragged the woman across the floor, back into her room, and shut the door.

      We moved on.

      The torture rooms were now only a few yards away. Luckily, we continued on unseen, likely because all but the guards were sleeping. My thoughts darted off to what else might roam the halls at night.

      James used to have a pet, a lindworm named Stella. The creature had a body shaped like a giant lizard, the face of a Rottweiler, and the fur and paws of a grizzly bear. I wasn’t sure if the creature still lived, but I had no desire to encounter her. If she didn’t slice us to bits on sight, she might sound an ear-splitting warning call.

      We reached the first of the torture rooms. I placed my hand on the door and gently opened it, then gasped and reeled away at what I saw.

      Faas put a calming hand on my shoulder, and I shook my head. It wasn’t Alaric or Sophie. I just hadn’t expected the room to be so . . . bloody.

      I took a deep breath, then forced myself to walk into the room for a closer look. There were manacles on the wall, and a wheeled operating table, like you’d see in a hospital. Everything was blood soaked. The walls, the ceiling, everything. The room reeked of coppery blood and hints of other fluids, with an undertone of burnt flesh, like some sort of macabre perfume.

      A severed foot lay on the operating table, still twitching with life. Apparently Estus hadn’t found himself a new executioner to release the energy from his mangled corpses, else he just didn’t care. I stepped forward and released the life from the foot with a gentle stroke of my fingers, accepting the extra portion of energy willingly. I was probably going to need it.

      Without another word, I left the room. Everyone followed me further down the hall to the other torture chamber. I was even more nervous about this room. It was where Estus had kept the hearts of his victims, all in individual drawers in the wall. I’d released each and every one right before I escaped the Salr with James, but I was betting Estus had refilled quite a few.

      Reaching the room, the others waited as I opened the door, not taking the time to prepare myself for what horrors might lurk on the other side. I peeked in and scanned the area, then let out a sigh of relief. The room was empty. No tortured corpse of Alaric or Sophie.

      Of course, that led to a whole new problem. I had no idea where to look next.

      I stepped back and gently shut the door. Deciding to follow my gut, I guided the others in the direction we’d been heading. Where else might Estus be keeping them?

      During my previous time in the Salr, I’d done my share of exploring, but I knew there were many areas I hadn’t seen. For the life of me, I couldn’t think of where else Estus might keep prisoners.

      I glanced at Maya, walking cautiously by my side. She’d spent her fair share of time as Estus’ prisoner. “Were you kept anywhere besides the dungeons or the torture rooms?” I whispered.

      She shook her head.

      I turned my gaze back down the hall, just as someone stepped into view.

      He was just as I remembered him. Small, around Maya’s size, with dark, loose-fitting clothing. His silver hair was twisted into an elaborate braid that trailed over his seemingly frail shoulders to reach his ankles. He smiled, crinkling the fine lines on his face.

      “You’re early, Madeline,” he said pleasantly.

      Faas and Alejandro were suddenly at my sides, while Frode and Marcos took up positions in front of us. Maya stepped behind me. I remained silent, waiting for him to speak. Why was he confronting us alone? It was a bold move, for a less than bold man.

      “Is it Estus?” Faas whispered. “Or the key?”

      I focused my attention on the man before us, and really couldn’t tell. They had similar energy to begin with. If Mikael’s theory was correct, the key would have fully possessed Estus, rather than sharing space like it had with me. But did it really have that kind of power?

      “Where are Alaric and Sophie?” I demanded.

      He smiled and took a step toward us. “You truly think I would hold them here, where you could so easily snatch them away?”

      My heart sped. Was he lying? “Where are they?” I repeated.

      He smiled wickedly. “Some place you will never reach them without my aid.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t believe you.”

      He laughed, then lifted a hand to observe his nail beds, as if exceedingly bored. “Search the entire Salr if you like. You will not find them.”

      I gritted my teeth in frustration and balled my hands into fists, wanting nothing more than to rush forward and lash out at him. “And Mikael?” I asked through my clenched jaw.

      His sudden anger hit me like a ton of bricks, matching my own. Mikael had done something that he hadn’t liked, which likely meant he was still alive. It was a start. Now to stay alive long enough to find him.

      “What do you want from us?” I asked. “Why take Alaric and Sophie at all?”

      His anger was suddenly shut away, and I couldn’t sense a single thing from him. Like he was afraid I’d learn his thoughts. Shielding was a skill the key had learned right along with me, but that still didn’t tell me which energy inhabited the man before us. Estus could have learned to shield his emotions on his own.

      “What are you hiding?” I pressed.

      “Everything will be revealed at my inauguration ball,” he replied. “For tonight, you and I have much to discuss. Alone.”

      I frowned. I was leaning more and more toward the idea that we were speaking with the key, which was unnerving on so many levels. Estus was a clever man, who chose his words wisely, and he wasn’t making any sense right now. I wasn’t needed for his plans. He’d made that quite clear after he stole the key from me.

      “He’s afraid of us,” Marcos stated coolly, referring to Estus. “Together we pose too great a threat.”

      Estus glared. “I am simply cautious. I did not enjoy being trapped, and lied to.”

      Well shit. He was the key after all. He was referring to his time spent inside my mind, when the Morrigan and I had kept our thoughts secret. Mikael had been right, which meant . . . I finished my thought out loud so the others could hear. “The key is afraid because I’m too much like it. My energy is what’s needed to balance the chaos it embodies,” I turned my gaze to Estus, but continued speaking to my companions, “He, the key, is planning something that involves my energy. Kidnapping Alaric and Sophie wasn’t part of Estus’ ploy for revenge, it was part of the key planning something entirely different. Estus didn’t need me. The key does.”

      Estus/the key growled, then lifted a hand into the air. Suddenly my limbs seized, and I began to walk forward jerkingly against my will. Estus’ powers were in telepathy, and mild telekinesis, and now the key had those skills too, only amplified.

      “I fear nothing!” he/the key shouted, his curled hand looking like a claw as he used his mind to force me forward.

      Alejandro turned and wrapped his arms around me, straining to hold me in place while Faas and Marcos stepped forward. I sensed Faas’ power, so similar to mine, as it enveloped Estus. Faas was trying to drain the key’s energy, but it wasn’t working. It was like there was an impenetrable barrier around Estus. A barrier I knew quite well.

      When the key had been a physical object, no one could harm me unless it chose to allow it. When Alaric had tried to rip the key from my throat, he’d been thrown backward by an invisible force. Now that force was protecting Estus from having his energy drained. It wasn’t like when Faas had kept me drained. I’d had control over my own body, even with the key, and I had allowed Faas to take my energy. Neither the key, nor Estus, if he had any control, were allowing Faas to drain them now.

      A sudden force tugged at my chest, as if I were a marionette, and Estus held my strings.

      Maya joined in the fight to keep me away from him, but her small body didn’t add much weight. Frode rushed forward and tried to freeze Estus, but his ice stopped and dissipated in midair, not even getting close to touching him.

      I felt it the moment Marcos added his energy to Faas’, and the force tugging on my body began to subside.

      With a snarl, Estus shifted his focus to them. He swept his arm outward, and both men were flung back like they weighed nothing, narrowly missing Alejandro where he held me.

      Estus turned his attention back to me, and I was jolted forward. Alejandro, his arms still wrapped around me, pushed me back, but I was moving on waves of the key’s power, not just with my own force. Alejandro was no match for that pull.

      Tears rimmed my eyes as I struggled to simply not move forward. It took so much concentration I almost didn’t notice the small form behind Estus. A few feet behind him, Sivi held her arms out in front of her. An impossibly large wave of water erupted from her palms. It parted and flowed around Estus, then grew in volume as it collided with us, knocking us all off our feet.

      Alejandro lost his grip on me, and I struggled to paddle upward as suddenly the entire hall was filled with a heavy current of water. Knowing I stood no chance of swimming against it, I swam with it, just trying to keep my body afloat.

      Maya’s head crested the surface of the water beside me. She gasped and sputtered for breath. We picked up speed down the hall, and I almost didn’t believe my eyes as the unnatural water took a sharp left turn. It flowed down the stairs of the dungeon like an invisible barrier had diverted it, leaving the hall further down perfectly dry.

      Suddenly I realized that Sivi hadn’t been trying to attack Estus, nor had she tried to attack us. She saw that we were about to lose, and was helping us escape.

      I tried to turn with the current as I reached the hall that led to the dungeon, but there was no need. The water contained itself like there was an invisible barrier adjacent to the dungeon’s entrance. I bobbed in the water for a few seconds as I bumped into that barrier, then shot along with the water down into the dungeon. The water splashing in my face obscured my sight. Were my companions still around me? I hoped so, but I couldn’t worry about them at that moment. I just had to worry about staying on top of the current.

      I had picked up so much speed that the long, cell-lined corridors whooshed right by. Once I reached the corridor we’d entered through, another invisible barrier diverted the water. Yet this time, the water didn’t flow forward into the corridor. I was thrown out of it, like I was reaching the end of a long amusement park water slide. I hit the stone ground hard, then barely managed to roll out of the way as Alejandro came flying out of the water right after me.

      His reflexes quicker than mine, he leapt to his feet and grabbed my hand, dragging me back as the rest of our party shot out of the water to land in a groaning heap.

      We helped everyone to their feet wordlessly, then Alejandro tugged me toward the vines that would take us back above ground.

      I tugged back. “Alaric could still be here!” I shouted.

      The others could leave, but there was no way I could depart without searching for him. Estus had claimed he wasn’t there, but Estus was also a liar. So was the key. They both lied to themselves even more than they lied to everyone else.

      “You can’t help him if you’re dead!” Alejandro shouted, taking both my arms in his.

      His wild emotions stopped me, and I nodded numbly. He was right. I was being stupid. We all rushed forward into the vines that would carry us back into the cold moonlight, no closer to saving those I cared about most.
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      Two by two, we emerged from the ground into the chilly night air. Our clothes were sopping wet, adding to the cold, though only some of us seemed to be affected by it.

      “Where’s Tallie?” Alejandro questioned.

      I glanced around in the darkness, but didn’t see her.

      “We need to get away from here,” Faas cautioned. “Once we’re safe, we’ll regroup and come up with a new plan.”

      I felt like I might vomit, but nodded, then took off at a run, back toward civilization. I was worried about where Tallie might have gone, but it wouldn’t do anyone any good for us to wait around for Estus to surface, even with the banshees aiding us. I just wasn’t sure who would win.

      My brief thought of the banshees brought them to close in around us. I thought of Tallie, urging them to find her. Their dark shapes whirled around me for a moment, then veered to the left, leading us in a different direction. Desperately wanting to return to civilization, but not wanting to leave Tallie behind, I followed. Nobody questioned me as I darted away into the woods. They just fell into step around me.

      I ran on, occasionally stumbling. My sopping wet clothes tugged at my skin uncomfortably as my over the shoulder purse thunked irritatingly at my side with every step, catching on the blade at my right hip. I frowned as I thought of the blades, which had been utterly useless. If Faas’ powers couldn’t touch Estus, there was no way mundane steel would.

      We ran for around a mile, and I felt just about ready to collapse when we heard voices. Several figures were standing roughly thirty feet away, softly illuminated by moonlight. At our approach, the nearest one turned to face us. It was Tallie. My knees felt weak with sudden relief as I realized who was with her.

      Tallie trotted in our direction, spewing apologies as soon as she reached us. They fell on deaf ears. I rushed past her toward the six-foot-five figure she had been speaking with.

      Mikael wrapped me up in his arms as I reached him, lifting me off my feet and spinning me in a small circle. “When Tallie told me she let you go into Estus’s Salr without me, I could have killed her,” he explained, letting me down to my feet. “How could you be so stupid?”

      I smiled despite his harsh words. “I didn’t know if you were alive or dead, and I couldn’t just leave Alaric and Sophie down there to rot.”

      “But you didn’t find them?” he asked, quickly taking in those gathered behind me.

      Aila moved to stand at Mikael’s back, along with several other people I didn’t recognize.

      I shook my head, then lifted my eyebrows at Mikael in question. “Care to explain what you have been up to?”

      “We will discuss everything,” he explained. “But first I must know, did you encounter Estus?”

      I nodded, then glanced over my shoulder reflexively, even though we hadn’t seen nor heard any signs of pursuit since leaving the Salr. “I think you’re right about everything,” I explained, turning back to meet his gaze. “I believe the key has fully possessed Estus, and is carrying out its own plans. It seems to want me for some reason, while in contrast, I served no further purpose for Estus. Without Sivi’s help, we probably wouldn’t have escaped.”

      “Sivi?” he questioned.

      I looked around us and realized she’d remained back with Estus, unless she’d jumped into the water that had carried us, but we’d seen no signs of her as we left the Salr.

      “Nevermind,” I muttered, feeling too overwhelmed to explain everything in detail.

      He wrapped his arm around my shoulders, then guided me forward. Everyone fell into step around us.

      “After we were attacked,” he explained, “most of us remained to fight Estus’ people. Many were killed, but those who lived eventually surrendered. Once they heard what we had to offer, most were willing to switch sides. Those who would not have been . . . taken care of.”

      I grimaced, but didn’t comment. I supposed we weren’t really in the position to take hostages.

      He removed his arm from my shoulders, then offered me a hand over a fallen log. “At that point, we searched the woods for you, but you had done quite the job of escaping. Without Faas and Tallie, we were unable to track you. Our few new recruits let us know of the various Salr entrances. It was sheer luck I was with the group that came to check this one, and that we were near enough at the correct time for Tallie to sense us.”

      “You could have called,” I replied, remembering my frustration at trying to get a hold of him on his cell.

      “My phone was destroyed, which wouldn’t have been worrisome since I have your number memorized and could get to another phone. I tried to call as soon as we reached civilization and a pay phone, but someone had their phone turned off, and your voice mailbox was full.”

      I abruptly stopped walking, suddenly feeling like the biggest idiot on the planet. I had kept my phone off to preserve the charge, assuming if anyone managed to call me they would leave a voicemail that would appear as soon as I turned the phone on. I’d always been terrible about deleting old voicemails, but I’d never thought it would come back to bite me in such an awful way.

      “Well I feel like an idiot,” I muttered.

      Mikael laughed. “It all worked out. I bought a new phone, and one for Silver as well. I sent you a text as soon as I did, but it was recent. I’m guessing your phone is dead by now?”

      I nodded. “And probably a bit . . . wet.”

      “It’s okay,” he continued. “We can move on with our plans, and we now know that Estus has been possessed by the key, and that it is the key trying to lure you in, not him.”

      “He also claimed Alaric and Sophie aren’t in the Salr, though we have no reason to believe him,” I explained.

      Suddenly Mikael grabbed me and shoved me behind him. I was about to curse at him and ask why, when I noticed someone running toward us. Moments later, Sivi came to a skidding halt in the dead leaves. She looked up, way up, at Mikael.

      She panted for a moment, out of breath, then peered past Mikael to me. “You could have waited for me, Madeline,” she snapped.

      “You know her?” Mikael asked, his eyebrows raised high as he glanced back at me.

      I stepped up beside him. “This is Sivi. She saved us from Estus.”

      She snorted. “You left me little choice. You were clearly all about to die.”

      I opened my mouth to argue, then shut it. It didn’t matter. What mattered now is that we were safe, for the time being.

      “I take it you had no time to search for Alaric and Sophie?” I questioned.

      She shook her head. “And I heard what Estus claimed, that they are not within the Salr at all. I am inclined to believe him.”

      “But there’s no way to know for sure,” I grumbled.

      Mikael motioned for us to continue walking. “Our new recruits do not believe they are being kept in the Salr,” he explained as we all moved on. “Or else they are extremely well hidden. No one has seen them.”

      Sivi trotted to catch up with us, then grabbed my arm. Her small, bony hand clenched my bicep tight enough to pinch through my damp jacket.

      “Where is Kira,” she demanded.

      Mikael stopped and looked at her, then glanced at me. “I thought I saw some resemblance there.”

      “They’re sisters,” I explained.

      “You’ve seen her too?” Sivi gasped, gazing up at Mikael.

      “She’s safe,” he assured. “If we can manage to get out of these woods any time soon, you’ll see her shortly.”

      That shut Sivi up. She hurried past us to the forefront of those who walked ahead. I imagined they knew where we were going, because I sure didn’t. Hopefully somewhere warm, where my luggage and phone charger awaited.

      I wrapped my arms around myself as we began to walk once more, debating whether I’d be colder with or without the damp jacket

      “Here,” Mikael offered, shedding his brown leather coat.

      I shucked my damp jacket off without a word, then handed it to him in exchange for his. I donned it quickly, reveling in the dry warmth.

      “You really need to learn to just ask for things when you’re uncomfortable,” he chided, slinging my damp jacket across his arm, not seeming the least bit uncomfortable baring his arms to the cold

      “Honestly, I didn’t think about it,” I replied.

      “That’s my point,” he explained. “If you don’t think about your well being often enough, eventually you will no longer be well.”

      I smirked, though in the darkness, he probably didn’t see it. “Vaettir don’t get ill,” I countered.

      “But they can still suffer from exhaustion,” he countered right back. “Exhaustion slows your reflexes, and can mean the difference between life and death.”

      “Point taken,” I sighed. “Just don’t forget that you have well being to look after too.”

      He laughed. “Oh no, I’m invincible, hadn’t you heard?”

      I smiled, glad to have my friend back by my side. The task of rescuing Alaric and Sophie, and of beating the key, seemed far less daunting with Mikael’s help.

      Never underestimate the value of friendship at any time, but especially when you’re ass deep in alligators. Mortal peril is never a good place to be alone.
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        * * *

      

      Sophie’s clothing had mostly dried by the time the castle came back into view through the trees, a small blessing since night had fallen, and it was cold as Hades in ancient Ireland. They’d spent the past hour listening to Mara as she briefed her on what to say. She hoped she could remember it all, as her life quite literally depended on it.

      She would enter the castle on her own. She didn’t like leaving her brother in the dangerous forest, but really, she probably faced just as much danger going into the castle as Mara and Alaric would waiting outside.

      The more immediate problem though, was the massive portcullis guarding the castle against intruders. She observed the heavy barrier warily from their hiding place within the dense trees. Past the portcullis, the dark inner courtyard of the castle could be seen. The courtyard was eerily still. Such a large castle brought to her mind scenes of its inhabitants, tending the grounds, having grand feasts, and otherwise occupying the space, but there was no one there. Mara claimed the Morrigan lived in the massive castle entirely alone.

      “So I should just walk up and wait to be spotted?” she whispered, then bit her lip.

      Mara leaned her hand against a tree, her gaze intent on the castle. “Yes, she will at least take the time to speak with you. Few venture into her forest and live to tell the tale. Your presence will pique her curiosity.”

      “Then I just blatantly state that I’ve been sent from the future, and that I have the knowledge to prove it?” she pressed, wanting to make sure she had the plan just right in her mind.

      Mara nodded. “Your modern clothing will support your point, and the things you know are things only the Morrigan could have told you herself. I took many secrets to my grave.”

      Sophie took a deep breath, smoothing her hands over her still-damp black jeans, then took a step forward.

      Alaric grabbed her arm, bringing her gaze to him. “Be careful,” he ordered. “And if it seems like she may be overly hostile, scream and we will do our best to rescue you.”

      Mara snorted. “There will be no rescuing her. If the Morrigan does not believe her tale, we’re all as good as dead.”

      Sophie sighed, now more nervous than ever. She’d faced death many times, but facing the Morrigan was another story entirely. “On that reassuring note, let’s get this over with.”

      Pulling away from Alaric, she stepped forward, out of the cover of the dense trees. She approached the stone walkway leading to the portcullis. Her boots seemed loud as they hit the stones, one step after another. She felt like the Morrigan might jump out of the darkness and attack her any moment, or maybe a banshee. Soon she reached the heavy iron bars of the portcullis, and suddenly wasn’t sure what to do. Should she knock? Or perhaps call out?

      Her decision was made for her as a loud, clinking sound nearly deafened her, then the portcullis began to raise. She took a step back, resisting the urge to glance over her shoulder into the forest. If anyone was watching, she didn’t want to give Alaric and Mara away.

      Once the portcullis had raised fully, she took a deep breath and darted through the entryway, almost laughing at the thought of the portcullis crashing down on top of her to end things right then and there. Yet, it remained raised as she entered the well manicured courtyard.

      She suspected the perfectly level green grass and ornately trimmed shrubberies were maintained by magic, as she couldn’t really picture the Morrigan out there trimming them herself.

      Straight ahead was an ornate, heavy wooden door that would lead into the center of the castle. She approached it, but before she could reach out to open it, the door unlatched and swung slowly inward. She stepped inside, feeling like she was entering a haunted house in a movie. The type of movie where the audience screams at the heroine to stay out of the creepy building. That’s where the monster is.

      The door swung shut behind her, leaving her in a candlelit entry room. The castle’s stone walls reminded her of the Salr, though this structure was above ground, and set firmly in the human realm. As far as she could tell, she was alone.

      She stepped onto a finely woven burgundy runner rug as she ventured further into the castle. The entry room branched off into long hallways in either direction. At the end of one hall, she could see a stone staircase rising upward. Deciding the Morrigan was likely the type to reside at the top of the highest tower, she made her way toward the stairs, wondering why the Morrigan was forcing her to seek her out in the first place. The opening of the portcullis, then the door meant the Morrigan knew of Sophie’s presence and had magically opened them. Else the castle had a mind of its own. She shivered at that thought as she reached the stairs, then journeyed upward. And upward. The stairs seemed to go on forever.

      She reached the top to find an open, expansive room, ornately decorated with shiny wooden furniture and copious candles. Beautifully carved friezes of elements of nature had been installed as part of the walls, replacing the heavy stones in certain areas. Tapestries draped the walls further into the room, all leading up to a raised dais. In the center of the dais, rested a wooden throne. In the throne, sat the Morrigan.

      She had the same appearance as Mara currently possessed, not like the corpse she’d inhabited in the future, but still with long red hair, and a lovely, angular face. She wore a red silk dress, trailing past her feet to pool on the floor. The bodice was a tight corset with long sleeves to cover her arms, draped elegantly on the armrests of the throne.

      “Have you come to kill me?” the Morrigan asked with a small smile. Before Sophie could answer, she continued, “Few make it through the forest, but those who try always wish to kill me.”

      Sophie took a step forward. “Actually, I’ve come to ask a favor.”

      The Morrigan’s laugh was rich and throaty, echoing through the space to reach Sophie’s ears from all directions. She stood, pushing her red hair over her shoulder to mingle with the deeper red of her dress.

      “I don’t believe I’ve heard that one before,” she replied. She gestured to Sophie with a theatrical wave. “Please, proceed.”

      Sophie took a steadying breath, then launched into her explanation. She detailed everything that had happened with the Morrigan in the future, including the new information Mara had given her on their walk. She detailed just how the Morrigan had come to be, and just why she was the way she was now, including the betrayal of the one she loved. She then went on to explain just how she’d come to the past, and the implications therein.

      She finished, then took a shaky breath, realizing she’d spat everything out at an almost unintelligible rate.

      The Morrigan puckered her lips and wrinkled her nose like she’d just eaten something foul. “Who sent you here?” she demanded. “Who told you these things?”

      Sophie straightened her spine and took on an almost aggressive stance, belying her fear. “You told me. You are the only one who knows these things.”

      The Morrigan shook her head, then marched up to Sophie like she might hit her.

      Sophie stood her ground, not bothering to defend herself. She’d never win in a fight against the Morrigan. Her only hope was to convince her.

      Instead of lashing out, the Morrigan lifted her hand and placed it around Sophie’s jaw, holding her face immobile. She peered into Sophie’s eyes for several heartbeats, then released her.

      “Where is this future me?” she demanded. “Bring her here, and perhaps I will aid you.”

      Sophie slumped in relief. “She’s in the forest,” she explained, “with my . . . brother.”

      The Morrigan eyed her sharply at the mention of a man, but did not comment.

      “Fetch them,” she demanded.

      Sophie nodded quickly, then turned and hurried out of the room. There was the possibility that the Morrigan simply wanted to gather them together before killing them, but it was a risk she had to take. Without the Morrigan’s help, they were as good as dead, and Sophie would rather end it all now, than waste her life away in a world that could never be home.
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      We escaped the woods and took two SUVs to regroup at an expensive hotel with everyone else. It had to be twenty stories high, but we ended up on the eighth. I had just started walking into the room Mikael had led us to, when Kira came running out, flinging herself at me. Her small arms wrapped me in a hug.

      “I was so worried!” she exclaimed. “Where have you been?”

      I gently pried her off me. She backed away, smoothing her green hair in sudden embarrassment. Her motions halted as she glanced past me. Her jaw dropped.

      I moved out of the way to give her a clear view of Sivi, who stood silently in the hall. Judging by her blank stare, one would never guess she was seeing her long lost sister for the first time.

      “Sivi?” Kira questioned in shock.

      I backed away, putting myself closer to Mikael. “We’ll give you two some space,” I said softly.

      Sivi shuddered as life seemed to return to her. “There is no need for that,” she snapped, then strode past Kira into the hotel room.

      Tears rimmed Kira’s eyes. She looked up at me, completely at a loss.

      I shooed her into the room. Talk to her, I mouthed.

      Kira nodded, but still seemed unsure. I didn’t blame her. Sivi was downright scary. I was trusting that she wouldn’t harm her long lost sister, especially with how demanding she’d been about seeing her. I had a feeling Sivi simply hadn’t shown true emotion in so long, she just didn’t know how to handle what she was feeling.

      Mikael took hold of my arm. “Let us see if Silver has returned yet.”

      I nodded, gave Kira one last encouraging look, then allowed Mikael to pull me away down the polka dotted rug of the hotel hall. Apparently my fresh clothing and phone charger would have to wait. Everyone else had either gone to their rooms, or were down in the hotel bar/restaurant, waiting for those still out investigating the Salr’s entrances to arrive.

      “Let’s get a drink,” Mikael suggested as we walked, “and you can tell me exactly what happened while we were apart.”

      I frowned. “Why didn’t you just ask me on the drive over here?”

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Have you shared every aspect of what’s happening with Alejandro and Tallie?” he questioned. “I assumed you would not want everyone to know what we’d discussed before the ambush.”

      I blushed. “I didn’t explain everything directly, but they have probably pieced together most of it.”

      He laughed. “Well then my caution was for naught. I just assumed you wouldn’t want everyone to know you’re . . . not like everyone else.”

      We reached the elevator and Mikael pushed the button to summon it.

      “I don’t even want to know it,” I quipped.

      The elevator dinged, and the doors slid open, revealing a man. We entered the elevator along with him, doing that awkward thing you do in elevators, where you all pretend you don’t see each other, but at the same time, you don’t speak, and you all know that you’re not speaking expressly because of the extra person’s presence.

      The doors shut, and down we went, not stopping until the ground floor. We exited, eyeing the man as he walked out of hearing range.

      “So let’s begin with when we got separated,” Mikael suggested.

      We walked into the nearby hotel bar, which was mostly empty, given it near eleven, and most travelers had early morning work conferences, or family vacation plans. Mundane life at its best. I couldn’t say I missed it, except for the not being in danger part.

      A table in the back of the dimly lit establishment held familiar faces. Silver sat having a conversation with Aila and Faas. Marcos was nowhere to be seen, but I knew neither Mikael nor Aila would have allowed him to run off. He was likely in one of the hotel rooms, under heavy guard.

      Mikael motioned for me to walk ahead of him past the gleaming, freshly wiped, empty tables. The lone bartender perked up as he noticed us from behind the bar, amidst towers of expensive looking bottles and sparkling clean glasses.

      I reached the table first, taking the empty seat next to Faas, leaving Mikael to sit on my other side, near Silver. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Silver. Well, that’s a lie. I really didn’t like him, and I wasn’t sure why, other than the fact that he unnerved me. Bad first impression, I suppose.

      He ran a hand over his perfectly styled, black hair as he nodded to both Mikael and I in greeting, then lifted a glass of amber liquid to his lips. Faas took a long swill of something similar in color. In front of Aila sat a white mug of coffee. Even at the late hour, the aroma wafting from the steaming cup made my mouth water.

      The bartender approached our table and asked for our drink orders. Apparently in a hotel bar at midnight, you didn’t get cocktail waiters, just the lone bartender. I ordered a cup of decaf, and Mikael ordered, surprise, whiskey.

      Once we had our drinks, we all leaned forward conspiratorily.

      Silver’s eyes flicked up to meet mine. “I’m told you have restored your banshees,” he whispered. He maintained an uncomfortable amount of eye contact as he sipped his drink.

      I nodded, glanced at Mikael for reassurance, then began to tell everyone all that had happened once we separated. From reaching the small town and visiting the cemetery, to Marcos sharing his power with me to strengthen the banshees, to finding and invading Estus’ Salr. Faas took in my story silently, not bothering to add any tidbits from his perspective.

      I glanced at Mikael hesitantly before stating the next part, even though Faas already knew, and Silver and Aila had been present in the vehicle when we’d first discussed it. “I think the key has taken control of Estus,” I admitted, “and it’s planning something that involves me. That’s why Sophie and Alaric are being held hostage. It wants me to cooperate with it.”

      “We’ve been working on discerning where Alaric and Sophie are being held,” Mikael replied. “If we can find them before the time stated on Estus’ invitation to his ball, then we can ignore his requests. Instead, we’ll continue to grow our forces in preparation for trapping Estus long enough to meet his end.”

      I nodded. “The key protected him from all the attacks we threw his way. He will not be easy to subdue.”

      Mikael lifted his glass to his lips and drained it in a single swallow. “I believe our best chance is to lure Estus out into the open where he’ll have to face the banshees and the executioners at once.”

      By executioners, he meant Marcos, Faas, and me. It was going to be an epic battle of death vs. chaos.

      “I’d like to speak with Marcos more about all of this,” I said. “We haven’t even had a chance to discuss what happened with the banshees. I’d like to make our plans very clear to him.”

      “I still don’t like that he’s involved at all,” Faas replied. “We can’t trust him.”

      I bit my lip, debating on whether or not to tell Faas about Hecate sharing our goals, or about both Marcos and I being descended from similar deities. Faas was different from us. He manipulated energy, granting him the skills of an executioner, but he wasn’t aligned with death. I briefly debated asking which god he was aligned with, but wasn’t sure if it would be rude. Those aligned with lesser gods seemed to be a bit touchy about it.

      I wasn’t sure if learning about Hecate would make Faas value Marcos’ participation more, or less. Though, I supposed it really didn’t matter. We were all going to do what we needed, regardless of how we felt about each other. I just didn’t like the constant unease coming from Faas. As an empath, it only added to my nerves.

      “There are plenty of people we can’t trust,” I decided. “It doesn’t mean they aren’t useful.”

      Mikael chuckled. “Spoken like a true queen.”

      I took a sip of my decaf, then pursed my lips in distaste. It just wasn’t the same as the real deal. I glanced at Aila’s cooling coffee longingly.

      Raising a pale eyebrow, she slowly slid the cup across the table toward me, tempting me with its soothing goodness.

      Screw it. I took the mug gratefully and took a sip. She’d added way too much cream and sugar, but it was still better than the decaffeinated abomination I’d ordered.

      Movement caught my eye, just as Mikael’s eyes slid toward a red-haired woman I recognized as one of his people. She entered the bar along with Tabitha and Rose. I was proud I’d managed to remember Rose’s name after only interacting with her the one time, the day she’d arrived at the Salr in Dublin with Maya.

      Spotting us, Tabitha rushed forward, followed by the others. She wrapped me in a brief hug as she reached our table, then moved on to start chiding her brother in Old Norsk. I couldn’t understand much of what she was saying, but the tone was quite clear. How dare you make me worry about you.

      Their argument made my heart ache as I thought of Alaric and Sophie. We needed to figure out where they were, and fast.

      Unable to watch the scene any longer, I turned to Mikael. “Do we have any ideas on where to look for Alaric and Sophie?”

      “I have a few,” he admitted, swirling the ice cubes around in his glass. “It’s likely they’re not in Estus’ Salr, but it’s also a possibility they’ll be moved there sometime before the ball.” He furrowed his brow in thought. “Or perhaps not. It might all be a ruse. He, or the key, might just be using them as a ploy to get their hands on you. Once you are lured into the Salr, that will be that.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think that’s it. I have a feeling the key needs my cooperation with something. The key wanted to speak with me alone. I think Alaric and Sophie are the leverage to force me into doing something I don’t want to do.”

      “The only thing the key might need you for is to regrow—” Faas interjected, then cut himself off as he glanced at Rose, standing awkwardly beside the red-haired woman near the edge of the table. They seemed reluctant to pull up seats, as if waiting for an invitation.

      Not wanting to be the one to give it to them, I turned back to Faas and nodded. The only thing the key might need me for was to regrow Yggdrasil, which was our plan, not the key’s.

      I took another sip of Aila’s coffee as I thought about the key’s possible intentions. “Maybe there’s something else we don’t know about. In all this time, I haven’t been able to discern the key’s true intent. To cause chaos, yes, but maybe there’s more to it. It was going along with my plan before, so there was obviously some end in that direction it desired. It was probably just waiting to act until the perfect moment.”

      Mikael stroked his chin in thought. “Perhaps we should discuss things further with the Norn. She is the other part of this puzzle. I would not be surprised if she and her sisters have kept a great many things hidden.”

      “Like why Estus killed those who held Sophie and Alaric hostage?” I suggested. “Maybe she knows the real reason for her sisters’ deaths.”

      Mikael nodded. “The only problem, is that she has yet to rejoin us. Hopefully she will appear to us soon.”

      I let out a frustrated breath. It felt like we were just going around in circles. We needed to act. I had a sudden thought.

      “The Norn said we could bring back a portion of the Morrigan’s energy, but we’d need Marcos to do it,” I explained. “Maybe we can go ahead with that plan. Having the Morrigan’s input, even in a small way, could help us determine what the key is planning.”

      Everyone, except Mikael, was looking at me like I’d just sprouted a second head.

      “Summoning her didn’t work out very well the last time,” Aila grumbled.

      We’d actually attempted to summon Freyja, Aila’s patron goddess, but the Morrigan had come forth instead. I had a feeling Aila was still a little bitter about what she perceived as a rejection, though really, the Morrigan had only been able to come forth because she wasn’t truly a goddess.

      “Not true,” I argued. “She’s the only reason we have the banshees and other phantoms, and she came up with the plan to regrow Yggdrasil, our only way to truly defeat the key.”

      Mikael sighed. “Madeline is right.” He turned his gaze to me. “I do not relish the thought of once again seeing the Morrigan peeking out through your eyes, but at the very least, your survival is important to her. I believe adding her energy to yours is a worthwhile cause.”

      I nodded. “The Norn said she wouldn’t be as strong this time. Her energy is too far depleted. I’m not worried about losing myself.”

      Silver, who had sat back silently through most of the conversation, leaned forward with a frown. “You truly intend to summon a goddess?’

      I eyed him cautiously. “She’s not a true goddess, you know.”

      He steepled his fingers together in front of his face, leaning his elbows on the table to look somewhat menacing. “Close enough.”

      I glanced nervously to Mikael, who nodded in reassurance.

      Mara was as close to a true goddess as I wanted to get. Though part of me missed her, the other part was still fearful. She’d awakened things in me I hadn’t been ready to face. I still wasn’t. I’d faced violence, war, and a force of pure chaos. It had all been scary, but I could admit, if only to myself, that my own true nature scared me most of all.
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      Tabitha had informed us that Marcos was in one of the hotel rooms with Frode and Alejandro. After a long, silent elevator ride, Mikael and I made our way down the hall toward the aforementioned room. Aila and Tabitha had decided to abstain from the meeting, while Silver and Faas each wanted another drink. I didn’t mind. The fewer people I had to discuss things with, the better.

      We passed the room where we’d left Sivi and Kira as we walked. It was difficult to resist checking on Kira. She seemed so sweet and defenseless in comparison to Sivi, but it wasn’t my place to meddle. They had a lot to catch up on, no matter how painful it might be for both of them.

      Soon we reached the room Tabitha had detailed. Mikael knocked, and moments later, Frode answered. He had light bags under his blue eyes, standing out vibrantly against his pale skin. He gestured for us to come inside without a word.

      Marcos sat against the headboard of one bed, while Alejandro sat on the foot of the other, flipping channels on the TV with the remote in his hand.

      Marcos met my eyes as Mikael shut the door behind us.

      “I need to talk to you,” I stated. I glanced at Alejandro, then at Frode. “Anyone who doesn’t want to be involved in talks of summoning goddesses may leave the room now.”

      Alejandro stood. “Sorry, summoning banshees was more than enough for me.” He walked past, winking at me on his way out of the room.

      “I could use a drink,” Frode added tiredly, then followed after him.

      Marcos remained on the bed, staring up at us. His long, white hair was now slightly wavy, having dried without a good brushing after we’d all gotten soaked by Sivi’s wave. He didn’t seem to care. Nor did he care about his still damp, black clothing. Of course, my clothing was still slightly damp too, so who was I to judge?

      I sat on the bed Alejandro had formerly occupied, facing Marcos. Skipping any pretenses, I explained, “The Norn seemed to think you would be capable of returning some of the Morrigan’s energy to me. Know anything about that?”

      He smiled, then cocked his head as if listening to a voice whispering in his ear. Maybe he was.

      “My powers are associated with the old dead,” he explained, “so I may be able to connect with the Morrigan’s energy. Whether or not she can return to you in a larger way, is more up to how much power she has left in this world, and how much you are able to give her.”

      I nodded in acceptance. “Let’s try.”

      He smirked and raised a white eyebrow at me. “Right now?”

      I shrugged. “Why not?”

      “You are quite the strange individual,” he mused.

      “Are you sure you want to try right this moment?” Mikael asked, taking a seat beside me. He turned his gaze to Marcos before I could answer. “Is it even possible to try right this moment? Last time there was blood and fire involved.”

      “It would work better to at least be outside,” Marcos explained, his eyes on me instead of Mikael. “Your goddess is connected to the earth. You should be as close to her as possible.”

      I stood. “Then let’s go.”

      “Madeline,” Mikael cautioned, standing to tower over me. “Are you sure you’re up for this? You’ve had very little sleep.”

      Come to think of it, I wasn’t even sure how I was still standing. I was exhausted, and now that the adrenaline of escaping Estus’ Salr had long since worn off, I felt jittery and dizzy.

      “You know I’m not going to be able to sleep with everything up in the air,” I sighed. “Let’s at least try to contact the Morrigan, then I’ll rest for a few hours . . . maybe.”

      Mikael sighed. “Let’s go,” he conceded.

      I smiled, though a small part of me almost hoped he’d try to stop me. I seriously needed some sleep.

      I waited while Mikael retrieved his new phone from his pocket, then sent a quick text. “Silver and Faas will finish their drinks and meet us in the lobby,” he explained, returning the phone to his jeans.

      I frowned. “Faas I understand, but why Silver?”

      Mikael glanced at Marcos, then back to me. “I want an extra pair of empath eyes to make sure death incarnate over here doesn’t pull any funny business.”

      Marcos chuckled, apparently enjoying being referred to as death incarnate. To each his own, I guess.

      Mikael gestured for Marcos to stand, then waited as Marcos led the way out of the room. I followed behind, feeling an odd mixture of excitement and dread. It would be interesting to see Mara again, and I was pretty sure she’d be proud of how far I’d come, but I also feared the effect she had on me when we shared the same body. It was simply too much power, similar to what happened with the banshees. It was addictive, and made me a little too bold.

      My only hope was that Mara’s spirit had been weakened enough that she’d be little more than a small voice in my head. I felt guilty for thinking in such a way about my friend, but there it was. If I had to share my headspace with someone, it was better for them to be as non-influential as possible.

      The door closed behind us, locking automatically, and we made our way to the elevator. Mikael pressed the button on the wall as we reached it. We all waited in silence for the little ding to signal that the door was about to open.

      The doors parted to reveal a pair of inebriated woman, dressed to the nines. They both appeared to be in their mid-thirties, probably having a nice girls’ weekend together. Was it really the weekend? I’d lost track.

      We entered the elevator and stood with our backs against one wall, while the women stood against the other. The doors slid shut, leaving us in silence. One of the women looked Mikael up and down, being horribly obvious about it. She seemed to like what she saw.

      Her friend gawked at Marcos. Her sudden anxiety washed over me. She had good instincts, or maybe a bit of natural empathy, to be fearful of Marcos. He was creepy looking, but not enough to instill instant fear in random women.

      Mikael leaned slightly forward, his eyes on the frightened woman. “He’s single if you’re interested,” he whispered.

      The woman jumped, turning her horrified eyes to Mikael.

      I tried to hide my smile. “You’re mean,” I chided quietly as we reached the bottom floor and the doors slid open.

      Marcos smiled and gave the scared woman a slight bow of his head.

      Her eyes widened, then she grabbed her friend’s hand and tugged her out of the elevator. Her friend looked longingly at Mikael as she was pulled out of sight.

      “You’re both mean,” I corrected as we exited the elevator. “It’s not nice to pick on humans.”

      Marcos raised an eyebrow at me. “You want to release wild magics into their world, completely altering existence as they know it, and you’re mad at us for teasing them?”

      I blushed, because he was right. What I was going to do to them was far, far worse.

      I scanned the lobby to find Silver and Faas, leaning side-by-side against the wall near the vacant help desk. There was little noise coming from the nearby bar. From my current angle I couldn’t see into the establishment, but I was betting our elevator friends weren’t in for much excitement.

      Silver pushed away from the wall and approached, followed by Faas. Even after the long day and night, Silver’s white suit looked unwrinkled, and his hair was perfect. Or maybe it was a different suit, and he’d had the honor of a shower and sleep, unlike the rest of us.

      “Are we sure this is a good idea?” he asked, coming to stand before us.

      “It’s our only idea,” I replied.

      He nodded, but didn’t seem to fully believed me. “Fair enough.” He gestured for me to lead the way out of the hotel.

      I frowned at him, then made my way toward the exit, though every step was a battle as I imagined how good it would feel for my head to hit a pillow. Marcos had said being outside would be better, but he hadn’t specified where outside. Hopefully a nice, grassy nook somewhere near the hotel would be good enough. Given the late hour, we’d likely go unnoticed hanging out and chanting in the grass, and if we were, I didn’t really care. I just wanted to get this over with as quickly as possible.

      I wasn’t sure where Mara’s spirit had gone when she died. Hopefully she wouldn’t mind being pulled back into our world. Did spirits have lives in the afterlife? Did they mingle with the gods?

      We were about to find out.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric leaned against a tree with Mara a few feet away from him. Both watched the night-shrouded castle. Sophie hadn’t been gone long, but it felt like ages. He’d heard no sounds of commotion, but it was a large castle. For all they knew, Sophie might be screaming her lungs out in an underground dungeon.

      He’d just made up his mind to go in after her when she appeared in what could be seen of the central courtyard from his vantage point. She ran through the still-open portcullis toward their hiding spot.

      She reached them in less than a minute, then grabbed onto Alaric’s hand and began tugging him forward. “The Morrigan has demanded everyone’s presence. She claims if we bring her Mara, she’ll help us.”

      Alaric turned to look at Mara, who took a step forward, then clutched her stomach as if in pain.

      “Something is wrong,” she groaned doubling over. She fell to her knees, then looked up at them. “Oh shit,” she said, seeming to realize something. “I’m being summoned.”

      “What?” he asked frantically, rushing toward her. He crouched in front of her hunched over form. “By whom?”

      Mara’s eyes pinched shut. “I think it’s Madeline,” she panted, “but not just her. Someone very powerful is helping. I won’t be able to resist for long.”

      “Someone powerful?” he questioned desperately.

      “You can’t go!” Sophie interrupted. “The only reason the Morrigan is willing to help is because she thinks I’m bringing along the future version of her!”

      “I can’t help it,” Mara rasped. “I’ll try to return as soon as I can.”

      “Who is helping her!” Alaric demanded, fearing she was about to disappear.

      Mara licked her dry lips. “I think it’s the necromancer. It’s an energy I’ve felt before.”

      She faded out of existence as if she’d simply been an illusion all along, leaving both Alaric and Sophie to stare at the ground where she’d been, just seconds before.

      “This is not good,” Sophie groaned.

      “For more reasons than one,” Alaric replied.

      Not only had Mara left them, but she’d mentioned a necromancer. Had Madeline allowed Marcos to regain much of his power? What was Mikael thinking allowing such a thing to happen? It was as good as going to sleep beside a poisonous viper.
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        * * *

      

      I resisted the urge to pull away as I held Marcos’ bony hands in mine. We’d walked roughly a mile away from the hotel to a small park. I’d always taken the plentiful parks of Washington for granted, but now I couldn’t be more grateful for the state’s focus on trees and greenery. I was not up for a late night drive to the woods.

      Mikael, Silver, and Faas stood off in the grass to one side, observing, though there wasn’t much to see. This new ritual wasn’t anywhere near as flashy as pouring blood over my hands into a roaring fire. Of course, we weren’t trying to summon one of the gods in full. We were only trying to summon Mara’s remaining energy in a less substantial capacity. All it took, apparently, was power and concentration. Oh, and a necromancer. Mustn’t forget that part.

      Marcos had his eyes closed in concentration. I was supposed to have my eyes closed too, but I couldn’t help stealing a few peeks. The park was large enough that we were able to distance ourselves from most of the streetlights, but the moon still cast an eerie glow upon Marcos’ face.

      “Concentrate,” he demanded, his eyes still closed.

      I snapped my eyes shut, and did as he asked, though I felt spacey from exhaustion. I was supposed to focus on Mara’s energy, the feel of her, while Marcos supplied the actual power needed to bring her energy back into the world.

      As I thought of Mara I felt a sudden tug, then cool energy spread up through my body from Marcos’ hands. Suddenly I could sense every tree, every bug, even the three men standing roughly ten feet away, their energies shining like captive suns in the darkness.

      I pulled my thoughts away from them and concentrated on Mara’s fierce energy while I became engulfed in a feeling of oneness. At that moment, I was connected to all living things. In reality, that connection always existed, but I never took the time to feel it. All my fears washed away, replaced by a feeling of certainty in my gut. I was in control, and I could do this.

      The power built between Marcos and I to the point where it felt like molten metal was running through my veins. The metaphysical heat slowly increased to an unbearable temperature. I stifled a scream. It was too much. Marcos clamped his fingers tightly around my hands to keep me from pulling away.

      Just when I thought I couldn’t take it anymore, the power released, forming a glowing sphere between us. My body suddenly cooled. The sphere stretched upward and elongated into a tall oval, then slowly began to take on the form of a woman.

      This wasn’t right. I was supposed to have summoned Mara into my mind. She couldn’t sustain herself in our world on her own.

      Confused, I stared at the glowing figure as its details morphed. Soon I could see a face, and a distinctly feminine body draped in a tight, long dress. Something was wrong though. She was transparent, and looked almost like . . .

      “A banshee?” Marcos questioned. His hands were still gripped in mine, forming a circle around the glowing woman.

      We both craned our necks to look up at her, then let our hands drop. We backed away as the figure’s feet floated downward until they hovered just above the grass. The glow faded, leaving a white, ghostly figure behind.

      I didn’t recognize the phantom’s face staring down at me. It was different than the corpse Mara had inhabited while I’d known her, but somehow I knew we’d gotten the right woman. Maybe it was how she’d looked originally.

      “Mara?” I questioned.

      “Oh Madeline,” she groaned, shaking her incorporeal head. “What have you done?”

      What had I done? It was a good question. From the looks of it, I’d turned the Morrigan into a banshee.
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        * * *

      

      “What do we do?” Sophie gasped, holding her hand up to her mouth.

      Alaric glanced at the space were Mara had been. “The Morrigan will only help us if we bring Mara to her?”

      Sophie nodded, her eyes pinched in worry.

      “Then we’re screwed.”

      “What is the meaning of this?” a voice called out from the direction of the castle.

      Alaric peered past Sophie as she turned to see a woman in a tight, red dress striding toward them. The dress trailed behind her across the stone walkway, then into the dirt as she approached. Her long red hair blew away from a face matching the one Mara had been using in this time, looking eerie in the darkness.

      Sophie stood in an almost submissive stance, not a stance Alaric saw on his sister often, but he supposed he couldn’t blame her. The Morrigan walked forward in a cloud of her own anger.

      “Where did she go?” she demanded, halting before them. “I only caught a glimpse of her before she disappeared. Is this some sort of trick?”

      “Um,” Sophie began in reply. “Remember how I told you there’s a woman named Madeline in the future, made in your image?”

      The Morrigan nodded sharply.

      “She summoned her, you, um,” she paused. “She summoned Mara back to our time.”

      “Why?” the Morrigan snapped.

      Alaric moved to stand near Sophie’s side. He was worried his presence might make things worse, but he couldn’t stand to see his sister acting so unsure and afraid.

      “They’re friends,” Alaric answered. “Madeline probably needed her help.”

      The Morrigan sneered at him. “I take it you are this one’s brother?” she nodded in Sophie’s direction.

      “Yes,” he replied simply.

      “And the father of this Madeline’s child?” she pressed.

      He shifted nervously. How much had Sophie told her? “Yes,” he answered again.

      The Morrigan seemed to think for a moment, then turned on her heel and started walking back to the castle.

      He was just about to call out to her when the Morrigan shouted, “Come with me!” in a tone that left little room for argument.

      Alaric and Sophie both obeyed. When a woman like the Morrigan told you to do something, you didn’t make her say it twice.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

        

      

    

    
      “How did this happen?” I gasped, still stuck in a state of disbelief.

      Shortly after Mara had stopped glowing, the banshees had shown up. I hadn’t summoned them, but they’d been drawn to the power Marcos and I had manifested all the same. They now gathered around Mara. She blended right in with the crowd.

      Ignoring the banshees around her, she eyed me tiredly, though coming from her ghostly face, it was more unnerving than guilt inducing. “Madeline, I was in the process of returning Alaric and Sophie to you,” she explained. “You couldn’t have summoned me at a more inopportune time.”

      “What!” I shouted, then clamped my hands over my mouth. I glanced around the shadowy park, but it didn’t seem any strangers had heard me. “What?” I asked again more softly, lowering my hands.

      Her shoulders slumped in defeat. “You don’t even realize where they are, do you?”

      I shook my head. “At first we thought they’d be in Estus’ Salr, but we couldn’t find them.”

      “They’re in the past,” she explained patiently. “In the year 1707, in Ireland.”

      I shook my head rapidly, feeling like I might faint. Mikael was suddenly beside me with an arm around my waist, keeping me from falling to my knees.

      “How?” I croaked. Tears began to fall down my face.

      “The key,” she replied like I was being stupid. “It’s holding them hostage in a place you cannot reach. It’s quite clever, really.”

      A whole myriad of emotions hit me at once. Alaric and Sophie were trapped in the past. It was confusing and horrible, but also wonderful, because at least they were alive. At least we might stand some chance of rescuing them. We’d gone back in the past before. There had to be a way to do it again. Even if it took regrowing Yggdrasil, then using the tree’s power to go back myself.

      Mara sighed. “Well it’s too late for me to go back now. Hopefully she will find it in her black little heart to help them.”

      “She?” Mikael and I questioned in unison.

      Marcos had moved to stand at my other side, but I didn’t see Silver anywhere. Faas was still in the same place, only now he was alone. I’d been so distracted I wasn’t sure at what point Silver had left.

      “The Morrigan,” Mara explained, drawing my attention back to her. “We were on our way to ask for her help. She still had the key in that time. In fact, it was only months before she destroyed herself. I can’t help but think there was some meaning to the key sending them back to that exact point in time, but I haven’t been able to figure it out.”

      I held up my hands to stop her from speaking. It was all too much. “Rewind a little. You were somehow in the same time as your previous self?”

      She tapped her incorporeal foot impatiently. “I’m just energy, Madeline, or at least I was. I was able to exist more strongly in that time because my physical form was still anchored to the earth. Of course, now you’ve gone and anchored me to the earth in a whole new way. Or really, you’ve anchored me to you.”

      I frowned, wiping at the drying tears on my face. “What do you mean? I was just trying to summon you back into my mind.”

      She huffed in irritation. “You’ve turned me into a banshee. You’ve anchored my soul in this time to yours. I’m just like the others now.”

      “I didn’t mean to do that!” I argued, unable to help the shrill tone in my voice. Had I really taken her away from Alaric just moments before she would have helped him return to me?

      Now that I was steady on my feet again, Mikael removed his arm from me and stepped forward. “What do you mean, she anchored your soul to hers?”

      Mara sighed. “I mean exactly what I said. My soul is now permanently connected to hers.”

      I shook my head. Fresh tears dripped down my face. What had I done? “I don’t understand,” I muttered.

      Mara hovered closer to me as she explained, “The banshees exist because they were unable to let go of their old lives. They were all women who were wronged in some way. Murdered, tortured, or worse. Unlike normal ghosts, which are just residual energy of souls that have moved on, the banshees’ souls have remained in this realm. They cling to their graves, unable to let go of what happened to their bodies. Before I was more like a ghost. My energy was here, but I did not exist entirely in this realm. You brought me fully over, including my soul, my anchor, into this world. I have resided, at least in part, in the spirit world since my mortal body perished. Now I cannot go back.”

      Marcos, who had remained silent through the entire exchange, finally cleared his throat to speak. “That’s not quite true. If you are anchored to Madeline, then you will go back to the spirit world if she dies.”

      Mara glared at him, and with her spectral face, the look was twenty times more terrifying than it normally would have been. “Drawing my attention to you is not a wise choice.” She turned back to me. “Why is he even still alive?”

      “Um,” I began nervously. “We need him to return the key to me,” I bit my lip. “And he helped me restore the banshees,” I added quickly.

      She turned her glare back to Marcos. “I should have killed you when I had the chance.”

      He smirked. “You never had the chance. You possessed my body to kill Aislin, but you only accomplished that task because I also wanted her dead.”

      Mara’s sudden rage was palpable.

      “Now, now children,” Mikael interrupted. “There’s no sense arguing, as these are the cards we’ve been dealt, and we have more pressing concerns. It will be morning soon, and Madeline needs to rest before we can face Estus.”

      “But what about Alaric?” I argued. “We have to figure out how to bring him and Sophie back to the current time.”

      “There’s no way for you to do that now,” Mara explained. “Perhaps the Morrigan of that time will aid them. If not, they need only stay alive long enough for you to regrow Yggdrasil. Once that is done, you can use the tree’s power to retrieve them.”

      My shoulders slumped in defeat. I finally knew where Alaric and Sophie were being kept, and I was powerless to save them. At least in the past, the key wouldn’t kill them on a whim, but the Morrigan might.

      Mikael laid his hand gently on my shoulder. “Time for rest.”

      I nodded, then turned back to Mara. “I—” I hesitated, unsure of what to say.

      “I know,” she said with a soft smile. “I’ll be fine. We’ll figure everything out after you’ve had some rest.”

      I smiled back and nodded. “I’m sorry for what I’ve done, and I’ll do my best to fix it, but even so, it’s nice to see you again.”

      She nodded her agreement. She was taking the whole being made into a banshee thing like a real champ. Of course, she’d just been fluid energy before, so maybe it wasn’t a huge change, except for being stuck in this world.

      She glanced back at the other banshees, who watched on silently. “I guess I’ll wait with them until you wake up.” She turned her gaze back to me. “It serves me right for how I used them in the past. A taste of my own medicine, I suppose.”

      I cringed. “Sorry.”

      She rolled her eyes at me, then turned away to join the banshees. Once she’d reached them, they faded from sight.

      Mikael put an arm around my shoulders, urging me back in the direction of the hotel. Marcos walked ahead of us. Faas fell into step on my other side, but didn’t speak. He was being unusually silent about this whole ordeal.

      I was too tired to think about it. Instead I turned my gaze toward Mikael as we walked. “Where did Silver go?”

      He chuckled. “He once encountered the banshees in his distant past. It was a rather . . . unpleasant experience. He probably ran all the way back to the hotel when they arrived.”

      I smiled, feeling somewhat satisfied. Even thousand year old empaths had fears. I glanced forward at Marcos’ thin frame, wondering if he had any fears. What did someone with power over the dead fear? Sunshine? Flowers? Who knew. Maybe he was afraid of bunny rabbits. I sure hoped so.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric had lived long enough to visit many castles in his time. In fact, he’d been alive in the current year, so he didn’t find the imposing stone structure terribly awe-inspiring. That was, until they reached what could only be called a throne room. Of course the Morrigan would have a throne, but that wasn’t what held his interest. The candlelit friezes and tapestries adorning the room were marvelous. If he weren’t in such a dire situation, he would have loved taking the time to observe them more extensively. As it was, his full attention was demanded by the red-haired woman glaring at him from a few feet away.

      “Tell me again,” she snapped.

      They’d already told her everything. She was particularly interested in Madeline, which unnerved him. What was her true motive? Both he and Sophie had assured her that she’d meet Madeline in the future, although they failed to mention what form she would be in when that meeting occurred. How do you tell someone that they will soon destroy their human form after growing no longer able to cope with their human emotions? The answer, you didn’t. They couldn’t tell her she would soon die, else they might alter the course of history. They might have already altered it, but hopefully not. Mara had assured them it would be nearly impossible to sway the Morrigan from her path.

      “There is no more to tell,” he stated once again. “We need to return to the future to aid Madeline, and since she has summoned you, we’ll be helping you as well.”

      She pursed her lips in thought. “Okay,” she agreed slyly, causing Alaric’s heart to race. “But I want a favor in this time first.”

      His heart sank. He didn’t have time to go around doing favors. He needed to get back to Madeline.

      “What favor?” Sophie asked suspiciously.

      The Morrigan smiled sadly, surprising Alaric. “I will not remain on this earth much longer,” she explained.

      Alaric and Sophie both gasped. She knew?

      She eyed each of them in turn. “I have committed many crimes since my creation, but there is one I simply cannot bear. Though he wronged me, what I did was unnatural.”

      Alaric had no idea what she was talking about. He knew the Morrigan wasn’t fond of men because of some past betrayal. Was all her ire truly due to one individual?

      “Cúchulainn,” she muttered. “I trapped his soul in his remains, and sealed them within a barrow. If I leave this earth without releasing him, he will be trapped forever. I cannot expect him to atone for his crimes for eternity, when I can face my own no longer.”

      “You trapped his soul?” Sophie balked. “Talk about a woman scorned.”

      The Morrigan eyed her sharply, wiping away all traces of previous emotion as if the sadness and admission of guilt had all been a brief dream.

      Alaric stepped forward. They needed to get this over with so they could get the hell out of the past. “Where is the barrow?”

      “I will send you there,” she stated simply, not answering his question.

      “Why can’t you go yourself?” Sophie asked.

      Alaric groaned. Did she really have to choose now to regain her bad attitude?

      Worry crossed the Morrigan’s face, then was gone in the blink of an eye. She sighed. “I trapped him on sacred ground. Land protected by the old gods. I have toyed too much with death, and can no longer travel there.”

      He knew he shouldn’t ask. He knew he should just go to this sacred ground and get the task over with, but . . . “What’s stopping you?”

      The Morrigan was suddenly angry again. “Will you truly require me to lay all of my indignities bare? Can you not simply accept that I have been rejected by the land from whence I came?” Before he could answer, she snapped, “Fine. The place you are to go was where Yggdrasil once took root. That land created me, but I have tainted my energy to the point where I cannot set foot there.”

      Everyone was silent for a moment.

      Alaric heard his sister audibly gulp before she asked, “And we can? We are mere mortals. Can we truly step foot in such a place.”

      The Morrigan seemed to deflate. She walked wearily to her throne, then slumped down upon it. She held a hand to her eyes as if warding off a headache. “You are Vaettir, the children of the gods. Even though you destroyed Yggdrasil, the fates and the gods still love you. You are welcome in what remains of their pathetic earthen kingdom.”

      The bitterness was clear in her tone. She’d been rejected by the gods for her crimes, but the Vaettir were still accepted, even after all they had done.

      “We’ll find his remains for you,” he said softly.

      He was surprised at the compassion he felt for her, but there it was. She’d never had a family or a true home, and the one she’d loved had betrayed her. It might change history if they helped her, but it was a risk he was suddenly willing to take.

      She sighed in relief, then stood. “I am prepared to send you now, but I’ll leave you with a warning. I do not know what sort of creatures may roam the lands near the barrow. Though the pathway to the gods has been destroyed, their energy still lingers. It attracts many things. Be careful.”

      Alaric nodded as his sister moved to stand at his side.

      The Morrigan lifted her hands toward them.

      “Wait,” Sophie implored. “Once we have Cúchulaiin’s remains, how will we return here?”

      The Morrigan’s hands dropped an inch. “Return to where you will first arrive. I will place you near the border of the sacred land. Once you cross back over that border, I will be able to retrieve you.”

      Alaric took Sophie’s hand in his. “We’re ready.”

      The Morrigan raised her arms again.

      “Like hell we—” Sophie began, but her words were cut off as the castle’s interior blurred around them.

      He gripped his sister’s hand tightly, overcome by an odd floating sensation. He felt stationary, but with a dizzying feeling of momentum. Like the world was zooming past him while he remained in place. The movement was too fast to make out much with his eyes. Everything was a blur.

      Suddenly the world seemed to stop, and they both went tumbling forward, as if they’d been in a moving vehicle only to have it completely halt, flinging them both onto the ground.

      Alaric lifted himself off the rocky earth to a sitting position, nearly falling back over with dizziness.

      Sophie slowly sat up beside him. “Why do I have the feeling she made that ride more . . . exciting than necessary?”

      Alaric groaned, then forced himself to stand. A salty smell pervaded his nostrils. They were near the sea. “Because you’ve spent enough time around both Mara and the current Morrigan to understand their irksome natures.”

      “I wouldn’t say that too loud,” Sophie grumbled, rising to her feet. “One of them can probably hear us right now.”

      Alaric wouldn’t have been surprised if the Morrigan was somehow magically looking in on them, but at the moment he didn’t care. He was more focused on not throwing up.

      Feeling unsteady on his feet, he glanced around, attempting to get his bearings. The Morrigan had claimed that she would place them near a border, but it apparently wasn’t a visible one, at least as far as he could tell in the first hints of morning. The trees in the area were sparse, unlike the dense enchanted forest they’d travelled through to reach the castle. Looking around, there seemed to be nothing out of the ordinary. He spun in a slow circle until his ears pinpointed which direction the ocean was. Judging by sound alone, they were maybe a mile or two off.

      “This way,” he stated as he began to walk, his boots crunching on the rocky soil.

      Sophie jogged to catch up to his side. “How do you know which way it is? Everything looks the same.”

      “Madeline told me about her encounter with Yggdrasil,” he explained. “She claimed it was within sight of the sea. Therefore, we follow the sound of the surf.”

      “Then what will we do once we get there?” she pressed.

      He shrugged and continued walking. “Beats me.”

      “We should probably have a plan,” she stated dryly.

      His eyes scanned the scenery around them, searching for signs of life. “We have no idea what sorts of men or beasts might dwell on this sacred land. Any sort of plan we might formulate will be worthless without knowing what we’re up against.”

      Sophie stopped walking.

      He halted and looked back at her, taking in her desperate expression, framed by her long black hair fluttering around her face in the breeze.

      “Alaric,” she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion. “The Morrigan claimed the energy of the gods still resides here. How on earth are we supposed to face that?”

      “I don’t know,” he answered honestly. “All I know, is that we must.”

      She looked like she might cry. “But aren’t you scared?”

      “Of course I am,” he replied. “But I will find my way back to Madeline no matter what. Even if I have to face gods to do it.”

      She looked down at her feet for several seconds, then back up to him. “If Madeline has supplied you with bravery, then you will have to do the same for me. I can face the gods if it means saving my brother. I can face anything.”

      Now it was Alaric’s turn to fight tears. Sophie had changed over the past few months, or perhaps she’d always been the person standing before him, only she’d been too scared to show it.

      Either way, they would face the gods together. If they fell, they would both fall. Neither would die alone.

      It was a lot more than most people could say.
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      I gasped and sat up in bed, my mind slowly pulling itself out of my nightmare. I’d dreamed I was locked in Estus’ dungeon, and all of my teeth were falling out. Wouldn’t have to be a therapist to read much into that one. Lack of control, feeling trapped, you name it.

      I checked the bedside clock to find it was nearly noon. The heavy curtains blocked out most of the sun, but left me enough light to see Tabitha and Tallie asleep in the bed next to mine.

      I struggled out of the covers, throwing my legs over the side of the bed to place my feet on the carpet, thinking of what I’d done to the Morrigan, and of Alaric and Sophie being stuck back in time.

      There was nothing I could do about any of it. Tonight was the night we would go after Estus. The Norn was yet to be found, but we would have to move on without her. Maybe even regrow Yggdrasil without her. All of her sisters had been killed, but that energy had to go somewhere, didn’t it? Maybe it would be called back to the tree. It was our only hope.

      I stood and padded quietly across the carpet toward the bathroom. I knew someone was likely standing guard outside our room, but I didn’t bother to check. I was relatively safe, and my toiletries awaited me in the bathroom. It was finally time for a much needed shower.

      I took a quick left into the bathroom, then nearly jumped out of my skin. The light was already on, and Frode was standing over the sink, shaving the stubble from his face. His hair was twisted up in a towel. Next I noticed the steaminess in the bathroom, and the small circle he’d cleared on the mirror with his palm.

      “What the hell are you doing in here!” I exclaimed.

      He was clothed in black leather pants and a black tee-shirt, making his pale skin and hair stand out in sharp contrast. I was glad he was at least clothed, but my face still felt suddenly flushed. We weren’t at a point in our friendship where sharing innocent bathroom time was comfortable.

      He eyed me calmly, his razor poised inches from his face. “Shaving.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Yes, I can see that. I meant what are you doing in our bathroom. Claiming this as a girls’ room was intentional.”

      He shrugged and turned back to his shaving. “Aila took over the bathroom in our room. I didn’t want to wait around.”

      I crossed my arms and glared at him. He’d roomed with Mikael and Aila by choice. “You chose which room you would stay in. Now return and suffer the consequences of your actions.”

      He sighed and lowered his razor, then walked past me with shaving cream still on his face. “As you wish, Phantom Queen,” he replied snarkily. A moment later, the main door opened and shut behind him.

      I swear, sometimes being part of a clan was like being at teenage summer camp, except in this case, half of the campers were six foot tall Vikings with a penchant for violence.

      Finally alone, I shut and locked the bathroom door, looking down at the dirty sink in distaste. With a sudden feeling of dread, I turned toward the towel rack, then exhaled in relief as I saw one single clean towel left over for me. Normally I preferred two towels, one for my body and one for my hair, but it would have to do. I guess it’s understandable we’d go through a lot of towels when most everyone around had long hair, including the men.

      I heard the room door open and shut, then a knock on the bathroom door. With a heavy sigh, I opened it and peeked my head out.

      Faas looked back at my grumpy expression warily. “I was just checking to see if you wanted to come to the lobby for lunch.”

      I continued to glare. “How did you get a key to our room?”

      “I saw Frode in the hall and he gave it to me.”

      Of course he did. I sighed. “I’m going to take a shower now, and anyone else who interrupts me is going to face the banshees come nightfall.”

      Faas smirked, then held the key card out to me. “Yes ma’m.”

      I took the card from him, then resealed the bathroom door as he turned away. If anyone else knocked, I was ignoring them.

      I kneeled down beside my suitcase, which had been pushed into the corner next to the sink. I pulled out my toiletries and set everything up for my shower, wondering how I was still able to go about things so normally after all that had happened. Perhaps I was becoming a stronger person, or maybe I was just becoming numb. You can only experience so much terror and turmoil before it stops affecting you like it once did. Once you’d been through enough, nothing could truly touch you. Or maybe I was just being melodramatic. Yeah, that was it.

      I turned on the water in the shower, adjusted the temperature, then disrobed, glad to finally shed my dirty crimson sweater. I’d been so exhausted after summoning the Morrigan that I’d simply collapsed on my bed in a heap, falling asleep in my dirty clothes with unbrushed teeth.

      I stepped into the shower and closed the curtain behind me. The hot water instantly relaxed my tense muscles and soothed my nerves. I hadn’t even realized the tension was there until that moment. Of course, I hadn’t had a quiet moment to think about it until then.

      I had shampooed my hair and was just starting to relax, when a strange feeling overcame me, and a voice echoed in my head. Time is running out. Please help.

      I lost my footing, then barely managed to catch myself on the metal bar built into the wall for disabled or elderly guests, banging my ankle on the wall of the tub. My ankle throbbing, I leaned against the bar for a moment, then shifted all my weight to my unharmed foot.

      I recognized the mental voice as the Norn. I closed my eyes and shifted out of the water, lowering my shields in hopes of hearing more. As soon as I did, images flashed through my mind. The woods, in a place I recognized.

      She was in danger. I didn’t need words to explain her fear. I had to go to her.

      I did my best to mentally convey that I’d soon be on my way. The mental communication was muddled at best, probably because of the distance between us. The Norn’s telepathy was stronger with nearness, and was most clear with touch.

      There was no reply.

      I turned the water off and stepped out of the shower, muttering a deluge of curses. This was just what we needed. Just when our plan had been settled.

      I quickly dried myself off, then wrapped my long hair up in the towel. I grabbed the first clothes I came in contact with from my suitcase. A long-sleeved, green cotton shirt and black jeans. I dressed quickly, then feeling like my heart was about to pop from anxiety, I discarded the towel from my hair, grabbed a clean pair of socks, and rushed out of the bathroom to find my boots.

      Tallie and Tabitha were both awake, and sat on their bed chatting with cups of coffee in hand from the small, hotel-supplied coffee pot. They both looked at me like I’d rushed out of the bathroom spewing fire from my lungs, a mix of shock and fear at my flustered, yet determined, expression.

      “The Norn is in trouble,” I explained as I tugged my boots on one foot, then the other. “Tell everyone. I’m going to find Mikael.”

      I didn’t wait for them to answer before I turned around, grabbed my purse and black jacket, then hurried out of the room.

      Alejandro was outside the door on guard. His reaction was similar to Tallie and Tabitha’s. I didn’t blame him. I was sure I looked crazed with my unbrushed wet hair, flushed face, and turmoil-filled expression.

      “Where’s Mikael?” I demanded before he could speak.

      “I don’t kno—” he began, but I had already turned away.

      Faas had said he was going to the lobby for lunch. Maybe Mikael was with him.

      I hurried down the hall toward the elevator. Alejandro followed behind me, calling out for me to stop, but there was no time.

      I reached the elevator and waited impatiently for the doors to open as Alejandro caught up with me. Rather then asking questions, he simply darted into the elevator alongside me, then waited as I pushed the button for the lobby.

      “Mind telling me what the hell is going on now?” he asked, just as the elevator began to descend.

      “The Norn . . . contacted me,” I explained. “She made it to Washington, but she’s in trouble. We need to go save her.”

      The elevator reached its destination and the doors slid open. I walked out into the lobby, not waiting for Alejandro’s reply, then turned toward the bar/restaurant.

      I scanned the tables all filled by the lunch rush, then exhaled a sigh of relief as I spotted Mikael, Faas, and Aila seated together with mostly empty plates of food before them.

      Mikael spotted me first, and watched as I approached with Alejandro at my back. Likely just judging my frazzled appearance, he seemed to deduce it was time to go. He stood and threw a wad of cash on the table, then gestured for Faas and Aila to follow him.

      He met me halfway across the room, near the bar. “What happened?” he asked, his eyes lingering on my messy wet hair.

      “The Norn is in trouble,” I explained in a low voice.

      “Let’s go,” he stated simply as Faas and Aila reached his back.

      He pulled out his phone and started typing while he walked. Likely sending a text to Silver, since he was the only other one who seemed to have a phone, besides Aila.

      He returned his phone to his pocket and we left the restaurant, then the five of us walked across the lobby and exited the hotel.

      “We don’t want to take any backup?” I questioned.

      We walked across the parking lot toward one of the SUVs. The sun was shining brightly, an odd occurrence in Washington State in the middle of winter.

      “Silver will gather reinforcements,” he explained, his eyes scanning the parking lot for possible threats. “I’ll tell him where to go as soon as you tell me.”

      Alejandro, Aila, and Faas fanned out around us like proper bodyguards as we reached the vehicle.

      I thought back to the images that had briefly flashed through my mind when the Norn had contacted me. I recognized the area portrayed in the images as Woodborough Park. It was a recreation area right past a small suburb on the outskirts of Spokane. There was a hiking trail I had frequented back in my normal days that led to a secluded picnic area. I’d recognized the memorial plaque at the base of one of the trees. I’d sat by myself under that tree many times. It was either fortuitous that I knew the area, or it was a trap.

      “Woodborough Park,” I explained. We all piled into the SUV. I took the front passenger seat while Mikael drove. “It’s about twenty minutes east of here.”

      “Was the Norn able to communicate the location’s name?” he asked quizzically as he backed the vehicle out of its parking spot, then aimed us toward the exit.

      I shook my head. “I recognized the area. This may be a trap.”

      Mikael seemed deep in thought as he steered the vehicle out onto the street, then picked up speed and changed lanes to merge onto the nearby highway. “Would Estus be aware that you’d recognize this location?” he asked finally.

      “I’m not sure,” I replied. “He had people watching me most of my life. Sophie was one of them, actually. But I’m not sure if anyone would have reported such an insignificant detail.”

      “There is another option,” Faas interjected, peeking his head forward between the seats. “The key had access to your mind before you learned to shield. It could have gleaned many memories.”

      I frowned. “I went to Woodborough Park a lot, so it was a more prominent memory than most. It’s entirely possible the key saw the information and stored it away for later use, though how it could have planned that far ahead is beyond me.”

      Alejandro cleared his throat from one of the back seats, drawing my gaze back to him. “Or else the location is entirely coincidental,” he suggested. “You lived in this area for most of your life, right? The odds that you would recognize any given location are high.”

      I pursed my lips in thought. “True. I guess there’s only one way to find out.”

      I turned my gaze back to Mikael in time to see him grin. “Show up and kick some ass?”

      I nodded. “Pretty much.”

      It was as good a plan as any. We couldn’t just let the Norn die. Estus and the key would both know that, so it was the perfect trap, if it really was a trap. I only wished it was nighttime so the banshees would be at full power, though they could be pretty scary during the daytime too.

      Not to mention that Mara was now part of my phantom army. She could kill a man with her bad attitude alone.
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        * * *

      

      “I can’t believe her,” Sophie growled, going on her second half hour straight of griping. “She probably placed us in this desolate, ugly place on purpose, knowing there was nothing here.”

      Alaric kept quiet. He wouldn’t exactly call the expansive coastline ugly, but he also saw no sign of a sacred barrow. It would have helped to have someone like Tallie with them, who could sense energy. As it was, they were searching based on sight and smell alone, but they didn’t know what the barrow looked like, nor if there were any distinguishing scents nearby. All they could do was keep walking and hope they weren’t going in the wrong direction.

      “We’re going to die out here,” Sophie muttered.

      His boots sank in the sand as they continued to walk. “I don’t think she tricked us,” he stated finally. “Though she’s a bit crazed, she’s still the woman Mara once was. There’s humanity lurking behind her bitterness. I believe she truly wants us to accomplish this task.”

      Sophie snorted. “When did you become so trusting?”

      He lifted a hand to shade his eyes as he peered down the coast. “When I realized that there’s usually more to everyone than what meets the eye,” he muttered.

      Sophie stopped beside him and shaded her eyes, gazing in the same direction. “What is that?” she questioned softly.

      “I’m not sure.”

      It was a small stone structure. Very small. It didn’t seem grand enough for a tomb on the land of the gods, but perhaps a building’s looks could deceive as much as a person’s.

      He lowered his hand and continued walking, an extra spring in his step now that they had finally spotted something out of the ordinary. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      Sophie caught up to his side and they both hurried toward the distant structure.

      “Be on your guard,” he advised as they jogged. “We’ve no idea what sort of creatures might be lurking about. After the Morrigan’s forest, I wouldn’t even be surprised if we ended up facing a dragon.”

      Sophie groaned. “That’s not at all comforting.”

      “It wasn’t meant to be,” he replied. “We must be prepared for anything.”

      “We have no weapons, and I can’t even remember the last time I ate,” she whined. “I don’t even feel prepared to battle a mouse.”

      “You bring shame on Bastet,” a deep voice rumbled from behind them.

      Alaric and Sophie both skidded to a halt and quickly turned around.

      The baritone rumble of the voice had made Alaric suspect some sort of giant, but the man who stood a few feet away was of normal size. What was not normal, was that he appeared to be made of stone. His features were expertly carved, his face animated like a living being, but there was no mistaking the texture and tone of his skin and unmoving clothes. The robes draping his masculine frame seemed rigid, as did his body for that matter. All that moved at the moment were his eyes. He stood in a statuesque pose, staring at them.

      “And who might you be?” Alaric asked, wondering if this was some sort of odd trick, and the statue was not actually animate.

      “I am Terminus, the guardian of boundaries,” the statue man explained.

      “As in the Terminus out of Roman Myth?” Sophie inquired.

      Alaric turned to raise an eyebrow at her. He was well versed in many of the myths, but had not been aware of that one.

      “Indeed,” the statue answered simply.

      A few silent seconds ticked by.

      Alaric found it troublesome that the statue had appeared just as they were about to reach the small stone structure. That he’d called himself the guardian of boundaries was more troublesome still. Was he here to enforce the boundary the Morrigan had referenced?

      “The children of the gods are no longer welcome here,” the statue stated finally.

      “And how is it that you are here?” Alaric countered. “The gods have left these lands.”

      The statue made a hmph sound. “I am merely one of many guardians. I am no god.”

      “Terminus was a god,” Sophie argued.

      The statue tilted its head. The movement was fluid, with no signs of crumbling stone. It led Alaric to believe the statue could move the rest of its body just as easily, which meant it was a threat.

      Though the statue was several feet away, he spread his arm in front of Sophie to push her back with him. “We simply need to retrieve some human remains and we’ll be on our way,” he explained.

      The statue tilted its head to the other side. “You must leave now.”

      So it was capable of movement, but obviously not very bright. He glanced over his shoulder at the stone structure. It was still maybe thirty feet away. They could probably reach it well before the statue could catch them, but that was assuming the stone man had no other powers, and no accomplices.

      “What are you meant to do to any who refuse to leave?” Sophie questioned. She had glanced back at the structure several times, likely considering the same thoughts as Alaric.

      The statue took a graceful step forward. “Any who refuse to leave must die.”

      Alaric glanced at his sister. “You go,” he whispered. “I’ll hold him off.”

      “No,” she answered instantly. “We have no idea what he might be capable of.”

      “We have no choice,” he muttered. “Find the remains and get back to where we started. I will meet you there.” Not for the first time, he desperately wished for a weapon. He had a feeling teeth and claws would be as useless against Terminus as they would have been against the forest beast.

      Sophie cursed under her breath, glanced at the waiting statue, then nodded. She darted away in the direction of the stone structure, while Alaric waited for the statue to charge. It did not disappoint.

      With a shrill battlecry, the statue unsheathed a massive stone sword from somewhere within his robes, lifted the blade high in the air, then sped toward Alaric.

      Alaric took on a fighting stance, ready to dodge the oncoming attack. This would not be the first time he took on an unnatural foe. Here was hoping it wouldn’t be the last.
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      We sped down the highway toward Woodborough Park. Silver had called Mikael shortly after we’d gotten on the highway to let him know reinforcements were on the way. I found it funny that two of the oldest Vaettir around were the ones most comfortable with cell phones, but I wasn’t in the mood to laugh about it. I wasn’t in the mood to laugh about anything.

      There had been no more mind messages from the Norn, which had me worried. Her contact with me should have only increased as we closed the distance between us. As it was, we’d be flying blind as soon as we reached the park.

      With that thought, I realized we wouldn’t need to be entirely blind. I thought of Mara and the other banshees. There was an echoing reply in my head, faint, because their powers were dimmed when the sun was out. I thought of the park, imploring them to scout ahead.

      Mara’s sarcastic voice shot through my mind. Yes mistress, she quipped.

      I couldn’t help my small smile. She was pissed about becoming a banshee, but it definitely hadn’t killed her spirit.

      “What are you grinning about?” Mikael asked, darting his eyes between my face and the road.

      I shook my head. “I sent the banshees ahead to scout out the park. They’re less powerful during the day, but can at least tell us what we might be up against.”

      “Good call,” Alejandro chimed in from the back seat. “It’s far too nice a day to go waltzing into a trap.”

      “Will the banshees be able to fight?” Faas asked seriously.

      “They can fight,” I replied, keeping my eyes ahead of us, looking for the road sign that would signal our turn off, “just not as effectively. They’re still dangerous, but at night their power is amplified.”

      I pointed as the green and white sign for Woodborough park appeared ahead of us.

      Mikael slowed the vehicle and exited onto the off-ramp. Soon we took a left toward the underpass, then continued on as the road narrowed and became shadowed by massive redwoods. I instructed him to take the first right leading toward the campgrounds as the road changed from asphalt to gravel. We pulled into a large, circular loop, bordered by heavy picnic tables, and parked. There were no other cars in sight.

      Still seated in the vehicle, I mentally reached out to the banshees. As soon as I opened myself up to them, voices flooded my head. There is no trap. Hurry. Time is short.

      I unbuckled my seatbelt and opened the door. “Let’s go,” I ordered as I hopped out of the vehicle.

      I rushed into the trees, directed by the banshee’s thoughts in my head. Mikael and the others shouted behind me to wait. I realized as I ran that I’d failed to tell them there was no trap, but I couldn’t take the time to explain things now. There was a sense of urgency pounding in my head. Hurry, the banshees urged me again.

      The others soon caught up to me, but no one tried to swoop me up to run more swiftly, given I was the only one who knew where we were going. Fortunately, we didn’t need to run faster. We were almost there.

      I slowed my pace, reaching a clearing in the trees. A large shape lay in the yellow grass. The tips of deer antlers glinted in the sunlight.

      I raced to the Norn’s side, along with Faas. The others hung back, scanning the woods for danger.

      “There’s no trap!” I called out to them. I reached the Norn, then gasped.

      Her robes were covered in blood. Blood speckled her narrow face, and a thin line trickled from her mouth. Her eyes turned up to me. I tried to find you, she whispered into my mind. I found the entrance of a Salr where you had been, but they found me there.

      I could sense the pain of her wounds, plucking my nerves like guitar strings. I didn’t have to ask who they were. It had been Estus’ people. Perhaps even Estus himself, or really, the key.

      I placed a hand on her bloody chest and her pain hit me full force. Though I couldn’t see her wounds beneath the blood and fabric, I suddenly knew every injury she’d suffered. They’d tortured her. I retracted my hand, feeling sick.

      “I don’t have much energy stored up,” I explained gently, gazing down into her eyes, “but I’m going to try healing you.”

      No, her voice whispered in my mind. It is too late.

      I shook my head, fighting the first of my tears. Faas crouched across from me, his eyes on the Norn, while Mikael came to stand behind me. Alejandro and Aila stayed back.

      Ignoring what the Norn had said, I gathered my energy. I’d managed to pull Sophie back from the brink of death before, but I’d just released multiple lives. I didn’t have much juice at the moment. Still, I wasn’t willing to give up. I placed my hands on her bloody chest, taking all the pain and unpleasant emotions that rushed forward with my touch.

      No, she said more firmly. I want to join my sisters.

      “But we still have to regrow Yggdrasil,” I argued, my voice quavering. “I can’t do that without you!”

      She smiled softly. Then take my energy into you. Take it entirely. Use it when the time is right. I cannot bear this life any longer. I cannot bear what our children have done to us.

      My tears fell harder. Mikael knelt beside me and placed a hand gently on my back, offering comfort. It didn’t help.

      “I don’t know how to do that,” I whispered. “I don’t know how to take all of your energy, nor do I want to.”

      You must.

      I shook my head over and over. It was just wrong. She’d come all this way to help us. She’d been looking for us, and we’d carelessly led her right to Estus. She’d been tortured because of us.

      As if reading my thoughts, she chuckled, then coughed up blood. She took a few shallow, rasping breaths, then spoke into my mind, Do not feel sorrow. You have shown me love. That is all any of us ever wanted.

      “It’s not right,” I said, shaking my head back and forth.

      I couldn’t just steal her life away.

      Mikael and Faas were both watching me, obviously not hearing the other side of the conversation, but I couldn’t bear explaining it to them.

      Please, she said calmly into my mind. Take my life and regrow Yggdrasil. It is the only way my sisters and I will know peace.

      My body was wracked with sobs as I pushed my hands more firmly against her chest. I could feel her heart beating underneath the fabric and blood. She wanted me to stop its gentle rhythm.

      “I can’t,” I argued, even though I knew I had to. If it was truly what she wanted, I couldn’t force her to live.

      Her eyes turned up to the sky. There was so much peace in that single look, I could no longer deny her.

      I took a steadying breath and quieted my tears.

      As if sensing my resolve, her voice whispered in my mind, Thank you, and do not fear. We will see the old gods together, you and I.

      With that, I drained away her life. It wasn’t difficult. She was badly injured, and willing to give up. Her life flowed into me. Normally I focused just on the release, and I would let most of the energy return to the universe where it belonged, but I couldn’t do that this time. I pulled on her life force, refusing to let any of it slip away.

      “Madeline,” Faas said softly, his eyes wide.

      I stared at him across the Norn’s body while the last of her life force poured into me. It wasn’t like when Mara or the key shared space in my mind, I was just suddenly more. It was a small shred of fate’s collective energy.

      “Madeline,” he began again, “what have you done?”

      “Just what she asked,” I replied bitterly.

      I stumbled to my feet away from the Norn’s body. Mikael caught my arm before I fell. I felt strange. The world looked somehow different.

      Faas walked around the Norn to approach me. His eyes looked me up and down, though I knew he wasn’t looking at my body. He was reading my energy. For some reason, I felt like I should stop him.

      Before he could say anything, the banshees approached. They were barely visible in the daylight. Kind of like looking at a shimmering outline that could easily be passed off as the wind rustling the trees and the yellow blades of grass.

      I felt Mara’s energy as she came to stand on my side, opposite Mikael. It appeared as if her insubstantial face was looking down at the Norn, but I wasn’t sure.

      “What does it feel like?” she asked softly.

      I didn’t have to question what she meant. She’d been partnered with the key before. Its energy had melded with hers because they were supposed to be one. The Norn’s energy was the other missing piece, but Mara had never rejoined with that energy. Not since Yggdrasil had been destroyed.

      “Not like it was with the key,” I explained. “I feel odd, like I’m a slightly different person now, but there’s no extra presence in my head.”

      She nodded. “This step was necessary.”

      I didn’t agree with her. I would much rather the Norn had lived.

      We all turned to see several figures appear, walking toward us from where we’d parked the SUV. Silver and the reinforcements. With him were Frode, Dominic, Tallie, and to my surprise, Marcos and Sivi.

      As they neared us, their focus drifted down to the Norn’s body.

      Across her corpse, Marcos’ eyes met mine. He smiled. He could sense if a soul remained in a body just like I could. He knew I’d released her. “It feels amazing, doesn’t it? The Norns’ energy is like nothing else.”

      I felt like I was going to vomit. Marcos had participated in the murder of several Norns so he could drain their energy. I stared straight into his eyes and spat, “You’re an evil bastard.” Then I moved around the Norn’s body and walked past him. I walked past them all.

      His words had gotten to me because they were true. The extra energy did feel amazing, but that didn’t mean I wanted it. Plenty of things in life felt great, but if they came at a great cost to others, they just weren’t worth it. The fact that most of the Vaettir took so callously, killed so callously, was really starting to piss me off. Being descended from the gods shouldn’t be a get out of jail free card for immoral deeds. It wasn’t religion, or law. It was the blaring difference between right and wrong, good and evil.

      The Norns deserved justice for their deaths. Marcos would have to wait, but Estus was just begging for cosmic retribution. If I had to be the one to give it to him, then so be it.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric rolled across the sand of the coast, gracefully returning to his feet as the stone sword narrowly missed him. Terminus was deceivingly quick. Each time Alaric recovered from one attack, another was already on its way.

      He saw no method of truly fighting the creature. He had no weapons, and the man was made of oddly fluid stone. All he could do was distract him while Sophie searched for Cúchulainn’s bones. Even if she managed to complete her part of the task, his chances of escape were slim. Now that he was within attack range of Terminus, it would be difficult to escape without getting a sword in the back.

      He briefly considered the nearby ocean. Perhaps Terminus would meet a similar end to the forest beast . . . but he quickly dismissed the idea, then rolled and dodged another attack. The water would likely slow down his movement far more than it would the stone man.

      Soft footsteps raced up behind him in the sand, interrupting his thoughts. He rolled away from another attack, placing himself so he could see whomever had approached while keeping Terminus in his sights.

      Sophie threw a square canvas bundle, roughly two feet wide, into the sand, then turned to fend off her own attackers.

      Alaric rolled away from Terminus once more. Two women shot spouts of glowing energy at Sophie. One woman had golden skin and hair to match, while the other had ebony skin and pure black hair. Their diaphanous clothing sparkled like the fabric was made from stardust. White gems glittered in their long, streaming hair. Sophie narrowly dodged another burst of energy. The women wailed at her like banshees.

      Terminus took another swing at Alaric.

      “What are they!” he shouted to Sophie. He dove out of the way, landing near her discarded parcel.

      “The Zorja!” Sophie screamed. A burst of energy spewed sand in all directions, right where she’d been standing only seconds before. “They are the Morning and Evening Stars,” she panted. “Guardians of the constellations.”

      Alaric dodged another attack, putting himself back to back with Sophie. “When the hell did you learn so much about mythology?” he asked breathily as their attackers circled them.

      “I can read a book!” she shouted. Each of the Zorja attacked her once more. “Now take the bones and get out of here!”

      Alaric glanced at the canvas parcel, then back to Terminus. Their attackers now seemed to be considering their opponents, wondering how best to catch them.

      “I told you to get to the border with the remains,” he growled. “I’ll find a way to meet you.”

      “We’re not both getting out of this alive,” she snapped, slowly spinning along with Alaric to keep their respective opponents in view. “You have more to return to than I, and I will not be responsible for my niece growing up without a father.”

      “I will not leave you,” he argued. It killed him to say it, to sacrifice his chances to be with Madeline. To be there for the birth of his child. Yet he could not allow Sophie to sacrifice herself. He’d protected her for over five hundred years. He wasn’t about to stop now.

      Suddenly their attackers closed in all at once. Sophie and Alaric both managed to dodge the initial attacks, but it was clear they would soon be overcome. Now that they’d been herded together, they each needed to watch for attacks from all three opponents, though the Zorja only seemed to attack in unison.

      Alaric narrowly missed a swing of Terminus’ sword, then Sophie screamed. Alaric back-pedaled to see her lying in the sand, clutching at her chest. One of the Zorja must have hit her with their strange energy.

      He tried to rush toward Sophie, but Terminus spun and attacked with a backward thrust of his blade. Alaric wasn’t fast enough. He was about to die.

      “Enough!” a voice shouted, opposite the direction of the sea.

      Terminus halted his attack, his blade inches from Alaric’s chest. Sophie groaned on the ground in pain, but the Zorja did not attack her again.

      He stepped out of harm’s way, then moved to Sophie’s side.

      All turned toward the source of the voice.

      The Morrigan approached them, moving with halted motions like every step caused her great pain. Her red hair and red dress billowed around her with the coastal breeze, illuminated by the sunlight to make her look like some sort of fire goddess. Her face, though scrunched in pain, showed determination.

      “You are not welcome here,” Terminus stated.

      He took a step toward the Morrigan as the Zorja moved forward to stand at his side.

      Now that their attackers had a new target, Alaric quickly snatched up the bone-filled parcel, then crouched beside his sister. Her eyes were shut and she groaned in pain, but at least she was alive.

      “The earth will not tolerate your presence here,” one of the Zorja stated in a breathy, melodious voice. “Soon it will swallow you whole.”

      “I know,” the Morrigan said through gritted teeth, forcing herself forward step by step. “I have come to atone for my sins.”

      Alaric wrapped an arm around Sophie’s back, under her armpits, then lifted her up to stand beside him. She hung limply, kept aloft only by his hold on her. He began walking a wide circle around Terminus and the Zorja with the parcel under his free arm. Sophie tried to move her feet along with his, but mostly they dragged in the sand.

      Ever so slowly, Alaric and Sophie reached the Morrigan’s side, while Terminus and the Zorja watched on.

      Terminus turned his stony gaze to Alaric. “You have fought well, but we have other matters to attend to. Leave now, and I will allow you to live.”

      Alaric handed the parcel to the Morrigan, then hoisted Sophie up to get a more secure grip on her. She seemed to have lost consciousness. “We all leave together, or not at all,” he replied.

      The Morrigan looked at him in surprise.

      “No offense,” he whispered, “but you’re kind of our ride out of here.”

      She chuckled, then coughed. Globs of mucous and blood spewed out of her mouth to land in the sand. It was like something was attacking her from the inside.

      His eyes widened as she coughed up more blood.

      “The earth is reclaiming her,” the darker of the two Zorja explained. “Soon she will be no more.”

      The Morrigan nodded in agreement. “Yes, I will soon perish. I will not fight my fate, but I will not leave this earth before I have righted my most grievous wrong.”

      She tried to kneel in the sand, but as her knees landed she fell forward, bowed over the parcel. Slowly, she forced herself upright, knees digging into the sand, and undid the bindings on the parcel, revealing a full set of old, yellow bones.

      She placed her hands over the bones, and Alaric suddenly realized what she was doing. He’d seen Madeline do it many times before. She was releasing the soul trapped in the remains.

      “Stop her!” the lighter of the two Zorja shouted.

      All three charged them, but they were too late. The Morrigan suddenly stood, no longer appearing to be in pain. She’d gained energy from the release, just like Madeline could. She motioned with her arm and shot a wave of energy at their attackers, casting them aside effortlessly.

      Alaric looked from their downed attackers to the Morrigan. “We need to get out of here.”

      She smiled. “You do. This is where my story ends. Tell Madeline I am sorry she must bear the same curse as I. My only hope is that she bears it more gracefully.”

      He nodded. “She is purely good, despite the darkness she is capable of.”

      The Morrigan’s expression took on a dreamy quality. She turned her gaze out to the sea. “Thank you for giving me peace,” she muttered, then waved a hand in front of Alaric and Sophie.

      He was overcome once again by that odd feeling of still momentum. Everything began to go gray.

      The last thing he saw was the Morrigan collapsing over the bones of her one-time love, then everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-three

          

        

      

    

    
      We all walked in silence back toward the vehicles. Mikael remained by my side the entire way. No one had attempted to speak to me since I’d called Marcos an evil bastard, and I was glad for it. I wasn’t in the mood to talk.

      Madeline, Mara whispered in my head.

      I shook my head. Whatever it is, we can discuss it later, I mentally replied.

      No, she pleaded, something strange has happened. I feel odd.

      I stopped walking.

      Mikael glanced at me in question.

      “Something’s wrong with Mara,” I explained distantly, focusing my energy on her. Pain riveted me. I was suddenly crushed to the ground.

      “What the hell!” someone yelled from behind us, while Mikael shouted “Madeline!”

      I’d managed to brace myself with my forearms as I fell forward into the dirt, but now something heavy pinned my back. Someone groaned on top of me. There were people on top of me, like they had just fallen from the sky.

      “Madeline?” a voice questioned near my ear.

      My heart stopped. I knew that voice. Tears instantly began streaming from my eyes. “Alaric?” I croaked, barely able to coerce my voice into functioning.

      The weight rolled off me, and I turned over and sat up to find Alaric and Sophie seated less than a foot away. My breath left me as Alaric dove for me and wrapped me up in his embrace. “Please tell me we didn’t hurt you with that landing!” he said frantically.

      Though I’d landed on my stomach, my arms had taken most of the impact. That was as far as my thoughts went. I couldn’t seem to stop crying. “I’m fine,” I sobbed, “but how did you get here?” I pulled away from him enough to see his tear stained face. His perfect dark eyes. And the smile I had missed so much.

      The Morrigan sent them, Mara’s voice echoed in my head. Her voice was filled with joy. She released Cúchulainn from his eternal imprisonment. She atoned for our sins before her body perished. I could sense her shock and awe. She’d destroyed herself because of her guilt, which encompassed many things, but most of all it had been centered around what she’d done to Cúchulainn, the man who’d betrayed her love.

      I wrapped my arms tightly around Alaric as he pulled me into his lap. The numbness of shock still had possession of my body. Alaric felt so real against me, but part of me expected him to disappear. I turned my face up to him, and he buried my lips in a kiss. After a moment he moved from my mouth then showered my face with kisses where my tears had fallen. His tears started anew as he pulled back a few inches to show me the sheer joy in his eyes.

      “Would someone mind explaining to me what the hell just happened?” Alejandro asked.

      I turned my gaze up to him and everyone else gathered around us. I couldn’t help my grin as I replied, “Fate decided to stop being such a bitch, for once.”

      My brief glance at those surrounding us brought my gaze to Sophie, who still sat in the dirt, looking bleary eyed and rejected. The visible skin on her chest was bright red and welted, like it had been severely burned.

      With a grin still plastered on my face, I rolled my eyes at her, and held out an arm. “Get over here, you idiot.”

      She glared at me. “You know I’m not the cuddle puddle type.”

      I continued to hold out my arm and she continued to glare, then she finally moved close enough for me to wrap her in a half hug. Alaric removed one arm from my waist and wrapped it around his sister, trapping her against us.

      Sophie only tolerated the hug for a few seconds, but her responding emotions let me know she’d appreciated the inclusion, even if she’d never admit it.

      Letting go of her as she struggled away, Alaric wrapped his arms back around me. “Mind telling me why we’re sitting in the middle of the woods . . . ” he trailed off as his eyes took in everyone standing around us, lingering on Sivi. “ . . . with such an interesting entourage?” he finished.

      I supposed it would seem interesting to him, since he’d never even met Silver, and the last time he’d seen Sivi was back when we’d all lived in Estus’ Salr.

      “I’ll explain everything,” I assured with a smile, “as long as you tell me all about being back in time with the original Morrigan.”

      “Since you know that,” he began, “I’m assuming Mara is here? She thought it was you summoning her, but then she disappeared before we could ask her more.”

      I bit my lip, trying to figure out how to best explain things. She hadn’t spoken into my mind again since Alaric had arrived, and remained out of sight, but I knew she was probably watching.

      “Madeline,” he said cautiously, knowing my nervous look all too well, “what happened?”

      I glanced away from him. “Well, um . . . ”

      “She turned her into a banshee,” Mikael answered for me.

      I turned back in time to see Alaric’s eyes widen. “How? Why?”

      I shrugged. “It was kind of an accident.”

      He sighed. “Where is she now?”

      At his question, Mara appeared before us, though she was still barely visible in the midday light. She stood silently, but those near her backed away.

      I tensed as Alaric’s uneasy energy hit me, then I remembered something Mara had said right before Alaric had appeared. He’d somehow freed Cúchulainn, her one-time love turned enemy.

      I watched Alaric as he stared at her.

      “Do you feel any different?” he asked her hesitantly.

      “Quite,” she replied with her eyes on me before turning her gaze toward Alaric. “You know you shouldn’t go around changing history,” she chided, then softened her tone to add, “but yes, I feel quite different. I feel . . . free.”

      “So it worked then?” he pressed. “I mean, I saw her release his soul, but we weren’t able to hang around and ask questions.”

      Mara’s transparent lips smiled. “It worked. I have the memory of the entire experience now in my mind. She was me, after all.” She turned her hollow gaze back to me. “I was quite impressed, really. They fought Terminus and the Zorja.”

      “Terminus and the Zor-what?” I asked her, confused.

      “Ancient guardians left over by the gods,” she answered simply.

      “Not to interrupt,” Mikael interrupted as he stepped forward, “but we really should get back to the hotel to plan our attack.”

      I’d been so wrapped up in getting Alaric back I only then realized that everyone else probably didn’t share my excitement, and wanted to get on with the mission. I reluctantly rose from Alaric’s lap. He followed me up, standing close, his shoulder touching mine.

      Mikael stepped in front of Alaric. “It’s good to have you back.”

      “You don’t have to lie,” Alaric replied instantly.

      “I’m not,” was Mikael’s simple reply before turning to walk the rest of the way toward the vehicles.

      We all followed. I didn’t dwell on the odd moment. I had Alaric and Sophie back, and Mara was practically singing with joy in my mind. I had the energy of the Fates within me, and even though the Norn’s death caused me sadness, the idea of fulfilling her wishes lifted me back up. Between Mara and the Fates, I had two pieces of the puzzle. Now I only needed the third. The key. Together we could create a whole new world for my daughter to grow up in. One filled with magic and excitement. Or at least that was my hope. In reality, releasing magic into the world might be a very bad thing, but I had to have faith the Fates wouldn’t steer me wrong.

      Okay, so they had steered me wrong before, but forgive and forget, right? Ri-ight.
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        * * *

      

      Our vehicles were a little crowded with the extra passengers, but everyone managed to fit, sort of. Luckily we didn’t have far to go. Mikael took the driver’s seat again in the SUV we’d arrived in. Aila climbed into the passenger’s seat. Alaric, Sophie, and I took the middle row, while Faas, Tabitha, Alejandro, and Tallie all crammed into the back row, sharing the three seats uncomfortably. It was lucky Tallie and Faas were small, else they never would have fit. Silver took everyone else in the other vehicle they’d arrived in.

      On the drive back I’d filled Alaric and Sophie in on everything they’d missed, including our failed attempt to infiltrate Estus’ Salr.

      “So Sivi is on our side now?” Alaric asked suspiciously as we neared the hotel.

      I nodded. “More out of spite against Estus, than out of a need to help us. He lied to her about Kira being dead. They spent hundreds of years apart because of him.”

      “Can we trust her?” he pressed, still sounding unsure.

      I shrugged. “She saved us that night, so she’s at least useful, and I trust Kira. If Sivi is plotting something, I believe Kira would try to stop her.”

      “So how did their little reunion go?” Alejandro interrupted from behind us.

      I turned around to look at him. “I haven’t had the chance to ask yet. In fact, I haven’t seen Kira at all. It’s been one thing after another since we got back.”

      Faas rolled his eyes. “Yes, you’ve kept us all very busy,” he quipped.

      I smirked. “Hey, no one made you come along for any of it.”

      “Well I couldn’t very well leave you to your own devices,” he replied sarcastically.

      We pulled into the parking lot of the hotel, distracting me from my forthcoming clever retort. We parked, and with Alaric’s hand firmly linked with mine, we all filtered out of the vehicle and into the parking lot. The clouds had moved in to obscure the sun during our drive, making me feel more at home. As a life-long Pacific Northwesterner, I wasn’t used to much sun.

      Alaric and I fell behind while everyone else walked toward the hotel ahead of us.

      “You all seem quite comfortable with each other,” he said softly, leaning his head near my shoulder. “I’m surprised.”

      I shrugged. “I’ve had to rely on everyone a lot since we got here. You can’t help but make a few friends when death lurks behind every doorway.”

      “Hmph,” he replied.

      I tilted my head and raised an eyebrow at him as we neared the front entrance. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but are you jealous?”

      He smiled softly as we entered through the sliding doors. “I didn’t like missing out on that time with you. I’m grateful to everyone for keeping you safe, but at the same time, I wish I could be the only one with that job.”

      I grinned at him. “Don’t worry, you can keep me the safest.”

      He laughed, then we were interrupted by Sophie. She’d reached the end of the lobby near the restaurant entrance, and was now shouting at the hostess. Aila stood at Sophie’s side trying to calm her down.

      Mikael turned away from the scene as we reached him. “It seems Sophie wants food, and she wants it now.”

      I laughed, then rubbed my small baby bump. “I could stand to eat too.”

      Alaric placed his hand over mine on my tummy. “I was hoping for some alone time,” he admitted, “but what baby wants, baby gets.”

      Mikaels took a breath through his teeth. “You two are disgusting,” he muttered, feigning horror at our cuteness.

      Or who knew? Maybe he wasn’t feigning and we really were that disgusting. Either way, he led us toward Sophie and Aila.

      The hostess sighed, then gave in and agreed to seat them in the overly full restaurant.

      We ended up sitting at two little round cafe tables pushed together in the corner of the room. It was somewhere around 4 pm, but we all ordered coffee. I even went for the real stuff. Screw my leftover human instincts. I was Vaettir, and everyone had assured me a little caffeine wouldn’t harm my baby, so I was just going to go for it. Of course, maybe I was more than Vaettir, something else entirely, and that made me question my ability to even have children. I shook my head and focused on the menu in front of me. I wasn’t about to let my mind go there until we were all safe. I had too much to think about as it was.

      Once we all had our coffee, we ordered food. Pancakes for me, and a burger for Alaric. While we waited for our food, Alaric and Sophie regaled us with the story of their adventure. By the time our food arrived I was suffering from a mixture of surprise, and a bit of jealousy. Forest beasts, the original Morrigan, and ancient guardians? It all sounded exciting . . . and terrifying. It also made me feel a bit ill that Alaric had come so close to not making it back to me.

      We all waited in silence as the waitress doled out our plates from her large tray. Once she was gone, I forced myself to take a bite of my pancakes. Everyone at the table silently dug into their food. The pancakes were fluffy and delicious, and sat like cardboard in my stomach.

      “As for tonight,” Mikael announced, drawing everyone’s attention to him. He had an untouched bowl of french onion soup sitting before him. “Most of us will enter the Salr together to attend Estus’ ball. We have deduced that he wants to convince Madeline to help him in some way, but he’s lost his leverage.” He glanced at Alaric and Sophie. “Still, he will likely try to force her into aiding him. Our job is to not give him the chance.”

      Everyone around the table nodded in agreement, including me. I was just fine with passing up a personal meeting with Estus/the key.

      “Faas, Madeline, and Marcos will remain together,” he continued, “as they can feed each other’s powers. This extra display will be needed, as the banshees cannot enter the Salr. Most of our numbers will enter the Salr along with them, though a small force will remain outside with the phantoms.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him in confusion. “You speak as if we have hundreds at our disposal,” I commented, interrupting his speech. We’d gathered quite a few people to our small group, but it was still just that. Small.

      He chuckled. “You did not truly believe we were all just sitting here twiddling our thumbs while you did all of the work, did you?”

      I kept my eyes narrowed, waiting for him to explain.

      “Many of Aislin’s people have joined our cause,” he stated smugly, “and the smaller clans are coming over from Ireland and Norway. They all understand what is at stake, and are willing to fight.”

      My jaw dropped. “So you’re saying we have an army?”

      “A small army, but yes. They will be little help against the key, but will be invaluable against those still loyal to Estus.”

      Faas nodded along with what Mikael was saying. “Many will still have to die.”

      “More power for Madeline,” Mikael stated, his voice void of emotion.

      Many would die, I thought to myself. It had been the plan all along, but it still didn’t sit well. Many had died already.

      Alaric watched me like he knew just what I was thinking. He probably did.

      “We’ll rest until nightfall,” Mikael continued. “Then we shall depart together.” He looked at each individual around the table. “Prepare yourselves well. Tonight we fight for our lives.”

      “And to restore balance,” I added.

      “And for vengeance for those we’ve lost,” Aila chimed in.

      “And for love,” Sophie added, surprising everyone.

      We all raised our coffee mugs into the air, clinking them together, then drank heartily of the most noble of beverages.

      As we lowered our mugs we laughed, relieving some of the tension after the dark discussion. The conversation was light as we finished our meals, paid, and left the restaurant, well-fueled and prepared for the night ahead.
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        * * *

      

      After our meal, we’d all made our way to our rooms to rest. Now that Alaric and Sophie were back, we’d had to switch up the room arrangements just a bit. Tallie and Tabitha bunked up with Faas, Alejandro, and Maya, while Sophie was added to Mikael’s room along with Frode and Aila. She hadn’t been happy with the arrangement, but preferred it to rooming with Maya.

      It had been blatantly obvious that everyone was trying to give Alaric and I a room by ourselves, and I wasn’t about to argue with them. It was actually quite a sweet gesture, and horribly out of character for most of the Vaettir.

      Still, Alaric and I did end up with a room to ourselves, and suddenly everything felt well and right in the world, even though we would soon have an epic standoff with our long time enemy.

      Now we stood in that dark room, all by ourselves. Alejandro had given Alaric some fresh clothing, since they were roughly the same size, but he’d wait to change until after a shower and some rest.

      Speaking of a shower . . .

      We both glanced at the open bathroom door, providing the only light in the room, other than what crept in through the shut curtains. We only had a few hours to rest before it was time to go, but it seemed neither of us was overly concerned with going to sleep.

      Alaric glanced at the bathroom again. “Shall we?”

      “You should probably get some rest,” I sighed.

      He hadn’t slept the entire time he was in the past. I knew he was much better at going without sleep than most, but he still had to sleep sometime.

      He gently laid his hands upon my shoulders. “I haven’t seen you in days. We’re about to go up against Estus and the key. I’m not going to waste these few hours with you on sleep.”

      “But—” I began to argue, only to be cut off by his lips on mine.

      All arguments ceased. He took my hand and led me toward the small bathroom. I’d just taken a shower in there earlier that morning, but I didn’t mind another one. Especially since I had company this time.

      Once in the bathroom, he dropped my hand to slip his into the shower to turn on and adjust the water, then repositioned himself in front of me. He put his hands on my waist, then slowly tugged my shirt up to my ribs.

      With a smile I lifted my arms, and he drew it the rest of the way up over my head, sliding the sleeves off my arms one by one. He let my shirt drop to the floor, his eyes intent on me, even as he began to undo the button of my jeans, snug under my belly. He paused, eyes cast downward as his hands encircled my waist.

      “Did it get bigger?” he asked, excitement in his tone.

      I smiled. “It’s only been a couple days, I don’t think it’s really changed much.”

      He shook his head, still staring down at my belly. “Nope. I’m pretty sure it’s grown.”

      I laughed, then glanced at the running water. “Are we going to shower or not?”

      He nodded, then quickly removed his shirt as I slid off my jeans.

      He frowned at me as I wiggled them down to the floor. “Hey, I wanted to do that.”

      I smirked. “Your going to have to do that when my belly is too big for me to bend over, and I’m wearing those fun maternity jeans with the big elastic waistband.”

      He pulled me close and kissed me, then pulled away enough to whisper, “I can’t wait.”

      The rest of our clothes fell away quickly, then we both stepped into the shower. He focused the stream of water on me, making no move to wash himself.

      I squinted my eyes against the water running down my face as I looked up at him. “You should probably get yourself clean if you hope to get any rest before we leave.”

      He shook his head. “No way. We are staying in this shower for the next hour. No arguments.”

      I laughed. “I knew there had to be some hidden benefit to the endless supply of hot water in large hotels.”

      He nodded and kissed me again. If he could go without sleep, so could I.
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      Alaric and I watched out the window of our hotel room as darkness slowly encased the world like a foreboding cloud. Time was up. The banshees would now be at full power, including Mara. It was finally time to storm the castle. This was our chance to regrow Yggdrasil and take down the key forever. Failure wasn’t an option. Only death for one side or the other.

      “We should go,” Alaric said softly in my ear as his arm encircled my lower back.

      I smiled. “We said that ten minutes ago.”

      A knock on the door drew both our gazes.

      “Damn,” Alaric muttered, then took my hand. We both padded barefoot across the carpet toward the door.

      Alaric had gotten dressed in Alejandro’s clothes. The black jeans fit him perfectly, but the black tee-shirt was a little snug in the shoulders. I’d begrudgingly pulled on leather pants for the umpteenth time since joining the Vaettir. I hated wearing them, but Alaric had made a very good point. We were going somewhere people might try to beat me up. My injuries would be less if the leather took some of the damage instead of my skin. I didn’t mind, however, slipping on a crimson silk blouse. We were going to a ball, after all. I wanted to look nice. Else I just liked the way Alaric looked at me when I wore the blouse. Silly, but true.

      We opened the door to reveal Aila, Mikael, and Sophie. Aila and Mikael were in their normal Viking gear. Mikael carried a long, canvas bundle under one arm. Sophie wore all black, like her brother. I didn’t know where she’d gotten fresh clothes, but I was pretty sure I recognized the top as one of Tabitha’s.

      “Time to go kids, get your shoes,” Mikael teased, glancing down at our bare feet.

      We both sighed, then led the way into our room. The others followed, shutting the door behind them. I searched around for my boots. I found them near the window, retrieved some socks from my nearby suitcase, then sat on the bed beside Alaric to tug them on.

      “Now you remember the plan, correct?” Mikael asked, standing by the foot of the bed looking down at me, the mysterious bundle still under his left arm.

      I nodded. “Waltz in like we own the place and don’t give Estus the chance to make the first move.”

      Mikael smiled. “And what else?”

      I sighed. “Let everyone else protect us from Estus’ people. Our main goal is luring Estus outside.”

      He nodded, then offered me a hand up as I finished putting on my black, low-heeled boots. “It will not be an easy task. He knows about the banshees, and thus will try to remain within the Salr. We must give him no choice but to follow us.”

      “Knowing he’s lost his leverage will help,” Alaric said as he finished lacing up his boots. He stood up beside me and took my hand. “The goal is to make him desperate enough to make a mistake.”

      I nodded. “The key’s energy combined with Estus’ power is terrifying—” I halted what I was about to say as what should have been a blaringly obvious thought struck me. “What if he tries to send us or our people back in time? He’d instantly regain his leverage.”

      Mikael shrugged. “It’s a possibility, but I’d say it’s not a likely one. Time travel takes a great deal of power, power the key will not want to waste when confronted with the banshees, along with the energies of the Morrigan and the Norns.”

      “It’s still a risk though.”

      He shrugged. “Everything is a risk. It doesn’t excuse us from doing what we must.”

      I sighed. “You’re right. I’m just stalling.”

      “But that still leaves us needing to lure him outside,” Alaric added.

      I nodded, then turned back to Mikael.

      He shrugged. “We have the numbers we need, so we’re as prepared as we’re going to get. I was just planning on winging it.”

      “Winging it?” Alaric asked skeptically.

      Mikael nodded, then turned to me with a smile. “From what I’ve observed, that’s how you function best. Though you may not agree, Lady Luck has been on your side. Statistically speaking, your best chance of success is to simply act on your gut instincts.”

      I had to swallow the sudden lump in my throat before I could speak. “You’re placing an awful lot of faith in me.”

      He continued to smile. “Madeline, if there’s one thing you’ve taught me in our time together, it’s that you must always have faith in your friends.”

      I let out a long breath, then answered, “If you say so.”

      “Don’t look so glum,” he chided. “I bought everyone new weapons.”

      Aila’s face lit up at the news.

      Mikael placed the bundle he’d been holding on the foot of the bed and unrolled it. Inside were two big-ass swords in leather sheaths, a one-sided axe, too big to be a hatchet, but still shorter than the swords, and a whole bunch of sheathed knives of varying sizes.

      I stroked my finger down the handle of the ax. It seemed to be made of smooth bone or ivory. The blade was a dark metal, ancient, but finely honed. “I recognize this,” I muttered, then the lightbulb came on in my head. I turned my gaze to Mikael. “This is the axe you brought back from the past.”

      When we’d gone back to Viking times to meet Mikael’s long-dead wife, Erykah, he’d brought the ax back with him. I’d never gotten a true explanation, and this was the first time I’d seen the weapon since then.

      “It was my father’s,” he explained distantly.

      Sophie let out an abrupt laugh.

      We all looked at her.

      She blushed. “Sorry, it’s just odd thinking about the ancient Viking’s father.” She turned her dark gaze to him. “No offense, but I can’t really imagine you as a child with parents.”

      Aila rolled her eyes. “Everyone has parents.”

      I looked down at the floor, hoping no one would realize Aila’s faux pas.

      “Except Madeline,” she added awkwardly, pointing out her own mistake before anyone else could.

      I blushed. I hadn’t fully discussed our theories with Alaric since his return.

      He and Sophie both stared at me.

      “Yeah,” I muttered, then forced my gaze up to them. “We’re not sure if I was really born, or somehow created, like the Morrigan and the Norns.”

      They both gasped.

      A million silly thoughts rushed through my mind. Would Alaric view me differently now, knowing I wasn’t like him? Would he worry that our daughter wouldn’t quite be Vaettir either? I should have trusted him to accept me for exactly what I was, or what I might be, but I was finding it difficult, which explained why I’d neglected to tell him.

      Taking in my unsure expression, Alaric stepped forward and reached his hand out, gently lifting my chin so I’d meet his gaze. “Madeline,” he said patiently, “I’ve always known you were special, and we’ve been questioning your lineage for some time. This changes nothing. Do you think of Mara as less of a person because of how she was created?”

      I frowned, then answered honestly, “Not in the slightest.”

      He smiled. “Then give me a little bit of credit here. I don’t care where you came from. I’m just grateful you exist.”

      Sophie started making exaggerated retching noises.

      I briefly considered stabbing her with one of the knives.

      With a laugh, Alaric pulled me into a half hug and we all turned our attention back to the weapons.

      “As I was saying,” Mikael continued, making it clear in his tone that he was dealing with a bunch of children, “I’ve purchased everyone new weapons. We’ll keep the larger ones wrapped up until we leave the hotel, but the knives can be donned now.”

      “I still have the two blades you gave me when we first landed,” I commented, “so I’m good.”

      Mikael rolled his eyes at me, then picked up two of the smaller knives. They were in sheaths of thick, black nylon, with adjustable loops at either end. “Hold out your arms,” he commanded.

      With a sigh, I did as I was asked, and he slipped a sheath on each of my wrists, securing them so they wouldn’t slip around.

      Meanwhile everyone put on their own knives. Some went on ankles, or around the waist underneath shirts.

      With my wrist sheaths secured, I turned to watch Alaric as he donned his own wrist blades. “I feel like if we’re to the point of needing all of these blades, we’re as good as dead.”

      “They may try taking our weapons when we enter the Salr,” Alaric explained. “The more we hide, the more likely they will be overlooked. Plus, a blade an enemy doesn’t know about is always better than one they can see.”

      My mouth formed an oh of understanding. When it came to matters of war and weaponry, I really needed to learn to stop asking questions and just let the professionals work.

      Once everyone was done securing their blades, Mikael wrapped up the few larger weapons. We all donned coats. My short black jacket barely covered the wrist sheaths, but since they were black too, they blended fairly well.

      We were officially ready. All we needed to do was drive to the Salr’s entrance, and pray we made it out alive.

      We all stared at each other for a moment.

      I felt like my heart was about to pop. We were really doing this. We were going to face the key and attempt to regrow Yggdrasil. We were going to reopen a highway straight to the old gods and other realms.

      I took a deep breath. “Let’s go.”

      Alaric took my hand and gave it a squeeze, then Sophie, Mikael, and Aila turned to exit the room. I paused, my hand still in Alaric’s, to retrieve my purse from the floor. It contained the larger blades to be worn at my hips, my fake ID and passport, some chapstick, and that was it. To say I felt underprepared was a monumental understatement. I couldn’t do this. I couldn’t face down an entire clan led by the key in Estus form. There was no way I could do this.

      I sucked in a breath and held it, waiting a few seconds to let it out. I had to do this.

      I’d been through a lot of terrifying experiences over the past few months, but I’d never been as scared as I was in that moment. This was the end. No more running. No more plotting.

      Alaric, seeming to sense my unease, pulled me into a tight hug. “I love you,” he whispered against my loose hair. “And I believe in you. I’ve never believed in anything more in my entire life.”

      I pulled away from him with a soft smile. “You always seem to know what I’m thinking.”

      He chuckled. “You’re an empath. I have to at least be a bit perceptive to stand any chance of leveling the playing field.”

      He took my hand once more and led me out of the open door and into the hall where the others waited patiently. As the door shut, I heard the click that confirmed it had locked behind us. Faas, Marcos, and Silver had joined our group. Faas was dressed like Aila and Mikael in Viking garb, while Marcos wore his usual black, and Silver what I’d come to think of as his usual white.

      The eight of us would be riding together, and would protect each other throughout the night. Everyone was divided into units like that, ensuring someone always had someone else to watch their back. Those who would wait above-ground with the banshees were divided in a similar way, groups of six to eight.

      With just a brief nod of acknowledgement to me, Silver led the way down the hall toward the elevator. We all followed his slender back silently.

      The ride down in the elevator was spent in silence. Was everyone as nervous as I, or were they just conceiving battle strategies in their minds? I was betting on the latter. Many of them had gone to war before.

      My only source of comfort was Alaric at my side, though part of me almost wished he’d remained in the past until after the battle. It would have been nice if he could have remained relatively safe until it was all over, then I could have used Yggdrasil to retrieve him. As it was, I was terrified something would happen to him and I wouldn’t be able to stop it.

      My thinking wasn’t fair though. I knew he held the same fears for me, and he was pushing forward. He deserved a chance to fight for a better world for his daughter just as much as I did. We were in this together, to the bitter end.

      More of our people were already waiting in the lobby as we arrived. The other hotel guests and staff cast us odd looks. No one’s weapons were visible, and most looked like fairly normal humans, but a large silent group, most dressed in leather, would stand out anywhere.

      Alaric and I led our group in continued silence toward the front exit. We entered a surprisingly crowded parking lot.

      A whole fleet of black SUVs were lined up to transport us to our destination. No wonder the hotel staff had been eyeing us. They probably thought we were a celebrity entourage, or members of the secret service. Else maybe they had all decided that the Men in Black were real, and we were all going out to hunt aliens. It was a more likely scenario than the truth. A truth they would eventually find out if we were successful.

      We approached the nearest SUV. This time Aila took the driver’s seat, with Sophie in the front passenger’s seat. I ended up sandwiched between Mikael and Alaric in the middle row, with Faas, Marcos, and Silver sitting behind us.

      Aila started the engine and found her place in the line of SUVs as they exited the parking lot. Soon we were on the highway, and all was silent in the vehicle’s dark interior. I watched as the frequently passing headlights lit up Alaric’s face one after another. The people within the vehicles were all on their way to have nice normal nights. Family dinners. First dates. You name it. Or who knew? Maybe some of them were serial killers searching for prey, or men and women on their way to the airport to fly off to a human war zone.

      I closed my eyes and took a deep breath, forcing away my dark thoughts. Alaric leaned over and kissed me on my cheek, but remained silent. We all did. Our planning was done. All we could do now was act.

      Our drive didn’t take long. We were going to an entrance I’d never been to. Aila slowed the SUV as we exited off the highway. We took a right, then continued on down the dark, one lane street. No lights of homes or businesses lit our way, which was for the best. Didn’t want the humans getting in the way of the phantom army.

      We pulled off onto another dark street that soon turned into a bumpy, dark road. We were in the middle of bumfuck nowhere, where no one would hear us scream.

      The SUV bounced for several more minutes. It was almost bright outside with so many pairs of headlights, but farther off the land was encased in inky blackness, save the now distant lights of the highway. Another turnoff into a more wooded area, a few more minutes of driving, then one by one the SUVs came to a halt.

      We all spilled out into the darkness, accompanied by the sound of the doors opening and shutting on roughly fifteen other vehicles. As soon as my feet hit the ground, a cool wind blew the hair back from my face. The banshees. They were ready for war.

      Mara’s presence sent a minute shiver through my brain. She was pissed off. She wanted to go into the Salr with me, but would have to remain outside with the others. I didn’t blame her for being upset. I wanted her to come too.

      I took a moment to retrieve the blades from my purse, fastening the sheaths at either side of my belt before throwing the purse back into the SUV. My ID’s and chapstick wouldn’t be needed.

      Once everyone was out in the open, I shut the SUV door and thought of the banshees again, focusing my energy on them. Marcos came to stand by my side, then took my hand. I flinched, still as uncomfortable with his touch as ever, then slowly relaxed.

      His energy joined mine, and fed into the banshees, which in turn fed their own brand of power back into us. It was like a perfect symbiosis. We all fed off each other, but gained just as much, if not more, in return.

      Many among our large group gasped as the banshees began to take shape before us, followed by the other phantoms. I could feel the fear of our people like a cloying perfume on the back of my tongue. All we’d needed to make them join us was our shared hatred for Estus, but it was fear of my phantoms that would keep them in line after the fact.

      I turned my focus away from the banshees as more headlights illuminated the small backroad. I glanced at Mikael in question, who nodded, letting me know those headed our way were more of our new recruits. Including those around us, there had to be over one hundred.

      I shivered, and it had nothing to do with the banshees, or Marcos still holding my hand. There were so many new Vaettir. Who knew if we could trust them?

      Mara’s voice echoed through my mind. They will not move against you. Their need for freedom from Estus is too great. Her voice paused in thought for a moment, then she added, Once he is dead, you will need to reconsider their allegiance.

      Well that was comforting. I’d have to think about it later though, after we all survived. As long as they would fight for us tonight, then I didn’t need to worry about them, and beyond everything else, I trusted Mikael’s judgement. He would not have brought them here if he thought mutiny likely.

      I turned my attention back to the banshees. They were now at full power, and knew their orders. They would slay any who moved against our people outside of the Salr, but their primary focus was Estus. The moment that little rat emerged, they would spring the trap.

      I dropped Marcos’ hand without a word as Alaric and Sophie came to stand on either side of me.

      “Are you ready?” Alaric asked.

      I wanted to say no, not at all, but what came out was, “Ready as I’ll ever be.”

      With that, around fifty of us moved forward, guided toward the Salr’s entrance by Mikael, leaving our extra people behind with the banshees. Out of the kitchen, and into the fire, as it were.
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      It was a ten minute walk to the Salr’s entrance, and we saw no sign of Estus’ people along the way. The night was quiet and still around us. Alaric and Sophie didn’t smell nor hear anything unusual, nor did Faas sense anything. There was no trap waiting outside. Imagine that.

      The entrance was similar to Mikael’s Salr in Norway, disguised as a massive tree. At a touch from Faas, the doorway shimmered into existence, revealing a stairway down into the earth. Down into a Salr I’d already visited far too many times for my liking. Hopefully the third time would be a charm, because the first and second had ended in torture and near death, respectively.

      Frode and Alejandro had joined us to lead the way into the Salr. Followed by Mikael and Aila, then Sophie and Alaric. Next came Faas, Marcos and I, with me in the middle. Then everyone else slowly filtered in.

      Soon I realized why this particular entrance had been chosen by our people for our arrival. It opened up into a room connected to the large throne room. We could come in as an organized group, not risking the first to enter being picked off while they waited for everyone else.

      I stopped dead as we entered the throne room. Previously barren stone walls were decked out with massive tapestries, their gold and silver thread glinting in the light of hundreds of candles. Banquet tables lined the room, their surfaces entirely covered with fancy food and casks of what I assumed was wine.

      The crazy bastard really was throwing an inauguration ball, and here we were dressed for battle.

      I glanced around as everyone gathered near us, but saw no sign of Estus. I saw no sign of anyone, for that matter. Maybe we were early.

      Just as I was about to open my mouth and ask what we should do, movement caught my eye. The far side of the room to our left opened into a main hall. Though moments before it had been empty, the hall now slowly filled with people. A few I vaguely recognized, but most were strangers to me.

      Their outfits matched the setting, with the men in antiquated tuxes, and the women in shimmering ballgowns. They didn’t seem prepared for a fight, but with the Vaettir, looks can be deceiving. They formed a long procession, filtering into the room to stand opposite our large group.

      At the end of the procession was Estus. He stepped into the room, his head held high, not looking at anyone. He wore his usual dark loose clothing, with his long silver braid trailing on the stone floor behind him. He walked forward, cutting a perfect line between his people, and mine.

      My palms began to sweat as I waited to see what he would do, but he still wasn’t looking at any of us. Instead, he approached an ornate wooden throne on the dais in the back of the room. There had never been a throne there before. I wondered if it was Estus’ idea, or the key’s.

      He turned and sat delicately upon the throne, then looked past everyone else to smile pleasantly at me. “Welcome home, Madeline,” he purred.

      His polite words filled me with sudden rage. I stepped forward, flanked by Marcos and Faas. I looked directly into Estus’ eyes and knew for a fact that one of us would die that night. If it was in my power to kill him, I would. If I was given a choice to either be used by him, or die, then I would do my best to take him down with me, but I would be used no more.

      “Let’s end this,” I stated simply, raising my voice loud enough for everyone in the room to hear.

      Estus/the key cocked his head. “Now Madeline, what about my leverage? Surely you haven’t given up on your love so easily.”

      I held in my nervous laughter. He didn’t know that we’d gotten Alaric and Sophie back. He wasn’t all-seeing after all. The pair in question stepped forward out of the crowd.

      A slight twitch of Estus’ eye was the only hint of his surprise. His mouth formed a tight, angry line. He returned his cold gaze to me. “I see I have underestimated you. How irritating. What of the Morrigan?”

      “What of the key?” I asked in reply. “Or is that who’s speaking right now?”

      His sudden grin was one of the most frightening things I’d ever seen. “I truly have underestimated you. It was never fair that the Norns and the Morrigan were given living forms and not I. I have simply remedied that injustice.”

      My entire body felt abuzz with nervous energy. Was I really speaking to the key? I’d had it in my mind before, so I knew it was sentient. I knew it was capable of anger and surprise. Yet the abomination before us seemed almost . . . human. Just like Mara.

      I spared a second to glance at his waiting followers. They all stared forward at us with dead fish eyes. I hadn’t noticed their lifeless gazes before, but something was very wrong.

      “He’s done something to them,” Faas whispered in my ear. “I cannot see anyone’s energy.”

      Estus/the key chuckled, drawing my attention back to him. “I could not have you stealing any more of my people away. I’ll need them before the night is through. Now come to me, Madeline,” he demanded.

      He lifted a hand and I was overcome with a tugging sensation. I took a staggering step forward. Both Marcos and Faas were quick to grab hold of me, having stood witness the last time this particular form of magic was used.

      I felt a wave of scalding anger behind me, then Alaric and Mikael stepped past us to face Estus, weapons in hand.

      “Get them,” Mikael commanded, pointing his axe in the direction of Estus’ people.

      “Wait,” Estus snapped, suddenly releasing his hold over me. “Madeline must hear my proposal before any action is taken. This is a celebration, not a standoff.”

      “He’s completely out of his mind,” Faas muttered, gazing at Estus. His grip tightened on my arm.

      Between that and Marcos’ firm grip on my other arm, I felt utterly useless.

      I pulled away from them both and stepped forward of my own volition. I glared at Estus sitting primly upon his throne. “Speak your words quickly,” I demanded. “We haven’t got all night.”

      He stood, and all the energy in the room shifted. It wasn’t something that could be seen, but even those who couldn’t sense energy probably felt it. It was like the pressure before a storm broke, when the earth was dry and cracked, the sun beating down, but you knew any moment the clouds would move in and a torrential downfall would be released.

      “I’d rather not speak in front of an audience,” Estus said dryly. “But I can assure you, you’ll want to hear what I have to say if you hope to survive after Yggdrasil is regrown.”

      Several of our people gasped around us. For them, rumors about regrowing the World Tree just became reality.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      He smirked, then moved to close some of the distance between us. I noticed with a start that his feet were no longer touching the ground. He was moving on waves of the key’s power.

      “You truly believe the old gods will let you live?” he laughed. “You are an abomination Madeline, just like me. They will kill us both.”

      My first thought was that if we regrew Yggdrasil, the key would already be as good as dead, but I didn’t say it out loud.

      “You’re lying,” Faas accused from beside me.

      Estus chuckled, keeping his gaze on me. “Ask the necromancer if you don’t believe me.”

      Everyone shifted nervously around us.

      I turned my gaze to Marcos.

      He did his odd little bit of tilting his head to the side, like he was directly listening to Hecate. “It is a possibility that some will want you dead. Others will not see you as a threat.”

      “I have a way to ensure the old gods cannot touch us,” Estus said, drawing my eyes back to him.

      Mikael let out a growl of annoyance. “We tire of your games. Spit out what you have to say and let us get on with this.”

      “I want to grow a new kind of tree,” he explained, his eyes never leaving my face. “Instead of reaching into the heavens, we’ll reach into the underworld. Instead of connecting with the old gods, we’ll embrace the dead. I sense the power of death within you, growing every day. Together we will be more powerful than ever before.”

      “Yeah, no thanks,” I answered. “I think I’m going to go with my plan.” I resisted the urge to place my hand on my belly. What would happen to my child if such a fate came to pass?

      He sighed. “This would have been so much easier if I didn’t have to force you.” He glanced at his waiting people. “But alas, everyone has come for a ball.” His eyes flicked back to me. “We wouldn’t want to spoil it for them with bloodshed.”

      If we weren’t going to fight, then what the hell were we doing here? I needed to get him outside so we could end this.

      He grinned as he met my eyes, almost as if he’d read my thoughts. I half-expected him to comment, but he didn’t. If I ran now, would he follow me? I desperately wanted to go back outside where the banshees could protect us all.

      I took a shaky breath and mustered my courage. “Are we going to duke it out or what?”

      He tsked at me. “You really are a troublesome girl. If you don’t want to play nice, I’ll give you some motivation. My people are stationed all over the country, ready to march on the humans. All it will take is a single thought from me, and they will begin the attack. Play nice, and perhaps you and I can eliminate the need for unnecessary bloodshed. With our powers combined, we will have full control over all.”

      “You’re lying,” I countered. “You haven’t had enough time to set that up.”

      “Am I?” he asked with a wry grin. “Would you care to test that theory?”

      I would have liked to say yes, but I wasn’t sure. I glanced at Mikael. He’d had more dealings with the key than I.

      “Many of Aislin’s smaller clans have gone missing,” he explained softly. “If they are not dead, it’s possible they have been recruited to this scheme. There would not be enough to take over the country, not by a long shot, but they could cause a great deal of death and chaos.”

      I frowned. “Or they might just be dead.”

      “Are we celebrating, or not!” Estus called out, interrupting us.

      “Sure,” I replied.

      I wasn’t willing to risk the slim chance that Estus might attack humanity, and playing along might benefit us in the long run. We needed to figure out a way to lure Estus outside. This would buy us time.

      “Excellent,” he replied, then began to chant.

      I didn’t recognize anything he was saying, but I recognized the building power in the room. Suddenly Alaric had a hold of my arm and was dragging me toward the exit.

      “He’s going to transport us!” he shouted. “This is what happened when he sent us back before!”

      The sudden panic of those around us made me weak in the knees.

      Sophie, who’d obviously jumped to conclusions as quickly as Alaric, came barreling back out of the room we’d entered through. “The way is sealed!” she shouted. “Attack!”

      The bodies around us erupted into motion. They all charged toward Estus, just as Estus’ people moved to cut them off.

      Alaric pulled me against him as a tugging sensation overcame my body. We were too late. We hadn’t expected him to use the energy to transport us, and we’d been wrong. I held on tightly to Alaric as everything went black. No matter where we went, I wasn’t losing him again.

      I clenched my eyes shut and we both suddenly became weightless. We were floating in empty space. I almost thought Estus was going to leave us there, then my boots touched down on soft sand. A cool ocean breeze gently pulled my hair away from my face. I huddled in the circle of Alaric’s arms, with my face turned to the side against his chest.

      “This cannot be.” I recognized Faas’ voice. We weren’t the only ones who’d been transported.

      I opened my eyes, but maintained a tight grip on Alaric.

      We were on a desolate beach. A beach I recognized. I pulled away slightly to glance over my shoulder to where Yggdrasil once stood. I remembered touching the tree and stealing its energy like it was yesterday.

      Large bonfires dotted the beach, illuminating everything.

      Around us stood Mikael, Faas, Marcos, and Aila. Faas and Aila both held on tightly to Mikael’s arms. I had a feeling they’d deduced that he’d be transported, and had clung on for the ride. I wasn’t sure why Marcos was brought along, as he stood on his own. Everyone else had either been left behind, or transported somewhere else.

      A scream cut through the night air, and we all turned to find Estus, holding on to Sophie with one arm wrapped around her waist. The hilt of a blade stuck out from her ribs. The light of a nearby fire showed her black clothing growing even darker with blood.

      “Sophie,” Alaric gasped, then began to pull away from me.

      “I wouldn’t do that, if I were you,” Estus chided, his pale eyes on Alaric. “Madeline’s power is death. The only chance she stands of defeating me is to gather more energy.”

      Sophie slumped to the ground as Estus released her. I could feel her life slowly draining away. It called out to me.

      Before any of us could react, Estus lifted a hand and Aila collapsed to the ground, screaming in agony. Her hands lifted to the side of her head as she doubled over. He flicked his wrist, and her body jerked to the side, ending with a horrible cracking sound. She went still, then slumped forward into the sand.

      Mikael screamed in rage beside her. Drawing his axe from his belt with a feral growl, he rushed toward Estus. Alaric hesitated beside me, as if unsure whether to remain by my side, or to check on Sophie.

      Estus held up a hand and Mikael suddenly halted. Mikael’s rage and pain over losing Aila were almost overwhelming. She had been by his side for hundreds of years. He took an agonizing step forward, pushing through the key’s magic.

      The power coming from Estus’ body was staggering, but Mikael managed yet another step.

      “I will kill him,” Estus said, his focus all on me. “Then I will kill Alaric and the rest. Feed from the lives of the women. Use your friends’ sacrifices to defeat me. It is the only way to save the rest of them.”

      Faas stood near me with tears running down his face. “He’s trying to align your powers,” he breathed. “He’s wants to make you the death that he needs, so that he can grow the tree of his choosing.”

      I looked to Alaric, who appeared completely at a loss. Fresh tears clung to the rims of his eyes.

      I turned back to Estus. He’d left me with no choices. If I stole the remaining energy from Sophie and Aila, I might be able to defeat him. To regrow Yggdrasil as it was meant to be. We were at war, and there were casualties in war. Death to the few to benefit the many.

      “No,” I growled.

      Estus raised an eyebrow at me. Mikael was still struggling toward him. He flicked his wrist and blood blossomed at Mikael’s throat, almost like Estus had thrown a knife at him, though no blade could be seen. Still, Mikael struggled forward as blood dripped down, soaking his shirt. His face held fury while his red hair blew wildly in the breeze, making him appear like some sort of vengeful god.

      “Soon he will be weakened,” Estus explained, seeming slightly annoyed that Mikael was still standing. “Surely with his energy you could defeat me. Use your necromancer to aid you, if you wish.”

      Marcos stood off to the side like a dark shadow. Offering neither help, nor resistance.

      I turned back to Estus. “No,” I growled again.

      “No?” he questioned with a cruel smile. “Then you shall have me kill them all? Alaric is next.”

      Alaric suddenly collapsed like Aila had. His pain-filled face looked up toward mine. “Don’t do it,” he said through gritted teeth. “Don’t give him what he wants.”

      “If you defeat him with death, then you will grow what he wants to grow,” Faas said calmly from behind me. I felt his pain as Estus attacked him next.

      “No!” I shouted, rage and agony taking over my mind. I would not be what he wanted me to be. I would not plunge the world into darkness. We were all better off dead.

      I began marching toward Estus.

      “You are too weak to harm me,” he said, watching my approach. He turned his attention back to Alaric and Faas.

      They both screamed out in pain.

      I continued to approach, with only my power, and the power of the fates within me.

      “I’ve seen great evils in this world,” I muttered, bringing Estus’ attention back to me. “I’ve seen death, pain, and injustice. I’ve seen plenty of things that could turn a woman toward darkness.”

      He released his invisible hold on Faas and Alaric as I continued toward him. I prayed they were alright. This had to end. Right here. The death of a few to save the many.

      “But I’ve also seen love,” I continued. “I’ve seen love persuade a man to turn his back on vengeance. I’ve seen love creating families for those who long ago gave up on the idea.”

      Estus/the key watched me, confused.

      I smiled. “Love has given me more strength and bravery than fear and pain ever did. Love is what makes us face our fears. Love shines light into the darkness. Love is the glue that holds fate and life together.”

      “What are you babbling about?” Estus asked snarkily, though his voice quavered. Good.

      “Love is more powerful than chaos,” I continued. “It’s more powerful than death. I may be death itself. I may be capable of darkness. But my love will always shine more brightly.”

      I took a few more steps forward, putting us face to face.

      I hugged him, and he was too stunned to react. Yggdrasil required the energies of fate, chaos, and all that the Morrigan had embodied to be reborn. She might not have been with me, but I had that energy too.

      “If you regrow Yggdrasil this way, we’ll both die!” Estus shouted into my ear.

      I continued to hug him as I opened up my connection to the earth. I could feel the energy of the ocean pounding in my skull. I could feel the lives slowly leaking out of my loved ones around me.

      This was the right thing to do. My child and I would become part of Yggdrasil, along with the key. The lives of the few to save the many.

      Power swept over us as Estus/the key began to cry in my arms. Chaos is love too, I thought. It’s love and hate, life and death. We’re the same, I realized.

      That was something I had to accept long ago, a voice echoed in my mind. Mara’s voice.

      As I thought of Mara, she was suddenly there. She pushed her phantom form between Estus and I, forcing me away as she embraced him.

      Suddenly knowing what to do, I pressed my hands against her back, pushing all of my energy forth. I released the energy of the Norn into them both. As the last bits of power left me, I was thrown back into the sand like I’d been hit with a turbulent gust of wind. The forms of Mara and Estus lit up in a golden ray of light. It shot up into the sky, and down into the sand.

      I tried to sit up, but the power of it forced me flat onto my back. All I could do was watch as the golden branches of a tree formed. They stretched up endlessly while the light at the center of the tree increased. Mara and Estus could no longer be seen.

      I laid in the sand and sobbed like a baby. Mara had sacrificed her soul to save me. She’d been hated in life. Feared. Now she’d sacrificed everything to save the race she’d once despised. To save us all.

      I stared up at the golden light as it wove its way through the sky like tiny veins in a giant leaf. The sand beneath my back grew warm, and suddenly I realized why. It was lit up with that same golden light. The roots of the World Tree were taking hold.

      Suddenly there was a presence above my head, then hands gripped beneath my armpits to pull me backwards. Soon I was nestled in someone’s lap, with my head against a muscular chest. Alaric turned my face enough to kiss me, encasing us in his dark hair.

      I felt another presence at our side, and pulled away to see Sophie. Her wound was gone. She sat in the sand beside us, staring up at the glowing tree.

      Next came Mikael, then Faas and Aila, all uninjured.

      I stared back up at the tree, surrounded by my family, and smiled despite my sadness. This is what Mara and the Norns had wanted. How things were supposed to be.

      The air grew chilly. I sensed the banshees at our backs. Though Mara was gone, they were still here. Still ready to serve me.

      It’s pretty, one of their voices sounded in my mind, speaking of the tree.

      I had to agree with her. It was a miraculous sight. The golden branches reaching up into the sky would bring the old gods down upon us. Wild magics would be released into the world, and we had no idea what that might mean for any of us.

      There would be many consequences to come, but for now, we had won.

      “You’re free now,” I said out loud, speaking to the banshees. “Your task is done, I release you.”

      Alaric watched me, his face close to mine, but didn’t comment.

      You must return us to the earth, one of the banshees replied.

      No, I thought back. It’s time for you to let go. Your true Phantom Queen is now free. So too are you.

      A flurry of confusion raced through my mind, then excitement. The banshees had waited a very long time to be free. It was probably a bad move to give up my best weapon, but I knew what it felt to be used for the goals of others. I wouldn’t be anything like Estus or the key.

      I relaxed against Alaric. We’d still have to deal with the old gods, but we’d do it just like we’d done everything else.

      Together.
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      Three Months Later

      

      “You need to eat more,” Faas chided, shoving another piece of buttered toast near my face from his seat next to me at the table.

      I snatched the toast from him with a glare and placed it on my plate, just as Alaric added another heaping scoop of scrambled eggs from my other side.

      I sat back in my chair and pouted. “You guys are going to make me fat.”

      Mikael smiled at me from the other side of the table. “You need to eat more if little Erykah is going to grow up to be a proper Viking.”

      I rolled my eyes at him, then placed a hand on my rapidly growing belly. Little Erykah, named after the woman who’d lost her life to the key, and who’d helped me learn how to defeat it, was currently jabbing my bladder.

      Still, I smiled through the discomfort, overjoyed that she’d be born into a brave new world of our creation.

      Three months had passed since we’d regrown Yggdrasil, and things were slowly beginning to change. Though we were yet to see signs of the old gods, we had little doubt they’d be coming. Strange magical occurrences were popping up all over the world. The humans still weren’t aware of the cause. Many now believed the apocalypse was coming, and an alien invasion was heavy on conspiracy theorist minds.

      It was all building toward something. We weren’t sure what, but as long as it wasn’t the key returning to destroy us all, we could handle it.

      Mikael and I had gone ahead with our plan to rule as Co-Doyens. After the tree had been regrown, we’d realized that Estus had just transported us to a different place, not a different time.

      It had taken us a few days, but we’d eventually made it back to the Salr in Washington to find it wasn’t there. None of the Salr were. At first we’d been horrified that those within had disappeared along with the magical structure, but eventually we found them under the care of Silver. He’d had faith Mikael would return, and thus found residences for everyone using a huge chunk of the money Mikael had amassed over his long life. Mikael had been a little pissed, but was also glad his people were safe.

      Since then we’d done the best we could to get everyone settled into life outside of the Salr. It was difficult to assimilate into human life when most of the Vaettir had no forms of ID, and little knowledge of modern technology, but we managed.

      Estus/the key had lied when he said his people were all ready to assault humanity. A last ditch effort to get me to cooperate. I was glad, because if the Vaettir had started attacking humans, we’d be worrying about a lot more right now than making sure everyone had a place to stay.

      For now, the humans were safe. The rest of us were preparing for the worst, while enjoying our freedom. The key’s warning still hung heavy on my mind. Would the old gods want to kill me for being an abomination? We still didn’t really know what I actually was, not really. Maybe if they didn’t jump right to killing us, the old gods could answer some questions.

      I would have liked to ask Marcos what Hecate thought, but he’d disappeared while we’d all been in awe of the newly grown tree. No one had seen him since, but I had little doubt he’d be popping up eventually. Whether he’d be popping up as friend or foe was anyone’s guess. He’d claimed Hecate wanted to regrow Yggdrasil, but hadn’t divulged why. I wasn’t sure I really wanted to know.

      For the time being, I was just going to enjoy my life with my odd little family. Erykah would be born into an environment filled with love, and would learn how to be a tough little spitfire from her aunties Sophie and Aila. Her uncle Mikael would probably try to teach her how to fight and drink whiskey, but I’d do my best to hold him off until she was a bit older. Uncle Faas would be there to make sure she got proper nutrition, if nothing else.

      I leaned my head against Alaric’s shoulder and smiled, watching my family chat and eat, then Kira and Sivi walked into the room hand in hand.

      Sivi was a different woman since getting her sister back. She’d lost her motivation to destroy to all humans, given that motivation had sprung from the death of her sister, which was a lie. She still scared the living bejeezus out of me, but as long as she wasn’t killing anyone, I was happy to have her and Kira around.

      I lifted my head from Alaric’s shoulder and sipped my coffee. Sophie and Aila returned to the dining room with a fresh pot of coffee, chatting in cheerful tones neither of them ever directed at anyone besides each other.

      I laughed to myself. Life was strange, but I wouldn’t have it any other way. I might have spent most of my life without a family, but I had one now, and that was all that mattered.

      Now one might ask, “Since when does death get a happy ending?”

      The answer to that is quite simple.

      Since death grew a heart.
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      My eyes were glued to the television screen as I sipped my morning coffee, then rested the warm mug on top of my sweater-clad pregnant belly. I’d guiltily given in to the concept that since I was Vaettir, I could have all the coffee I wanted during pregnancy. Alaric sat beside me, dressed in a black tee-shirt and jeans, as enraptured with the news as I.

      It had been two full months since I’d regrown Yggdrasil, the World Tree, and we still didn’t know what to expect next.

      The reporter on screen glanced at the destroyed building behind her. It had been completely overtaken by nature, which wasn’t an odd occurrence, except that it had happened in the middle of the night, in downtown San Francisco.

      This was only the latest in a slew of strange happenings since Yggdrasil had started leaking magic into the earth. Unfortunately, the humans had no idea why such strange things were happening. The most common theory was the apocalypse, though many others existed: aliens, bio-warfare, contamination from nuclear power plants . . . the list went on and on. There were even a few individuals who’d guessed correctly, that the old gods were preparing to return, making myth reality.

      Now, we hadn’t actually seen any gods yet, but we were pretty sure they were still coming, and we had no idea what we’d do when they did. Not long after we’d regrown Yggdrasil, I’d released the banshees from service. Part of me had wanted to keep them, but it wasn’t fair to the tortured souls. Now that the gods’ return seemed imminent, it would have been nice to have the extra protection, but I’d just have to rely on the Vaettir alone.

      Alaric took my free hand and gave it a squeeze, drawing my attention away from the television as it flashed on more strange scenes.

      I met his dark eyes, framed by his long black hair cascading down his chest. “I wish the old gods would hurry up and appear,” I sighed. “I’d like to know whether or not they intend to kill me.”

      He took my coffee cup from my hand and set it on the low table in front of the couch, then grasped both my hands in his. “Whatever they intend, we’ll be prepared.”

      I frowned, glancing around at the rest of the cozy living room, anything to not meet his eyes, lest he detect the fear lurking within my heart.

      “I don’t think the gods will have any issues reaching us in a simple house near the forest,” my frown deepened, “no matter how many Vaettir stand in their way.”

      We’d moved shop not long after Yggdrasil had been regrown to be closer to it. While I preferred my hometown of Spokane, we’d found a nicely remote house halfway between Hilsboro and the desolate beach where Yggdrasil stood. We had plenty of tree-covered land to shield the less human-looking Vaettir, like Kira and Sivi, from the outside world.

      Alaric’s hand touched my chin, drawing my face back toward his. “They have no more reason to harm you than they do any of the other Vaettir. Try not to worry.”

      I shook my head, causing my long braid to slink behind my shoulder. “You know that doesn’t make me feel any better. I don’t want you to die either.”

      I looked down at my belly. I didn’t want any of us to die. I didn’t know what it meant for my child that I wasn’t really human, nor was I truly Vaettir. Or maybe I was Vaettir, but filled with pure earth and death energy. At least, that was the conclusion Mikael had drawn. We didn’t know who or what had brought me into being. Could someone unlikely to have been born in the traditional sense give birth to a normal baby, or would my child be just like me?

      Alaric patted my knee, then stood. “Let’s find Mikael,” he suggested. “I know he has Doyen duties to discuss with you.”

      I smiled as I took his offered hand, struggling to my feet. That he was suggesting we find his arch nemesis meant he really wanted to take my mind off things. If it was up to Alaric, Mikael and I wouldn’t be working, nor living, together at all, but I’d come to trust Mikael more than most, so I was happy with the arrangement.

      We left the living room, heading into the adjoining hall, then eventually the massive kitchen, done all in clean white and chrome. At the large dining table sat a few late breakfast eaters: Alejandro, Sophie, and Frode. With so many of us on different schedules living in one building, there was almost always someone sitting at the dining table. I was just glad this time it was three people I actually liked.

      I glanced at each of them. Frode and Alejandro were like two sides of the same coin, both tall and muscular, but the former had pale skin and nearly white hair, while Alejandro’s skin was a perfect bronze, complemented by hair as black as Alaric and Sophie’s.

      “Has anyone seen Mikael?” I questioned.

      Alejandro and Frode both glanced at each other, their expressions hesitant.

      “What is it?” I sighed. “You know I can sense your tension, right?”

      Alejandro rolled his eyes. “Empaths are annoying.”

      “Out with it,” I demanded.

      Sophie sighed, flicking her straight, glistening hair over her shoulder. Something had happened in her blossoming relationship with Aila that had made her a total pill lately. “He’s at the World Tree with Silver,” she said matter-of-factly.

      “What!” I exclaimed. Silver was Mikael’s long-time associate, and had run Mikael’s affairs in the states long before we arrived. I turned my gaze to Alaric at my side. “Did you know about this?”

      He let my hand drop and crossed his arms. “If I had known, would I have suggested we find him?”

      “Good point,” I conceded, turning back to Sophie, Alejandro, and Frode, the latter of whom now seemed entirely focused on his food, his thick, white blond hair falling forward to obscure his strong, Scandinavian features.

      “How long ago did he leave?” I asked the trio.

      Alejandro shrugged, flexing the muscles in his bare shoulders beneath his white tank top. “About thirty minutes, give or take, but we can’t let you go after him.”

      I tugged up my too-loose maternity jeans, then crossed my arms above my round belly. “Oh? And how are you going to stop me?”

      Alejandro smirked. “Don’t make me wrestle a pregnant woman.”

      “You’ll have to go through me first,” Alaric purred, moving to stand a few paces ahead of me.

      “And me,” Sophie added, casually scraping her fork across her plate.

      Alejandro and Frode simultaneously turned to Sophie. “But you agreed to keep her here,” Frode balked.

      She smirked. “Just like I agreed not to tell her where Mikael went. Really, it’s astounding how dense you all are. I’ll always side with my brother and the mother of my soon-to-be niece.”

      Alejandro and Frode both scowled at her.

      “Well now that that’s settled,” I concluded, turning to Alaric, “Shall we?”

      He nodded, then flicked his gaze to Sophie.

      She shook her head. “Don’t look at me, the World Tree gives me the creeps.”

      I shrugged. “Fair enough.”

      I took Alaric’s hand and turned to go, while Alejandro and Frode muttered behind us about how much it sucked to have me as a co-Doyen with Mikael.

      In truth, I knew they were alright with me assuming the role. They were smartasses, but genuinely good hearted enough for me to consider them friends. I couldn’t blame them for being a little upset that Mikael would put them in a tough spot with me.

      Our hands still joined, Alaric and I walked past the closed front door, continuing straight toward the six car garage.

      Alaric held the interior door open for me while I reached in and hit the lights, then stepped inside to retrieve my keys from the hook on the wall.

      The keys belonged to a four-door, silver Ford F150, not really my first choice in vehicles, but the four-wheel drive came in handy on the long, often muddy driveway.

      Alaric went around to the passenger seat while I climbed into the driver’s side, using the interior handle for leverage as I labored myself into place. I’d gotten used to not driving myself around for the most part, but when it was just Alaric and I, I drove. He was capable, but since he’d lived most of his life in the various Salr, sanctuaries of the Vaettir, he hadn’t needed to drive frequently enough for it to become a habit.

      I pushed the garage door button fastened to my sunshade, waited as it opened, then backed out and we were on our way, too late for Alejandro and Frode to change their minds and try to stop us.

      Once we were halfway down the muddy driveway, surrounded by tall fir trees obscuring the murky sky, I finally asked, “What do you think they’re doing at the World Tree?”

      Alaric shook his head, his silky black hair nearly shimmering. Silky like a cat’s pelt, which made sense since Bastet was the goddess from whom he descended.

      “Trying to figure out why the gods haven’t plunged down to punish us all?” he questioned.

      I nodded, having come to the same conclusion. “I can’t believe Mikael went without me,” I muttered, slowing the truck to avoid a deep rut in the road. “This matter concerns me more than most. I should have at least been informed.”

      Alaric sighed. “Mikael may be a scoundrel, but he does care about your well-being. I’m sure he’s only trying to protect you.”

      I scowled. “I’m a big girl.”

      He chuckled, glancing at my belly. “Yes, you are.”

      I sighed, keeping my eyes on the drive. “You’re incorrigible.”

      I turned the truck off the driveway and onto the paved street, sparsely lined with other enormous houses, and a few farmsteads. Eventually the road ended with a turn, then another onto a small highway that would lead us to the place where Yggdrasil had taken root. Normally, a giant, golden-branched tree in the middle of a desolate beach would seem out of place, but it was a magical tree perceivable only to magical folk . . . at least for now.

      With magic leaking into the mundane lives of humans at an alarming rate, it was only a matter of time before someone was affected by enough magic to be able to see the tree. We hoped to have everything sorted out with the gods well before that point.

      Alaric reached across the center console to place his hand on my thigh, a familiar, comforting touch.

      Even though I was terrified of what the gods might do, that simple touch brought me peace. We would defy the odds together, just like we’d been doing from the start. Not the gods, mischievous Vikings, nor the hoard of Vaettir under our command would stop us.
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        * * *

      

      It took us twenty minutes to reach the beach where Yggdrasil had sprouted, and since Mikael and Silver had left thirty minutes prior, it meant they’d had our entire drive plus some to cause trouble.

      Having driven on a narrow forest road right up to the edge of the beach, I parked the truck and stepped out, with Alaric mirroring me on the other side.

      “There they are,” he pointed as he reached my side.

      In the distance I could see the tall, golden branches of Yggdrasil, reaching endlessly up toward the cloudy sky, and below them, the forms of two men. I couldn’t see their features from such a far distance, but I could recognize Mikael by his height, roughly 6’5” and his long, rich, auburn hair, and Silver, just a few inches shorter, with short black hair shiny with gel.

      I took a moment to sense our surroundings, then shuddered. “I feel magic.”

      Alaric glanced at me, then back toward the men on the beach. “Is that so unusual this close to the World Tree?”

      I shook my head. The sound of the nearby ocean seemed overly loud to my ears. “No, but I sense more of it. We need to get down there and see what they’re up to.”

      Alaric nodded. “Shall I run ahead?”

      “Yes,” I decided, my gut clenched tight with worry.

      Unfortunately, I was human slow on a good day, and with my ever growing belly, I was even slower. Alaric would be able to reach them in seconds.

      He gave my shoulder a squeeze, then took off ahead of me, his black jeans and tee-shirt turning him into a dark blur bounding across the beach.

      I waddled after him, far less graceful. I couldn’t help but be grateful no one was left behind to watch.

      I kept my eyes on my footing, glancing up every so often until Alaric reached them. The chill wind rolling in from the ocean pushed tendrils of my long hair back from my slightly sweaty face. I wrapped my arms tightly around myself, trying to quiet my breathing enough to pick up hints of conversation carried across the wind. I could hear the murmur of male voices, but was still too far to decipher what they were saying over the gentle crash of the tide.

      I continued waddling, kicking up sand with each step. I could feel the magic increasing, seeming to stem from Yggdrasil. It wasn’t like this the last time we’d visited. Mikael and Silver had done . . . something.

      I was close enough to catch a few words of heated conversation when Alaric turned in my direction.

      “Go back!” he shouted.

      I stopped for a moment, perplexed, then continued walking forward.

      Mikael turned as I neared them. “Madeline, go back right this instant,” he demanded.

      “Like hell!” I snapped. “I’m not going anywhere until someone tells me why this beach feels like it’s about to explode with magic.”

      As soon as I reached them, Alaric put his hands on my shoulders, attempting to drive me back in the direction I’d gone.

      “They’re trying to summon one of the gods,” Alaric explained as he gently pulled me away. “And it seems to be working.”

      I stepped out of his reach. “Why would you summon them without me?” I demanded, staring Mikael down.

      Silver continued to gaze up at the tree, his chiseled features and hooded eyes slack. “Something is coming,” he muttered.

      With a huff of exasperation, Alaric lifted me into his arms like a child. He started to turn away, then the tree began to glow with golden light, just like it had when it first took root.

      “Huh,” Mikael observed. “It’s actually working.”

      The building magic suddenly climaxed, and a burst of light appeared at the tip of one branch, then shot rapidly down the tree. Once it reached the base, a male figure began to form.

      Mikael glanced back at me, concerned, though he couldn’t blame me for not running away, as it was Alaric’s feet that stood still.

      We all turned back to the golden light figure as it solidified into a man. He stepped forward out of the glare. Long red hair, several shades brighter than Mikael’s, trailed over his shoulders. His clothing was reminiscent of what we’d worn when we traveled back in time to meet with Vikings, only far finer. His blue linen tunic was embroidered with elaborate golden designs, and his black pants and boots appeared finely crafted by hand.

      “Dolos?” Mikael questioned.

      The man, handsome in a lanky, angular sort of way, smirked. “Hardly.” He glanced around at each of us, his gaze settling on me, still cradled in Alaric’s arms. “Well aren’t you an odd sight,” he mused, taking a step forward. “Like a little ball of brilliant death light.”

      “Brilliant death light?” I questioned, my jaw going slack.

      “Who are you?” Alaric asked from above me.

      The man bowed with a sarcastic flourish, then straightened. “My apologies, it’s been quite some time since I set foot on Earth. You may call me Loki.”

      “Holy shit,” Alaric gasped.

      Loki raised an eyebrow at me. “Not the most eloquent man in the world, is he?”

      I found myself without words. Meeting the Morrigan was one thing. Facing down Loki, Norse god of mischief, was quite another.

      Holy shit indeed.
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      “How did this happen?” Mikael questioned. “None of us are descended from you.”

      “And who are you descended from?” Loki asked smugly.

      “Dolos,” Mikael replied.

      Loki kept his eyes on me as he answered, “Same energy,” he gestured down at his lanky body, “different incarnation.”

      I tapped Alaric’s arm. “Care to let me stand?” I whispered.

      Still seemingly stunned, he obeyed. He’d been willing to cart me away from a glowing tree, but carting me away from a god was probably a bad idea. Didn’t want to piss off the ancient, omnipotent being.

      “I think it’s like with the Morrigan and Hecate,” I explained hesitantly, giving Loki a wide berth to approach Mikael. Loki slowly turned to keep his eyes on me, a smirk lifting the corner of his thin lips. “They were entirely different women,” I continued, “but their energies are similar, just like—”

      Lightning fast, Mikael shot behind me and sealed his hand over my mouth. After a second of being pissed, I realized why he’d taken such action. I’d almost admitted to a god that I wasn’t like other Vaettir, by admitting I was inhabited by the same energy that created the Morrigan.

      Loki watched us curiously. “The Morrigan, you say?” He stroked the reddish brown stubble on his chin. “Now it all makes sense.” He paced across the sand, flicking up granules with his boots. “I was debating whether or not to come at all, then I sensed the big glowing death ball,” he gestured to me, “and had to see what it was.”

      I looked down at my round belly, wondering if he was making a pun. Did gods make puns?

      Loki turned his gaze out toward the ocean, watching it thoughtfully.

      As Mikael fully released me and Alaric sidled up next to us, I realized someone was missing. “Where’s Silver?” I whispered to Mikael.

      “Cowardly bastard,” Mikael sighed, flicking his gaze to Loki, then to the beach behind us, boasting the tell-tale footprints of Silver’s escape.

      I tried not to laugh. It probably would have come out hysterical given my anxiety at having a god who might want to kill me standing before us, but it was funny. Silver had high-tailed it when I’d summoned my banshees too. It was no surprise he’d take off in the presence of someone like Loki.

      Loki turned back to us, aiming his eyes at me. “You know, we should probably leave this place before one of the other gods senses you. There are some who would debate you should not exist.” He looked me up and down. “You’re just so shiny.”

      Crap. We were right after all. I was an anomoly, a freak of nature. I wasn’t supposed to exist and each of the gods would know it as soon as they saw me.

      “But you believe she should?” Mikael questioned.

      Loki tilted his head as he continued to observe me. “Well she’s interesting, and doesn’t immediately make me want to squash her like a bug.”

      I took a step back. Maybe I should have run while I had the chance.

      Loki crossed his arms and tapped his foot in the sand, seeming to ponder keeping me alive.

      “I’ll tell you what,” he said after a moment, unfurling his arms. “Let’s get off of this desolate beach and back to civilization, have a nice meal, and we can discuss your existence over a nice glass of wine.”

      I gulped. He seemed to be speaking just to me, so it was probably my job to answer.

      I didn’t relish the idea of taking him back to civilization, but if we could convince him to be on our side . . . “Umm,” I hesitated, “Okay?”

      He clapped his hands together. “Brilliant. Now let’s be off before the other gods catch us.”

      He walked past us in the general direction of the truck.

      I glanced at Mikael, then Alaric.

      “Okay?” Alaric mouthed, clearly not pleased with my decision.

      “What else was I supposed to say?” I hissed.

      “Perhaps we should follow him,” Mikael interrupted, gesturing further down the beach to where Loki walked.

      We started forward at a brisk pace to catch up with him to show him the way, but there was no need. Following my previous footprints in the sand, he veered toward the truck concealed in the trees.

      Mikael and Alaric matched my slow pace. Even so, I was a bit breathless by the time we reached Loki to find him leaning against the silver exterior of the truck.

      “Not my first choice in vehicles,” he muttered, clearly offended by the truck.

      “I’ll drive,” Mikael offered, holding out his hand for the keys.

      “Yes,” Loki agreed, “then the death ball and I can sit in the back.”

      “I’ll sit in the back with Madeline,” Alaric stated, boldly arguing with a god.

      I held my breath. I didn’t want to sit in the back with Loki, but I also didn’t want to anger him.

      Loki simply smirked, looked Alaric up and down, then replied, “As you wish, Kitty Cat.”

      I nearly choked on my own spit at the name. It was exactly what Mikael liked to call Alaric, mockingly.

      Mikael didn’t seem to notice, however, and simply took the truck keys I’d pulled out of my pocket and unlocked the vehicle.

      I glanced at Alaric, then climbed into the back seat behind Mikael, scooting over to make room for Alaric to climb in after me.

      Loki walked around the vehicle, opened the front door, then situated himself in the passenger seat, delicately shutting the door behind him.

      As soon as Mikael started the ignition, Loki began to fiddle with the temperature and radio knobs.

      “How do you even know what a vehicle is?” I asked, unable to help my curiosity.

      Loki turned to arch a red brow at me. “I reside in an alternate plane, not Middle-earth.”

      I narrowed my gaze as I thought over his answer.

      Mikael carefully backed the truck out between the trees, snapping small branches and fir needles beneath the tires, then began driving back the way we’d come. I didn’t see what vehicle he and Silver had arrived in, but assumed Silver must have taken it when he fled.

      Loki turned back around to fiddle with the radio knobs some more, flicking through the stations before finally turning the music off altogether.

      Soon enough we were back on the highway. Alaric and Mikael were both acting like we didn’t have a god in the passenger seat. Maybe they’d both lived long enough that it wasn’t exciting, but I still couldn’t quite contain myself.

      “So you said you live in an alternate plane?” I blurted. “How exactly does that work?”

      Loki turned in his seat to look at me, while Alaric gave me a what the hell are you doing? look.

      “I’ll answer one of your questions,” Loki teased, “if you answer one of mine.”

      “No, thank you,” Alaric answered for me.

      I scowled at him, then turned back to Loki. “You ask your question first. If I don’t want to answer, then you don’t have to answer mine.”

      “Deal,” he agreed, as Alaric let out a heavy sigh.

      Still turned toward me, Loki tapped a finger against his lower lip, thinking, then asked, “Where did you come from? Were you born . . . normally?”

      My shoulders relaxed. He already knew I wasn’t normal, so answering that question wouldn’t be giving too much away, especially since I didn’t actually know the answer.

      “I always thought I was born normally,” I replied, “but now I’m not sure. I grew up in foster care, not knowing I belonged with the Vaettir. Now that I’ve found them, no one seems able to tell me who my parents are.”

      “Interesting,” he replied, his blue eyes thoughtful.

      I shrugged. “If you say so. Now, my turn.”

      “The plane I live on is more primitive than this one,” he explained, “but only because we have access to more magic. There is less need for technology,” He seemed to think for a moment, then continued, “I’m not sure how to explain alternate planes to mortals. There are many worlds you do not know about. The beings in these worlds exist in this same span of time . . . and not. Time is anything but linear. You are, in fact, existing in the same time as your ancestors, just in a marginally different plane.”

      I nodded. I’d come to accept I’d never truly understand time and different planes after traveling back to meet the Vikings, then even further back to see the World Tree where it originally stood. Perhaps I hadn’t traveled back at all. Maybe I’d gone parallel.

      “That’s interesting,” I concluded, “but I’ve changed my mind about my original question.”

      He smirked. I’d assumed he’d wave me off and say my first question still stood, but he only gestured for me to go on.

      “Okay,” I breathed, thinking my words through before I said them. “You claimed some gods would want to destroy me. I’m assuming you don’t, since I’m still alive. My question is who will want to destroy me, and why?”

      “Good question,” he encouraged, making me feel more relaxed as Mikael sped down the highway. “The who isn’t terribly relevant, and I cannot say for sure. All I can say is that your odds with any god are about fifty-fifty. As for the why, you’re a bit of an abomination. You should not exist in a world that is mostly devoid of magic. Some will stop with the reasoning right there. It is the task of the gods to maintain natural balance. Threats to that balance,” he gestured toward me, “must be eliminated.”

      I bit my lip, then pressed, “But you don’t want to eliminate me?”

      He shook his head. “No, at least not yet. I’d rather like to see how this all plays out. Plus, for any who argue that you upset this balance, there will be others who say you keep it. That your energy belongs on this Earth.”

      “So half the gods won’t want to destroy her,” Alaric interrupted, “because maybe she belongs here?”

      Loki flicked his gaze to Alaric. “She regrew Yggdrasil, at least, I assume it was her. The tree now reeks of her magic. Some might presume that fact means the gods and magic should return to this plane. If we are meant to return, then perhaps she’s supposed to be here.”

      I mulled over his words, then asked, “So you want to help us because you want the gods to return to this plane?”

      He tsked at me. “Now, now, you’re not playing fair. I’ve only gotten to ask one question this entire conversation.”

      “Well, ask your next one quickly,” Mikael advised, “we’re almost home.”

      Before Loki could ask anything, Alaric interrupted, “Are we sure we want to take him home?”

      Loki rolled his eyes. “I’m housebroken, I assure you.”

      I snorted. “There are more of the Vaettir at . . . home. If we bring you there, we’ll have to reveal to everyone that one of the gods has returned. They might panic.”

      Loki turned his attention to Mikael. “That sounds tiresome. Take me somewhere nice to eat instead.”

      “Fine,” Mikael answered simply.

      He was being unusually quiet, and I wondered why. I could sense his tension, but heck, we were driving down the highway with a god in our vehicle. All three of us were tense.

      “I should at least call Sophie,” Alaric muttered.

      “And tell her the truth?” I questioned.

      He leaned to the side and pulled his cell out of his pocket. “She knows how to keep her mouth shut.” He smirked. “At least when I ask her to.”

      “So we won’t be telling anyone else?” I asked.

      Loki had turned back around to watch our conversation curiously. Alaric glanced up from his phone to him, his thumb on Sophie’s name in his contact list.

      “Is that alright with you?” Alaric asked, seemingly unable to interpret Loki’s gaze.

      Loki nodded. “Keep me a secret if you please. We can concoct an identity for me over lunch.”

      It was all well and good to make Loki a new identity, but there was still one issue. “I think some of the others might be able to sense his godly…magic,” I shared. “He doesn’t feel like one of the Vaettir.”

      There was a shift in pressure in the car, though no one moved.

      Loki asked, “There, how do I feel,” he drew out the word to make it sound dirty, “now?”

      I glared at him. He really was cut from the same cloth as Mikael. Entirely incorrigible.

      “You feel like a human,” I stated blandly. “I don’t sense unusual energy from you at all.”

      Loki pursed his lips, clearly displeased. “I’ve never had to disguise myself as one of the Vaettir before. You only exist on the timelines of this particular plane.”

      He placed his hand on my knee, then his energy shifted again.

      I turned my legs to the side, pulling them out of his reach. “I’m not even truly Vaettir. Touch one of them,” I gestured between Alaric and Mikael.

      “Fine,” he pouted, turning further to place his hand on Alaric’s knee instead.

      Alaric tensed beside me, but did not pull away.

      “Better?” Loki asked, retracting his hand.

      I focused on him, letting his energy seep into my senses, then nodded. “Better. You feel like one of the Vaettir now, although, some can tell our race through scent.” I turned my gaze to Alaric.

      He rolled his eyes. “He smells like one of us now too.”

      Loki laughed and clapped his hands together. “Marvelous. You are a perceptive lot.”

      He turned forward in his seat as Mikael entered the lunch time traffic heading toward Hillsboro.

      Alaric turned his attention back to his phone and dialed Sophie’s number. After a brief argument where Sophie was obviously irate over not knowing what was happening, even though it had only just happened, he pulled the phone away from his ear.

      “Where are we going to eat?” he asked, his attention on Mikael’s back in the front seat. “Sophie wants to meet us.”

      I rubbed my belly as it growled. “Angelo’s?” I suggested, though no one was asking me. “I think I might die if I don’t have pasta,” I paused, focusing my thoughts on food, “and a grilled cheese,” I added. “And ice cream.”

      “That sounds delightful,” Loki agreed.

      Alaric sighed, then pressed the phone back against his ear, relaying my choice to Sophie.

      I relaxed against my seat as he hung up the phone, hoping that Loki finding us was a good thing. Surely someone who seemed so laid back wouldn’t just suddenly change his mind and kill me.

      I glanced at Loki out of the corner of my eye. He seemed to be preoccupied with reading the street signs as we entered the outskirts of Hillsboro. I went over everything I knew about him, wondering if we could trust him. I knew he was a trickster god, and if he shared the same energy of Dolos, he was a master manipulator and diplomat.

      The only question was, why would he want to manipulate us, and to what end?
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later we’d parked the truck and were walking into Angelo’s, a quaint Italian bistro in downtown Hillsboro. Their food was always good, yet they were somehow never too busy.

      As soon as we entered the dimly-lit establishment filled with old world decor, we were seated at a large booth with a heavy wood table. Alaric immediately slid into the booth after me, leaving Mikael to sit beside Loki.

      I watched Mikael’s somber expression, looking for some sign to the why of his sour mood. He’d been trying to summon a god, after all, and he’d gotten one. I didn’t see what difference it made which god we got, as long as it was one who didn’t want to kill me.

      Our waitress, a teenager with shortly cropped blonde hair and a nose ring, came to take our orders. I didn’t miss the way she looked each of the men at the table up and down, though there was a hint of apprehension to her energy. I supposed they were quite the trio, all tall with long hair, and with Loki dressed in his fine, but dated, garb.

      I was about to order a grilled cheese with a side of spaghetti, then thought better of it and ordered mushroom ravioli and garlic bread, coffee too. Loki ordered half the menu, along with a bottle of red wine, and the other two men ordered nothing.

      We all sat in silence for several minutes as Loki peered around the establishment, his gaze lingering on the bar at the other side of the restaurant.

      “So,” Loki began, shifting his gaze to me, “let us continue this question game. I believe I’m owed at least two prompt answers at this point.”

      I stared at him, not sure if I should continue the game or not.

      Seeming to take my silence as an answer, Loki began, “You claimed to have interacted with the Morrigan in the past. Have you had any contact with Hecate, or any of the other death goddesses?”

      I glanced at Alaric, wondering if I should tell the truth.

      “I suppose it can’t hurt,” he muttered.

      I bit my lip, wishing I had a glass of water or coffee to fiddle around with, but the waitress was yet to bring them. She’d probably been too busy deciding whether she should ask one of the men for a date, or run the other way. “I haven’t had any direct contact,” I explained, “but at one point I was in contact with one of her descendants. He helped me regrow Yggdrasil, at Hecate’s behest, then disappeared soon after.”

      The waitress finally appeared at our tableside with a tray of drinks, setting down four glasses of water, one mug of coffee for me, and the open bottle of wine along with four glasses, though none of the rest of us intended on drinking. She gave me an odd look as she set the coffee in front of me, and I realized she’d probably caught a few words of our conversation. I just stared back at her. I’d gotten over my desire to keep up public appearances a long time ago.

      With a final confused look, the waitress departed.

      Loki poured himself a glass of wine, then asked, “So Hecate wanted you to regrow the tree, but has not ventured fully into this realm?” He took a sip of his wine, made a sour expression of distaste, then set his glass back on the table. “Perhaps she’d prefer you visit her instead.”

      “Come again?” I asked, wondering if he was truly suggesting what I thought he was suggesting.

      “I think we’ve had our fill of traveling to different realms,” Alaric interjected before Loki could answer.

      “Agreed,” Mikael muttered.

      Loki smirked. “So you’re just going to sit here and wait for the less benevolent gods to find you? Don’t you want to know why you were truly created?”

      “Of course,” I replied, fiddling with my mug of coffee. “But I don’t see how Hecate is going to help with that if you don’t even know.”

      Loki tsked at me. “Foolish girl. If Hecate knew enough about you to help you regrow Yggdrasil, then I guarantee she knows more. You share the same energy, after all. She likely knows more about you than anyone else.”

      “But Mara—” I hesitated, “I mean the Morrigan, didn’t know exactly how I came to be like this, and she and I were even closer in energy. The first time we tried to summon a goddess we got the Morrigan, not Hecate.”

      Loki rolled his eyes. “The Morrigan was practically a human woman. Hecate was never anything close to human. She’s as old as time itself.”

      “So, say we do try to find her,” Mikael cut in, “what does any of this matter to you?”

      Loki smiled. “I have my reasons, reasons I have no intention of divulging. Regardless, the fact of the matter is that I’m the only one who can show you how to use Yggdrasil to locate Hecate’s realm. You’ll simply have to trust me.”

      “Trust the God of Lies?” Mikael asked skeptically.

      I tensed. Loki might seem friendly enough, but it probably wasn’t a good idea to insult him.

      He raised an eyebrow at Mikael. “Whatever you say, child of Dolos. You expect the girl to trust you, do you not? Why am I any different?”

      “Because I have proven myself,” Mikael said boldly.

      I didn’t correct him. The fact of the matter was that Mikael had expected me to trust him right from the start, because I’d had no other choice. I didn’t see much difference in the current situation.

      Boots hissing across the low-pile carpeting preceded Sophie’s arrival. Dressed in a sleek black dress with her long hair pulled back in a braid, she stood before us.

      I watched as she assessed Loki’s appearance, then said, “You don’t look much like a god.”

      I sputtered on my coffee. I swear, being technically immortal can make people stupidly bold.

      “I do other things like a god,” Loki said lasciviously, waggling his eyebrows at her.

      Sophie sighed, then gestured for Alaric to scoot over, which meant smushing me against the wall. We both acquiesced, and I was left barely able to move my elbows.

      Before we could catch Sophie up on everything, the waitress returned with our food, placing my ravioli and garlic bread in front of me, and five other plates in front of Loki, including two desserts. He refilled his half-empty wine glass and peered down at his food with gluttonous eyes.

      “Yeah,” Sophie muttered, “definitely not a god.”

      Loki didn’t seem to notice her comment as he began digging into his food.

      “To catch you up,” Alaric said to Sophie, “Loki is attempting to convince Madeline that she must venture into another realm to find Hecate in order to learn the purpose of her creation.”

      Sophie rolled her eyes, then swiped Loki’s bottle of wine, filling the nearest clean glass for herself. She took a slow sip, then placed the glass on the table. “Well, I suppose it’s not the worst idea I’ve ever heard. It’s not as if we haven’t traveled between realms before.”

      “You’re a terrible influence,” Mikael balked at her.

      I watched as a smug smirk crossed her face. “Takes one to know one.”

      “I like her,” Loki commented, his mouth half-full as he pushed away one empty plate to replace it with the next full one.

      “Well I don’t like you,” Sophie sniped.

      “Oh you will,” Loki assured her, glancing up from his food. “Give me time.”

      I took a sip of my coffee and stared down at my meal, though my appetite had abruptly  departed. I rubbed my free hand along my belly, thinking.

      Could I trust Loki to take us to another realm? It was risky, but so was waiting around for the gods who might want to destroy me. I’d never met Hecate, but through Marcos, she had helped me once. She might just help me again.

      I was starting to think it was a risk I might be willing to take, even if the thought of not only traveling to a different time, but to an entirely different realm, made me want to hide in bed and cry.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      I stared up at the dark ceiling, too hot under the thick covers with Alaric’s arm wrapped around my waist. We’d brought Loki home with us, passing him off as one of the Vaettir who’d flown in to join the clan. He’d willingly gone along with the ruse, and was now asleep in one of the guest rooms . . . or maybe he wasn’t asleep, but I wasn’t about to check on him.

      I smoothed my hand along Alaric’s bare arm, debating if I should wake him. He was an annoyingly heavy sleeper though, and probably wouldn’t wake up regardless. I was on my own.

      I gently pushed Alaric’s arm off me, then crawled out of the covers and stood, thinking I’d move into the den to watch TV. I was a bit chilled in my black tank top and leggings as I tip-toed toward the door, then became distracted as something caught my eye out the open window, just a flash of white, but it seemed strange to me.

      I approached the window, pushing the sheer white curtains aside to take a deep breath of rain-scented night air. I leaned forward and narrowed my eyes, peering out into the near darkness of the new moon.

      There was definitely someone out there, standing still, peering back at me. I reached out with my senses, hoping to identify the form by its energy.

      I gasped. Here we were just talking about Marcos, and he finally appears as if summoned.

      I glanced over my shoulder at Alaric, still asleep on the bed, then crept out of the room. If Marcos was coming to us in the dead of night, I knew he’d want to speak to me alone.

      Shutting the bedroom door gently behind me, I hurried down the dark hall toward one of the side doors leading out to the massive, forested yard. I let myself outside, enjoying the cool air on my too hot body. Soon enough my bare arms and leggings-clad legs had goosebumps, and my bare feet were wet with the dew clinging to the grass.

      Peering around in the darkness, I reached the place where I’d seen Marcos, though he was no longer there.

      I stopped and looked around, narrowing my eyes to peer about the decorative shrubs, then the fir trees beyond.

      “You have summoned a god,” a male voice said directly behind me.

      I jumped, then spun on him, taking in his long, pure white hair, and almost matching skin. He wore black, shapeless clothing. If I didn’t know him, I would have thought him a ghost or some other creepy crawly, returned to the world along with other magics.

      “Well, Mikael and Silver summoned him,” I replied, “but yes. What are you doing here, Marcos?”

      He tilted his head to the side, and I knew Hecate was whispering in his ear. After a moment, he explained, “My goddess bids you come and find her.”

      I narrowed my eyes at him. “Have you been spying on us?”

      He pursed his thin lips. “Does it matter? My goddess has the answers you seek.”

      A shiver went up my spine. I might have had a hard time fully trusting Loki, but it was downright impossible to fully trust Marcos, though I’d been forced to do it in the past.

      “Why can’t you just give me the answers?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “She requires you to come in person. She will not release her secrets easily, not even to me.”

      He seemed a little bitter about the last part, though I couldn’t tell for sure. I rarely sensed any emotions from Marcos.

      “So let me get this straight,” I sighed. “Hecate wants me to drop everything and travel to her realm for answers, with no assurances that she even has what I need?”

      He tilted his head again, listening, then explained, “She believes you are running out of time. Not only will the gods return, but other malevolent energies. They will be drawn to your light, and will be compelled to snuff it out.”

      I wrapped my arms around myself, suddenly cold. “What kind of malevolent energies? Many would have considered the banshees malevolent, but they weren’t, not really.”

      Marcos glanced over his shoulder, then back to me. “I must leave you now, and you must make your choice. The god who has chosen you can show you the way there, though I advise he not enter Hecate’s inner sanctum. She has a certain . . . distaste for the old gods.”

      I opened my mouth to say more, then someone hissed, “Madeline!”

      I turned in the direction of the voice. It was Mikael. I glanced back at Marcos and cursed. He’d disappeared again, and finding him was unlikely.

      I turned back to Mikael as he hurried toward me, dressed in an old fashioned burgundy night coat and pants, his feet bare like mine.

      “What the hell are you doing out here with him?” he chastised, gesturing to where Marcos had stood.

      “He wasn’t going to hurt me,” I sighed, rolling my eyes at his worried expression, “and we’ve been trying to find him for months. I wasn’t going to just let him slip away before I could ask him about Hecate.”

      Mikael crossed his arms, trapping a lock of his russet hair, then sighed. “What did you find out?”

      I shrugged. “Not much. Hecate wants me to come to her realm and find her, but Marcos warned me about Loki entering her inner sanctum. She has . . . issues with the old gods.”

      Mikael put an arm around my shoulders and guided me back toward the house. “We can discuss it further in the morning, if Loki is even still willing to take us.”

      I stopped, forcing him to stop beside me. “That reminds me, why were you so cranky about Loki coming instead of Dolos?”

      He blinked down at me. “Seriously? We weren’t trying to summon Dolos, we were trying to reach Silver’s patron goddess, Veritas, the Goddess of Truth. We were trying to reach a peaceful goddess who would tell us only truths, and instead we received the god of mischief and chaos. We can’t trust him as far as we can throw him.”

      I smirked, finally understanding his earlier attitude. “Speaking of trust, has Silver shown back up yet?”

      Mikael chuckled. “No, and he likely won’t as long as Loki is here. He was willing to face Veritas, but self-preservation has always been Silver’s primary objective. He will not risk himself needlessly.”

      We started walking again, Mikael’s arm still around my shoulders. “And you think working with Loki is a needless risk?” I questioned.

      “For Silver perhaps,” he replied, “but not for you. You are already at great risk. I can grudgingly admit that gaining a god as an ally is a wise plan, even if it is Loki.”

      “And Hecate?” I questioned as we reached the door.

      “That, we will discuss in the morning,” he replied, opening it.

      “But I can’t sleep,” I protested as we walked inside.

      “Fine,” he sighed. “One game of chess, then you’re going to bed.”

      “Only if I lose,” I argued. “If I win you have to play me again.”

      “You’re impossible,” he chuckled, shutting the door behind us.

      He walked past me and led the way down the hall. I was about to play the best game of chess in my life, because there was no way I was going to be able to sleep that night.
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        * * *

      

      I finally managed to go to sleep around three in the morning, so I was definitely not rested when Alaric awoke at six.

      He gently stroked the side of my face, attempting to rouse me. “I really don’t want Loki running around without supervision,” he whispered.

      “So go supervise,” I groaned, clenching my eyes shut. “I’ve barely gotten any sleep.”

      He sighed, then stood. “Try not to sleep too long. We have much to consider today.”

      He quietly padded out of the room, shutting the door behind him.

      I sat up with a huff, squinting at the sun coming in through the sheer curtains. I’d completely forgotten to tell Alaric about Marcos before he walked out. I wanted him to have all of the information before we discussed anything with Loki.

      With a groan, I slipped out of bed then hurried into the bathroom.

      I needed to find Alaric, but pregnancy bladder needed me more.

      A few minutes later, I’d donned a robe over my tank top and black leggings, then left the room in search of Alaric. Knowing he’d want coffee, I headed toward the kitchen first.

      On the way there, I passed through the den, where Alejandro sat on the sofa with Tallie, one of my favorites of our clan. Tallie’s gray leggings and blue chunky sweater made her look even more petite than usual. Her sleek black hair was pulled up into a messy bun, accentuating her sharp cheekbones and delicate features.

      She looked at me warily.

      “Who’s the new guy?” Alejandro asked from his seat beside her.

      I cringed. They had to mean Loki. Tallie and Alejandro weren’t from Mikael’s original clan, so they wouldn’t know about any characters from his past. “He helped Mikael a few years back,” I lied, “and has come to join our clan. Be nice to him.”

      Alejandro nodded, readily accepting my answer, but Tallie still seemed wary. She was wary of everything though, and still seemed to be waiting for me to throw her out on the streets.

      Unable to muster comforting words for someone else when I was in dire need of them myself, I walked past them to the adjoining hall near the front door and into the kitchen.

      The blinds on the far wall were all open, showcasing an uncharacteristically sunny day. Behind the kitchen counter sat Loki and Sophie, but no Alaric.

      Dressed in a fuzzy gray robe, Sophie sipped her coffee as she lifted her gaze toward me. “It’s about time you woke up. I’m tired of babysitting duty.”

      “No one told you to babysit,” I muttered, glancing past her toward the window, wondering where Alaric had gone.

      I returned my gaze to her as she darted a glare toward Loki. “You told me you were supposed to be watched at all times.”

      He shrugged. “It was the only excuse I could think of to compel you to spend time with me.”

      I sighed heavily, then walked to the coffee pot and poured myself a cup. “Have either of you seen Alaric?”

      “I think he’s outside,” Sophie muttered, her glare still on Loki.

      With my steamy cup filled and creamer added, I walked around the counter and past them toward the French double doors leading from the kitchen to the yard. I opened one clear window-paneled door and stepped outside, knowing Sophie would continue to watch Loki even after his trick. The Vaettir did not trust easily, especially when it came to the old gods.

      Soothed by the crisp morning air, I padded barefoot across the wood porch that dominated this side of the house toward where I’d spotted Alaric, already dressed in his usual black jeans and tee-shirt, gazing out at the fir trees as he sipped his coffee.

      I reached his side. “Sorry, I was half asleep when you left. There’s a lot I want to catch you up on before we make a decision.”

      “Mikael already told me,” he explained, gesturing as the statuesque Viking came into view from around the back side of the house. They’d clearly been having a morning conversation without me.

      “My apologies,” Mikael said as he reached us. “Nature called.”

      Ugh, why were men always peeing outside, even at home? He wore an outfit similar to Loki’s, a lightweight tunic over suede pants. He dressed more modern when we went to town, but at home, he liked his comforts.

      Alaric seemed annoyed, but didn’t say anything. I took his free hand in mine, wondering if he was annoyed with me, and got a limp squeeze in return. Yep, definitely annoyed with me.

      “Don’t give me a hard time,” I grumbled. “It’s not like I invited Marcos here. He came to see me.”

      He sighed. “Please don’t empath me, Madeline.”

      Irritated, I pulled my hand away from his, sipped my coffee, then replied, “I don’t need to be an empath to know you’re annoyed.”

      He sighed. “You should have woken me. Marcos could have been here to kidnap you, or worse.”

      “I can handle Marcos,” I muttered.

      Mikael watched us cautiously, clearly not wanting to get in the middle of our bickering.

      The French doors opened behind us, and Loki and Sophie emerged.

      “Have we reached a decision?” Loki inquired. “Shall we venture into Hecate’s realm?”

      “No,” Alaric answered, while I said, “Yes.”

      He turned his hurt gaze to me.

      “We don’t have a choice,” I argued with that silent, accusing gaze. Part of me wished we could have just stayed in bed this morning with him in a good mood, no arguments necessary, but we did need to move forward.

      “Madeline,” he began patiently. “I’ve been trapped in other realms twice since I met you. I’d really not like to be trapped a third.”

      I crossed my arms, suddenly angry, though I knew at the root of my ire was fear. I didn’t want to get trapped in another realm either, especially with my daughter on the way.

      I shifted my gaze past Alaric to Mikael, standing a few paces back. “Isn’t there some sort of oath we can make him take?” I nodded toward Loki. “Something that ensures he has to bring us back in one piece?”

      Loki lifted his hand in the air, palm facing outward. “I hereby solemnly swear that I will try my absolute best to return you to this realm in one piece.”

      Sophie scowled. “That’s somehow not reassuring.”

      He turned his head toward her, trailing a lock of vibrant red hair over his shoulder. “Would you like me to sign a contract in blood?”

      “That’s actually not a bad idea,” I mused. I turned toward Mikael. “Can blood oaths be made between the Vaettir and gods?”

      I’d used a blood oath to ensure Mikael wouldn’t betray us when we’d first formed a partnership. The ritual had made me a bit uneasy, but in the end, I’d felt a lot better knowing that if he broke his oath, the earth would claim him.

      “Ye-ah,” Loki said, drawing out the word. “I’m not really into creating blood oaths with big angry death balls.”

      “What if I say it’s the only way we’re going?” I pressed, taking a step toward him. Alaric had crossed his arms to peer out at the trees, ignoring us.

      Loki scowled. “Then I’d say we’re not going. I have no intention of betraying you, but I like to keep my options open.”

      I crossed my arms, keeping one hand slightly extended with my coffee cup. “Well you’re going to have to offer us some sort of assurance.”

      Everyone, including Alaric, turned to watch him as he thought things over. He snapped his fingers as an idea came to him.

      He lifted one finger into the air. “I can offer you the best assurance of all. Since you’re pure energy in a mortal shell, more akin to gods than humans, I believe I can teach you how to travel the branches of Yggdrasil yourself. I will not be able to trap you in another realm, because you will be able to return on your own.”

      I looked to Alaric and Mikael, wondering if what Loki claimed could be true.

      Mikael stroked his chin in thought. “It’s sound in theory, as long as Madeline feels sure she’ll be able to manage the World Tree herself before we go anywhere.”

      Loki held out his hand to me. “I believe we have a deal.”

      I glanced at Alaric, who was clearly still upset, but wasn’t stopping me, then stepped toward Loki and took his hand.

      We shook on it, and the pact was made. I was going to learn how to travel to other realms using Yggdrasil. I’d used the tree for time travel once before, but this was far more exciting . . . or maybe it was just terrifying. I hadn’t quite decided.
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      An hour later, having agreed to learn how to travel through Yggdrasil, I was strapped in the backseat of one of the two vehicles that headed toward the beach. Next to me was Alaric, our backpacks in the middle. We each had a change of clothes, a winter coat, and enough food and water to last for days. I’d dressed in heavyweight jeans with a belly band, a loose green flannel, and hiking boots, since we weren’t quite sure what sort of biome we’d be entering, and we had no idea how far we’d need to hike to find Hecate. I had twin daggers ready to affix to my belt once we reached the beach, and two more already hidden at my ankles. While some of the other Vaettir would be bringing swords and axes, I was far more comfortable with the smaller weapons.

      Aila, Mikeal’s tall, blonde, and deadly second in command drove, and Loki rode in the passenger seat. The other vehicle held Faas, Mikael, Frode, Sophie, and Alejandro. Everyone in the vehicles had now been informed of our plan, and of Loki’s true identity, but we’d be telling no one else. Things might get out of hand if the clan knew both their Doyens were in another realm. Aila and Alejandro would be remaining behind to watch the clan, but had accompanied us since we needed someone to drive the vehicles home in case we were gone overnight. Faas and Frode would be coming into the other world with us. Faas, because he understood energy better than any of us, and Frode for extra muscle, just in case.

      Alaric took my hand and gave it a squeeze. “You know I’m only upset because I’m worried,” he muttered.

      I nodded. “I know, and I’m sorry. I’m the reason we never seem able to live in peace.”

      “You’re also the reason we’re free from Estus and the key. Do not apologize.”

      I squeezed his hand, feeling better. The situation was already dire, and I really hated adding a lover’s spat to the mix.

      “How sweet,” Loki commented, watching us in the rearview mirror. “I had no idea death energy could be so loving.”

      “I’m more than just death energy,” I grumbled.

      Maybe that was why Hecate disliked the old gods. She got tired of being called a death goddess all the time, when she was so much more. Although, I supposed Loki probably got called a lot of names too.

      The trees thinned as we neared the coast. The silver car containing our friends turned off the highway ahead of us, taking the same narrow road Alaric and I had taken the previous day.

      I let out a long breath, then gently removed my hand from Alaric’s to make sure I had everything I needed in my pack. I switched off my cell phone and stuffed it back into an exterior pocket of the pack. It wouldn’t work in another realm, but I wanted to make sure we’d be able to call Aila and Alejandro to pick us up when we returned.

      Yggdrasil came into view as we made our way down the bumpy, narrow dirt road, its golden branches vibrant in the harsh sun. The silver car parked ahead of us, and Aila maneuvered the truck into the narrow space beside it.

      We all exited the vehicles, hoisting our packs onto our backs and affixing weapons that had been too awkward to wear while crammed in the vehicles.

      Loki sauntered toward the tree line unhindered, having refused a backpack or any other supplies. He didn’t seem to mind that he was weaponless and still in the same outfit we’d found him in.

      Alaric came around the side of the vehicle to stand near me. “Are you entirely sure about this?” he asked softly.

      I nodded. “As long as I feel confident that I can bring us back without Loki’s help, it will be fine.”

      As Mikael wordlessly led the way down toward the beach, Alejandro fell into step at my other side. He flipped his dark hair over his shoulder then flashed me a smile. “If you don’t come back, can I have your truck?”

      I rolled my eyes at him, then aimed them downward, watching my footing as I carefully picked my way toward the beach through the brambles bordering the forest. “If you touch my truck, I’ll haunt you from the other side.”

      He pouted. “Aw, you’re no fun.”

      I laughed, then turned away. Alaric took my hand. I glanced at him to see his gaze on the distant World Tree.

      “I hope we don’t have to physically climb it,” I commented.

      He smiled. “Don’t worry. All you’d have to do is climb on my back.”

      I chuckled, taking comfort in his presence. Loki might leave us all for dead, but Alaric and Mikael would both stand by me to the bitter end.

      Loki reached the tree first, shortly followed by Aila and Mikael, basically those with the longest legs. As we followed their footprints in the sand, Faas walked silently behind me, but I could sense his nerves.

      I released Alaric’s hand from my grip as we reached the tree. Up close, it looked more silver than gold, at least in the areas the sun didn’t hit.

      “Time for your lesson,” Loki instructed, stretching his hand toward me.

      I glanced nervously at Alaric, then stepped forward.

      Loki gently grasped my wrist, guiding my palm against the tree. “Do you feel that?”

      I closed my eyes, focusing on the impossibly smooth bark beneath my palm. The tree was formed of the fates, the key’s chaos energy, and the Morrigan’s emotion and life/death energy. They were all highly familiar to me. Almost comforting.

      “I can feel Mara’s energy,” I said softly, then opened my eyes to look at him. “I mean the Morrigan.”

      He nodded. “Good. That you are familiar with the energy should prove useful. It is not difficult to travel through the tree. The difficult part is ending up in the right place.”

      I frowned, thinking about the countless realms to where the branches might lead. We could end up anywhere.

      “Fortunately,” Loki continued, “you’ve come in contact with Hecate’s energy signature before.”

      I tensed, thinking he’d somehow found out about my meeting with Marcos, then relaxed, remembering that I’d explained to him how Hecate had helped guide me to regrow the tree, if only in a small way.

      He pressed his hand over mine, making a firm connection with the tree. “All you need do is tune in to the tree’s energy, then focus on the energy signature you would like to reach. That was how I ended up here. I was examining one of the branches, and I sensed you on the other side. I focused on your energy, and poof!”

      “Sounds simple enough,” I commented.

      “Not simple at all,” he countered, “but still, easily done for beings like you and I.”

      Still pressing my palm against the tree, he gestured for everyone to gather round. As everyone moved in, he explained, “You will be the one to take us to Hecate. In doing so, I will have upheld my end of the bargain. You will have proven you can travel the tree without my magic.”

      I glanced at Faas as he moved to my other side. “I’ll watch him to make sure it is only your power transporting us.”

      I nodded. “Thanks.”

      As everyone gathered even closer, Mikael said a few words to Aila and Alejandro before they stepped away.

      “You might want to go farther back than that,” Loki called out to the pair, who’d only taken a few steps before turning to watch us. “As this is her first time, she might accidentally sweep you up.” He turned back to me. “Now Madeline, focus on the tree’s energy.”

      As Aila and Alejandro jogged away, I did as he asked, which wasn’t difficult. My eyes fluttered closed, and my muscles slowly relaxed as I fell into the familiar rhythm of the tree’s energy. Slowly, my awareness expanded. I could feel the tree’s shimmering roots reaching deep into the sand, and the impossibly high branches kissing the sky.

      I became so enraptured that I almost didn’t hear Loki as he said, “Now focus on Hecate’s energy, focus on her name, for names hold power. Use Yggdrasil’s magic to bring us to her realm.”

      Since I’d never met Hecate personally, I focused on the feel of Marcos’ magic. Not on Marcos’ himself, but the taste and power of true necromancy in its most potent form. Hecate.

      I had a feeling of weightlessness as my surroundings seemed to slip away. For a moment I became frightened. It felt almost as if I no longer had a body, and I feared for the tiny life growing inside me.

      Then my hiking boots touched down on loamy soil. I stumbled to the side, dizzy. Two set of hands reached out and caught me.

      I opened my eyes to see both Alaric and Faas holding on to me, watching me as if I might faint. I glanced up toward a golden branch dangling overhead, as if the tree it belonged to was rooted in the sky, growing down toward the earth rather than up.

      “I’m fine,” I muttered, and they slowly released me as I stepped away.

      We were in a dense forest, no, not quite a forest, more like a jungle. The trees around us seemed vaguely tropical, but at the same time the soil was dark instead of sandy. The damp air was pleasantly warm on my skin.

      Loki peered around as he walked toward me. “Well,” he began, “the ride wasn’t exactly smooth, but congratulations on getting us here. I honestly assumed it would take more than one try.”

      “So we made it?” I questioned in disbelief. “We made it to Hecate’s realm?”

      “Yes,” Loki replied.

      Faas let out a gasp. “And we lost our magic in the process.”

      We all whirled on him.

      Pushing his long blond bangs away from his face, he lifted his pale, horrified eyes up to meet mine.

      “I can’t feel anyone’s energy,” he explained.

      I tilted my head, confused. I could still feel the pulse of my magic beneath my skin, amplified from our trip through Yggdrasil’s branches.

      I turned my attention to Frode. “Try freezing something,” I instructed.

      Turning his broad back away from us, he lifted his hands, but nothing happened. Normally he could summon ice with his magic.

      I shook my head. “I don’t understand. I can still feel my magic.”

      Faas harrumphed in irritation. “We are such fools. Of course we don’t have magic here. We are not a part of this realm. Our magic is tied to our realm.”

      “Then why do I still have magic?” I questioned.

      Loki scowled. “I do not have my magic either. Hecate must have nullified all magical signatures in this realm except her own. You still have magic, because you share similar energy. You truly are cut from goddess cloth, pure transcendental energy.”

      “Well if we didn’t have proof of that theory before . . . ” Mikael trailed off. He paced around the small clearing, hand on the axe at his belt. Not his father’s axe, I realized, wondering if he feared he might lose it in another realm.

      Alaric put an arm around my waist and pulled me backwards. “There’s something out there,” he whispered, his lips pressed against my ear.

      I tensed. I still had my magic, and everyone was physically armed. We could probably handle whatever was out there . . . unless it was Hecate.

      I darted my gaze from tree to tree, but could not yet see what Mikael and Alaric had sensed. Everyone else gathered close around us while Mikael and Loki investigated.

      Alaric whirled me around as something rustled in the bushes behind us.

      “Halt!” a woman’s voice demanded.

      I watched as she stepped out of her hiding place, followed by several other women. They all held massive, gleaming steel spears, aimed in our direction. The finely made spears seemed out of place with their flowing white dresses, cinched at their waists with thin brown belts. Most had hair down to their waists in varying colors, with some tresses pulled back in loose braids.

      “Hecate’s handmaidens,” Loki commented, suddenly standing right beside me.

      Noticing Loki, the women began to mutter amongst themselves, then the first one who’d spoken, a brunette who couldn’t have been more than twenty, called out, “You are not welcome here, old god!”

      “Do you think they’re talking to me?” Loki asked facetiously, then snickered.

      “We’re here to see Hecate,” Mikael explained, stepping out ahead of the group while Loki stayed back with us.

      The woman in the lead shifted her feet, then muttered something to her comrades I couldn’t quite hear.

      “They know who you are,” Alaric whispered in my ear.

      “So you still have your acute hearing?” I asked softly.

      “That is part of my physiology,” he explained, “not my magic.”

      “We will bring the woman to Hecate,” the brunette explained. “The old god must stay behind.”

      I looked to Loki, who shrugged.

      That was all fine and well for him, but I didn’t want to venture into a goddess’ inner sanctum with only my magic. If the others still had their abilities, I might be willing to leave Loki behind, but I didn’t trust my magic enough to protect everyone on my own.

      “He comes, or we leave right now,” I decided. “Hecate asked me to come to her, now she’s going to have to meet me halfway.”

      The women muttered amongst themselves again, then turned back to us. “You and a single escort will come to the border, the others may follow behind,” she ordered. “Hecate will meet you there.”

      I hadn’t meant for Hecate to literally meet me halfway, but I supposed I was getting what I wanted, so I kept my mouth shut.

      The women turned to lead the way, leaving us little choice but to follow.

      “Walk with Mikael,” Alaric instructed quietly. “If any negotiations are needed, he will be the one of most use to you.”

      I peered at him for a moment, then nodded. Mikael was the most skilled negotiator among us. It made sense for him to stay at my side.

      Having heard his name, he approached and offered me his arm. “I’d be honored to face the goddess with you.”

      I hoisted my pack more securely on my back, then placed my arm in Mikael’s. I gave Alaric a final worried look, then started forward. Everyone else brought up the rear, talking amongst themselves in low voices.

      The women led us down a well-trod path through the foliage. Now that I had time to really observe our surroundings, I noticed strange, brightly colored songbirds up in the trees. Their lilting melodies were so beautiful, I could hardly believe they were real. The further we traveled down the path, the more vibrant flowers there were spread amongst the odd, tropical trees, producing an almost overwhelming scent.

      At this point it felt as if we’d crossed some sort of magical barrier, right where the flowers had increased. I glanced back to make sure everyone was still behind us. Alaric, walking beside Sophie, nodded at me encouragingly.

      I turned my attention forward as white tents came into view in the distance. I had a feeling we were about to reach the edge of Hecate’s inner sanctum. I wondered if Yggdrasil’s branch being so close to it was merely coincidental, or if Hecate had intentionally set up shop in the vicinity. Now that we were so near, I felt a little silly for wearing hiking boots and a camp pack to meet a goddess.

      While most of the women walking ahead of us continued onward, the brunette turned back to face us, leaning casually against her spear. “You will wait here,” she ordered.

      Ready for a rest, even after such a short walk, I pulled my arm from Mikael’s and slipped my pack from my shoulders, leaning it against a nearby tree. I almost considered sitting, but I really didn’t want everyone to see me awkwardly climbing back to my feet when Hecate arrived. Being pregnant amongst perfectly fit people is the pits.

      I glanced behind us as Sophie and the others lowered their packs to the ground, not understanding why they all had to stay behind. If Hecate wanted them out of earshot, she had another thing coming. Alaric and Sophie at least could still hear us from this distance.

      I glanced in the other direction as the brunette turned toward some of the other women appearing behind her. They flocked around a tall woman with long auburn hair.

      I knew the instant I saw her that the auburn-haired woman was Hecate. Though she appeared just an inch or two shorter than my 5’9”, she seemed almost frail, but carried herself with a quiet dignity. Her dress was similar to what her handmaidens wore, except the fabric seemed to be spun from pure gold. It glistened in the gentle sunlight filtering down through the broad leaves of the nearby trees.

      She stopped roughly twenty feet away from us. I had to rub my eyes to clear them as I watched the foliage around her, but even after blinking several times, the plants still seemed to move. As I watched, several flowers near her feet bloomed.

      “Welcome, Madeline!” she called out.

      I shivered as she said my name. She was what I had pictured a goddess looking like, somehow much more impressive than Loki, though perhaps it was all a show for our benefit.

      Mikael took my arm again as Hecate swayed toward us, a mischievous smile curling her pink lips. She looked me up and down, then turned her gaze to Mikael. Her delicate nose sniffed the air. “You are practically mortal,” she said with distaste.

      “Only in this realm,” Mikael assured.

      Hecate nodded. “One escort for Madeline, that is all.”

      I chewed my lip, then turned to look over my shoulder at Alaric, standing with the others well out of reach.

      He shrugged, which was uncharacteristic for him. Why wasn’t he worried? Something was off.

      “What’s going on?” I asked, turning back toward Hecate.

      She frowned. “I wish to negotiate. You and I are the same. I would never harm you. Step forward with your chosen escort and I will tell you everything you wish to know. The others will not be harmed.”

      I looked to Alaric again. He nodded.

      I turned my attention to Mikael.

      He patted my hand where it rested on his arm. “I will accept the role of escort.”

      We all turned to Loki.

      He raised his hands in surrender. “Hey, I’m just here to watch anyways.”

      Mikael took my arm and guided me forward as Hecate turned to walk beside us. We kept walking until we were at the spot where the flowers had bloomed at her feet. I felt an odd twinge of magic, like we’d passed another barrier. I wasn’t sure if Hecate was aware that some of the Vaettir, like Alaric and Sophie, would still be able to hear her from this distance, even if she whispered, but I wasn’t about to let her in on that secret.

      “Madeline,” she sighed softly, seeming relieved that I was now close to her, surrounded by her handmaidens. Her entire demeanor seemed to shift. Suddenly she seemed like the most kindly grandmother, trapped in a younger woman’s body. “I’m so glad you were able to come,” she whispered. Darting her gaze past us, she added, “Even if you brought one of the old gods into my realm.”

      She turned her sparkling green gaze back to me. “You have already achieved so much,” she said softly. “I knew you had the ability to regrow Yggdrasil, but to actually follow through? You were willing to sacrifice everything, and I would expect no less.”

      I wasn’t quite sure what to say to her. She was suddenly acting like I was her best friend in the world.

      “So,” I hesitated, “about why you brought me here . . . ”

      “Oh yes,” she continued. “I want you to stay here where you and your child will be safe. I will return to your world in your place and set things right.”

      I stared at her. “Why can’t you just come back to my realm with me? I mean, I’d appreciate your help, but I can’t stay here.”

      Rage washed across her expression, then was gone. It had been so brief that I almost would have questioned if I’d seen it at all. That was, if I couldn’t still sense her emotions. Her anger was like fire ants marching up my skin.

      I glanced at Mikael, wishing I could tell him what I was sensing.

      Hecate sighed. “I cannot go into that world while you are there. If we are in a single place together, the energy that fuels us is shared. I need all of my power if I am to face the old gods.”

      “So you’re saying you and I are sharing our power here?” I questioned.

      She chuckled. “No no, Madeline. This is my realm, created especially for me. You cannot best me here, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

      I was thinking it, but I shook my head. “Not at all,” I lied. “I just don’t quite understand. You said you’d tell me why I was created.”

      She tilted her head. “You truly do not know, do you?”

      I wanted to yell at her in frustration, but I bit my tongue. “I have no way of knowing,” I said honestly.

      She sighed, then smiled. “Alright, I’ll explain it to you. You were created when the Morrigan perished, she was created when the World Tree was torn asunder.”

      “Um, no,” I replied. “I’m not that old.”

      She tsked at me. “Of course not. You’ve died and been reborn many times. You are only the latest incarnation of my energy. You were not created by any one individual, you simply are. Your energy must exist in the world, and so it has perpetuated.”

      “So, I was born like a normal person?” I asked.

      She chuckled. “Of course. Everyone is born, except perhaps the Morrigan. She was spontaneously created, but everyone else is born.”

      “Fancy that,” I commented. “So if I’m meant to be in the world, why would the old gods want to destroy me?”

      “The old gods do not understand you and I,” she said conspiratorially. “We are a pure part of nature. They are merely elevated humans.”

      I glanced at Mikael, who seemed to be deep in thought, not offering me any help.

      I turned back to her. “While I appreciate the information. I’m not sure how it helps my situation.”

      “I already told you,” she chided. “You will stay here where you and your child are safe. I will even permit your consort to remain with you. I will return to your realm and solve all of your problems.”

      “I’m sorry,” I replied. “I can’t do that. Too many people are depending on me.” I gestured to Mikael. “On us. We are Doyens of a clan.”

      Hecate simply smiled.

      “Step back, Madeline,” Mikael ordered, as if noticing something I hadn’t. He put a hand on my shoulder and pulled me out of Hecate’s reach.

      I suddenly noticed that it was eerily quiet behind us. I turned to find that everyone was gone, including Hecate’s handmaidens.

      “They were never with us,” Mikael hissed. “It was an illusion. They are likely back where we landed with the handmaidens.”

      “Oh no,” Hecate purred. “They followed you for a time, but were led down a different path when you crossed the first of my barriers.”

      “I don’t understand!” I cried, glancing frantically around for Alaric, and for everyone else.

      “She tricked us,” Mikael explained, tugging me further back.

      “B-but why?” I asked, directing my gaze toward Hecate. “Why negotiate for us to step forward, if no one else was even there at all?”

      Hecate chuckled. “You had to enter the second barrier of my realm willingly for my spell to work. I had to get you this far, by allowing you to think you were in control.”

      I took another step backward, and it was like I’d hit a wall. “What did you do to them?” I growled, flattening my palms against the invisible barrier.

      I felt sick and dizzy, but if this woman had done something to Alaric and the others, I would tear her heart out, goddess or no.

      “They will be returned to your realm,” she explained. “Do not fear, they are safe. You and I are friends, even if you don’t realize it now.”

      I glanced at Mikael, then back to her. “Is he real?” I asked.

      “Of course I’m real!” he replied.

      Hecate nodded. “I told you I would not deprive you of your consort. I did not lie. He will remain here, safe with you and your growing child.”

      I whipped my gaze to Mikael, eyes wide.

      He eyed me intently, silently urging me not to blow his cover.

      I took a deep breath. He was right. I wasn’t about to let her know he wasn’t my consort and have him taken away too. There was one thing I didn’t understand though. Marcos knew Alaric was the father of my child. Why had he not told Hecate? Didn’t he tell her everything?

      “Come now,” she instructed happily. “I will show you to your lodgings.”

      “I don’t think so,” I replied, backing against the invisible wall once more. We just needed to get back to Yggdrasil’s branch and we could return to our world.

      Several handmaidens appeared behind Hecate and started toward us.

      Mikael moved to my side and took my hand. “Do not fight just yet,” he whispered. “We will escape when the time is right.”

      I nodded, though I was struggling to fight back tears. I couldn’t be trapped in this realm. I needed to go home, even if it meant I had to face every single one of the old gods. Any fate was better than being trapped here.

      The handmaidens closed in around us, grabbing our arms, and guiding us forward.

      Hecate turned and walked ahead of us toward the distant white tents. I watched her narrow back and felt nothing but rage. I had a new number one enemy on my list. It could be a long list at times, but I never forgot any of the names.
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      Alaric lifted a hand to his head. Someone was squirming beneath him. He pushed away from the second body as his vision slowly returned. Damp sand soaked into his pants.

      “Damn it,” he cursed under his breath, looking up at the golden tree before him.

      “My sentiments exactly,” Faas muttered behind him, seeming relieved to no longer be crushed by Alaric’s weight.

      “Where the hell is Loki?” Sophie’s voice growled.

      Alaric glanced over his shoulder. A few paces behind Faas, Frode was helping Sophie stand. Loki, Madeline, and Mikael were nowhere to be seen.

      He pinched the bridge of his nose to stave off his headache, then looked back up at the tree. They’d been following behind Madeline and Mikael toward Hecate. He hadn’t liked the idea, but as long as Madeline was within sight, he would be able to rush to her rescue. Then suddenly they’d hit an invisible wall. The next thing he remembered was landing rather harshly on this blasted beach, without Madeline, as if they’d been thrown away.

      He struggled to his feet, then stumbled toward Yggdrasil, running his palms across the smooth bark. There had to be some way to go back to Madeline. He realized now that Hecate had tricked them. She’d lured Madeline to her realm, then sent the rest of them back to theirs . . . but then, where were Mikael and Loki? Mikael might be imprisoned with Madeline, but Loki?

      He concentrated on the tree, though he knew it was futile. He did not possess the power to return to Hecate’s realm. He could only pray that Hecate did not intend to harm Madeline.

      A hand alighted on his shoulder, and he turned to see Sophie’s worried expression.

      “We were fools to ever trust Loki,” he muttered.

      She nodded. “Yes, we were, but,” she aimed her gaze upward toward Yggdrasil’s branches, “there are more gods where he came from. Gods that can bring us back to Hecate’s realm.”

      He cupped his hand over hers, yet lingering on his shoulder. “Thank you for understanding. We have to go back, no matter what it takes.”

      Sophie nodded, her hand slipping back to her side, just as Faas approached. “I don’t think Loki did this,” he explained, flicking his sand-speckled blond hair out of his face. “I think he was caught up in the illusion just like we were.”

      “So where is he?” Sophie asked.

      Faas shook his head. “Perhaps imprisoned, just like Madeline, and I assume Mikael too.”

      “But why Mikael?” Sophie questioned.

      Frode walked toward them, brushing damp sand from his jeans. Joining the group, he said, “The why is not important. What’s important is our clan is now missing both of its Doyens.”

      “That’s not important,” Alaric growled. “What’s important is getting Madeline back.”

      Frode frowned. “So summon your goddess. The two of you are descended from Bastet, are you not? Ask her to aid you.”

      “Bastet is a goddess of war,” Sophie replied. “I do not foresee her wanting to aid us.”

      Frode raised a blond eyebrow at her. “Do you want Madeline back, or not?”

      Damn it, Alaric thought. He was right. He gazed back up to the tree. It had taken Madeline to gain Loki’s attention, what would it take to call down another one of the gods? Not to mention, they didn’t even know how to deal with Hecate. She might just send them back again, godless.

      He looked to his sister. “We need to figure out what Hecate plans. We need to find Marcos.”

      “But how?” she questioned, her dark eyes wide.

      He turned to Faas. “You can track energy, can you not?”

      He nodded. “Yes, but not as well as Tallie.”

      “Marcos was at the house last night,” he explained, divulging the information that had previously been kept between him, Madeline, and Mikael.

      “And you let him escape!” Sophie exclaimed.

      Alaric glared at her. “I did not see him.” He turned back to Faas. “Do you think you can track him?”

      He nodded. “If he has remained in the area, yes.”

      Alaric looked back up to the tree, the only gateway to Marcos’ goddess. “I highly doubt he’s gone far,” he muttered, “and at this point, he is our only link to Madeline.”

      “Alaric!” a voice shouted in a strong Scandinavian accent.

      He turned to see Aila running toward them down the beach, her bright blonde ponytail streaming behind her. Soon enough she reached them and hunched over, panting heavily, not from exhaustion, he realized, but from panic.

      “What are you doing here?” he questioned.

      She straightened. “I have come in hopes Mikael would return soon. Magic is running amok. We believe the old gods have arrived, and there will be hell to pay.”

      Alaric’s eyes widened, then slid toward Sophie. The old gods returning meant only one thing to him in that moment. A way to reach Madeline.
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      “This is bad,” I groaned.

      “We’re still alive, Madeline,” Mikael replied, aiming his amber eyes at me.

      I leaned back against the colorful cushions in the outdoor, harem style space . . . the harem style space surrounded by iron bars and handmaidens with spears. The roof of our outdoor cell shaded us from the dwindling sun, and thick carpets laid across the raw earth provided a surface for the ornate, colorful cushions.

      Mikael’s eyes met mine for a moment, then flicked to the handmaidens. We needed to be careful what we said.

      Hecate had left shortly after imprisoning us. I wanted to fight, but Mikael had held me at bay. At the time, I’d thought he was right. The time to escape would be after Hecate left us, but now she had, and we were in an oddly lavish prison with no way out. I still had my magic, but bursts of energy wouldn’t do much good against solid metal bars.

      I rolled my eyes back to Mikael. It was beginning to grow dark, and I really did not want to spend the night in our prison.

      “Come here,” Mikael requested, holding out his arm as he leaned back on the cushions across from me.

      I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. If he was about to flirt with me now, I was going to punch him.

      He beckoned me with his hand, his expression saying, don’t argue, just get the hell over here.

      I sighed, stood and waddled over to him, then slumped back down onto the cushions beside him.

      His arm, inches from mine, shifted minutely, drawing my attention down. There was a single thin dagger, more like a letter opener, in his hand, hidden between the cushions. They’d taken all of our other weapons, but he’d somehow smuggled it through.

      I sighed. A dagger wasn’t going to do us much good against multiple armed handmaidens. They’d easily confiscated all our other weapons.

      Mikael angled his gaze toward the barred door of our outdoor cell, and the heavy padlock keeping it closed. I could see a set of keys dangling from the belts of each of the handmaiden guards.

      Suddenly the dagger made sense. If the guard detail lowered at any point, we could probably lure one against the bars, place the blade at her throat, and steal her keys.

      Now we just had to get rid of some guards.

      “Night will come soon,” Mikael said cryptically. “It will be time for rest.”

      I nodded. It was our best bet. We’d simply have to wait for the right opportunity.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric peered out the passenger seat window as Aila drove them down the highway. In the back seat Sophie, Faas, and Frode sat in silence

      He could see flashes of color and lights in the slowly darkening woods surrounding the highway. The return of magic had clearly increased, but was it truly the old gods, or simply beings of other realms who’d discovered Yggdrasil’s newly grown branches?

      While he’d been dreading the old gods’ return, now he hoped for it. Hecate had proven herself their true enemy, and Loki himself had said he wasn’t the only god who didn’t want to destroy Madeline.

      “Has anything been on the news?” he questioned distantly, keeping his eyes on the passing trees.

      “That’s how we first realized something had changed,” Aila explained. “Alejandro and I reached the house to find everyone in a panic. Hillsboro is experiencing massive blackouts, and there have been countless car accidents whose victims are claiming they saw spectral forms in the road.”

      He clenched his fists. Could this be a result of them using the World Tree to reach Hecate, or had this increased magical . . . leakage been inevitable? Or, was this all Hecate’s doing? Had she taken Maddy away only to enter their realm herself?

      “Our first priority is still to find Marcos,” he decided. “We must learn what Hecate is planning.”

      Aila turned off the highway onto the road toward the house. “We’ll recruit a few others along with Faas and Tallie to track him, then send another group into Hillsboro to see what’s really going on.”

      He gripped his knees, unable to quiet his anxiety. Did Aila have to drive so slowly down the neighborhood road? “Yes,” he agreed. “Do what you need in Hillsboro. I must focus on Madeline.”

      Aila glanced at him as she drove, then turned her eyes back to the road. Finally, they reached the last turnoff that would lead to their long, winding driveway.

      “I hate to be the one to bring this up,” Sophie began from the back seat, “but what are we going to do with Marcos once we find him? He’s a powerful necromancer. He might have spent the past months gathering power. How will we make him talk?”

      They hit the driveway and started down while Alaric mulled over Sophie’s question. Madeline had been the one to keep Marcos in line before. If he was able to gather enough energy, he was a force to be reckoned with.

      “Who is that?” Aila asked, narrowing her eyes as they neared the end of the dark drive.

      Alaric looked toward the house. The headlights illuminated a woman walking around outside, glancing at her surroundings as if confused. Her long, flaxen hair glistened in the artificial light, draped over an icy lavender tunic and black pants.

      Aila parked the vehicle a few feet from the woman, who’d turned to gaze at them with pale eyes.

      “Um,” Sophie began, leaning forward in her seat to place herself between Alaric and Aila, “correct me if I’m wrong, but isn’t that woman dressed a bit like Loki?”

      “Another of the old gods?” Aila asked.

      Alaric threw open his door and hurried out of the car.

      The woman watched him approach, hands on hips, then looked past him to the others.

      “Ah,” the woman observed, “there you are.” She walked around Alaric as if he didn’t exist.

      He turned to see her stop in front of Aila, who blinked at her in disbelief. “Freyja?” she questioned breathily.

      Alaric stared at the woman’s back. The goddess’ back. It had to be true since she’d recognized her descendant, Aila, almost instantly.

      Faas, Sophie, and Frode kept their distance, seemingly unsure of the new goddess.

      “What are you doing here?” Aila questioned, clearly still astonished. “Have all of the gods returned?”

      Freyja snorted. “Hardly. We had all agreed to bide our time until it was clear Yggdrasil was stable, then Loki hopped down a branch when no one was looking. I’m here to find him and bring him back.”

      Alaric gave Freyja a wide berth as he moved to stand beside Aila. Aila glanced at him, clearly asking permission to tell Freyja the truth.

      Not wanting her to divulge that some of them had used Yggdrasil themselves, he turned to Freyja and explained, “He was here for a time, but now we don’t know where he went, nor why he left.”

      Freyja rolled her eyes. “Of course I missed him, that blasted gnat.” She glanced back at the house, then to Aila. “Is this your abode? I could stand a meal before I continue my search.”

      “Of course!” Aila replied, more flustered than Alaric had ever seen her. She gestured for Freyja to lead the way toward the door.

      With a nod, Freyja turned and sauntered onward with Aila hurrying after her.

      Alaric hung back with the others until Freyja and Aila had entered the house, shutting the door behind them.

      “I do not think we should divulge anything about Hecate until we can find Marcos and learn her plan,” he explained, keeping his voice low as he eyed the closed door.

      He turned to see the others nod their agreement.

      “I’ll go around the yard and see if I can pick up his energy signature,” Faas whispered.

      “I’ll find Tallie and quietly bring her out,” Frode added.

      Alaric met Sophie’s gaze, nodded, then turned back to Frode and Faas. “Sophie and I will see what we can learn from our newly acquired goddess.”

      Alaric turned to lead the way toward the house while Faas branched off toward the side yard.

      He felt a small sliver of hope blooming within his chest. If they learned they could trust Freyja, she could take them back through the World Tree to find Madeline.

      He’d have to be quite sure though that Freyja had no ill intentions toward Madeline. If she did, he’d need to come to terms with the fact that Maddy was likely better off lost . . . at least for the time being.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      The sky had grown dark, and the guard duty still hadn’t thinned. Two women in flowing white dresses, cinched at the waist with leather belts, guarded the barred door of our strange, outdoor cell, and four more were placed around the perimeter.

      Mikael and I had bided our time, but there really hadn’t been much to do besides eat the dinners we were brought and stare out at the lush jungle beginning roughly fifty feet from our cell.

      It seemed the handmaiden guards all lived in small white tents, unless there were structures on the far side of the sanctum that I couldn’t see.

      I yawned, then shifted uncomfortably on my cushion. I really had to pee, but I didn’t want to ask to go until the timing was right. A bathroom break would likely be our best bet of escaping, whereupon we could hopefully confiscate the cell door keys.

      I glanced at Mikael, lounging on the cushions beside me, seeming none too worried.

      Shaking my head, I turned away from him to observe the padlocked cell door for the millionth time, and the guards holding their spears beyond it. If some of them didn’t go to sleep soon, I was going to ruin our chances of escape during a bathroom break by peeing my pants.

      Just when I thought I could no longer hold it, a guard from the side of our cell approached the two at the front, then spoke with them in hushed tones.

      I forced my gaze away from them, not wanting to seem overly curious.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw a guard nod to the one speaking, then the first strode away toward the white tents. A few minutes later, another followed the same process.

      I fought the urge to grin. Our lack of escape attempts might have actually made the women comfortable enough to let their guard down, if only a little.

      A third guard eventually departed, and I decided it was time to make our move. Three guards was far better than six, and I didn’t want to risk any of them returning.

      I leaned forward, then used my arms to help push me and my belly to my feet. With a final glance at Mikael, who subtly nodded, I walked toward the barred door.

      “I need to use the bathroom,” I announced.

      One of the guards, a redhead, turned toward me, then gestured with her spear toward the far corner of the cell. “Use the chamber pot.”

      I frowned. I’d noticed the small bronze pot, but hadn’t guessed what it was there for. “We’re a bit . . . modest in my realm.” I explained. “Women usually don’t relieve themselves in front of men.”

      “He’s your consort,” she said, gesturing with a nod toward Mikael. “If a man can get you pregnant, he can watch you urinate.”

      I shook my head. I couldn’t deny that he was my consort now. They might kill him. “Not where I’m from,” I argued. “I require privacy.”

      The woman rolled her eyes. “Fine, but if either of you try to escape, you will be separated henceforth.”

      It was a risk I was willing to take if it got me out of this damn cell. I nodded eagerly.

      The redhead waved to the single guard stationed at the backside of the cell, facing the jungle, and the woman trotted around the cell toward the front.

      “Find Tamara,” the redhead instructed. “We require extra guards.”

      I caught myself before my shoulders could slump in disappointment. The guard trotted away to follow her orders.

      So much for only dealing with three guards, unless . . . I glanced back at Mikael. At the moment we only had two, but it wouldn’t be long before the others returned.

      He glanced briefly at the two remaining women, then nodded. Suddenly he hopped to his feet.

      Knowing his plan, I turned back toward the women and blasted them with energy. Mikael dove toward the cell bars, snagging his fingers around the keys at one of the women’s belts as they were knocked from their feet by the impact of my energy blast.

      He whipped his hand back inside the cell, then through another bar near the padlock. I had a split second to prepare myself, then the door swung outward just as the two women climbed to their feet, spears in hand. Shouting erupted from the nearby tents. We only had seconds to make this escape work.

      Before I could even react, Mikael swooped me up in his arms like a child and darted through the open door. His leg swung up, launching his foot into one of the woman’s chests before she could ready her spear.

      The other woman was faster and lunged for us, trying to force us back into the cell with her weapon. I used every ounce of remaining energy I had left to throw at her, but this time she was prepared for it, and merely staggered upon impact.

      Still, it was enough of an opportunity for Mikael to kick her spear away and run past her, just as dozens of female forms hurried toward us, spears raised.

      With my body still grasped firmly in Mikael’s arms, he quickly pivoted and started sprinting toward the jungle. All I could do was hold on to his neck and cross my fingers that Hecate’s barrier was no longer up to trap us.

      The women shouted behind us as we entered the tree line, and I exhaled in relief. No magical barrier stopped us, at least, not yet.

      Mikael wove between the dark trees and I did my best to keep my feet tucked down, lest I impede our ability to fit through one of the smaller gaps. I was incredibly grateful in that moment that I’d ended up with someone tall and strong like Mikael, and not someone smaller like Faas. I never would have been able to outrun the warrior women on my own.

      The shouts began to grow distant as we lost ourselves in the deep foliage, but Mikael did not stop running for a long time. I hoped he knew where he was going, because we still needed to somehow make it back to the World Tree branch to go home.

      Eventually, when the night air was utterly silent around us, he slowed, then let me down to my feet.

      Unfortunately I was unable to express my gratitude in that moment, because I had to hustle toward the backside of a nearby shrub to relieve myself.

      When I was finished, I walked back around the bush to find Mikael scanning the darkness. “I believe we lost them,” he observed, “but we should keep moving. Odds are ten to one those women know how to track.”

      I nodded. “I can’t believe we actually made it out, and you didn’t even have to use your dagger.”

      He pouted, then knelt to withdraw the small weapon from his boot. He turned it over in his hand, the blade glinting in the moonlight. “Pity,” he muttered, then handed the weapon to me as he stood.

      I took the blade, looking at him questioningly.

      “In case we get separated,” he explained. “I expect you’re low on energy now.”

      I was low on energy, but I was surprised he’d give up his only weapon to me.

      “We should go,” he said before I could question him again.

      I nodded, slid the dagger in between my thick socks and the interior of my hiking boot, then we both started walking, though my ankles ached and I felt unbelievably tired.

      Mikael glanced over at me as we walked. “Would you like me to carry you further?”

      I shook my head, feeling down on myself for needing to be carried so far in the first place. “No, I can walk. Do you know what direction the World Tree branch is in?”

      “Yes,” he replied, turning his gaze back out to our surroundings, “but we shouldn’t go there yet. We need to lead the handmaidens as far from the path as possible, then we can loop back around.”

      I sighed. If that was the plan, he’d definitely have to carry me again at some point, but I wasn’t going to admit defeat just yet.

      “I can’t believe we actually escaped,” I mused again. I’d known our loose plan had been a long shot, but it had gone off without a hitch.

      He flashed me a smile. “I never doubted our abilities for a second.”

      Before I could reply, shouts behind us came into hearing range.

      “But perhaps it’s too soon to celebrate,” he added, then swooped me back up in his arms. He took off at a sprint, his strong legs carrying us tirelessly into the night.
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        * * *

      

      Alaric peered out the dark kitchen window, tired of watching Aila stare in awe at Freyja. Freyja loudly chugged a bottle of water, her flaxen hair trailing down her back. She’d already eaten three chicken sandwiches and was on her second bottle of water.

      Alaric glanced over his shoulder anxiously, wishing he could communicate with Faas. Had he found Marcos’ trail?

      He turned back to find Freyja staring at him, while handing her empty water bottle to Aila.

      She stepped toward him. “So,” she began suspiciously. “You say Loki simply . . . departed? He gave no reason?” One of her blonde eyebrows lifted, ever so slightly.

      He shrugged, acting casual. “He showed up, curious about us, then before we knew it, he was gone.”

      She tilted her head. “Curious about the Vaettir? That seems a bit silly. We know what you are. You are the destroyers of the World Tree.”

      He frowned. He was wondering when that would be brought up. It had happened well before his time, but the gods had long memories. “Loki’s reasons are his own. Do you truly believe he would have shared his motives with us?”

      She seemed to relax. “I suppose not,” she sighed.

      Everyone turned as Alejandro burst through the side door leading into the dining area. He panted, his bronze skin glistening with sweat. He glanced curiously at Freyja for a moment, shook his head, then turned to Alaric. “The shit has seriously hit the fan,” he panted. “Tabitha and Maya were on their way to Hillsboro, but they only made it halfway there. All of the cars on the highway are at a standstill, their drivers missing. The girls are running back home as we speak.”

      Freyja sighed loudly. “This is what you get when you mess around with Yggdrasil. It should be guarded. Things are slipping through from other realms.”

      “What things?” Alaric questioned. Were Freyja and Loki truly the only gods to come through? Could all of the magic he’d seen in the woods been something else?

      “Who knows?” she replied with a shrug. “There are countless realms. I cannot be expected to know what dwells in each. Leaving a single branch unprotected is one thing. It takes a certain level of intelligence to reach other branches, but anything with the right type of energy can reach the trunk.” She paused as a sudden thought seemed to hit her. “That reminds me. I must ask, who regrew the tree?” She flicked her gaze to each of the Vaettir in the room. “None of you possess such power.”

      Shit, Alaric thought. The questions would inevitably always come back to Madeline. Part of him just wanted to tell Freyja in hopes she’d be more helpful than Loki, but he was hesitant to risk it.

      Of course, there was a positive aspect to her questioning. It let him know that Freyja didn’t know who regrew the tree, which meant she didn’t know someone like Madeline even existed. They had feared the gods would come through the tree to hunt Madeline specifically.

      When he didn’t immediately answer, Sophie blurted, “We don’t know!”

      Freyja whipped her narrowed gaze to her. “You’re lying,” she snapped. “Whoever regrew the tree is responsible for the chaos that will only increase. Perhaps they know of a way to stop it.”

      “We cannot say who was directly responsible,” Alaric began, having an idea, “but we do know Hecate had hand in it.”

      Freyja’s eyes widened. “That’s impossible. She was sealed in another realm where she could not reach mortals centuries ago.”

      Alaric shrugged. “Well she was able to reach at least one, a necromancer claiming to be her direct descendent.”

      Sophie flicked her gaze to him, silently asking, What the hell are you doing?

      “Where is this necromancer?” Freyja demanded.

      “Our people are trying to track him as we speak,” Alaric explained, “but I imagine you might be far more suited to the job, given you found us so easily.”

      She nodded. “Tracking is one of my gifts. It is why I was sent to find Loki, though he is equally skilled at eluding me.” She placed a hand on her chin, deep in thought. “I’ll still need to find the little weasel, but perhaps learning Hecate’s plan should be of equal importance.”

      Alaric nodded encouragingly. “As we don’t know Loki’s location, finding Hecate’s necromancer could at least prove productive in the meantime.”

      “Yes,” Freyja decided. “That is what we shall do. Take me to your trackers.”

      “Um,” Alejandro interrupted, still standing in the dining area, slightly apart from the group, “are we going to do anything about all of the magic rapidly leaking into the world?”

      Freyja turned toward him. “If Hecate had a hand in growing the World Tree, I imagine this is all somehow her doing. Learning her plan is the next step to solving all issues.”

      Alaric couldn’t agree with her more. Plus, if Freyja decided to go after Hecate, perhaps Alaric could convince her to take him with. He could spirit away Madeline while the goddesses duked it out.

      “Our trackers should be out in the yard,” he explained. “The necromancer was here yesterday evening. They hope to pick up his energy signature.”

      “Energy trackers?” she questioned. “How delightful. Take me to them.”

      Sophie joined his side as he led the way. She met his gaze more than once, clearly conveying her worry. He was worried too, but he knew in his heart if he wasn’t willing to at least take a small risk, he might lose Madeline and their child forever.
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        * * *

      

      When the shouts could no longer be heard, Mikael finally let me back down to my feet. I guessed it was sometime close to midnight. I felt almost guilty for being absolutely exhausted, since Mikael was the one that had been carrying me for most of our escape. We’d walked through a few small streams on our journey, traveling down or upstream through the water for long distances to conceal our tracks. The handmaidens hopefully wouldn’t be able to find us now, unless they could track energy like some of the Vaettir. They didn’t seem in any way magical though, just like regular women, so hopefully that meant we were safe.

      “I suppose we can rest for a time,” Mikael suggested.

      My shoulders slumped in relief. I hated to rest when I was desperate to get home, but I really needed it. I’d used up my energy stores fending off the handmaidens, and since we didn’t have any food, sleep was the only way for me to recover.

      He glanced around the dark woods, then pointed to a rocky outcropping. “Let us rest in that alcove. That way, we at least won’t have the enemy sneaking up behind us.”

      Too tired to think straight, I nodded, then started walking toward the rocks.

      Though close, getting there seemed to take forever. Finally, we sat down side by side, leaning our backs against the hard, cool, stone. I shivered. It wasn’t absolutely freezing outside, but cold enough that sitting still was uncomfortable.

      I sighed. “What do you think happened to the others? Are they alright?”

      He put an arm around me and pulled me toward him, sharing his warmth. “I told you once before that you would know if Alaric were dead. I still believe that to be true.”

      I sighed again, then closed my eyes. “He might be okay for now, but if Hecate sent them all back to our realm, he could still be in trouble. All of our people could be in trouble. Hecate might have it out for the old gods, but I have a feeling she won’t care who else gets trampled in her quest for revenge.”

      “We’ll just have to get back there and figure it out,” he comforted.

      I nodded. “Do you think Loki is still with the others? I’m worried they’ll all try to come back here again and we might miss them.”

      He gave my shoulder a squeeze. “I do not know. I told you we could not trust him. He might not have had his magic in this realm, but he is still an ancient, clever being. Yet, Hecate was still so easily able to separate him from us.”

      “You’re right,” I muttered. “We shouldn’t have trusted him. You’d think after all the times I’ve been betrayed, I’d stop trusting strangers.”

      “You see the good in people,” he replied, his voice soft. “That is not a fault.”

      My eyes still closed, I smiled. “Except when I see the good in mischievous, ancient Vikings. I should probably stop doing that.”

      He snorted. “Now are you referring to Loki, or to me?” he asked jokingly, knowing I’d meant the latter.

      I chuckled. “Both.”

      “Ah,” he sighed. “Some day I’ll win you over.”

      As I began to drift off, I leaned my head on his shoulder, nestled in the curve of his arm. I distantly felt him place his free hand on my belly as he laid a kiss on the top of my head, but I was too far gone to really consider it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Fascinating,” Freyja muttered, watching Faas as he stood in the middle of the dark trees bordering their property, his arms held out to either side. “I had no idea the Vaettir had developed such interesting abilities.”

      “So you truly could not see us at all?” Aila questioned, standing a few paces away from the goddess.

      Freyja shook her head, tossing her flaxen hair from side to side. “When Yggdrasil was destroyed, we lost all access to this realm. We could see nothing.”

      Alaric pondered her answer, watching Faas as he paced around searching for the direction of Marcos’ energy. “So,” he began, an idea coming to him, “before Yggdrasil was destroyed, did this land have magic like it’s experiencing now?”

      He turned to Freyja as she shook her head. “The World Tree’s trunk originally resided in a neutral space, slightly parallel to this realm, but closer to it than any others. Your kind should not have been able to reach it, nor should any magic have leaked through.”

      “Then I don’t understand,” Aila interrupted. “I thought the World Tree was originally destroyed by the Vaettir.”

      “Indeed it was,” Freyja replied, “but they had help from a goddess. They were aided by Hecate.”

      Faas stopped his search and turned toward them, his face a pale oval in the minimal moonlight. “But then why did Hecate want to regrow the tree, if she was the one to originally destroy it?”

      Freyja smiled ruefully. “She did not foresee the power vacuum the tree’s destruction would create. She had hoped to sever the old gods’ connection from this realm, while she remained behind with her precious women worshippers. Instead, she was sucked through the vacuum and into a nearly dead realm, along with her female followers. She has been trapped there ever since,” she frowned, “though apparently her realm is not far off, if she’s able to communicate with her descendent.”

      Suddenly everything made sense. The women in Hecate’s realm must have been those who originally helped her destroy Yggdrasil. Now, Hecate wanted to return to this realm and have another try. She would use the tree, then destroy it, trapping Madeline in another realm forever. With Madeline’s energy in Hecate’s realm, the power vacuum might not exist.

      His heart sunk at the notion. He could be wrong, but it was the only reason he could think of for Hecate to lure Madeline to her realm.

      “I have an admission,” he sighed. He was still wary of telling Freyja the truth, but he could not risk Madeline being forever trapped in another realm.

      Freyja raised a blonde eyebrow at him. “Go on.”

      “I do know who regrew Yggdrasil,” he admitted. “I lied because it is someone I love very much, but now that I know the possibility of Hecate destroying the World Tree once more, I feel it is pertinent I tell the truth.”

      Freyja’s eyes widened. “And where is this special someone now?”

      Alaric’s shoulders slumped. “Loki took us to Hecate’s realm. Hecate sent most of us back, but kept Madeline and one other. We have not seen Loki since. He may even be in Hecate’s realm with Madeline and Mikael.”

      “Fools,” Freyja hissed, then took a deep breath. “This Madeline, what are her gifts?”

      “She was connected to the Morrigan, but not in the way Aila is connected to you,” he explained. “In fact, we are not even sure of Madeline’s origins. She is pure energy in human form.”

      “The Morrigan?” Freyja gasped. “You’re telling me this Madeline has the same energy as Hecate?”

      Alaric nodded.

      Faas had stopped his search and instead walked forward, listening intently to their conversation, while Aila balked at Alaric behind Freyja’s back.

      Freyja began to pace across the crunchy fir needles littering the ground. “All worlds have balance,” she explained. “They need balance. If what you say about this Madeline is true, she was the anchor that provided energy balance in this realm. She has been born again and again, with her energy never truly leaving. When she traveled through Yggdrasil, she created a vacuum to pull magical energy into this realm. That is why the magical flood increased.”

      “So we bring Madeline back, and the flow stops?” Faas questioned.

      Alaric could have hugged Faas in that moment for suggesting such a notion. The magical leak might just be enough motivation for Freyja to help them.

      “It’s not so simple,” Freyja replied, continuing to pace. “I’d wager Hecate wanted Madeline in her realm so she could take her place. When Hecate destroyed the World Tree the first time, the vacuum was created because her energy no longer belonged here. There was no room for it, as it existed elsewhere in this realm. Yggdrasil is made of similar energy, which is why it took root in a realm very close to this one. When it was destroyed, the excess energy joined with similar energies in this world and formed the Morrigan. With the Morrigan’s birth, there was too much of that type of energy here, forcing Hecate out.”

      She took a deep breath, pausing her lecture. “This time, with that energy, Madeline, already trapped in the realm where Hecate was originally transported, she could destroy Yggdrasil without being pulled through. Yggdrasil will release a measure of that energy once more, but it will likely not be enough to force her out. She could once again sever the old gods from this realm, but this time, she would remain behind, the only godly power to rule over the mortals. The only positive of that situation is that Hecate’s presence will likely stop the flow of magic into this world, since she would take Madeline’s place.”

      “Very good,” a voice said from behind Freyja and Aila.

      Alaric whipped his head to the voice, witnessing Marcos emerge from the trees.

      Tallie and Sophie came trotting up behind him, having tracked Marcos’ energy back to them.

      “Found him,” Tallie said weakly, holding a limp finger in the air.

      Freyja turned on Marcos. “Hecate’s descendent,” she observed. “Give me a single reason not to kill you.”

      He grinned, the expression made eerie on his pale, thin face. “Because I’m going to help you defeat Hecate.”

      Alaric’s heart nearly stopped. Had this been Marcos’ plan from the start? Had he played them all this whole time?

      He balled his hands into fists, wanting nothing more than to kill Marcos himself. Yet, he could not risk it. He could not risk killing an enemy who could perhaps double as Madeline’s salvation.

      “I think it’s time for you to divulge your plan,” Alaric growled.

      Marcos nodded. “For once, you are correct.” He flicked his gaze to Freyja, then back to Alaric.

      Tallie and Sophie moved to stand near Faas, both crossing their arms while they awaited Marcos’ explanation.

      “It was many years ago that Hecate first reached out to me,” Marcos began. “She was just a tiny voice in my head that grew loud when I really listened. She began to tell me of her plan to return to this realm. At the time, I was in the employ of Aislin, but Hecate showed me a better path.”

      “You planned to betray Aislin from the start?” Tallie gasped, the only one among them who had also been one of Aislin’s people.

      “No,” Marcos answered blandly, “but neither was I loyal to her. I have always been kept on the outside, you see. Both as an executioner of the Vaettir, and as a necromancer. I belong more with the dead than the living.”

      “And we’ll gladly put you there in truth if you do not hurry up your explanation,” Sophie snapped.

      Marcos smirked at her, then continued. “I can skip over much of my explanation, since you seem to have figured out Hecate’s plan. For that, I commend you. It took me a while to divine her true motives.”

      “And yet knowing them,” Faas began, “you continued to help her?”

      Marcos shrugged. “How do you fight the voice inside your head, a voice that can reach you no matter where you go? She could speak to me so much in my sleep that I would never sleep again. I had nearly gone mad by the time I decided to devise my own plan.”

      Freyja narrowed her eyes skeptically. “You were able to devise a separate plan while a goddess resided in your head.”

      Marcos smiled. “I’ve always been adept at shielding. Even Madeline could not pry away the layers to my true emotions.”

      Faas nodded. “She always claimed to feel very little from you. She just assumed you were a psychopath.”

      Marcos nodded. “Like I said, I’m very talented at shielding. I began to devise a plan of my own to kill Hecate, knowing it was the only way to remove her presence from my life.”

      “You are a fool,” Freyja growled. “You assume you can kill a goddess all on your own?”

      Marcos tilted his head, trailing pure white hair across his black-clad shoulder. “No, not alone.” He swept his arm to encompass everyone listening to his tale. “That is where all of you come into play, and Madeline, of course.”

      “You know how to get her back?” Alaric questioned, stepping forward.

      Marcos nodded. “I led Hecate to believe Mikael was the father of Madeline’s child, not you. I needed him to be there to aid in Madeline’s escape.”

      Alaric took another step forward, clenching his fists to keep from lashing out. “You trapped her there on purpose, and without me?”

      Marcos smiled, not seeming to sense his impending doom. “It was quite clever on my part, really. Mikael would plan rationally, and would provide Madeline with her best chance of escape. You are too emotional. You would have fought off the handmaidens to protect her. You would have been killed, and Madeline would have been left to escape on her own, weakened by her pregnancy.”

      That gave Alaric pause. Mikael had survived for over a thousand years through rational plotting and scheming, while he’d survived by fighting.

      “Glad to see you understand,” Marcos said with a nod.

      “Get to the part where we kill Hecate,” Freyja prompted, “lest I kill you and handle it myself.”

      Still not seeming in the least bit perturbed, Marcos continued, “Hecate will need followers for her ritual, but as she is currently guarding Yggdrasil, she has enlisted me to gather followers in her stead. The Vaettir destroyed the tree with her once, and she would like to enlist them to do so again. The women among us unknown to her will pose as her followers.” Marcos gestured to Tallie, then to Aila. “And perhaps a few others,” he added, “if there are any you trust. The rest will lie in wait for Madeline’s return.”

      No one argued with his plan. Alaric knew they all loved Madeline in their own ways, and would want to help as they could.

      “The women and I will delay Hecate’s ritual,” he continued, “buying Madeline and Mikael the time they need.”

      Freyja nodded. “And once Madeline has returned to this realm, Hecate will be weakened. She and Madeline will both share the energy that each would have full force when alone in their own realm. We will be able to kill her and send her energy back from whence it came, and with Madeline back in this realm, the magic vacuum will cease to be.”

      “Precisely,” Marcos agreed.

      Alaric met his sister’s gaze. She nodded subtly. It seemed the plan was as good as they were going to get. Madeline would be returned to them, and Freyja would keep her alive to keep balance in the realm.

      “There’s just one problem,” Faas observed. “What if Madeline does not make it back on her own?”

      Marcos simply smiled. “All great plans must have an element of risk. Without such risk, there can be no great gain. I have faith Madeline will find a way. She has not failed me yet.”

      Alaric clenched his fists again. He didn’t like the idea of risk, but knew there was little choice. If Hecate was guarding the tree, she might kill them before they could travel through with Freyja to retrieve Madeline. If he simply put his trust in Madeline, they could gain the upper hand, weakening Hecate enough to kill her once and for all.

      It was the best plan they were going to get, and Alaric intended to be on the front lines, even if he could not pose as a follower himself.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Early morning sunlight crept across my face, waking me. I squinted up at Mikael, his arm still wrapped around me with my head cradled on his chest.

      “Good morning, sleeping beauty,” he muttered.

      I sat up and rubbed my eyes, peering blearily at the surrounding forest. My back ached where it had been leaning against the stone outcropping, and my butt wasn’t feeling much better. I sucked my teeth, wishing I had some water. We’d risked a few sips from a stream the prior day, so it wasn’t an emergency, but would have been nice. Coffee also would have been nice.

      Mikael stood, then offered me a hand up. I took it and rose as my stomach let out a loud growl.

      I blushed. “We really need to either get back home today, or hunt some of those weird little songbirds.”

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at me. “You’ve turned into quite an animal for a former vegetarian.”

      “Hanging out with feline warmongers tends to have that effect,” I quipped, then stumbled off to go to the bathroom. As I picked my way through the bushes I became quite sure that I never wanted to leave our cozy home again, even when it was overcrowded with other Vaettir.

      Mikael was waiting for me upon my return.

      “Yggdrasil’s branch should be roughly north of us,” he pointed. “But we must proceed with caution. It would not do to get recaptured before you can bolt us out of here.”

      “If I can bolt us out of here,” I added. “Remember, I’ve only done it once.”

      He raised an eyebrow at me as we started walking. “Are you not confident in your abilities?”

      I sighed, then shrugged. Was I? I was constantly surprising myself with what I could do, and now that I knew a little bit more about the energy inside me, I felt like more was possible. Still, I’d only been alive for a tiny blip of time compared to many of the other Vaettir, and I’d only been focused on honing my gifts recently. Faas did his best to guide me, but the Morrigan had been the teacher I really needed, and she was dead.

      “It will be fine,” he assured. “I know nothing will keep you apart from Alaric,” he added somewhat bitterly.

      Now it was my turn to raise a brow. “Do you have a problem with that?”

      He smiled softly. “No. Perhaps I just wish I had such allure.”

      I stopped walking. “I would travel realms for you too, you know.”

      He turned to me. “Would you?”

      I nodded. “And I know you’d do the same for me.”

      “And why is that?” he asked.

      I narrowed my eyes at him, suspicious of why he was bringing this up now. “Because we’re friends,” I replied. “I’d do it for Sophie or Faas too.”

      He sighed. “You’re quite dense, sometimes.”

      I scowled. “I’m just being honest, you don’t have to insult me.”

      He rolled his amber eyes and started walking again.

      I caught up to his side, baffled by his sudden anger at me. He never got angry with me, but he’d been acting weird for weeks. I grabbed his arm to stop him.

      “Why are you acting like this?” I demanded.

      He lifted his hands as if to somehow illustrate his point, then dropped them. “It’s just frustrating,” he explained with forced calm.

      “What is?” I pressed, refusing to back down.

      He sighed. “The fact that you would travel to different realms for everyone, and I would only do it for you.”

      I blinked up at him, shocked at his admission. Sure, he flirted with me ceaselessly, but that was just his personality. He cared about me like he cared about Aila and the rest of his original clan.

      For a moment he seemed at a loss for words, then he grabbed me and pulled me against him, pressing his lips against mine.

      My brain completely stopped. Was I seriously trapped in another realm, kissing Mikael while horrible things could be happening to the father of my child? And why wasn’t I pulling away?

      He released me and stepped back.

      I gave him an expression just as dumbfounded as the one before, belying the nervous patter of my heart. “You do realize I’m pregnant with another man’s child, right?”

      He stared down at me. “Tell me you feel nothing for me. Tell me my feelings are one sided.”

      I stared up at him, my jaw slightly agape while my lips still burned from our kiss. Could I truly say that I returned none of his feelings? I was already with Alaric when I’d first met Mikael, so I’d put him squarely in the friend box.

      He smiled. “I knew you couldn’t deny it. Come now, let’s find the World Tree.” He turned and walked away.

      “You smug bastard!” I hissed, hurrying to catch up with him.

      I was about to go off on a tirade, when he pressed a finger to his lips, his expression suddenly cautious.

      I froze.

      A moment later, he grabbed me and pulled me behind a nearby tropical shrub. I was prepared to go off on him, then I heard the voices. Two or three women were coming our way, by the sound of it.

      Mikael let go of me, but remained in a crouch as he reached into the top of my boot and withdrew the dagger he’d given me the previous night. Knowing his intent, I rapidly shook my head. He raised an eyebrow at me, then sighed.

      The women’s voices grew closer. They were almost upon us. Suddenly I realized Mikael had been right. He needed to get the jump on them and eliminate them before they could alert everyone else of our location. We would never get to the World Tree branch if we spent all day running away from handmaidens.

      “I think I see something over there,” one of the women said.

      Crap, they’d spotted us, and I’d ruined our chances of a preemptive strike. As much as it pained me to hurt the women, I patted Mikael’s arm to get his attention, then nodded for him to go ahead.

      They were almost upon us as he rolled from our hiding spot and darted behind a tree.

      The first of the women reached the other side of the shrub, spotting me. “There you are,” she sighed. “You must come with us back to the sanctum where you’ll be safe.”

      Still in a crouch, I stared up at her.

      Without warning, Mikael leapt out behind her, kicking her in the back to knock her to the ground face down right beside me. The other two women charged into view.

      As Mikael spun on them, I darted for the fallen woman’s spear, snatched it up, then pointed it at her before she could react.

      “Don’t move,” I ordered, pressing the sharp spearpoint between her shoulder blade and spine, where the back of her dress draped to show bare skin, forcing her to flatten herself on her stomach.

      I glanced up at Mikael as he kicked one of the women’s spears from her grasp, then nicked the other in her right arm with his dagger. He rolled out of the way as she jabbed her spear at him. He came up behind her, his arm around her neck, pressing the dagger against her throat.

      “Drop your spear,” he demanded of the third woman.

      She glared at him, then flicked her gaze to me.

      “Do it,” I ordered, dramatically pressing the spear harder into the flesh of the handmaiden at my feet. A dab of blood emerged.

      The armed woman tossed her spear aside, glaring at us both.

      “Now get on the ground beside your sister,” Mikael instructed.

      He glanced at me and I nodded. I’d watch over the two on the ground.

      Once my prisoners were in place, my spear on one and my boot on the neck of the other, Mikael used his free hand to undo the leather belt around the woman’s waist, his dagger yet at her throat. “Hands behind your back,” he ordered.

      She slipped her hands behind her back while glaring daggers at me. Mikael tossed his knife aside then grabbed both her hands before she could pull them away. She struggled as he wrapped the belt tightly around her wrists, securing it, then half-dragged, half-carried her toward the other two hostages and forced her to the ground.

      My gut twisted at the feel of the women’s anger, fear, and humiliation, but we really didn’t have any choice. At least Mikael had managed to take them down without killing them. Perhaps I was the only one who’d considered the latter option.

      Mikael bound my two captives with their belts.

      Standing back a bit, I gazed at the three bound women, face down. “Should we tie them to a tree?” I questioned.

      Mikael nodded, then undid his own belt, our only remaining tether. He lifted each of the women as he would a sack of flour, seating them with their backs against a small tree.

      “You’re fools,” one of the women hissed. “When Hecate finds out what you have done to us—”

      “She’ll be glad you weren’t killed,” Mikael finished for her. “Truly, you should be thanking us.”

      The woman turned her glare to me, as if it was all my fault.

      Mikael finished securing them, then moved to my side. “Let’s hurry. I don’t imagine it will take them too long to escape.”

      I nodded. Before I could protest, he scooped me up in his arms once more and began to run.

      As the trees whipped by us, I retreated deep into my thoughts. We hadn’t had the time to finish discussing our kiss, though part of me was grateful. I loved Alaric, I really did, but I could admit, if only to myself, that maybe I loved Mikael a little bit too.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Aila sped the truck down the highway toward the beach. Alaric clenched his fingers around his knees hard enough to turn his knuckles white. They’d spent the last few hours of the night planning, and were now prepared to face Hecate.

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, he examined Tallie, Maya, and Kira in quiet anticipation. One of the communal cars shared by their clan carried Freyja, Sophie, Faas, Marcos, and Tabitha ahead of them.

      Only the women, minus Sophie and Freyja, would be able to approach Hecate. She’d never met Tallie, Maya, Kira, or Tabitha, and they were the only women among the clan that Alaric trusted enough with the truth. They’d all proven themselves the last time Madeline’s life had been in danger, even if some had been traitors in the past.

      Aila slowed the vehicle as they neared the turn off, then immediately parked. They’d all need to walk down the path to the tree, since they couldn’t let Hecate spot any of the men, or anyone else she might recognize. She would think the women had been found by Marcos to be her new handmaidens, prepared to once again destroy the World Tree.

      When Madeline arrived, if she arrived, they’d be ready. There was really no saying how long it would take her to escape. They were simply banking on the idea that Mikael would get her out of there just a day after she’d been taken. After all, Mikael was Mikael, over a thousand years old, and he’d not yet been defeated.

      Everyone silently climbed out of the vehicles, shutting the doors gently behind them.

      Soon enough, they were all gathered together, taking a final moment before they split up.

      “Remember what we discussed,” Alaric began, eyeing each of the large group in turn. “Delay Hecate at all costs until Madeline can arrive.”

      Everyone nodded.

      “I will assure her there are more handmaidens on the way,” Marcos explained. “The ritual would be difficult with so few, so she will be inclined to wait.” He glanced at Freyja. “The goddess should not get too close, lest Hecate sense her.”

      Freyja glared at him, but nodded.

      “And don’t worry,” Sophie added, eyeing Tallie, Kira, and Tabitha, “we’ll be nearby.” Her comforting words did not seem to encompass Aila, who didn’t know what fear was, or Maya, with whom Sophie still had a strained relationship.

      A few others muttered comforting words, then they dispersed. Alaric watched as Maya, Tabitha, Kira, Tallie, and Aila followed Marcos down the path that would eventually lead them to Yggdrasil.

      Freyja moved to Alaric’s side and crossed her arms. “I hope the necromancer is trustworthy, for your sake.”

      “He’s not,” Alaric replied, “but Madeline has put her trust in him on many occasions. She would tell me to trust him now, and so I shall.”

      Freyja smirked, but did not comment further. Truly, he was just as worried about trusting the goddess standing at his side as he was anyone else.
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        * * *

      

      I waddled alongside Mikael, deep in thought. After leaving the three handmaidens far behind, we’d slowed our pace to assess our plan. No mention of the kiss was made, which was fine by me. No way was I prepared for that conversation.

      “Yggdrasil’s branch should not be far now,” Mikael muttered, slowly creeping forward as he surveyed the tropical trees around us.

      “I can feel it,” I replied. Stepping lightly, I pushed a strand of my long hair behind my ear. I really didn’t want to encounter any more of the handmaidens before we reached the branch. We might not be as lucky as we’d been the first time.

      Mikael glanced at me as he continued walking, his stride shorter than it would be without me. “Good. Hopefully you’ll have no trouble attuning yourself with its energy.”

      I nodded, though I wasn’t as confident as he seemed to be. I’d only done it once, after all, and I had a feeling once we reached the branch, I wouldn’t be able to take my time. We’d have one shot at it before we were captured again.

      Mikael held out an arm to stop my forward momentum.

      I froze, then in the sudden silence heard what had halted him. Female voices, not far off.

      “They must be guarding the branch,” he whispered.

      I nodded, having expected no less. “So what do we do?” I hissed.

      He leaned near me, and my heart skipped a beat at his closeness. I gritted my teeth, angry with myself, and also angry with Mikael for opening such an uncomfortable can of worms.

      Seeming to not sense the added tension, Mikael whispered, “I’ll lure them away, then I’ll try to loop back around and hop a ride with you when you’re ready.”

      I whipped my worried gaze toward him, my earlier thoughts suddenly forgotten. “What if I jump the gun and get sucked in before you return?”

      “Don’t,” was his only reply before he took off at a jog.

      A moment later, shouts erupted ahead of me, and I could hear the thud of footsteps as the women began to chase Mikael.

      “Shit,” I muttered, waiting a few seconds before trotting forward as gracefully as I could manage.

      The clearing where we’d first landed in Hecate’s realm came into view, along with two remaining handmaidens guarding a glittering gold branch reaching down from the sky.

      “Double shit,” I muttered, skidding to a halt before crouching to observe the two women. I should have guessed not all would run off after Mikael. Both women held spears at the ready. There was no way I was going to be able to fight them. I didn’t have enough energy left.

      My gaze whipped up as something across the clearing rustled in the bushes. I held my breath as my gaze flicked back to the two women, who’d noticed the rustling. Glancing at each other, they moved to investigate. I wasn’t sure what was in the bush, but it was the best opportunity I was going to get. I’d just have to hope Mikael circled back around soon.

      As the women approached the still rustling bush, I emerged from hiding and crept up behind them. My heart thudded in my throat with every step. All it would take was one of them glancing over their shoulder and they’d have me.

      The bush continued to rustle though, providing me with a better distraction than I’d hoped for.

      I continued my slow advance, my eyes trained on the women. I jumped as a hand darted out from beneath the rustling bush, grabbing one of the women’s ankles and pulling it out from under her. She landed on the black soil with a thud as her partner jabbed her spear into the bush. The hand let go of the first women’s ankle to grab the spear, then started tugging it away from its owner.

      Wildly curious, but running out of time, I hurried across the final small expanse and placed my palms against the dangling golden branch. Just like before, the energy felt familiar to me. It was easy to attune myself. Now I just had to be careful not to jump through too soon.

      “Hey!” a new handmaiden shouted, running full speed into the clearing at my back. She barreled toward me as the woman fighting what was in the bush looked to the commotion. Sighting me, she grunted in outrage, then hurried toward me, spearless.

      I froze, unsure what to do. I needed to be in contact with the branch the moment Mikael arrived.

      Slowing their pace with cautious expressions on their faces, the women closed in around me.

      “Do not go,” one pleaded. “You will not be safe in your realm.”

      “Mikael!” I called out, unwilling to remove my hands from the branch. I was pretty sure I could get us out of there quickly at this point, though I might accidentally pull a few of the handmaidens along for the ride.

      One of the women reached out to grab my arm, then turned as Mikael came charging toward us, trailing a whole herd of women in white dresses.

      “Now!” he shouted.

      I closed my eyes and focused on the most familiar energy I could think of, Alaric.

      “Loki!” one of the handmaidens shrieked.

      My eyes shot open and darted to the side as Loki pounced out of the rustling bush. He and Mikael reached me at the same time, then the tree swept us up, sending us plummeting toward earth.

      I had a moment of silent weightlessness, then my butt thunked onto the sand with Mikael and Loki on either side of me. Several of the handmaidens plunked down around us, then gazed around in horror at the hazy beach.

      “What are you doing here!” a woman shouted.

      I turned to see Hecate charging toward us, dressed similar to her handmaidens, but with accents of gold at her waist and shoulders. Her auburn hair whipped about in the cool ocean breeze.

      My confusion grew as I glanced behind her to see Aila, Tallie, Maya, Tabitha, Kira, and . . . Marcos? What the hell was going on?

      Loki and Mikael each took one of my arms as they stood, hauling me to my feet.

      “Ah,” Loki mused, flexing his hands as he stepped away from me, “it feels good to be at full power again.”

      “I thought you left us,” I accused.

      He rolled his eyes. “I waited near that branch for an entire night for you to show up.”

      “Silence!” Hecate shouted upon reaching us. She paused as she glanced at Loki, shook her head, then took a step toward me. “Go back immediately, Madeline. You are not safe here.”

      The four handmaidens who’d come through the tree with us huddled behind Hecate, flicking sand from their long dresses.

      “The only thing I’m not safe from is you!” I growled, ignoring the nervous looks from Tallie, Tabitha, and Kira, while Maya and Aila stood stoic behind them. “You imprisoned me against my will!”

      Hecate sneered, then took another step toward me, but was intercepted by Loki.

      “Old god,” she hissed. “How did you elude me? You should have been powerless in my realm.”

      Loki shrugged. “Powerless, but not stupid. You should know better than to employ illusions against a trickster god.”

      Mikael touched my arm, drawing my attention away from the godly standoff to small forms approaching us from further down the beach.

      Hecate whipped her gaze toward them. “Freyja?” she muttered in disbelief. She turned around to glare daggers at Marcos. “Have you betrayed me?” she hissed.

      He tilted his head to the side. “I never did enjoy having your voice in my mind.”

      “What would you have us do?” one of he handmaidens asked of Hecate.

      “Take my hands,” Hecate muttered, then gestured for the other women in my group to join them.

      The handmaidens each clung to her, but the others just stared.

      “False followers sent to delay me?” Hecate sighed, glaring at Marcos.

      My friends crossed their arms smugly as the forms on the beach neared. I picked Alaric out amongst the group and nearly tipped over in relief that he was alive and well.

      I looked back to Hecate. I still wasn’t quite sure what had been planned while I was away, but it seemed the Vaettir had set a trap for her. She glared at me with her fierce green eyes.

      “It’s over now,” I said evenly. “Either go back to your realm willingly, or we’ll force you there.”

      “I don’t think so,” Hecate sneered just as the others reached us.

      I felt a wave of power, then Hecate and the handmaidens disappeared.

      I blinked at the now empty space in disbelief, then turned to Loki. “Did you know she could do that?”

      He shook his head. “Not in this realm. She shouldn’t have such power.”

      I turned away from him as those speeding down the beach finally neared us. Alaric, Sophie, and Faas, as well as an extra woman I’d never seen before.

      “Ah hell,” Loki muttered. “She found me.”

      “Friend of yours?” I asked.

      “Fellow Norse deity,” he scowled.

      I turned away from Loki as Alaric reached us slightly ahead of the others. He swept me up in a hug, nearly crushing me.

      “I was only gone one night!” I laughed as he pulled away, leaving his hands at my waist.

      “Which could have turned into an eternity,” he explained. “Hecate planned on destroying the tree, trapping you in her realm forever.”

      It felt for a moment like my stomach had fallen to my feet. I took a deep, shuddering breath. “I had no idea. I knew she wanted to screw over the old gods, but I didn’t realize just how far she’d go.”

      “Not to interrupt,” Faas said as he stepped forward, “but with both Hecate and Madeline in this realm, does that mean that the flow of magic is going to get worse?”

      The flaxen-haired woman beside him nodded. “I believe so. It stemmed off temporarily when Hecate entered this realm without Madeline, but now that they both are here, things might become . . . chaotic.”

      I’d been focused on Faas and the woman, so I didn’t notice right away that Loki had been slowly slinking off toward the trees.

      “Not so fast!” the woman snapped, whipping her gaze to him.

      He froze.

      She stalked across the sand toward him. “What were you thinking, taking Madeline to Hecate’s realm? Do you realize the trouble you’ve caused?”

      Alaric put his arm around my waist and gave me a squeeze. “Freyja found us shortly after we were sent back,” he whispered in my ear. “She believes you exist to keep balance in this world, and does not wish to destroy you.”

      I turned wide eyes up to him, then toward the flaxen-haired woman. First Loki, now Freyja? I had to admit, having them both on our side was a sudden, strange relief.

      “And you all came here to kill Hecate?” I whispered.

      He nodded. “We’d hoped to ambush her as soon as you arrived, since your energy would weaken her, but we’d thought Loki had abandoned us. No one expected him to journey back with you.”

      I sighed. There was so much going on, but my stomach was twisting in knots for other reasons. “Alaric, I—” I began, but Freyja had turned away from Loki to approach us.

      “We must formulate a new plan,” she explained as Loki slunk up behind her. “Both of us,” she gestured to him, “will see it through to the end. We need to stem the flow of magic before worse things come through the trunk.”

      Alaric took my hand, then explained, “It seems having both you and Hecate here throws off the balance in this realm, allowing magics to leak through Yggdrasil’s branches to its trunk. The same occurred when you were both in Hecate’s realm. Too much or too little of your energy leaves a vacuum. This is the reason you belong here, and Hecate does not. Your energy has been reborn here countless times.”

      I blearily took it all in as everyone gathered around us.

      Aila shook her head, tossing her blonde ponytail from side to side. “What will we do now? Can we leave the tree unguarded?”

      Marcos nodded. “Now that Madeline has returned, Hecate cannot risk destroying the tree, lest she be sucked back into her realm. Her only option now is to eliminate Madeline’s energy.”

      Freyja shook her head. “She cannot kill her. The energy will simply be reborn somewhere else on Earth, and in time she would locate it once more.”

      Marcos smirked. “Not if Hecate tears the energy apart and turns it into something else. Just like she did with Yggdrasil when it was first destroyed.”

      Alaric squeezed my hand. “We will not let that happen.”

      “No,” Freyja agreed, “we will not.”

      I gulped. Having a god protecting me was nice and all, but with the threat of not only dying, but having my energy completely torn asunder, I had to admit I was a little scared. The threat of utter obliteration could have that effect on a girl.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      We had way too many people for two vehicles, but somehow we made it work with six in the car, and seven in the truck. We’d just have to cross our fingers we didn’t get pulled over. Luckily, or really, not so luckily, the cops were probably busy with the blackouts and car accidents in and around Hillsboro.

      I ended up in the front of my truck, munching on a bag of trail mix, smushed onto the small center seat with Alaric on my right, and Mikael on my left. Fortunately the truck was an automatic, so I didn’t have to worry about maneuvering my long legs around the gearshift.

      I glanced in the rearview mirror, observing Loki, Freyja, Sophie, and Marcos. Sophie had not been thrilled with the arrangement, but the car was crowded too, so she would have been cramped either way. Aila had taken command of the other group, fitting Tallie, Kira, Maya, Tabitha, and Faas all into the car now following us down the highway. Clouds obscured most of the sun, making early midday feel like evening.

      Alaric took my free hand and gave it a squeeze, meeting my worried gaze. Our plan was to go back to the house where Hecate would have to go through other Vaettir to get to me, but I hated the idea. Everyone living with us now had risked themselves when we faced Estus and regrew Yggdrasil. They were supposed to be safe after that, but things had only gotten worse.

      “It seems the magic leak has sprung anew since Madeline’s return,” Freyja commented from behind us.

      I sat the trail mix bag in my lap and turned to see her pointing out at the trees as we passed them by. I caught brief glimpses of glowing red eyes, staring out at the road.

      “What are they?” I breathed, mesmerized.

      “Who knows?” she replied. “Something not of this realm, nor of mine.”

      I shook my head in disbelief, glancing ahead through the windshield. Colorful, animate lights floated across the road, scattering as the truck neared before bouncing toward the trees.

      “Will they be sucked back through to their realms once balance is restored?” I questioned.

      “It’s hard to say,” Freyja answered. “I’ve never experienced anything quite like this in my lifetime.”

      “And that’s saying a lot,” Loki added, “because Freyja is old.”

      “Not as old as you,” she muttered.

      “Can’t you scoot over more?” Sophie growled at Marcos.

      “No,” he answered simply.

      I sighed heavily, glancing at Mikael, then Alaric, both utterly silent. I needed to tell Alaric what had happened, but I needed to get him alone first. Of course, I wouldn’t mind postponing that confrontation for a few more days . . . or years, if I even lived that long.

      Mikael turned the truck off the highway and onto the street that would lead to our peaceful little road, and even more peaceful home. I really hated that I was bringing chaos there. It was supposed to be our safe haven.

      We took another turn, then eventually another onto our long, winding driveway.

      As we neared the house I noticed other Vaettir standing guard. Alejandro, Sivi, Frode, Rose, and Maya’s brother, Dominic, looked primed for war, brimming with weapons and odd looking piecemeal armor.

      “Are they on guard because of the magic?” I asked, leaning forward in my seat. “Or did something else happen?”

      “We told them to be ready,” Alaric explained, “just in case.”

      We parked and climbed out of the truck as the car with the others pulled up behind us.

      Freyja moved to my side, then turned her attention to Loki as he approached. “Go inside with Madeline and Alaric,” she instructed. “Do not leave Madeline’s side. I will take a few of the others to inspect the perimeter.”

      “Ma’am, yes ma’am,” he muttered, turning as Alejandro and Frode hurried toward us.

      “You’re back!” Alejandro exclaimed, wrapping me in his arms, then quickly releasing me.

      I nodded. “Yeah, and my return isn’t a blessing to anyone.”

      Alejandro peered down at me, his dark eyes curious, but holding none of the fear that they should.

      Alaric placed a hand at the small of my back, guiding me forward. “We’ll explain everything once we’re inside,” he said to Alejandro and Frode. “Tell the others to obey Freyja’s commands.” He gestured toward the tunic and pants clad woman already approaching those standing guard.

      I hung my head as I moved forward, flanked by Alaric and Loki, and followed by Alejandro and Frode. I felt sick to my stomach with guilt. Guilt for bringing trouble to my friends once again, guilt for the kiss, heck, in that moment, I felt guilt for even existing. If it weren’t for Alaric and our growing daughter, I probably would have run away from them all.

      We made it to the front door. I exhaled a comforted sigh upon hearing the familiar creak as it opened. Stepping inside, we turned toward the kitchen.

      “I’ll make you something else to eat,” Alaric muttered.

      I nodded, though I had little appetite. The trail mix I’d eaten on the ride felt like cardboard in my stomach.

      Loki watched me curiously as I went to the fridge and grabbed a cold bottle of water. I still felt dehydrated from our night and morning with scant water in Hecate’s realm.

      Mikael entered the kitchen near Alejandro and Frode, both of whom took one look at his morose expression and quietly excused themselves, leaving me alone with just Alaric, Mikael, and Loki. My heart pounded, uncomfortable with this particular grouping.

      I wasn’t quite able to meet Mikael’s eyes, and instead distracted myself taking slow sips of my water.

      “How do you feel?” Mikael asked, his amber gaze solely on me. “Has Hecate’s presence in this realm drained you of energy?”

      I put the lid on my half empty bottle and lowered it to my side. With everything going on, I hadn’t thought much about it. “I’m not sure,” I answered. I turned to Loki. “Should I be able to tell?”

      He shrugged. “How should I know?”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Well have you ever been in the same realm with one of the other incarnations of your energy?”

      He stroked his chin in thought. “I’m not sure if such a thing would even be possible. It’s why having you and Hecate in one realm is causing so much trouble. There’s a certain balance enforced by the universe, but creatures like yourself and Hecate are difficult to constrain.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt about being called a creature, but I let it go. “Well, I don’t think I feel any different, so maybe the universe is on my side for once. Still, we should probably find Hecate before she figures out a way to change that.”

      “I agree,” Alaric said, slipping his arm around my waist. “We should speak to Marcos.”

      I nodded, then hesitated. I turned toward Mikael. “Would you mind bringing him in? I need to speak with Alaric.”

      Mikael raised an eyebrow at me. “Are you sure now is a good time?”

      I wasn’t sure, but I nodded.

      Mikael quietly left the room.

      I turned my attention to Loki. “Could we have some privacy?”

      He shook his head. “Freyja is already pissed at me. I’m not going to leave you unguarded when Hecate might swoop in and steal you again.”

      I frowned, then turned my attention to Alaric.

      He watched me cautiously. “Are you unwell?” he questioned. “Is the baby—”

      I held up my hand to stop him. I didn’t need the thought of our unborn child to add any more to my guilt. I glanced at Loki again, wishing he’d go away, then back to Alaric.

      “While we were in Hecate’s realm,” I began hesitantly, fighting the sudden urge to vomit, “Mikael and I kissed.” I barely managed to squeak out the last words, though I forced myself to meet his gaze. Alaric wasn’t an overly jealous man, but he’d had it out for Mikael before this. I had no idea how he was going to react to the news.

      He raised an eyebrow at me. “Would you care to elaborate on that?”

      I could tell he was trying to shield his emotions from me, but some leaked through. Hurt and anger, flavored with confusion.

      I sighed. “It just happened. He was being a jerk, then suddenly kissed me. He wanted me to admit that I have feelings for him.”

      Alaric inhaled sharply, then slowly let the breath out. “And do you?”

      I glanced at Loki again, who watched our conversation curiously, giving us no semblance of privacy whatsoever.

      I looked down at my feet. “I don’t know. I don’t feel about him the way I feel about you, but I’d be lying if I said there was nothing there at all.”

      I forced my eyes up to see Alaric frowning. “Excuse me,” he said, then turned away.

      I grabbed his arm, then recoiled at the emotions leaking from him. The hurt and confusion were gone, completely masked by hot rage. I knew his emotions weren’t entirely to do with me. Mikael had been the reason Alaric’s mother had been executed centuries ago. I was just the straw that finally broke the camel’s back.

      He gently took hold of my hand and returned it to my side. “I will not kill him,” he said evenly, “but he and I must discuss this. Please wait here with Loki.”

      I shook my head, slightly dumbfounded. “This is my fault,” I blurted. “I’m the one in the wrong. Don’t blame him for this.”

      He glared at me. “Please, do not defend him. Not to me.” With that, he turned away and stalked toward the side door leading out into the yard.

      I turned to Loki, fighting the blush slowly consuming my face.

      He held out a hand toward me. “Come sit down, Madeline.”

      I numbly obeyed, walking toward him.

      He rested his hand on my back and guided me back through the entry room, then into the den, flicking on a lamp before we both sat on the sofa.

      As soon as I was sitting I buried my head in my hands. “I’m such a fool,” I muttered.

      Loki’s hand alighted upon my shoulder. “You are not a fool. You are simply young.”

      I turned my gaze up to him. That was the last thing I’d expected him to say. “What do you mean?” I questioned.

      He shook his head, a rueful smile on his thin lips. “Both of your men are several centuries old. Mikael is perhaps over a thousand, if my senses for such things are correct. They both know themselves quite well, and so, they know exactly what they want.”

      I frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      He sighed. “It means that you cannot hope to know what you want, when you do not know yourself. You came from unknown origins, and I’d venture to say Alaric is one of your first serious relationships.”

      “There were others,” I argued weakly. There had been others, but none that made me feel the way that Alaric did.

      He lifted his hand from my shoulder and patted my head like I was a dog. “There’s no need to argue. I’m not being accusational, just pointing out a simple truth. And you shouldn’t worry. Men that old tend to not react to things the way you would think.”

      I sighed and slumped back onto the couch. “No, they really don’t. I’m afraid I’ve been in over my head since the start.”

      He smirked. “Don’t worry, you’re a transcendent glowing death ball. They’re in over their heads too.”

      I couldn’t help but laugh. Loki was the last person I would have expected to give such sage advice, but he had existed a very long time. It made sense for him to know a thing or two about relationships.

      “Be that as it may,” I replied, “I still have no idea what I’m supposed to do now. I have a child on the way, for crying out loud. Having another man in my life should not be an issue right now.”

      Loki smirked. “Well since you’re already in such a pickle, care to add a third?” He waggled his eyebrows at me.

      I scowled. “No, thank you.”

      He chuckled, leaning back against the fluffy couch cushion. “Your loss.”

      I rolled my eyes, wishing I had a watch or a phone on me to check how long Alaric had been gone. “We should probably find Marcos and figure out our plan instead of waiting around,” I suggested.

      Loki nodded, then froze as a scream echoed in from outside. “Or maybe we should see what that is about,” he decided, then rose, extending his hand to me.

      I took his hand, which he grasped firmly, then pulled me up with ease. The scream had been a woman, not a man, but that didn’t mean the screamer wasn’t reacting to finding her Doyen locked into mortal combat with Alaric. Or worse, with Hecate.

      I raced through the house as quickly as possible, but Loki made it outside a few steps ahead of me. We both paused on the side porch, glancing around for the source of the scream. A moment later I heard a scuffle on the far side of the house, and took off at a slow jog with Loki following behind me.

      As we rounded the corner of the house, I first noted the source of the scream, Tallie, clearly in a panic as she watched Mikael and Alaric wrestling on the ground. I stood in shock for a moment, taking in the blood on both their faces, and their disheveled, muddy clothing.

      “What the hell are you doing!” I shouted.

      The men continued to fight, each attempting to get the upper hand. Alaric rose his body a bit from Mikael’s, landing a punch to his jaw, slamming his head sideways. Quickly recovering, Mikael tossed him aside with such force Alaric landed flat on his back. Before he could rise, Mikael pounced on him, his elbow drawn back before his fist slammed into Alaric in retribution.

      Standing at my side, Loki chuckled. “Perhaps they are not as evolved as I’d thought.”

      I scowled at him, marched up to the fighting men rolling around on the ground, and blasted them with what little energy I had left, just enough to give them a small jolt.

      Alaric rolled off Mikael, then both blinked up at me, stunned.

      “I’ll ask again,” I growled, “what the hell are you doing?”

      Alaric sat up slowly, then stood, brushing himself off. “He’s manipulating you, Madeline. I could not let it stand.”

      My scowl deepened. “You said you wouldn’t try to kill him.”

      Alaric snorted. “If I was trying to kill him, he’d be dead.”

      Mikael finally stood, flicking bits of mud and grass from his dark brown pants. “He wasn’t trying to kill me,” he assured. “Though I see no need for fighting at all.”

      Alaric raised a bruised brow and whirled on him. “Really, would you not feel compelled to attack if someone was manipulating the mother of your child?”

      “Do you really think I’m so stupid?” I hissed, suddenly angry. “I might be young in comparison to you, but when a man tries to manipulate me, I know it.”

      “This is what he does,” Alaric growled, gesturing to Mikael. “It’s what he is.”

      I shook my head. I knew I was the one technically in the wrong, and I wasn’t sure if I had the right to be mad, but I was. He was implying that Mikael couldn’t possibly have real feelings for me, and that my own feelings weren’t valid. I was just some stupid young girl being toyed with by a manipulative Viking.

      “Perhaps we should sort this out later,” Loki smoothly interjected, stepping forward.

      He distracted me enough to look over my shoulder and see the other Vaettir gathering around to watch the show.

      My shoulders slumped. “You’re right.” I aimed my gaze first at Alaric, then Mikael. “I’m aware that this is all my fault, but no more fighting until Hecate has been dealt with. We were supposed to be finding Marcos to concoct a new plan.”

      Miraculously, both men seemed abashed.

      I turned back to the gathering crowd as Aila stepped forward. “That’s what we were coming to tell you. Marcos is unconscious. We do not know what happened to him.”

      “Of course he is,” I muttered facetiously, “because that’s exactly what we need right now. Take me to him.”

      Aila gave a curt nod, then turned to lead the way. Sophie, Alejandro, and the few others who’d gathered, watched us cautiously, likely all dying to know why Alaric and Mikael had been fighting, but I wasn’t about to tell them.

      Instead, I followed Aila back around the house and toward the front entrance, with Alaric, Mikael, and Loki trailing behind. We crossed the long porch on the side of the house, then skirted around the corner. Freyja was standing in the driveway near Faas, who knelt beside Marcos, sprawled on his back in the gravel.

      Freyja turned to us as we approached, her flaxen hair blowing in a chilly breeze that promised rain. “I believe this is Hecate’s doing,” she explained. “She does not want him to lead us to her once more.”

      I frowned as I stopped to hover over Faas to peer down at Marcos. “Can you track her?” I asked Faas.

      He shook his head, then rose. “I might have stood a chance if magic wasn’t leaking into the land at an alarming rate. Can’t you feel it?”

      I raised my eyebrows, then looked over my shoulder at Alaric, Mikael, and Loki. “Should I be able to feel it?”

      All three shrugged.

      “Faas can feel it more keenly since manipulating energy is his gift,” Freyja explained, her eyes on me. “The type of magic you use has always been here. It’s in the earth and trees, and the gentle kiss of death. A bit of added energy would not be a new sensation for you, though I imagine we will all feel it soon enough.”

      “Okay,” I sighed. “So whether I feel it right now or not, magic is increasing, and it’s making Hecate difficult to track?”

      Faas nodded. “I couldn’t even track you in this chaos.”

      I turned as Alaric, Mikael, and Loki moved to stand closer to us. “So what do we do?” I asked the group in general. “I’d rather not wait for Hecate to come and squash out my energy.”

      Freyja nodded. “I agree it is not wise to wait. I think we should journey toward the apex of the magic. I have no doubt Hecate will try to use it.”

      “The apex?” I questioned. “You mean Yggdrasil?”

      She shook her head. “The magic seems to be flowing toward something. While I do not know the reason for this, I find it likely that Hecate will try to use it. So, we go to the apex, we find Hecate.”

      “But what else do we find?” Faas questioned. “There is other realm magic flowing into this land that even the gods are not familiar with. And the only person who could possibly give us a bit of insight is unconscious.” He gestured down to Marcos.

      Each of us gazed around our small circle, our moods somber. Faas was right, we had no idea what we’d be walking into.

      “Well,” I began, breaking the silence, “there’s only one way to find out. Let’s hunt down this apex.”

      Loki and Freyja both smiled, clearly ready for action. Mikael and Alaric, both battered and bruised, held similar worried expressions. While charging into danger had always been my preferred course of action, it often didn’t turn out too well.
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      Once again, we all piled back into the vehicles, though this time we took three. I ate a sandwich in the passenger seat of my truck while Aila drove. I had a second one sitting in my lap. If I didn’t have any fresh dead to gain extra energy from, food was the next best option.

      In the back seat were Freyja, Alaric, and Loki. The car behind us held Mikael, Sophie, Alejandro, Faas, Frode, and the third vehicle, a forest green SUV, held our other volunteers. That we had so many willing to face Hecate and whatever magics might await us both warmed and chilled my heart. Some would likely perish.

      We’d debated on bringing Marcos in his unresponsive state, but in the end had settled on lugging him into the SUV. If he woke up at some point, we wanted him where he could be useful to us.

      I finished my first sandwich and reached for the second one as we drove down the highway, heading toward Hillsboro. There were a few abandoned vehicles on the side of the road, and not much traffic besides.

      With one hand on my sandwich, I used the other to fiddle with the radio knobs, hoping for some news updates. After a few ticks of static, a woman’s voice came in loud and clear.

      “ . . . reports of blackouts in Hillsboro reached us right before all communication was lost. Coupled with the slew of recent traffic incidents, the city seems to have come to a virtual standstill. Authorities are currently investigating reports of what we can only believe are illusions: spectral forms, flashing lights, and unknown creatures. A public warning has been issued to not venture into Hillsboro until further investigation can be conducted.”

      I quickly hit the radio button to shut it off. “Well, that does not sound good.”

      “Is there a large population in Hillsboro?” Freyja questioned.

      “Around 105,000,” Alaric replied.

      I started eating my second sandwich as I turned to engage the backseat passengers.

      “Fairly large, then,” Freyja stated thoughtfully. “It could be that the magic is drawn to such a large congregation of people.”

      “But there are other cities,” I countered. “Why here?”

      Freyja shrugged. “To quote your earlier statement, there’s only one way to find out.”

      I glanced at Alaric in the middle of the backseat, meeting his worried gaze, then turned around, looking out the window ahead of me. We’d hit the outskirts of Hillsboro, and it seemed like a ghost town.

      Aila slowed the vehicle, forcing those following to slow in our wake. There were more abandoned vehicles here, some pulled off to the side, but some left obstructing the street. It was only a matter of time until one would block our way entirely.

      I nearly jumped when another moving vehicle appeared, a small white car, heading slowly our way. The passengers in the car glanced about warily, the female driver white-knuckling it on the steering wheel. She met my gaze as we stopped our vehicle to let her pass around a truck blocking half of the intersection, but she didn’t smile or wave.

      I turned my head, watching the white car pick up speed as Aila maneuvered around the truck in the intersection. The passengers of the passing vehicle were likely letting out a collective breath to have reached the outskirts of town. Many others had probably left before them. I hoped they’d be safe, but there was no guarantee. The best way to ensure the safety of others was to snuff out Hecate and stop the flow of magic.

      I flinched as a bright flash outside stung my eyes, then narrowed my gaze as a giant column of pulsing light shot up into the sky in the distance.

      “What the hell is that?” I hissed.

      Aila slowed the truck from a crawl to a stop, and we all climbed out. Those following us did the same, shattering the near silence with a cacophony of car doors shutting.

      I stared at the distant column, then watched as Freyja cast a worried look toward Loki. “It feels familiar, doesn’t it?”

      He nodded, his expression uncharacteristically somber.

      I stepped forward, raising my hand to shield my eyes as I peered at the glowing column, shimmering with a myriad of colors tinting the mostly white light. It was roughly five blocks away, and seemed wide enough to take up an entire two-way intersection. It spanned up into the sky, endless.

      Goosebumps erupted across my arms. I could feel what Faas had been talking about now. It was as if I could feel the magic flowing past me toward the column, like the gentle kiss of snowflakes touching my skin. Soft and magical, but full of potentially sharp, harmful energy.

      “How are we supposed to face that?” Sophie asked, moving to stand near Alaric.

      They both turned, then looked at me.

      I raised my hands defensively. “Hey, I don’t know anything about it. This isn’t my type of energy.”

      “No,” Freyja interrupted. “It’s mine, or really,” she glanced at Loki, “ours. The column is formed of magic coming from our realm.”

      “But how?” I gasped. “And why here? Shouldn’t this be happening around Yggdrasil?”

      She glanced at Loki again. “Do you think it could be…” she trailed off.

      “Well if it is,” he replied, “we’re all screwed.”

      “What is it!” Sophie snapped.

      “The Well of Urd,” Freyja explained. “We’d thought it had been lost with Yggdrasil, but it seems regrowing the tree dropped it into this realm. Or perhaps it’s been here all along, hidden all this time.”

      “The Well of Urd?” Mikael questioned, keeping his distance from Alaric. “Isn’t Yggdrasil supposed to grow out of the well?”

      Freyja nodded, gazing off at the light column. “Yes, it once did. Perhaps Hecate’s leftover followers hid it after she was sucked into another realm, or perhaps she hid it before destroying the tree.”

      “So what do we do about it?” I asked. I had never even heard of the Well of Urd, but judging by Freyja and Loki’s expressions, its appearance wasn’t a good thing.

      “The well created the fates,” Freyja replied, “the one time protectors of Yggdrasil.”

      “You mean the Norns?” I questioned.

      She flicked her eyes to me, then back to the light. “Yes, that is what they were in this realm.”

      I stared at the distant light column in awe. “Does that mean the Norns could come back?” I’d put the energy of the last of the Norns into regrowing Yggdrasil. As far as I’d known, that had been the end of their race.

      Loki raised an eyebrow at me. “Do you truly believe they still have a place in this realm?”

      I sighed, then shook my head. He was right, the Vaettir had abandoned the Norns, and now that the sanctuary of the Salr had all disappeared, they wouldn’t even have a safe place to hide.

      A scream sliced through the air from the direction of the column, then another.

      I started forward instinctively, but Alaric grabbed my arm to stop me. “Let the others go first,” he urged.

      I looked around to all who had joined us.

      Mikael hefted his axe into his hands, a wry grin on his face. “I’ll lead the way. Who cares to join me?”

      I wasn’t surprised when Aila stepped forward first, followed by Frode and Alejandro. A few others stepped forward, including Freyja, while Alaric, Sophie, Loki, and Faas all opted to hang back with me.

      I met Mikael’s gaze as he prepared to march. I wasn’t quite sure what to say. Don’t die, seemed childish, but I love you a little bit was even worse.

      My moment was lost as he gave me a wink, then turned with Aila at his side to lead the way.

      Alaric took my hand and gave it a squeeze. With a smirk, Loki, on my other side, enveloped his hand in mine.

      I glared at Loki, but didn’t have time for a scathing remark as more screams began to cut through the air. What had we just sent Mikael and the others in into?

      “Let’s go,” I breathed. “I don’t want to be far behind if they need our help.”

      “Only if you promise not to rush in if they’re instantly killed,” Loki replied.

      “No promises,” I muttered, snatching my hand from his to lead our small group forward.

      I cast a wary eye around the deserted streets as we crept along cautiously. I could still feel all the excess magic prickling along my skin, and the column ahead was like a heavy weight on my mind.

      Occasionally, I caught glimpses of humans hiding in the surrounding buildings, or running through the streets away from the column of light. There were occasional wails of sirens in the distance, but nothing close, not yet.

      “I don’t like this,” Faas muttered from behind me. “This energy feels highly unstable, like it could explode or implode at any moment.”

      “It’s entirely possible,” Loki replied. “The Well of Urd is meant to be connected to Yggdrasil. Without it, all of its magical energy has no guidance. It’s pure, wild magic.”

      More screams and shouts became clear as we neared the block where the light column had sprouted.

      “Perhaps you should wait here with Loki,” Alaric advised, his hand still entwined with mine. “Hecate may be using the well as a trap. Perhaps she wants to use the well’s power to destroy you.”

      “Also possible,” Loki commented.

      Alaric stopped walking, pulling me to a halt beside him. The shouts and screams near the well grew louder, accompanied by the clang of metal. Mikael and the others were battling something or someone.

      Panic blossomed within me, creating a stabbing pain in my gut. I hunched over, cradling my belly.

      “What’s wrong?” Alaric gasped, placing his hands at my waist to keep me semi-upright.

      Searing pain shot through me, emanating from my abdomen. “Something is wrong,” I groaned.

      Alaric and Loki helped me lower myself to the asphalt. Faas barged in between them, placing a hand on my belly as I curled up on my side.

      “Something’s going on with the baby,” he explained. “I can feel its energy more keenly than I should.”

      Sophie hovered over his shoulder, peering down at me worriedly.

      “You should have stayed in my realm,” a voice said from above us. “The influx of magical energy is too much for your child.”

      I looked up, pain blurring my vision, to find Hecate standing a few feet away, still in her white dress with gold embellishments. Her auburn hair fluttered in the magic surrounding her.

      “Time to end this,” she purred.

      Loki and Alaric moved to stand in front of me, blocking my view of Hecate.

      Still grasping my belly, I craned my neck to see Hecate extend her hand, a shimmering ball of light in her palm.

      “The well’s wild magic,” Loki hissed. “How do you control it?”

      Hecate chuckled. “I am the magic of life and death. There is no energy greater than mine.” She flexed her hand around the glowing orb.

      I cried out as another stab of pain hit my gut, realizing with sudden horror that it wasn’t just the wild magic surrounding us hurting me, Hecate was intentionally affecting my baby.

      I gritted my teeth, but could not even raise my cheek from the asphalt.

      She squeezed the sphere again, and everything went black.
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        * * *

      

      Mikael swung his axe, a perfect blow meant to separate one of the handmaiden’s heads from her shoulders, but she easily darted out of the way, her entire body shimmering with the white glow of magic as she ducked behind a tree in the small park.

      The women he and Madeline had encountered in Hecate’s realm were no longer the same creatures. They’d been empowered with magic, and seemed invincible. The bodies of countless humans littered the grass and street around them, not far from the glowing column of light. The humans had been massacred, likely offerings to the death goddess Hecate.

      He swung at the handmaiden, and missed once again as she cackled with maniacal glee. There were more than the four women who’d returned with them from Hecate’s realm. She must have gone back to retrieve them in the interim.

      “Mikael!” Aila shouted, just as something barreled into his back.

      He leapt into a forward roll, coming up on his feet to face the handmaiden that had hit him with an impossible amount of force, then lost focus on his foes as Aila screamed.

      He whipped his eyes in her direction to see one of the handmaidens, her fist in Aila’s chest. The fist glowed with magic, illuminating the blood that began to leak forth. As he watched on helplessly, the handmaiden ripped her hand free of the wound, pulling out Aila’s heart. Her body crumpled to the ground, dead. A moment of pain consumed him, viewing the lifeless body of the comrade in arms he’d known for so long.

      In that moment, all rational thought left him. He screamed in rage and charged the woman still holding Aila’s bloody heart in her hand. He vaguely noted that many of his other friends had fallen around him.

      He swung his axe into the woman’s neck so quickly she had no time to dodge. Before her body could hit the asphalt, he whirled on another handmaiden, this one holding a glowing spear.

      She countered his axe with her weapon, expertly flinging it from his grasp. Rather than chasing his weapon, he charged her, landing a kick that sent her spear clanking across the nearby street. He knew this was a losing battle, but he no longer cared. If all of his people would soon be dead, he would die with them, taking as many of their enemies as he could along the way.

      That was his last thought as something stabbed through his lower back, lurching him upward. He peered down as a gleaming spear tip erupted through the middle of his chest.

      His last thought was for Madeline, a final prayer that she would send Hecate back to hell where she belonged.
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      I woke with a groan, quickly realizing that I was being carried. I squinted up into the sunlight overhead as Freyja’s face slowly came into view above me.

      “What happened?” I muttered. “Where’s Alaric?”

      Loki’s face appeared beside hers as he walked by her side.

      “Go back to sleep,” Loki ordered. “We’ll keep you safe.”

      I began to struggle against Freyja’s strong arms, though I didn’t actually feel capable of standing on my own. “Put me down!” I demanded. “Where is Alaric? Where are the others?”

      “Don’t tell her,” Freyja growled. “We need to transport her to the tree and back to our realm.”

      Memories came flooding back to me. Hecate holding that glowing sphere, squeezing it to cause me crippling pain. Alaric and Loki had faced her. We’d needed to get past her to help Mikael.

      “They’re dead,” Loki explained, despite Freyja’s advice. “We were barely able to get you out of there alive. Now we need to get you to our realm before Hecate finds us. She has connected herself and her handmaidens to the well. They’re too powerful.”

      “You’re lying,” I accused, renewing my struggles to escape Freyja’s iron grip. “We have to go back.”

      My heart thundered in my chest, making me weak with lack of breath. They couldn’t be dead. The Vaettir were strong. Alaric and Mikael and Sophie were strong. There was no way they would fall so easily.

      “We have to go back!” I rasped again, struggling against Freyja.

      “Put her to sleep,” she ordered Loki through gritted teeth as she struggled to hold me aloft.

      “You’re going to make the death ball angry at me,” Loki groaned.

      They stopped walking and Loki hovered his hand over me. I screamed. I had to stop whatever he was doing before it was too late.

      My scream caught in my throat as a warm sensation washed over me. Suddenly I felt like I was encased in a safe cocoon. The world outside faded. My consciousness slowly floated away.
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        * * *

      

      The next time I awoke I was in a soft bed, piled high with fluffy white pillows. Gentle sunlight streamed in through gauzy curtains lining a large room. I vaguely noted a fire crackling in a nearby fireplace.

      I slowly sat up, cradling my belly in my loose, dirty flannel, blearily remembering what Hecate had done to me. Everything ached, but I sensed my child was alright. I lifted my hand to wipe hot tears from my face as I peered around the room, feeling like I was in a dream. Or maybe a nightmare.

      My gut clenched at the memory of Loki’s words. He had to be wrong. It was some sort of trick. Perhaps he and Freyja had planned this from the start, to make me think everyone was dead so they could smuggle me away to their realm. Although Loki helped Mikael and I once, he seemed the traitor now.

      I lowered first one foot to the floor, then the other, flinching as my bare skin touched down on cold tiles. Fighting through waves of dizziness and nausea, I stood.

      “You should be resting,” said a voice I didn’t recognize.

      I spun around too quickly and almost fell, but managed to stabilize myself against the bed. A woman with hair that seemed spun of pure gold sat in a small wooden chair in the far corner of the room. She was plump with a rosy complexion and laugh lines at the corners of her blue eyes, making her seem warm and friendly. She wore a simple, pale blue dress, comfortably hugging her ample figure.

      “Who are you?” I panted. “Where am I?”

      She smiled. “My name is Sif. I have been appointed as your watcher for the time being, while the others figure out what to do about Hecate.”

      Unable to stand any longer, I lowered myself to the bed. “Am I no longer in my realm? I need to go back before Hecate destroys Yggdrasil.” I lifted a hand to my aching head, fighting the urge to pass out. Without me on earth, Hecate would have no reason to delay destroying the tree.

      “Hecate does not know where you are,” Sif stated soothingly, rising from her seat. “She will not risk destroying Yggdrasil until she has found you.”

      She approached the bed, her soft leather boots hissing across the tile floor. Reaching my side, she sat down on the mattress by my feet.

      “Lay back,” she instructed, gently taking hold of my arms.

      I shook my head. “I need to speak with Freyja and Loki.”

      Alaric is not dead, I repeated in my mind, though the sick feeling in my gut told me otherwise. Still, I refused to believe it until I saw for myself. It was the only way I could continue on.

      She raised a golden eyebrow at me. “They are both in council. They must not be disturbed.”

      I started to stand again, but she grabbed my wrist, easily anchoring me down in my weakened state.

      “Let me go,” I pleaded.

      She shook her head. “It is my job to see to your well-being. Interrupting the council would not be wise.”

      I looked her up and down, wondering whether or not I could overpower her if I really tried. “Wise is rarely the world people use for me,” I assured.

      Though I was weak, I hit her with a burst of energy.

      She lifted a hand and somehow directed it right back at me, never even flinching.

      I fell back on the bed, stunned.

      “You truly are not wise if you would choose to attack one of the gods,” she said as she moved to stand over me. “Now you must rest.”

      Rest? How the hell could she expect me to rest?

      “Okay,” I lied, scooting up onto the bed. “Sorry.”

      Seeming satisfied, she nodded, then resumed her seat near my feet on the bed. I wracked my brain for what she’d said her name was. Seef? Kif? I really needed to brush up on my knowledge of the ancient pantheons.

      “I’m Madeline, by the way,” I offered as I propped a few pillows behind me. Bile fought its way up my throat, threatening to give away my calmness as the act that it was.

      “As I said,” she replied, “I am Sif.”

      I took a deep breath, relaxing, while inside I was screaming for this woman to get the hell out of my way. If I could find Yggdrasil’s branch in this realm, I could go home myself. I didn’t need Loki, Freyja, or anyone else.

      “When do you think the council will end?” I asked conversationally. “Will Loki and Freyja be available then?”

      She shrugged. “It will likely take all night. You can speak with them in the morning.”

      I glanced at the sunlight still streaming in through the windows. It wasn’t even close to nighttime, let alone the next morning.

      “Could I have some water?” I asked, then rubbed my belly. “And maybe some food?”

      She gave me a warm smile, then stood and made her way toward the door. Was it truly going to be so simple to get her to leave? My heart beat rapidly as I watched her open the tall white door.

      She peeked her head outside and spoke to someone who’d clearly been standing there all along. Shit. Not only did I have to deal with Sif, I’d have to face at least one guard.

      After shutting the door, Sif returned to her seat in the corner, leaving me alone on the bed. “Try to rest now, for your child’s sake” she firmly advised. “A meal and some water will be here soon.”

      I repositioned myself more snugly against the pillows, trying my best to appear at ease.

      A few minutes later, there was a knock at the door. Sif answered it, then retrieved a tray being handed in to her. The door shut again, and she approached the bed.

      “Just porridge and water for now,” she explained. “Something easy to digest in your weakened state.”

      I nodded, then gratefully took the bowl and glass from the offered tray. The steaming bowl of porridge did look good, but I had better things to do than eat it.

      I sat the glass of water on the bedside table, then held the warm bowl up to my face, as if to take a sniff of the mealy aroma.

      Sif smiled and lowered the tray to her side, clearly pleased I was finally cooperating.

      Without warning, I flung the bowl at Sif, splattering her with piping hot sludge.

      Sif screeched, but I didn’t have time to pay attention to her reaction. I rolled off the bed, grabbing the glass of water as I found my feet, then used the momentary distraction to slip past her.

      I hurried toward the door, willing myself to not stumble, even though I felt a bit like I was going to hurl. Reaching the door, I flung it open with my free hand, then splashed the full glass of water into the face of the man standing guard.

      While he sputtered, I chucked the empty glass at him, then turned and ran the other way with Sif yelling behind me.

      Pain shot up through my heels as my bare feet pounded across the tile floor. Every step made me feel like I was going to faint, but I kept going, barely observing the gleaming tiles and flawless white walls of the hallway I’d entered.

      I skittered around a corner with Sif and the guard calling after me. I’d never elude them long enough to find Yggdrasil’s branch, so I’d just have to find Loki and Freyja instead.

      I rounded another bend as the guard caught up to me, just ahead of Sif. I whirled on the man before he could grab the back of my shirt, then slowly edged away, my hands held in front of me to ward him off.

      Sif glared at me, her face and dress streaked with the remains of the porridge.

      “You do not want to fight me,” she growled.

      Voices caught my ear, muffled by a nearby door. If I could just make it in there, maybe I’d find someone to help me.

      I must have flicked my gaze to the door, because Sif snapped, “Don’t even think about it!”

      Knowing this would be my only chance, I threw caution to the wind and lunged toward the door, grabbing the heavy iron handle and throwing it open. The guard grabbed the back of my shirt, but I was already stumbling inside.

      Both of us froze at the sight of thirty or so people, all dressed in fine tunics and pants, and some in dresses. They all stopped speaking to stare at us. Sif hurried into the room, grumbling under her breath.

      As the guard loosened his hold on my shirt, I scanned the room until I saw Loki and Freyja, then marched toward them.

      “I need to go back to my world now,” I demanded.

      Freyja and Loki both looked at each other, then back to me.

      “Madeline,” Loki whispered, leaning forward, “we are in the middle of a vote to determine what to do with your realm, and what to do with you.”

      I glanced at everyone staring at us, then back to Loki and Freyja. “Well it’s my realm and my . . . me, so maybe I should have a say in things.”

      “Madeline,” Freyja groaned, “you’re going to get yourself killed.”

      “If you’re not going to let me go back and find Alaric and Mikael,” I hissed, “I’ll gladly die.”

      I put my hand on my belly the moment I said it, forgetting I was speaking for two, but it was too late.

      “Let the mortal speak,” a man said from behind me.

      I turned to look up at him. He was standing behind a podium near the center of the gathering, raised higher than everyone else.

      “Present yourself, child,” he instructed, gesturing to the open space of red carpeting below his podium.

      “That’s Odin, you fool!” Freyja hissed at me, but it was too late, I’d apparently caught the All-Father’s attention.

      With a wary glance at Loki and Freyja, I approached Odin. He had long, silver hair, nearly down to the waist of his silver brocade tunic, yet he didn’t seem old. He seemed fit and robust, with only a few wrinkles to give him a fatherly air. The only blemish to his appearance was a missing eye, uncovered by a patch as one would usually expect.

      Not quite sure what to do, I approached, doing my best to avoid staring at his empty eye socket. I reluctantly gave something that could be considered a curtsy, then met his one blue eye.

      “Hello,” I began hesitantly.

      Everyone in the room continued to stare at me, some with jaws slightly agape. Sif had moved to one edge of the gathering, partially hiding herself behind some of the others. The guard who’d chased me had quietly escaped the room while I wasn’t looking.

      I peered up at Odin and bit my lip. “I did not come here voluntarily,” I explained. “All I want is to go back to my world and save my loved ones.”

      “Your loved ones are dead,” he said matter of factly, “and your world is nearly lost. Hecate has placed an entire city within a bubble of power that will only continue to grow. The magic will spread, slowly reclaiming the land. Our next action will be to sever our connection to the World Tree, lest Hecate use the Well of Urd to destroy us all.”

      I felt like I’d been stabbed in the gut. They couldn’t really be dead. They couldn’t . . . yet, something inside me told me they were. Mikael had always assured me I’d know if Alaric was dead, and I did know it. I knew it with Mikael too.

      I could barely keep myself standing as acceptance finally hit me, but I forced a steady breath. There had to be something I could do. At that moment, I didn’t care about my realm. I only cared about what I’d lost.

      Odin watched me absorb his words, then added. “Unless you have a better plan?”

      My thoughts raced. There had to be something. If only I could go back in time to keep their deaths from occurring . . .

      I turned my gaze up to Odin, my eyes wide. “I do have an idea. I want to use Yggdrasil to go back in time and prevent Hecate from obtaining the well.”

      Gasps erupted around the room.

      Odin narrowed his pale eye at me. “Changing the past is forbidden,” he scoffed. “What’s done is done.”

      I fought back tears. I was going to change the damned past whether he wanted me to or not, but it would be a lot easier with the cooperation of the gods.

      I nearly jumped as Loki moved to stand behind me. “And is severing one of the World Tree’s branches not forbidden?” he asked slyly.

      Odin’s glare deepened. “It is a necessity, unless you’d have us all destroyed.”

      Loki tilted his head. “So you would rather commit sacrilege yourself, then allow a mortal to travel back in time?”

      Odin rolled his eye. “You truly think a single mortal, traveling back by herself, could thwart Hecate?”

      I watched as Loki grinned. “Yes, I do.”

      Whispers erupted around the room, but surprisingly, Odin smiled. “In that case, I’ll offer you both a deal. I will allow the mortal a single day with access to Yggdrasil. She may go back in time . . . if she can actually manage it,” he laughed. “If she fails in her task,” he leaned forward to look down at Loki, “then you will be the one to sever Yggdrasil’s branch, and you must also kill the mortal.”

      Loki simply smiled, even though we were talking about my death. “Deal.”

      I gulped. I had hoped maybe Loki and Freyja could come back with me. Alone . . . well I wasn’t sure what good I’d do alone, but damned if I wouldn’t try.
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      “You’re both fools,” Freyja hissed as the three of us walked down the hall.

      Loki smirked. “I’ve been called far worse.”

      “I have to admit,” I cut in, “When I came up with my plan, I’d hoped you both would be coming back with me.”

      “It is forbidden for the gods to travel back in time,” Freyja huffed. “We exist somewhere in all times. It could prove disastrous to leave one plane of time absent of our energy, while doubling that influence at a point in the past. It could change everything.”

      We reached the end of the hall, and entered a large room.

      I had to stop and stare. The tall stone walls were lined from top to bottom with weaponry. Massive swords, axes, daggers, and things I didn’t even have names for gleamed in the artificial light. The far wall was rimmed with bows, some taller than I was, stacked beside bushels of sharp-tipped arrows.

      “The least we can do it outfit you properly,” Freyja muttered.

      “You won’t have much time,” Loki began, moving past us to select my weaponry. “You’ll need to focus on returning to the time where you, Mikael, and I were trapped in Hecate’s realm. If you can access the well before her, you might just stand a chance of using its powers against her.”

      I listened intently to his every word. I’d only traveled through time using Yggdrasil’s power on my own once, and that was to bring Alaric, Mikael, and myself forward from Viking times. I had no idea if I’d actually be able to reach the correct time on my own.

      Loki returned from the wall and handed me two knives the length of my forearms and a lightweight sword.

      “I’m not good with swords,” I explained, taking the items in hand. In truth, Alaric had given me a few lessons, but I’d never quite gotten the hang of it.

      “You’ll feel safer having a sword,” he explained. “Just keep the pointy end away from yourself.”

      I nodded, then affixed the sheathed daggers to my belt with the attaching leather ties. Freyja found a harness for the sword, then helped me affix it around my torso, the straps crisscrossing over my round belly. I was sure I looked ridiculous, but Loki was right, I did feel a bit more confident with the weight of the sword on me.

      Without permission, Freyja began winding my hair into a tight braid to fall down my back, securing it with a thin leather cord.

      Dropping my hair, she walked around to face me, placing her hands on my shoulders, eyeing me intently. “Now remember Madeline, change nothing that needn’t be changed. Some deaths may be unavoidable. What is most important is that you access the well’s magic before Hecate, then use it to destroy or disable her.”

      I nodded too quickly, feeling dizzy. Since I’d first met the Vaettir, I’d always gone into these life or death scenarios with backup. I’d never had to depend entirely on myself. I was less than confident about it.

      Loki herded Freyja out of the way so he could take her spot. “After you kill Hecate, make sure you return to this exact time,” he explained. If you don’t . . . well, I actually don’t know what will happen, but I imagine if the you that exists right now never comes back to the present, you may not exist moving forward at all.”

      I gulped.

      “Plus,” he added, “I stuck my neck out for you. Do not let me incur the punishment that will result should you fail to return. I’d rather not be known as the slayer of Yggdrasil’s branch for the next few thousand years. I already have enough nicknames to keep up with.”

      “I promise I’ll return,” I said, secretly praying that I wouldn’t end up a liar.

      “Good,” Freyja and Loki both said in unison.

      They both looked at each other, then nodded.

      “To Yggdrasil’s branch!” Loki announced, lifting a finger into the air.

      I wished I could be as enthusiastic as he, but at the moment I felt like my entire stomach was going to crawl out of my throat.

      Fingers crossed that was the worst thing that would happen to me in the next twenty-four hours.
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        * * *

      

      Once I was fed and fully outfitted with my weapons, and a borrowed brown leather coat that was unbelievably soft and seemed handmade, Freyja, Loki, and I made the short journey to the World Tree branch, followed by a few of the more curious gods.

      The branch wasn’t far from the massive estate where I’d woken up. The shimmering gold appendage dangled down over an ornate, well-kept garden, its flowers in full bloom despite it being winter in my realm.

      A heavy golden fence surrounded the entire area, with guards at every corner, and four by the gate.

      Odin waited with them, gesturing for the guards to let us in without a word.

      Once we were through the gate, I approached the branch, craning my neck to stare up at it. It didn’t dangle as low as the one in Hecate’s realm. We were lucky I was tall, lest one of the gods need to lower himself by hoisting me up on his shoulders. I tugged at the loose white blouse and tan suede pants I’d been given uncomfortably, nervous about what was to come.

      Freyja turned her gaze away from the branch to wrap me in a quick hug. When she pulled away, her sky blue eyes held unshed tears.

      “I’ve always liked the mortals of your realm,” she muttered. “Do be sure you save them.”

      “And don’t forget to save yourself,” Loki added, patting the top of my head.

      I sighed heavily, then stepped forward. If I only had twenty-four hours, I needed to leave as soon as possible.

      While Odin and the other gods watched on, I lifted my arms above my head to grasp the end of the golden branch. A few onlookers snickered, and commented that there was no way I’d actually be able to use Yggdrasil on my own.

      I tuned them out.

      Closing my eyes, I focused on the branch, tuning into its energy. Despite the changes Hecate was making in my realm, it still felt the same. A hint of Mara, the Morrigan’s energy flowed through me, like a hug from an old friend.

      I concentrated on the time to which I wanted to return, focusing closely on the events that had transpired before Hecate left her realm.

      Suddenly the sunlight left my face, then everything went dark. The feeling of weightlessness consumed me. I crashed down into the damp sand next to someone’s feet.

      I scrambled upward, fearing imminent attack.

      “Madeline?” the man above me questioned. The familiar voice drew my attention upward.

      “Silver?” I questioned in disbelief, looking him up and down.

      He wore his usual thin white slacks and cream-colored coat that would have seemed over the top on anyone else, but on him, just seemed right. His gelled black hair didn’t have a strand out of place, despite the cool ocean wind.

      “Madeline?” he questioned again. “Why have you come back without Mikael?”

      “There’s no time,” I blurted, grabbing him by the arms. “Did Mikael and,” I hesitated, “the others travel through the tree? Have any come back yet?”

      “Yes,” he replied hesitantly. “I’ve been watching you from afar ever since Loki appeared, so I’d know when it was safe to return. I could hardly believe my eyes when I saw you take everyone up through Yggdrasil. Then Alaric, Sophie, and a few others returned. Once they left I approached to observe the tree, wondering where you and Mikael had gone.”

      I lowered my hands, wondering how I was going to get him to believe me.

      I bit my lip, then took a deep breath. “I’m not able to explain everything right now, but I need you to trust that if I don’t get to Hillsboro soon, everyone is going to die.”

      He stared at me. “You’re going to have to give me a little bit more than that.”

      “I can’t,” I replied. “Just know that the gods are involved, and you’re better off not knowing. Silver, I need you to help me.”

      He glanced up at the tree, then back to me, seeming to think it over. Finally, his decision came. “Just tell me what you need.”

      I exhaled in relief. “Drive me to Hillsboro. I’ll try to explain a little more on the way.”

      He nodded. “I have a vehicle hidden on the other side of the highway. It’s a bit of a walk.”

      “Let’s hurry,” I replied, but he was already walking in his usual long stride.

      I hustled to catch up with him. I’d always found Silver’s cowardice a little annoying. You couldn’t trust a guy that would run off at the first signs of danger. Now his faults that landed me before him might just save us all. I’d have to make a promise to myself to never make fun of him again…at least for a little while.
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        * * *

      

      Silver sped down the highway in his little red sports car while I shifted in my seat again, trying to find a comfortable position with two daggers at my hips and a small sword down my back. We’d make it to Hillsboro in another eight or nine minutes, though I knew we probably wouldn’t be able to drive the whole way since this was the same day that Tabitha and Maya had gotten stuck in traffic caused by the blackouts and other strange occurrences. Once they’d hit the standstill with cars behind them, they’d had to walk back toward home until someone was able to pick them up.

      Just as I thought it, the edge of the standstill traffic came into view.

      “Shit,” I muttered.

      Silver glanced at me as he slowed the car. “Perhaps we should call Alaric,” he suggested.

      My heart stuttered at the name, but I shook my head. He was alive in this time, and I was going to keep him that way.

      “I have to do this alone,” I explained. “Just get me as close to the city as you can and I’ll take it from there.”

      It would have been so much easier to tell him that I needed to change the past as little as possible, and that I wasn’t going to risk everyone dying again when Hecate showed up, but having him give me a ride was changing the past enough already.

      Silver maneuvered through the first abandoned vehicles as we approached them, but eventually had to stop. There was no way his little car was going to make it off road.

      I sighed. “Okay, I’ll try to walk from here. You should go back to doing exactly what you would have been doing had I not shown up.”

      He blinked at me. “I cannot leave you alone now. Not without any of the others to protect you.”

      I raised an eyebrow at him. “Forgive my surprise, but you aren’t exactly the run headfirst into danger type.”

      He glared at me. “Be that as it may, I know Mikael would hunt me to the ends of the earth if anything happened to you, when I could have prevented it.”

      “I really don’t think he’d kill one of his oldest friends,” I countered.

      Silver shook his head and opened his door. “If you don’t believe he’d kill me for you, you are incredibly naive.”

      I opened my mouth to argue further, but he stepped out of the car. Shaking my head, I did the same. We were running out of time, and I couldn’t waste any more trying to make Silver stay behind.

      I straightened my leather coat, feeling oddly stiff with the small sword strapped to my back, its hilt peeking up from within the coat’s collar.

      I scanned the empty cars and streets beyond, once again confused about how still things were. Where had all the people gone? I knew many would be in hiding with all of the magic seeping into the world, but shouldn’t there at least be looters out taking advantage of catastrophe?

      Silver walked around the car to stand by my side, his expression grim. “Where do we go from here?”

      I shook my head, trying to remember where the light from the Well of Urd had erupted. “There,” I said after a moment, pointing roughly northeast. “I need to go somewhere over there.”

      I started walking despite the trembling in my knees. What if Hecate had the well in her possession previously, and had brought it here with her? I might just being going to investigate an empty street.

      Silver walked beside me for a few minutes, then sighed, exasperated. Before I could protest, he picked me up like a child. “Forgive me, but you are very slow, and I’d rather like to get this over with. There is a strange aura in this place, an aura of death that sticks to my skin like tar.”

      I scowled up at him, but time was of the essence, so instead I said, “Take me over there.” I pointed a few blocks down to where I was pretty sure the well had been. I vaguely recalled Mikael and the others running in that direction to investigate.

      He looked to where I pointed, then down to me. “Much death has occurred in that direction.”

      “Recently?” I questioned. Was I too late? Had I been sent back to the present, and not the past? Was everyone I knew already . . . dead?

      “Very recently,” he explained. “Human death.”

      I guiltily exhaled in relief. Human excluded Alaric and Mikael. “Take me to it.”

      With a sigh, he started running with me in his arms. It only took a few minutes to reach a small, vacant park. Silver let me down to my feet and we both glanced around.

      The trees rustled in the slight breeze, sun filtering through their branches to illuminate the freshly cut grass. It was then that I noticed the bodies.

      Roughly thirty feet from where we stood laid the first corpse, a young woman. Beyond her, many more had been slaughtered. The scene was made even more grotesque by the pristine half of the park near where we stood.

      I walked toward the bodies with Silver following behind me like a silent shadow. As we moved along, I noticed more bodies further down the street.

      “What happened to them all?” I muttered.

      “Death magic,” Silver replied blandly. “Their deaths were used in some sort of ritual.”

      I scanned the bodies we passed, fighting the urge to vomit. Their deaths had happened so recently, the bodies were likely still warm.

      I hated the little tickle of power I began to feel as I walked amongst them. Their souls would not be trapped like Vaettir, but death was death, it had an energy all its own.

      I ignored the wisps of power reaching out to me, and the echoes of pain I could feel from the bodies. They’d all suffered before they’d died.

      “What kind of ritual leaves behind so much energy?” I questioned distantly, not turning to look at Silver as I asked it. It was too difficult to tear my attention away from our surroundings.

      His voice sounded several feet to my right. “We must venture downward to find out.”

      I stopped walking and turned toward him. He was standing near an open manhole in the street bordering the park.

      I shook my head. “Oh, no way.”

      He nodded, then peered down into the hole. “Whatever ritual was begun up here, it was taken down into the earth.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. I hated small, dark places, especially ones filled with water and possibly sewage.

      My leather coat flapped gently against my back as I forced my feet forward, avoiding the corpses between us, to reach Silver’s side. I peered down into the darkness.

      “Do you smell any sewage?” I questioned.

      “No,” he replied, shaking his head. “I believe this to be a rainwater canal, though it is now a biohazard with all of the bodies.”

      “More bodies?” I questioned breathily.

      He nodded, then gestured down to the tunnel below. “Ladies first?”

      I took several shallow breaths, fighting the urge to panic. I might have been a big, glowing death ball, but fresh corpses in water in the dark was not my idea of a good time.

      I knelt down to touch the metal ladder mounted on the interior wall of the tunnel, then turned and put my right foot on the second rung. With a deep breath, I lowered my left foot in below it.

      Not for the first time, I felt like I was metaphorically diving into the abyss, but the feeling of doing it literally was a new sensation of fear entirely.
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      Nothing attacked me as I continued my decent through the manhole into the rainwater canal. Silver climbed down the ladder right above me. My soft-soled  brown boots touched down on concrete.

      I released the ladder and quickly stepped aside to make room for Silver. In the small amount of light provided by the open manhole, I could see the beginning of a narrow concrete passageway. On one side a walkway connected to the platform supporting the ladder, and on the other was a low canal, running with just a few inches of water. I shivered, glad for my leather coat, and did my best to ignore the dark shapes in the water, more corpses.

      Silver reached the bottom, then squinted in the limited light. “There’s something down that way,” he whispered, pointing.

      I strained to see in the darkness, then shook my head. “I can’t see that far.”

      “Follow the walkway,” he instructed.

      I scowled at him. “You know, for someone afraid of Mikael’s wrath, you are not being terribly protective of me.”

      “If there is something in here that could kill one of us instantly, I’d rather it be you,” he explained. “At least in that case, I’d still stand a chance of surviving and eluding Mikael. However, if I am able to protect you without sacrificing myself, I will.”

      I sighed, then started walking, stepping carefully as the light behind us receded. I kept one hand against the smooth concrete wall to ensure I didn’t veer too far and fall into the shallow canal. I wouldn’t drown, but I’d likely break an ankle, or maybe even my neck.

      As we crept along, a thrumming energy became apparent. It was weak, but constant, almost how I’d imagine it would feel to be near a massive generator.

      “Just up ahead,” Silver whispered. “The center of the canal has been destroyed.”

      I slowed my pace, straining to see, but we were in almost pitch blackness now. If something decided to attack, we’d be goners.

      I gasped as bright light cut across my vision, blinding me. I blinked rapidly, shielding my face with one hand as my vision slowly returned, then glanced toward Silver to see him holding a small penlight.

      “You had that this entire time?” I growled.

      He nodded, not seeming to comprehend my ire. Instead, he shone the light toward the center of the canal, then pointed with his free hand.

      I turned to where he’d directed his light, then shook my head, confused. The concrete of the canal had been obliterated, forming a hole that took out part of the walkway ahead. The water must have been so shallow because it was all draining into the hole.

      “Well what the hell are we supposed to do now?” I muttered.

      He raised an eyebrow at me, his face barely visible in the meager illumination provided by his penlight. “Ladies first?”

      I glared at him. “If I survive this, I am so ratting you out to Mikael.”

      He snorted. “If you survive this, it will likely only be because I accompanied you.”

      I huffed in irritation, then held out my hand. “At least give me your light.”

      He hesitated, then relinquished the penlight to me.

      Not wanting to waste any more time, I approached the ruined edge of the walkway, sweeping the light across in hopes of finding an easy way down into the hole.

      The way down was littered with debris sunken into mud slick with moisture, but it looked doable.

      Saying a final prayer, I sat down on the crumbling edge of the walkway, smoothing my coat under my butt, then lowered myself into the muck below. Once I had steady footing, I shined the light further into the hole.

      It opened up into the earth at an angle, almost like the entrance to a cave. After further observation, I realized it was a cave. The hole had been blown into the concrete and the earth below to reveal a massive natural cavern.

      Silver hopped down beside me with the grace of a cat, not a strand of black hair out of place, then took a few steps forward, having no difficulty navigating the debris.

      I sighed, then started shuffling down the incline. I reached the edge of the hole into the cavern easily enough, but there was a pretty big drop down to the wet cavern floor.

      “Okay, you’re actually going to have to help me with this part,” I said, shining the light downward.

      “Are we sure we want to go down there at all?” he questioned.

      I nodded, but didn’t explain. I was pretty sure I was changing the past more than necessary in taking him with me, but there was no way I’d get down into the cavern uninjured without his help, and I was nearly positive by this point that the well was below us. It had to be done.

      Without another word, Silver hopped down into the cavern, bending his knees to absorb the impact of the fall. If the floor was slippery, he didn’t show it. He straightened, then looked up at me.

      “Can you lower yourself down slowly from the ledge?” he questioned. “I fear you might squish me if you jump.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Just don’t let me fall,” I grumbled, putting the penlight in my mouth so I could lower myself to my hands and knees.

      Feeling ridiculous, I turned around and lowered one foot down off the edge, bracing myself with my hands and other knee.

      “-an yew weach me?” I muttered around the penlight.

      I received my response in the form of a hand around my foot. Silver braced my weight as I awkwardly wiggled onto my side and dangled my other foot down. My hands slipped and scraped across the mud and debris as he held both my feet and continued to lower them.

      Soon enough I was hanging from my fingertips, praying I didn’t lose my grip at the wrong moment. Silver’s arms wrapped around my hips, then slid up toward my belly. I closed my eyes and let go just as his knees bent, landing my feet on the floor. He released me, then stumbled back a few steps.

      “You are very heavy for a woman,” he muttered, regaining his composure.

      I took the penlight out of my mouth, then turned to face him. “That’s very sexist, and I’m also pregnant, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      I walked past him, shining the light around the dark cavern for what I sought. My boots slid on the slick surface and I nearly lost my balance, but Silver caught me before I could fall.

      “I told you I would save you,” he quipped before releasing his hold on me.

      Before I could respond with a scathing remark, he asked, “Do you feel that?”

      Now that he said it, I did feel something. The pulsing energy I’d felt above had increased. We were definitely in the right place.

      I continued forward, reaching a bend in the cavern, then lowered the light. There was a faint glow emanating from the path ahead.

      Without thinking, I hurried forward. This had to be the well. If I could find a way to use it before Hecate arrived, I could defeat her.

      There was an oof sound behind me, and I skidded to a halt and whipped around. Silver lay on the cavern floor, unmoving.

      “How are you here?” a woman’s voice demanded from behind me.

      I whirled around again, nearly dropping my light to take in Hecate, standing by herself. A few feet behind her was a massive bronze cauldron, spilling forth dull light from its basin.

      I opened my mouth, but wasn’t sure what to say. As far as Hecate was concerned, I was recently trapped in her realm. In fact, the me from this timeline should still be there until tomorrow morning.

      Her green eyes narrowed in the dull light provided by the well. “I will return you to the tree, and you will go back to my realm where you’ll be safe.”

      I frowned. “You don’t honestly expect me to believe at this point that you care about my safety.”

      Her brow furrowed. “You did not choose to be born with my energy inside of you. As far as I am concerned, you are like a long lost sister to me. I do not wish you harm.”

      “And what about all those people up there?” I gestured to the ceiling of the cavern. “Did you wish them harm?”

      She smirked. “Sacrifices had to be made to create the power needed to unearth the well. I left it in a sacred place long ago, and the mortals boldly chose to build a city atop it.”

      I resisted the urge to glance behind me at Silver. I hadn’t heard him move, and sincerely hoped he was still breathing. Regardless, I couldn’t help him just now. I needed to find a way to get between Hecate and that well.

      “I’m sure the mortals had no idea the Well of Urd was down here,” I explained, then bit my tongue.

      Rage glittered in her eyes. “And just how do you know that this is the Well of Urd?” She gestured to the massive cauldron behind her. “Unless Loki told you?” she added. “Did he bring you here?”

      “I came on my own,” I answered honestly, “to bring you back to your realm. You’ve upset the balance here.”

      She scoffed. “I’ve upset the balance? I don’t belong here? Do you know what the old gods did to me? I was a peaceful nature spirit once. Here. The gods and men alike believed I did not belong on this earth, but I am this earth. I am death and creation.” She clenched her fist as if grasping for something, then released it. “The gods feared what they could not control,” she continued, her voice softer. “They wanted to force me to live in their realm, for gods could not toy with the lives of mortals. But I am meant to be here.” She pointed to me. “You are the imposter.”

      I shook my head. “I was born here. I’ve always lived here.” I left off that Freyja believed I belonged on this earth. Hecate didn’t yet know that Freyja was involved.

      Hecate shook her head. “I destroyed Yggdrasil so they could not send me away, but that created new energy to replace me, for trees like Yggdrasil are of this earth. When that new energy arose, I was cast out. I was forced into a nearly dead realm with my followers, and the Morrigan took my place on earth. She tormented mortals. She was selfish just like a human. I watched over the land from a distance until she destroyed herself, retreating in spirit to another realm. I’d hoped I could find a way to return, but another was born in her place, and then another after that, eventually leading to you.” She scowled. “I knew it was only a matter of time until my energy was reborn into one of the Vaettir. A being who could potentially live forever, stealing my place on this earth. So you see, I am the one who belongs here, and you should not exist.”

      Her words cut through me like a knife. I wanted to argue, but somewhere deep down, I knew she was right. I knew I had never truly belonged. I was too dangerous to be near humans, but not quite Vaettir either. I might share their blood, but I was something entirely foreign to them.

      “No,” I argued, despite my doubts. “My energy was reborn here for a reason.”

      “To fill the void I left,” she hissed, “nothing more. Leave now, and your loved ones will not be harmed. I swear it. You and your child may live safely in my realm. I will use the well’s power to destroy Yggdrasil, and you and I will both be safe from the gods forever.”

      My stomach twisted at the mention of my loved ones. She was yet to kill them all. Would she truly keep her word if I left voluntarily? My palms began to sweat, adding to the stickiness I already felt from the damp cave.

      “Won’t the same thing happen again if you destroy the tree?” I questioned, grasping for time. “Won’t you be cast out again?”

      Her lip curled up into a sneer. “Not this time. The tree you created is not like the original Yggdrasil. It does not maintain balance. That’s why wild magics are leaking into this world. The original Yggdrasil would not have allowed such a thing to take place.”

      I blinked at her. “So you really just want me gone so you don’t have to share energy with me? Are you that power hungry?”

      She tilted her head. “I am not power hungry. I simply refuse to lessen myself for all of eternity. I will not have you live here, only to be reborn.”

      “What will you do if I refuse to go?” I blurted as a sudden thought hit me. She couldn’t just kill me, because my energy would be reborn somewhere else, keeping things off balance for her. She needed me to agree to go back.

      She took a step forward. “I had hoped you would leave willingly, but if not, you will leave all the same.”

      I remembered how easily she’d disappeared with her handmaidens when we’d confronted them, and took a step back. It seemed like she hadn’t accessed the well’s power yet, but could I risk it? If she managed to grab me, could she transport me all the way back to her realm?

      “Wait,” I hissed, holding my hands up and taking a step back. “I wouldn’t send me away just yet. Not if you don’t want the gods to come down here themselves.”

      “What do you know of the gods?” she growled. “Loki does not speak for them all. If he told you—”

      I shook my head, wiping a damp strand of dark hair out of my face. My leather coat felt slick with moisture. “It wasn’t Loki. Odin told me himself that if you remained here, extreme measures would be taken.”

      She tilted her head at me. “How did you meet the All-Father?”

      “He’s been watching,” I explained. “He knows what you’re up to. I’m definitely not your biggest problem.” If I could just distract her from the well for even a few minutes…

      “Liar,” Hecate hissed. “Odin cares not for this realm.”

      I shrugged. “Don’t believe me then. You’ll wish you would have listened when he takes the well.”

      Her green eyes practically bulged out of her head. “He cannot. I need it to—” she cut herself off.

      “To what?” I questioned, wishing Silver would hurry up and rouse himself if he yet still breathed. I needed a distraction.

      “Nevermind,” she growled, taking another step forward. “Come with me.”

      She was close enough to reach out and touch me. I needed to act now. I closed my eyes and reached for the only power available to me. The power of all those Hecate had killed. It was only human energy, not as strong as that of the Vaettir, but there were so many bodies. So much life wasted.

      “Don’t you dare,” Hecate snapped.

      I felt a tug on the energy and opened my eyes. Hecate’s face was still. I would have guessed she was sleeping standing up if I couldn’t feel her sucking in the energy from the dead she’d left above ground.

      Acting upon the distraction while I could, I said a silent prayer for Silver, then darted around Hecate for the well. Quickly noticing me, she whirled around just as my hands clamped down on the bronze rim of the cauldron.

      The thrumming energy I’d sensed intensified, but it was nothing I could use. It wasn’t the type of energy I was familiar with.

      The next thing I knew, Hecate was crouched beside me. She put a hand on my wrist and tugged, but I refused to release my grip on the cauldron’s rim.

      “You don’t know what you’re doing,” she argued. “Get away from there.”

      I turned wide eyes to her, surprised she wasn’t tugging me away more forcefully, or transporting me back to Yggdrasil. Had she truly not yet taken the well’s power? Was she still in a state of sharing energy with me in this realm?

      With a defiant smirk, I removed the hand she wasn’t tugging on and stuck it into the light emanating from the center of the cauldron. I wasn’t sure what would happen, but if I could get to that power before Hecate…

      “That won’t work,” she sighed. “The well is not fully in this realm. Neither of us can access its energy when we are not at full power. That is why you must leave this realm.”

      So she couldn’t access it either? It was the best news I’d heard all day.

      “Well in that case,” I began, then cocked back my free hand and punched her in the jaw.

      It was an awkward punch using my left hand while crouched down, but it was enough to rock her head back and loosen her grip on my wrist. Unfortunately the momentum tipped me forward into the well. I caught myself before I could topple all the way head first into the basin.

      “How dare you!” Hecate gasped, but her voice was distant.

      My face was engulfed in the gentle light of the well. It seeped into me, making my belly grow warm. I realized with a start that the energy was somehow being drawn toward my baby, toward Erykah, and managed to pull myself back out of the well.

      “You would dare hit a goddess?” Hecate asked, staring down at me.

      I stood, unsure of what had just happened to me. I reached for the long blade down my back and withdrew it, careful not to slice off my braid. “Add it to the list of things I probably shouldn’t have done,” I quipped, stepping forward with the blade outstretched at my side.

      Despite my external confidence, my stomach was quaking and my palms were sweating so much I could barely hold onto the narrow sword’s grip. What had the well just done to my baby?

      I didn’t feel well enough to fight, but if Hecate didn’t have the power here to squash me like a bug, I needed to end this before she became strong enough to kill everyone I loved.

      I stepped toward her with my blade, then nearly staggered as the energy around us lurched. Cool death energy shifted through the space, flooding toward Hecate.

      “Our energy may be shared,” she stated, “but I am a goddess. You are merely a mortal remnant of Yggdrasil.”

      Suddenly the energy she’d been sucking in shot outward. It hit me, but rather than knocking me down, it flowed through me.

      I exhaled in relief, then smiled. “You may be a goddess, but you and I are cut from the same cloth. Death energy is as much mine as it is yours.”

      She snarled, then flicked her hand toward the stone ceiling above us. I sensed the power as it shot over my head, then instinctively threw myself to the side as a massive chunk of stone fell down right where I had stood. My shoulder hit the damp ground, making a sickening pop that sent a jolt of pain through my spine. I cradled my belly awkwardly, trying to sit up while searching for the sword that had clattered from my grasp.

      When I finally blinked upward, tears of pain creeping out of my eyes, Hecate stood over me. She smirked. “We may be able to access the same energies, but only I know how to use them.”

      My eyes widened a moment before a shovel slammed into Hecate’s head. She dropped like a sack of rocks to the ground beside me. I stared at her in shock for a moment, then turned my eyes upward to the culprit.

      Alaric.

      Behind him stood Faas and Sophie.

      “I told you I sensed her energy,” Faas chided. “She’s not trapped in another realm after all.”

      “What the hell are you doing here!” I cried.

      “We could ask you the same question,” Faas quipped as Alaric dropped his shovel and fell to his knees in front of me.

      He reached out a hand to hover over my shoulder. “You’re hurt,” he muttered, looking over the rest of my body.

      I shook my head and with my uninjured arm scooted away from him. “You can’t be here. You’re changing the future!”

      He narrowed his gaze at me, confused.

      “You already know time travel is possible,” I blurted, wanting to explain things as quickly as possible. Maybe there was still time for him to go back and not upset the future too much. “Well I did that,” I continued as Alaric, Sophie, and Faas all stared at me. “The current time Madeline is trapped in Hecate’s realm. I’m the future Madeline. Odin sent me back to stop Hecate. If I screw this up, we’re all dead!”

      Alaric rocked back on his heels, stunned. “I know there’s no way you could be here. We came straight from Yggdrasil to this place, only stopping for a moment to drop Aila off at the end of the driveway. So, I know you could not have made it here before us, but . . . ” he trailed off, clearly having trouble comprehending my story.

      Hecate groaned beside him, beginning to come to.

      I struggled to my feet, clutching my injured arm against my chest. I had a feeling my shoulder was dislocated, but I wasn’t strong enough to pop it back into place myself. I needed to kill Hecate, but I needed everyone else to get out and go back home. If Alaric wasn’t at the house to meet Freyja, would it change us gaining her as an ally?

      Sophie stepped around Alaric, grabbed my shoulder, then popped it back into place.

      I screamed, and would have fallen if she didn’t stabilize me with her sturdy arms.

      “There,” she said calmly, releasing me and stepping back. “Now, if you truly are from the future, which I believe judging by your horribly dated outfit, and Faas has changed the past in leading us to you, the damage is already done.”

      Faas muttered angrily under his breath, but didn’t argue.

      “So the sensible thing to do is deal with Hecate,” she continued, “and hope for the best.” She turned to look down at the goddess, her gown tangled around her bare legs as she groaned on the floor, seemingly unable to regain full consciousness just yet.

      My mind raced for the right answer, but nothing came. It seemed like Odin wanted me to kill her, but that might release her energy into the world, which might take my place. Would I no longer belong if I killed her? I had no idea what the best path would be now that I’d not only changed the past for Silver, but for everyone else.

      “Find something to bind her arms,” I ordered, then lifted my gaze to Faas. “Do you think you can drain her energy?”

      He blinked at me, astonished. “Drain the energy of a goddess?”

      I nodded. “She’s weakened in this realm because I’m here too. We need to get back to the house and find Freyja. She’ll know what to do.”

      “Freyja?” Sophie, Alaric, and Faas all balked together.

      “Yes,” I muttered, searching around for something to bind Hecate’s hands since no one else was moving to help. “She should be at the house by now with Aila.”

      I knew from what little Alaric had told me previously that Freyja had been drawn to the house by Aila’s energy, so she was probably with her now. If they’d dropped Aila off on their way, they’d likely just missed her.

      Finally Alaric snapped into action and removed his belt, then knelt to begin binding Hecate’s arms behind her back.

      Faas knelt beside him, placing his hand on Hecate’s back. “I can keep her weakened for a time,” he explained, “…I think.”

      “Good,” I replied, slowly flexing my fingers to make sure my arm was in working order. It still hurt like hell, but seemed like it would be alright.

      As he drained Hecate’s energy, Faas looked up at me. “Something is different,” he observed. He stood and placed a hand on my belly.

      I flicked my gaze to the well. “I might have touched the big cauldron of magic,” I admitted. “Did it do something to Erykah?”

      He shook his head. “Her energy feels the same, there’s just more of it.” He turned his attention to the well, dropping his hand from my belly.

      “It is the same,” he gasped. He walked toward it and lowered himself to a crouch. “This energy feels just like Erykah’s. What is this thing?”

      “It’s the Well of Urd,” I explained, glancing nervously down at Hecate.

      Alaric moved to my side. “Strange wells aside, if we are limited on time, we should probably go.”

      I nodded, my mind snapping back into action. While Faas continued to observe the well, I hurried over to where Silver lay, then gasped as he blinked up at me. Recovering, I frowned. “You were conscious the entire time, weren’t you?”

      He scraped his shoulders across the ground in a horizontal shrug. “I was rendered unconscious by Hecate momentarily. Once I awoke, I realized that if the goddess wished to kill you, there was nothing I could have done to stop it. There was no reason to risk my life as well.”

      Suddenly I felt rage prickling up my back. I turned to see Alaric hovering over me, glaring down at Silver. “She could have been killed,” he growled.

      Silver sat up, shrugging off Alaric’s words. “I am not of your clan. She is not my Doyen. You should be grateful I risked myself at all.”

      I turned toward Alaric. Lifting my good arm, I gently grabbed his bare bicep. “Don’t blame him. He was very clear with me how far he was willing to go to protect me.”

      His expression softened, but only minutely.

      “Now we need to get in a vehicle and get back to the house,” I continued. “We only have until tomorrow morning to figure this out.”

      “What happens tomorrow morning?” Faas asked as he moved back toward Hecate and hefted her over his bony shoulder. The goddess was once again fully unconscious. Faas had done his job thoroughly.

      I met Alaric’s gaze as I replied, “The me from the present will return to this realm with Mikael and Loki, and things will get real weird.”

      “Lovely,” Faas muttered sarcastically, walking past us to carry Hecate out of the cavern.

      The rest of us followed, though Silver kept his distance from Alaric. I didn’t blame him. I could still feel Alaric’s anger like a hot poker being dragged across my skin. Underneath the anger was fear and confusion, and I couldn’t help dwelling on the fact that those emotions wouldn’t be improving once the present day me returned and admitted she’d made out with another man.
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      It didn’t take long to escape the murky cavern and return to where my truck had been parked, right behind Silver’s sports car. I’d filled everyone in on my little adventure with the gods, if only to distract myself from all the corpses we passed. There were no police to be seen, which left me wondering just how much carnage had occurred. How many more were dead around the city for it to be so silent? I hadn’t forgotten what Odin had said about Hecate placing the city within a bubble of power, but I wasn’t sure if that had only happened in the other timeline, or if Hillsboro was somehow cut off from the outside world even now. Whatever the case, it didn’t seem to prevent people from leaving or coming in.

      As we climbed into the truck, and Silver into his car, a sick knot formed in my stomach and refused to let up. Even if I was changing the past enough to stop Hecate from killing everyone I loved, so many others had died, innocent humans who had nothing to do with the chaotic, violent world of the Vaettir.

      I sat in the front passenger seat, not feeling well enough to drive. Alaric assumed the wheel while Sophie and Faas sandwiched Hecate’s limp body in the back seats, keeping a close eye on her.

      Alaric started the ignition, backed up, then turned the truck to drive back toward the house, all the while keeping his free hand on my leg, as if afraid I might disappear.

      “If all you say is true,” Faas began, leaning forward from the backseat, “then why don’t we just kill Hecate while we can?”

      I turned to see him glance at her, then shook my head. “Trust me, I considered it, and if I’d had no other choice, I would have. The only issue is I’m not quite sure what killing her would do. When I returned to this realm, which I’ll be doing tomorrow, we had learned that Hecate would need to utterly obliterate my energy in order to exist here at full power. That was why she had trapped me in her realm. If we kill her, if we even can kill her, her energy might be released here too, then I might no longer belong. I really don’t want to give the gods any reason to kill me.”

      “But you do belong here,” Alaric argued, keeping his eyes on the road.

      I sighed. “Yes, but technically, so does Hecate. I just want to speak with Freyja before we do anything that might upset the balance of this realm, hence making the gods none too happy with me.”

      His eyes on the road, Alaric shook his head, an expression of disbelief on his face. “I still can’t believe you ventured to the realm of the gods.”

      “Tell me about it,” I replied, placing my hand on top of his where it rested on my leg.

      “And where was I when you were taken there?” he asked.

      My gut clenched painfully. I’d tactfully avoided that part. How do you tell someone that in your timeline, they’re dead? My gaze flicked to Sophie in the rearview mirror. They were all dead. I fought the urge to vomit. I wasn’t sure what was going to happen to me when all was said and done, but at least my loved ones now had a chance of survival.

      “Madeline?” he pressed when I didn’t answer.

      I squeezed his hand. “I’ll tell you when all of this is over, I promise.”

      He took me at my word, and we continued the drive in silence. I had royally screwed things up by changing everyone’s pasts, but hopefully Freyja would be willing to help. In this timeline, she hadn’t yet met me, but I’d be handing her Hecate on a silver platter, so maybe she’d be willing to believe my wild tale, and maybe, just maybe, there was hope for us all yet.
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      When we reached the house, the knot still hadn’t left my gut, and I started to wonder if something was wrong with me physically . . . besides the scrapes and bruises provided by Hecate. My thoughts darted back to the light from the well, and Faas’ observations. Could a little extra energy hurt my child?

      There was no time for my thoughts to linger on the worst case scenario as we pulled up to the dimly lit house. Our headlights illuminated several figures standing near the front door. I immediately recognized Freyja, and struggled to quickly release my seatbelt and stumble out of the truck just as the vehicle came to a slow stop.

      Freyja and Aila both whipped their gazes to me as I approached. Further back were Alejandro and Frode, both looking like they had their hackles up about something.

      Freyja watched me curiously for a moment as I walked toward her, then balked at something behind me. I stopped walking and turned to see Sophie and Faas lugging Hecate out of the truck. Alaric came to stand by my side.

      “How did this happen?” Freyja gasped.

      I turned back toward her. “This may be hard to believe, but you actually know me. The you in the future just sent me down Yggdrasil’s branch from the realm of the gods.”

      She stopped her approach toward Hecate, finally turning to fully regard me. “That’s absurd. Time travel is forbidden.”

      I shrugged. “So is letting Hecate use the Well of Urd. Odin sent me back in lieu of severing the World Tree branch in your realm.”

      “Odin?” Freyja hissed, echoed by Aila.

      I nodded. “Yes, and we have limited time. So I need you to tell me what to do with Hecate now that we have her. She and I share the same energy. Will killing her release too much of said energy into this realm? Can we take her back to her realm and maybe trap her there?”

      Freyja blinked her shimmering blue eyes at me, then quickly recovered her cool demeanor. “Who are you, and why should I believe your insane story?”

      “This would be so much easier if Loki was here,” I muttered, grasping for a way to make her quickly believe me.

      “Loki?” she questioned. “Where is that little weasel? He’s the reason I’m here to begin with.”

      I sighed. “He’s in Hecate’s realm, waiting to help the present day me to escape with Mikael. I need you to trust that I know what I’m talking about. The present day me will return to this realm in the morning, and I don’t know what will happen.”

      She pursed her full lips and looked me up and down. “Well you do share Hecate’s energy. Let us continue this conversation over a meal, and then I shall decide whether or not I believe you.” She turned to Aila expectantly.

      “Yes!” Aila blurted. “Please come inside.” She gestured toward the front door.

      “Finally,” Freyja said, rolling her eyes. “I had begun to think your people would question me until I starved.”

      She turned away from us as Aila explained that I was Doyen of their clan, so my trust outweighed any suspicion on the part of the others.

      I rolled my eyes and followed, with Alaric and the others trailing close behind. It was funny how little nuances within the same timeline could differ, like Freyja being forced to wait outside rather than being directly invited in.

      There was only one thing that seemed to stay consistent throughout all timelines: the gods were always hungry.
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        * * *

      

      Ten minutes later, Freyja was scraping the remnants of chili from her bowl, and mulling over all I had told her. Hecate was tied to a chair beside us at the dining table, her energy continually drained by Faas as a precaution. However, now that we had Freyja on our side, and Hecate was at a low power level from sharing energy with me, I wasn’t as worried about her waking up. In fact, it might be a good thing. She might be willing to make a deal with us that would allow things to go back to normal.

      Alaric, Sophie, and Faas all sat around the table in the seats nearest to me. They remained silent through my explanation, likely still trying to believe the elaborate tale themselves.

      “Now,” Freyja began, sucking her spoon clean, “tell me again exactly what Odin ordered you to do.”

      I sighed, glancing at the clock on the adjacent wall. The night was only just beginning, but I couldn’t help being anxious about wasting what precious time we had.

      “I was supposed to prevent Hecate from using the well,” I explained. “Which,” I gestured to Hecate tied up in her chair, “I did. Now I just need to figure out what to do with her.”

      Freyja stared at Hecate for several seconds. “Fine. I suppose it does not matter if I believe you when it comes to her. She must be placed back in her realm, and the branch of the World Tree that allowed her to escape must be severed.”

      “Thank you,” I sighed, close to exasperation. I winced at a pang in my belly.

      “What is it?” Alaric asked, carefully watching my face.

      I cringed, leaning forward, but the pain would not abate. “I don’t know,” I rasped. “I thought it was just nerves, but maybe something is wrong.”

      “Faas,” Alaric said sharply, summoning him from his chair.

      Flipping his white-blond hair out of his face, Faas hurried to my side, then placed his palm against my belly. I watched as he closed his eyes, sensing my energy, and that of the baby.

      The pain became like a second heartbeat, reverberating through my abdomen and down my legs. I began to feel lightheaded. I felt Alaric stroking my hair, then the world went black.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up to sharp pain lancing through my insides. I was in an oddly familiar bed. Fluffy white pillows surrounded me and a fire was crackling in the nearby hearth, chasing away the darkness.

      A sudden jolt of pain wracked my entire body, lifting me from the bed. I forced my eyes open as hands pressed down on my shoulders. “She’s awake!” Alaric’s voice called.

      Faas’ face came into view, then Sophie’s, then . . . Sif’s? What the hell was I doing back in the realm of the gods?

      “Out of my way,” Sif demanded, her golden hair shimmering in the firelight. Sweat glistened on her plump cheeks, as if she’d been running before I awoke. Without warning, she lifted up the bottom edge of my blanket, along with the hem of the nightgown someone had put me in.

      “What the hell!” I gasped.

      Alaric sat by my side and leaned over to cradle my head, rubbing his hands up and down my biceps. “It’s okay,” he soothed. “We think the baby might be coming.”

      “But it’s not time!” I shouted in his face. “You people are crazy!” I continued, my gaze darting frantically around the room. “It’s dangerous to have a baby this early!”

      “You are not human, Madeline,” Alaric said softly.

      The bed shifted on my other side as someone sat. I turned to see Sophie.

      “It’s okay, Maddy,” she soothed. “We’re all here.”

      I shook my head, trying to shove away my terror and confusion. This wasn’t right. Not only could I not have a baby right now, but what about the me that would soon be returning from Hecate’s realm? Would she arrive only to find Alaric and Sophie missing?

      “You guys have to go back to our realm,” I managed to grunt through the pain. “When present day Maddy returns, there won’t be anyone there to meet her.”

      “You are present day Madeline,” a voice said somewhere behind Sif’s back. She’d luckily let the blankets fall back down to cover me.

      I relaxed just an iota as Freyja stepped forward to where I could see her. “When I brought you back through Yggdrasil, you were brought back into the proper timeline for your present day self. You’ve already gone to Hecate’s realm and come back.”

      I looked around the room frantically. “If that’s the case, then where is Mikael?”

      I whipped my head to the side in time to see Alaric’s frown, and suddenly I knew they were telling me the truth. I’d come back from Hecate’s realm and told Alaric about mine and Mikael’s kiss.

      “If I’m the present day me,” I began between pants, “then why the hell am I having my baby?”

      Freyja sighed. “The past you and present you are the same people, so what you did to stop Hecate still happened. Just think of it as you having experienced this for twelve hours, bringing you up to the present time, only twelve hours haven’t passed.”

      I shook my head, gritting my jaw against the pain. “So I still went to Hecate’s realm, but I also didn’t go, because I was in my realm? Then what about Mikael? He was only in one place during that time. He’s still in that place in this time!”

      “Don’t worry about your Viking friend,” she replied. “The Loki that was here to send you to Yggdrasil fetched him from the present that was present to you, after you changed the past to prevent his death. Time tends to balance itself out when it can. Your companions are now missing a short length of time in their timelines, but it should be inconsequential to their continued existence.”

      My brain began to ache almost as much as the rest of me. If I was the present me in a present time, and Loki had retrieved Mikael from the new present, that had to mean . . .

      “So I officially saved them?” I gasped, darting my gaze back to Freyja. “It worked? Hecate didn’t kill them on any timeline?”

      She nodded, a small smile playing across her lips. “Well she killed them in one timeline, but that timeline is no longer your reality. You have a bit of a dual reality now, with being in two places at once, but since it was such a short span of time it shouldn’t affect you too much. Hecate is here, for now. She will be awarded a trial, after which she will ultimately be banished. Mikael is with Loki . . . discussing things with Odin.”

      I would have been relieved if I didn’t feel the sudden urge to vomit. Anther wave of pain took over, making the corners of my vision turn white.

      Sif lifted the blanket again, and this time I didn’t have the strength to fight her. “It’s time,” she said.

      “No, no, no,” I said over and over again. I wasn’t prepared for this. I was still supposed to have plenty of time.

      Someone placed a hand on my forehead, and cool energy washed over me. Death energy.

      I opened my eyes to see Faas sitting by Sophie, his hand stretched to my forehead. “Do not be afraid, Madeline,” he said softly. “I will help replenish the energy you have lost. You are ready for this.”

      I nodded, though I didn’t believe him. I turned my gaze to Alaric, who smiled down at me as he took my hand, giving it a squeeze.

      I closed my eyes as my body convulsed, and gave in to the fact that this was happening. I was about to have my baby in the realm of the gods, while Mikael and Loki were likely bargaining with Odin for the sake of us all.

      Leave it to me to screw up something as natural and uncomplicated as giving birth.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “Breathe,” Sif instructed, glancing up from her post at the foot of the bed.

      My blanket and nightgown had been thrown up, leaving my lower region bare to the room. Though a bit embarrassed, the upcoming contraction cancelled my modesty. I was grateful only Faas, Sophie, Alaric, and Sif were in the room, though I would have preferred a hospital with an actual doctor. Freyja had left us at least, feeling she should not be part of the intimate moment.

      Another contraction wracked my body, and Faas pressed down more firmly on my forehead, soothing me with his energy. Sandwiched against my other side, Alaric clutched my hand. Sophie had stepped back toward the head of the bed. I could sense her discomfort like a small gnat buzzing around the back of my skull, but she refused to leave the room.

      I cried out as the pain stabbed me like a thousand knives. “Is this how it’s supposed to feel?” I panted. “It feels like something is wrong.”

      “Your baby is highly magical,” Sif explained calmly. “She is coming now because your body became too weak, and could no longer contain her power.”

      I wanted more information, but the pain hit me again. Another contraction, stronger than the previous. I could barely feel Faas’ soothing energy now. Another contraction hit me.

      “She’s coming!” Sif said excitedly.

      Alaric squeezed my hand and leaned forward to see. I tried to watch him through the stars clouding my vision, then finally had to shut my eyes. Contraction after contraction hit me as my body naturally began to push out the baby. I’d heard horrible tales of twenty hour long labor, but apparently Erykah wanted out now. At least there was that.

      I screamed again through the pain.

      “Just a little more!” Sif encouraged.

      I screamed again, then pushed, and suddenly I could hear a baby crying, though it sounded distant, like I was in a dream. I heard splashing water with continued crying.

      Alaric stroked sweaty strands of hair back from my face, his gaze flicking between me and Sif, who was tending the baby. My heart ached with anticipation. I needed to hold her. Finally, Sif walked around the bed. Blood and other fluids stained the white sleeves of her dress, and in her arms she held a small form, swaddled in a cream colored cloth.

      My heart exploded as she set Erykah in my arms. I looked down at the now calm baby. I was completely enamored.

      Alaric leaned back and put an arm around my shoulders, cradling us both with adoration. I couldn’t believe it had all happened so quickly. I couldn’t believe she was actually in my arms, real.

      Sophie and Faas both hovered over us as Sif backed away.

      Sophie reached out and gently stroked Erykah’s reddish cheek. “I know a first name has already been chosen,” she crooned, “but I strongly suggest a strong middle name like Sophie.”

      “I’ll consider it,” I whispered, my eyes glued to my child.

      The firelight flickered off the gray of her half-closed eyes, and her sparse shock of black hair. She blinked up at me, unbelievably calm, and I couldn’t help but feel like I held an age-old being in my arms. Her magic pulsed against my chest.

      Alaric stared down at her in awe. “Can you feel her magic?” he muttered. “How did we create something so . . . light?”

      I nodded, tears of happiness in my eyes. Though I’d come to terms with my death energy, and no longer thought of it as evil, it had also caused me so much struggle. I hadn’t wanted my daughter to go through that. I still didn’t know just how she’d turn out, but the energy I sensed from her was nothing like mine. It felt like the first kiss of sunshine on a calm, babbling brook, while mine was the pale shadows cast by the moon.

      “She’s perfect,” I whispered, leaning down to kiss her forehead.

      Her eyes had fluttered closed, and she seemed fast asleep.

      Alaric pulled me closer, while Sophie and Faas made themselves comfortable at the foot of the bed, silently watching the three of us.

      We were still trapped in the realm of the gods with many obstacles before us, but in that moment, I reveled in the feeling of family. It was a feeling I’d never thought to have, but I’d somehow found it in spades.
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        * * *

      

      Mikael glared up at the All-Father, sitting up on his dais, lording over him and Loki. He’d always felt great reverence for the gods, but this one…well, he was kind of a prick.

      “You’ve completely changed the past and allowed wild magics to continue flowing into Midgard,” Odin growled, his pale eyes narrowed into angry slits. “Now you expect the gods to further aid you?”

      Loki bowed his head respectfully. “What Mikael is trying to say, is that if you would so graciously allow him, perhaps he could still fix things. Madeline did prevent Hecate from using the well, as promised, and even took her prisoner.”

      “Yes,” Odin hissed, “and you brought her here to disrupt our realm. The sooner we execute her and send her energy back down Yggdrasil, the better.”

      “Of course,” Loki agreed. “And the sooner we send the Vaettir back to fix the disaster in their realm, the better.”

      Odin scowled. “We must first decide what to do with the child.”

      “The child?” Mikael balked. “She has already arrived?”

      Odin inclined his head.

      Mikael wasn’t sure how Odin had known when the baby was born, none of them had left the room, but it didn’t matter.

      “If you’ll excuse me,” he bowed his head, concealing the emotions within him. He knew Erykah was not his child, but he couldn’t help feeling almost as excited as he had when his  own daughter was born, many centuries ago. Now, he needed to see Madeline. He needed to—

      He waited as Odin glared down at him, then finally nodded his head. “You are dismissed. Be prepared for Hecate’s trial in the morning. We will settle the rest of our business after that.”

      He practically ran from the room while Loki stayed behind with Odin.

      As soon as the door shut behind him, he fled down the hall, retracing the steps he’d taken earlier when he’d been forced to leave Madeline and the others behind. Odin had wanted an audience with the Doyen of their clan, and with Madeline unconscious, that only left Mikael.

      Reaching the door to Madeline’s room, he paused with his hand on the doorknob. What was he doing? He would not be welcome at the birth of Madeline’s child, not after his foolish actions in Hecate’s realm.

      He let his hand drop from the door, then took a step back as it opened to reveal Sophie.

      Excitement glinted in her dark eyes. “Her middle name is Sophie.” She grinned.

      “We haven’t decided that yet!” Madeline’s voice called from within the room, though with the angle of the door, he could not see her.

      “I just wanted to make sure everything was alright,” he lied. “I’ll leave you to your celebration.”

      Sophie’s lip twitched in annoyance. “What are you talking about, idiot? Don’t you want to meet Erykah?”

      “Is that Mikael?” Madeline called out, echoed by the gentle sound of a baby cooing.

      His heart swelled.

      Sophie grabbed his sleeve and tugged him into the room. “Hurry up before the gods come barging in.”

      He stumbled into the room. He felt dizzy. He wasn’t quite sure what was wrong with him. He never stumbled.

      Fighting through the fog in his mind, he lifted his gaze to the bed. In the middle sat Madeline, propped against several white fluffy pillows. Her face was marred with exhaustion, but beneath the puffy eyes and the tired droop of her shoulders, she glowed.

      On either side of her sat Faas and Alaric. Faas crooked his finger at the baby while making stupid noises. Alaric watched Mikael cautiously.

      To his surprise, Alaric nodded, then stood and stepped aside for Mikael to approach.

      “Thank you,” Mikael muttered as he passed him.

      Alaric shook his head. “She wanted you to meet Erykah.”

      Mikael wasn’t quite able to focus on Alaric as he looked down at the small shape in Madeline’s arms.

      “Do you want to hold her?” she asked. She nodded to Alaric’s vacated seat.

      Mikael quickly sat down, then Madeline extended Erykah to him. He took the small child in his arms. She was so tiny. It had been many years since he’d bothered with holding a child.

      He stared down at her in awe. The baby blinked up at him, her eyes a murky stone color that could easily turn into pure gray, or blue like her mother’s. The light swath of hair on her head was black, no surprise with both her parents having dark hair.

      He lifted his eyes to find Madeline smiling at him.

      He didn’t know why he said what he said next, the words simply spewed forth from his mouth. “I will protect her as long as I am alive.”

      Madeline laughed. “I know.”

      Alaric moved to stand at Mikael’s side, smiling down at his daughter.

      In his many lifetimes, Mikael was quite sure he’d never felt as close to his long-lost home as he did in that moment.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I was barely able to sleep during the night, especially since everyone insisted on sleeping in my room. Sophie and Alaric lay on either side of me as the first rays of sunlight crept through the gauzy curtains.

      Mikael was on the chaise near said windows, leaving Faas to sleep on some blankets on the floor.

      Erykah was nestled in the crook of my arm. I’d been afraid to sleep with her, but Alaric had assured me I wouldn’t crush her.

      I gazed down at her sleeping face. I never wanted to get out of bed, but Hecate’s trial was to be that morning, and I needed to be there.

      My body was sore, but Sif had returned to tend to me, and I had a feeling I was doing far better than I should have been. Perhaps the gods were good for some things.

      I labored to sit up slowly with Erykah cradled in my arms. Sophie groaned in irritation, but Alaric was instantly awake, helping me scoot myself up against the pillows.

      Erykah awoke and peered up at us both, her deep gray eyes bleary.

      “She doesn’t cry much,” Alaric whispered, smiling down at her.

      I shook my head. “No, she doesn’t.”

      I was actually a little uneasy about how little she’d cried so far, she was so calm, and seemed oddly observant for a newborn.

      I pulled the loose neck of my nightgown down, and lifted Erykah to feed her, the movement not yet natural to me.

      Alaric extended his far arm to help me, cradling Erykah in place while I adjusted to a better position. I jumped as she clamped on, then relaxed.

      “Maddy,” Alaric began softly, “I’d like to speak with you.”

      My stomach did a nervous little flip as I looked up to him. “Are you sure now is the time?”

      He nodded, then keeping his voice low, explained, “I need to apologize.”

      My eyes widened. “What?”

      He smiled ruefully. “I should have listened to you before. You are entitled to your feelings. That you are five centuries younger than me does not counteract the fact that you are wise beyond your years.”

      I smirked. “I’m really not. In fact, I’m an utter fool half the time.”

      He shook his head. “Perhaps you are sometimes naive, but in your heart, you know many things that I have yet to learn. I should not have been surprised that you had developed feelings for Mikael. He has stayed by your side at times when I could not. He loves you.”

      I squirmed and dropped my chin, feeling suddenly uncomfortable.

      He placed a finger under my chin and brought my eyes back up to his. “You, Erykah, and Sophie are the only things that matter to me in this world, but I know I cannot protect you alone. As much as I hate Mikael, I would not send him away, even if I could. If I fail to keep you safe, I know he will be there to catch you.”

      “Alaric,” I began softly, fighting tears. “I don’t even know what I feel. The only thing I know for sure is that I love you.”

      He nodded. “I know, and I love you. I just want to let you know that you do not have to worry. I will be by your side as long as you will have me, and I cannot wait for us to raise Erykah together.”

      “You know,” I began with a small smile, “most men would have kicked me to the curb and called it a day.”

      He winked at me through the strands of black hair that had fallen into his face. “I am not most men.”

      I snuggled into the crook of his arm as Erykah relinquished her hold on me and fell back to sleep. Soon the others awoke, and we all prepared for the trial to come, though we weren’t sure what to expect.

      The gods now held Hecate’s fate in the palms of their hands. I could only hope she received the punishment she deserved.
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        * * *

      

      I wasn’t sure what I’d been expecting from the courtroom of the gods, but whatever I might have envisioned could not do it justice. Ivory pillars extended toward an impossibly high ceiling along the border of the room, accenting marble walls etched with what appeared to be real gold inlaid with crystals.

      The blue velvet cushioned seats at the back end of the room were filled with men and women that I had to assume were other gods, all facing the open front portion of the room, dominated by a marble podium depicting three Norns. Before the podium were two separate tables with seats behind them, like in a standard courtroom, only the tables were made of heavy, gleaming wood and the seats were embroidered with gold thread depicting flowers and leaves. No one yet stood behind the marble podium facing the room, but in a little seat below it was Hecate, her entire body wrapped in chains that had to weigh over a hundred pounds.

      The ornate room made me feel woefully underdressed, the loose lavender dress provided by Sif pooling around my ankles as I walked down the cushy carpeting in my simple flats. Mikael walked beside me, entirely unashamed of his suede pants and black tee-shirt. We were escorted down the center of the room and instructed to sit in two of the embroidered seats behind the table on the right.

      As we sat, Loki and Freyja entered the room, Freyja in a flowing silver dress with blue jewels cinching the sleeveless shoulders, and Loki in a purple linen tunic embroidered with gold, striking against his black pants. They walked through the aisles of those already seated, then took the two remaining chairs at our table, leaving me sandwiched between Loki and Mikael.

      Entering the room next were several more gods I didn’t recognize, though I suspected the muscly blond one might be Thor. They made their way to the other table adjacent ours.

      Everyone muttered amongst themselves, no one speaking to Hecate.

      Loki leaned in toward my shoulder. “I doubt you’ll be asked to speak much, except to vote on the final judgement.”

      “Final judgement?” I questioned softly, glancing warily around the room. I was glad I’d left Erykah with Alaric, Sophie, and Faas. I would have hated bringing her into this room full of imposing gods.

      Loki nodded. “Her crimes will be stated, then those of us who have been appointed to the vote for this trial will decide Hecate’s fate. Mikael will not be given a vote, but the three of us will,” he gestured between me, him, and Freyja, “along with those chosen at random to participate,” he gestured to the four seated at the other table. “Normally the vote is eight, with Odin to decide the final fate, but today it will be seven, as Mikael’s presence was requested as Co-Doyen of your clan.”

      I nodded, feeling numb. I couldn’t take my eyes off Hecate, wondering if I were truly worthy of passing judgement on her. She’d murdered countless humans to unearth the well, and in another timeline, had murdered everyone I loved, but it was still uncomfortable to pass judgement on her. She seemed so small, weighed down by the chains atop her dirty white dress, the same one she’d been wearing when I confronted her. She turned, as if sensing my gaze. Her green eyes stared at me for several seconds, accusing, then she turned back around.

      The din of conversation in the room abruptly silenced. I looked over my shoulder to see Odin striding in from the back of the room. He wore the black robes of a judge, though to me he looked like a grizzled wizard…not that I’d say it to his face.

      He walked down the aisle as all gazed on reverently. He passed our table, then ascended the stairs positioned behind the ornate podium. Once at the top, facing the room, he swung an delicately carved gavel against the podium’s marble surface, calling the room to order.

      Loki leaned toward my shoulder again. “Now comes the naming of Hecate’s crimes,” he whispered. “It’s a long list.”

      With no flourish or introduction, Odin glared down at Hecate. “Goddess Hecate,” he began, “you stand before the court a goddess disgraced. Your list of crimes is long, therefore I will name only the chief amongst them. You are the destroyer of Yggdrasil. You evaded banishment decreed by the gods. You returned to the realm from which you were banished, and attempted to use the Well of Urd…”

      The list went on and on, though he neglected to mention she actually did use the Well of Urd. I supposed now with the alteration in the timeline, it hadn’t actually happened, though I was pretty sure a timeline still existed where it did. He also forgot to mention the countless humans she slaughtered.

      When the list was finally done, he asked, “How do you plead?”

      Staring at her back, I watched her auburn hair shift as she hung her head. “I see no use in pleading innocent due to circumstance. The Old Gods have never been merciful to me.”

      “A wise choice,” Odin agreed. “Nothing you might say will disprove your actions. It would only waste our time. Now, we will vote on your punishment.”

      Odin started with the god furthest from us at the left table. The god flicked long, blond hair behind his shoulder and glared at Hecate haughtily. “The guilty party should be put to death,” he announced, “and her energy dispersed through Yggdrasil that it may not burden our realm.”

      The next god, a woman with jet black hair cropped just below her chin, nodded politely to the first god as he finished his statement. In a voice that sounded like a tinkling wind chime she announced, “I vote for Hecate to be put to death, and her energy disposed of as the All-Father sees fit.”

      The next two gods made similar statements. All the while, Hecate hung her head, not fighting back. She seemed utterly broken, nothing like the strong, scary woman I’d faced less than twenty-four hours ago.

      The vote came to Freyja, sitting with her spine erect at the end of our table. “Hecate must die for her crimes,” she agreed. “Madeline has done us a great service in bringing her in for judgement.”

      I let out a slow breath. I’d have to thank her later for the subtle endorsement. I knew I was still on thin ice with the other gods.

      Odin’s gaze shifted to Loki as he waited for him to speak next.

      Loki rolled his eyes and slouched in his seat. “We already know you’re going to kill her, let’s just get on with it.”

      Odin’s shoulders lifted, then dropped with a heavy sigh as his one-eyed gaze turned to me.

      My palms began to sweat. Unresponsive until now, Hecate shifted in her chair, craning her neck to see me.

      My mouth went dry. I couldn’t help but feel connected to her in some way. In fact, in many ways, we were the same, but—I flashed on all the bodies leading down to the well, and I remembered how I’d felt when Loki and Freyja told me everyone I loved was dead. Hecate did not value life as fleeting as what mortals possessed.

      “I wish,” I began, my voice weak.

      Loki nodded to me encouragingly. I could feel Mikael’s anxiety pulsing at my other side, but he kept quiet.

      “I wish it were simple for me to pass judgement,” I began more loudly as the words finally came to me. “Death would be the easy choice, but I do not feel it is justice for all the lives lost. I wish we could go back in time and undo it all.” Loki grabbed my leg under the table and squeezed, hard.

      Odin glared daggers at me. “Choose your words wisely, mortal.”

      I gulped. “If such things cannot be changed,” I quickly added, “if those lives are truly lost, then I can only wish for Hecate to understand just what she has done. I don’t know how that could be. The only way she’d truly understand would be for her to be made mortal, to understand that her life holds no more value than anyone else’s.”

      Odin’s expression softened, and he tilted his head to the side in thought.

      I wasn’t sure why though, everyone else had already agreed on a vote.

      Suddenly, he smiled. “I like it, a truly creative punishment, and it will save us from the messy process of dispersing her energy. Hecate will be stripped of her magic and of her immortality. She will live out her days in a cell, with an entire human lifetime to repent on what she has done.”

      My jaw dropped as the room erupted in conversation. I turned to Loki, who was grinning.

      “It seems you have made an impression on the All-Father,” he whispered. “Normally he just hears the votes then makes up a punishment of his own.”

      My jaw still agape, I turned to Mikael.

      He shrugged, his expression still worried.

      “Now on to the next order of business,” Odin announced, drawing all eyes to him. His gaze was solely on me as he added, “The trial of Madeline Ville.”

      The courtroom erupted once again in loud murmurs. I couldn’t quite seem to breathe. I knew I had a lot to answer for, but I hadn’t expected a trial like Hecate’s. A trial where the gods were all too willing to hand out death sentences.

      Loki stood abruptly. “A mortal cannot face trial amongst the gods!”

      Odin chuckled. “Ah, but she is no mere mortal. Truly, she has a power not unlike any of our half-mortal children. She shall be tried as such.”

      I began to stand, but Mikael put a hand on my shoulder. “Let Loki do the talking,” he whispered.

      I nodded subtly, then sat, though it seemed the discussion was over. Everyone in the courtroom muttered amongst themselves.

      “On what crimes?” Loki asked more calmly.

      Odin smirked. “For the crime of regrowing Yggdrasil on Midgard, releasing wild magics.” 	The murmurs around the room grew louder.

      “Fine,” Loki sighed as he sat.

      I watched as Odin turned to the gods at the left hand table. “Clear away the debris of the previous trial, then resume your seats in the crowd. We will require fresh council.”

      The blond man and black-haired woman were the first to move. They grabbed the back of Hecate’s chair and began dragging it loudly across the courtroom floor toward an exit on the far left.

      Hecate began to scream, “You are all fools! The old gods are little more than children! You cannot do this to me!”

      Her screams continued as she was dragged out of the room. She never once looked at me as she disappeared from sight.

      “Don’t worry,” Loki comforted as I stared at the now empty doorway. “You haven’t really done anything wrong, and you kept your deal to stop Hecate. There are no laws against regrowing Yggdrasil because we thought it could not be done.”

      I swallowed the lump in my throat, feeling none-too comforted by his words. Hecate’s screams still echoed in my ears.

      I raised my gaze to Odin, who watched me with a smug expression, as if daring me to argue.

      I knew in that moment Odin wanted something from me. Something beyond capturing Hecate and returning me to my normal life.

      My hands trembled underneath the table as I thought of Erykah. I would protect her at all costs, the Old Gods be damned.
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        * * *

      

      Soon enough I was in a new seat before the podium replacing Hecate, though no chains bound my body. A new panel of gods had been elected to the tables, and Loki, Freyja, and Mikael had been forced back to sit with the crowd. I glanced over my shoulder at them longingly. So much for any votes in my favor.

      “Madeline Ville,” Odin began, drawing my attention to the marble podium. “You stand before us accused of regrowing Yggdrasil, releasing wild magics into Midgard, traveling to Hecate’s realm without permission from the gods, and irreparably changing the past to a point where you have altered the fate of Midgard entirely.”

      “She saved Midgard,” Loki interrupted from his place in the crowd, striking up a fresh wave of murmurs.

      Odin scowled. “Be that as it may, all of these things are against our age old laws. How do you plead?”

      Was he serious? He gave me permission to go back and stop Hecate, and Loki took me to Hecate’s realm. I had permission for all of it…except maybe regrowing Yggdrasil.

      “You know I did those things,” I stated boldly, smoothing the skirt of my lilac gown over my legs, “and you also know what little I did without permission, I had no choice in.”

      The murmurs began anew. Odin slammed his palm down on the podium. The noise echoed across the large room, immediately cutting off all conversation.

      “Since you will not debate you crimes,” he said smugly, “we shall vote on your punishment.”

      I shook my head. These trials moved so fast it was jarring. They weren’t really trials at all. Anyone who sat before the podium had already been deemed guilty. “I didn’t say I wouldn’t debate them!” I blurted. “I said I had permission for most of them! Loki took me to Hecate’s realm, and you told me I had one day to go back in time and stop Hecate from using the well, which I did.”

      “Yes,” Odin agreed blandly. “Then you brought even more mortals into our realm when you returned.”

      “Enough of this,” Loki’s voice sounded from behind me, closer than where he’d been sitting.

      I turned to see he had vacated his seat to approach us.

      He didn’t stop until he reached my side and glared up at Odin. “Just tell Madeline what you want from her so we can all get on with our lives.”

      Odin’s eye glittered with mischief, and I knew I wouldn’t like whatever he was about to stay.

      “As you wish,” he replied. “I am reluctant to sever our hold on Midgard now that Hecate has been dealt with, but the land will soon be in utter ruin. Though the well remains unactivated, magics will still be drawn toward it. It’s only a matter of time before things get even worse.”

      Thinking of my world, I bit my lip. All of those Hecate had killed, the wild magics we’d seen in the woods…it was only the beginning as long as Yggdrasil stood.

      “You truly cannot expect her to do anything about it,” Loki gestured down to me.

      Odin tilted his head to the side. “She is the reason it has happened, therefore she must clean up her mess.”

      “What?” I gasped, shaking my head in disbelief. I’d seen the wild magics in the woods, and felt the well’s power. “How do you expect me to clean it up?”

      The room was eerily silent. I could feel the crowd’s eagerness and excitement as they waited to hear Odin’s final ruling.

      “You have two choice’s,” he began. “We can put your fate to a vote, a vote which will likely end in your death, or you and I can strike a deal.”

      I glanced to Loki. Would the gods really all vote for my death? I supposed in their eyes, maybe I wasn’t much different from Hecate.

      “Let her hear your deal,” Loki suggested, “then let her decide.”

      Odin inclined his head. “Very well,” he turned his eye to me, “I will offer you one year in which you and your child will reside in our realm. You will be allowed to venture forth with your companions to fix your realm, but your child will remain here to ensure your return.”

      Suddenly all thoughts of my own survival went out of my head. “I will not leave my child here.”

      He raised the brow above his eyeless socket. “You would rather take her into your realm, where chaos reigns?”

      I opened my mouth, then shut it when no words came out. What could I say? Would Erykah truly be safer here?

      “If I’m to agree to your deal,” I began hesitantly, “it will only be on the condition that some of my people may remain here to care for her when I cannot, and that I will be allowed to return to her every night.”

      Odin narrowed his one good eye. “So be it. You may choose five companions total to either travel back and forth with you, or stay with the child. You will have one year to save your realm, and if you fail, your child will remain here forever.”

      My jaw dropped as my stomach plummeted. “What are you, the Goblin King? I will not give you my child.”

      “You will have no choice,” he countered. “You can choose to let the council decide your fate, which I guarantee you, will be death. If you die today, your child will remain here. Or, you can choose to take one year to save your realm. If you succeed, you, your child, and all of your companions may live out your days peacefully in Midgard.”

      I looked to Loki again, who shrugged. “I’d take the year. At least that way you’ll stand a chance.”

      My heart fluttered in my chest like a caged hummingbird. One Year. A lot could happen in a year. If I couldn’t save my realm, it would at least give me time to figure out how to escape Odin, and in the meantime, Erykah would be safe from the wild magics in my world.

      “Deal,” I breathed, though it felt like my heart was tearing in two. “I’ll take the year to save my realm.”

      Odin’s smile turned the blood in my veins to ice. I’d given him exactly what he wanted. I’d had no choice. The only question now was, why did he want it? Why did he want my child?
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        * * *

      

      Mikael fumed like an angry storm at my side as we made our way down the hall back toward the room where Alaric, Sophie, and Faas waited with Erykah.

      “We have to escape,” he growled. “We can run away to our realm and destroy Yggdrasil.”

      “That is unwise,” Loki replied calmly from my other side. “There are other ways, ways long ago forbidden, to travel between the realms. I have no doubt Odin will break our laws to use them. He will find you.”

      I could barely focus on their words. All that mattered were my feet moving me forward, slower than I wished as I was still sore from childbirth despite Sif’s remedies. My arms yearned to hold my baby to the point where I felt ill. How was I supposed to leave her in this realm every day to go back to my reality without her? Alaric and Sophie wouldn’t like it, but I planned on asking them to stay behind with her while I tried to contain the magics in our realm, maybe Faas and Aila too. Mikael would need to stay in our realm to watch over our clan with me having to go back and forth.

      Mikael and Loki both fell silent as we reached the door.

      I gripped the handle, flung the door open, then rushed inside, my heart in my throat. I had no reason to believe something had happened while I was away, but I couldn’t help my worry. I didn’t feel safe here, not when the gods could easily decide that none of us should exist.

      My shoulders slumped in relief to find Alaric and Sophie sitting side by side on the chaise with their matching black hair and clothing, fawning over Erykah, swaddled in white. They both looked up at me, smiles on their faces.

      “What happened?” Alaric asked, his smile faltering.

      I shook my head, unsure of where to begin. Fortunately, Mikael stepped in.

      “We have one year to fix the magic leak in our realm,” he explained. “We will all live here, venturing into our realm each day to work on remedying the problem.”

      I’d started toward Alaric to take Erykah from him, but Mikael’s words gave me pause. I turned toward him. “We can’t all live here. What about our clan? I assumed you’d be returning to watch over them, especially with the threat of wild magics on the loose.”

      He scoffed, a hint of panic in his amber eyes. “I cannot just leave you and Erykah here unprotected, Madeline.”

      Alaric got to his feet beside me, a slumbering Erykah still in his arms. “I’d say she won’t be unprotected, but I’d really like to know what the hell is going on first. How are we supposed to stop the flow of magic into our realm? Why are we supposed to stop the flow of magic into our realm?”

      I bit my lip as I turned to him. “I’m supposed to stop it, and Erykah has to stay here while I do. I want you and Sophie to stay with her. I’ll be able to return each night, but during the day…” I shook my head. “I cannot stand the thought of leaving her with anyone else.”

      “Why do you have to leave her at all?” Sophie demanded, moving to stand beside Alaric. “I don’t understand. Isn’t everything supposed to be over now? We need to return to our normal lives.”

      Faas entered the room, a tray of food in his hands. Instantly sensing the vibe, he asked, “What’s going on?”

      Loki, who’d been waiting quietly by the door, stepped forward. “I believe I can explain.”

      We all turned to him.

      “Odin wants your child,” he stated. “I do not know why, but I intend to find out. In the meantime, you must all play along with the deal he has offered Madeline. You must all play along with everything Odin says, while I try to figure out his agenda.”

      Erykah woke up in Alaric’s arms and began to sniffle. I was dying to take her, but we had to clear one thing up first.

      “Why?” I asked. “Why are you so willing to help us?”

      Loki’s face was uncharacteristically serious as he replied, “Because I had children once too, and Odin did not do them any favors.”

      I was stunned as Alaric handed Erykah to me, then wrapped us both in his arms. He kissed the top of my head, but did not speak.

      “I will leave you alone to process,” Loki continued, still oddly morose. “Tomorrow we will begin to discuss our plan for remedying the magic leak in your world.”

      “You’re going to help us with that too?” I blurted as he reached for the door.

      He smirked. “Venture about with a glowing death ball and a thousand year old Viking intent on corralling age old magics and shoving them back up the World Tree? I wouldn’t miss it.”

      I took a shaky breath. “Do you really think it can be done?”

      He laughed. “I’ve learned to not question the possibilities where you’re involved.”

      I smiled hesitantly, then looked down at Erykah. Maybe we did actually stand a chance. Maybe we could return things to normal and escape to our realm when our year was up. I would give it my all, but if it seemed like I was going to fail, or like Odin wasn’t going to keep his end of the bargain, well he’d have a hell of a time finding Erykah after I spirited her away to Midgard, or perhaps some other realm beyond.

      I remained wrapped in Alaric’s arms as Loki exited the room. Faas set his tray of food down on the small table next to the chaise, then faced us.

      “I’m sorry,” he began, “but you’re going to have to explain this all to me again. Don’t tell me I’m going to be staying here to play nanny for a year.”

      “And don’t tell me I’m supposed to wait here while you return to our realm and endanger yourself,” Alaric added.

      I looked down at Erykah in my arms. I was still nervous, but underneath that was quiet determination. Odin would not win, no matter what.

      “What do you think?” I crooned, gazing at Erykah’s plump face. “Should you tell them, or should I?”

      Alaric sighed. “Please Madeline, this is serious.”

      I nodded, still looking down at my baby. “I know.” I glanced between Faas and Sophie. “Could you guys give us a minute?”

      Sophie scowled. “Fine, but I want a real explanation at some point too.” She strode past me, grabbed Faas by the sleeve, then tugged him out of the room, closing the door behind them.

      I sat on the chaise, cradling Erykah. “Hecate was sentenced to live out her life in a cell as a mortal,” I said as Alaric sat beside me.

      “What does that have to do with you being tasked to fix our realm?” he asked softly.

      I shook my head. “There was no way I could get out of it. It was that, or the gods would have voted to kill me. At least this way, we stand a chance.”

      He gently stroked Erykah’s dark hair. “And she must remain here?”

      I nodded. “For now, at least until I figure something else out. And I need you to stay here with her. It’s the only way I’ll be able to bring myself to leave her.”

      He put his arms around me and kissed my cheek. “I’ll stay, but I don’t like you going up against wild magics.”

      I leaned into him. “I’ve faced immortals and necromancers, and I’ve even been possessed on more than one occasion, but none of it scared me as much as this. Not because of what I’ll face, but because of what I stand to lose. I don’t trust Odin.”

      “Nor do I,” he replied, “but I trust you. It pains me to have to leave such a burden on your shoulders, but I will stay and protect our daughter, because I trust you to protect us all.”

      I turned into him, bringing my legs up as I held our daughter to my chest. He rocked us both gently, and I gave in to the moment. I gave into the feeling of being a mother with my wonderful partner by my side.

      Tomorrow I’d worry about being a warrior. Today I’d just worry about being a mom. Or, I thought as my heart welled with fierce protectiveness, perhaps they were the same thing.
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      I walked down the silent hall in a burgundy tunic and soft black pants Freyja lent me, my boots clicking on the marble tiles. At least when I went home, I could retrieve some of my own clothes. Mikael had ventured back once to explain to Aila and the rest of the clan what was happening, but had come back empty handed, rushed and anxious to see Erykah.

      One week had passed since I’d made my deal with Odin. It felt impossible to leave Erykah, but I needed to start my task. With so much to do, the year would go by quickly. In the morning Mikael and I would venture through the World Tree branch to Midgard. We’d begin our quest to contain the magics there, then would bring someone back with us, hopefully Tallie if she agreed, to help the others with Erykah.

      I reached the end of the hall and turned, following the directions Freyja had given me. I wasn’t sure why I felt compelled to visit Hecate in her cell, but something told me I needed to speak with her before I left. Perhaps it was just for closure, or perhaps to apologize. She may have deserved what she got, but she was still an ancient goddess. Her punishment seemed somehow wrong, even though I’d technically been the one to suggest it.

      I reached the end of another hall and came upon two guards dressed in muted gray coats with brass buttons. Both appeared around my age, one with dark hair, and one red. Behind them was an iron-barred door. They both looked me up and down, then nodded.

      “Goddess Freyja said to escort you inside,” the dark-haired one said.

      I stepped back as I realized he was the same guard I’d escaped that day after throwing porridge on Sif.

      “No icy glasses of water today?” he asked with a smirk, his dark eyes glittering with good humor.

      “Sorry about that,” I muttered. “I was in a bit of a hurry to escape.”

      He chuckled as the other guard turned and unlocked the iron door, then held it open for us.

      The dark-haired guard offered his arm to me. “I’m Morgan, by the way. I’m told you’ll be staying with us for a while.”

      I slowly took his arm, wondering if he was secretly plotting revenge. “For a year,” I replied, “though not by choice.”

      He nodded as he escorted me through the doorway. We entered a torch-lined corridor with large prison cells along one side.

      “Few of us choose to live in Asgard,” he explained, “but we must do as the gods decree.”

      “So you’re not a god?” I asked curiously, peering into each of the cells as we passed. A few held prisoners, but most were empty.

      “Not even close,” he replied with a laugh. “I hail from a realm not terribly different from Midgard. It was a small, rugged land, but I will always think of it as my home.”

      We reached another iron door, which he unlocked with a key from his belt.

      “How did you end up here?” I asked without thinking, then added, “If you don’t mind me asking.”

      “It’s quite alright,” he answered, “I’ve been gone from my realm long enough for the loss to no longer sting. I actually ended up here in much the same way as you.”

      I stopped walking down the seemingly endless hall of cells to blink up at him.

      The corner of his lip quirked up in a smile. “No, I didn’t bargain for a year to save my realm, but I did make a deal with one of the lesser gods. My wife was sick, and I pledged five hundred years of servitude for her to live.”

      “Five hundred years?” I questioned. “Are you immortal?”

      He shrugged. “For now, I suppose. When my term is over I will be allowed to die, knowing my wife lived a long life with our children.”

      Well, that was sad. I shook my head. “But how were you able to make a deal with the gods without Yggdrasil to bridge the gap between worlds?”

      “There’s more than one way to travel between worlds,” he said cryptically. We reached another door which he unlocked, then gestured for me to walk in ahead of him. “Take as long as you need. I’ll be waiting right out here.”

      I stepped inside the torchlit space and the door soon shut behind me. This corridor only had one cell, with one occupant.

      “I’m surprised you’ve come to see me,” Hecate muttered.

      Her cell was sparse, with only a lumpy looking bed, a small basin of water, and a chamberpot. She sat on the bed, slouching so that her auburn hair covered most of her face. Her white gown had been exchanged for a shapeless black tunic and loose pants. She had been my enemy, and still was, but it hurt my heart in some odd way to see her in such disgrace.

      “I’m surprised too,” I admitted. “I hadn’t planned on it.”

      She pushed her hair out of her face as she looked up at me. “What do you want, Madeline? You have claimed my place on earth as your own. What could you possibly want from me now?”

      “Odin has given me one year to clean up your mess,” I explained. “I have to send all of the wild magics back from whence they came, or he will try to keep my child.”

      She let out a bitter laugh. “How poetic. You spurned my offer, an offer that would have seen you and your child safe forever, and instead put your faith in Odin. How does it feel to be screwed over by the gods? Not pleasant, is it?”

      I scowled at her. “I shouldn’t have come. I leave you to your eternity in a cell.”

      I began to reach for the door, then stopped as she snorted. “Not an eternity. You wanted me to be made human, remember? I’ll probably die of pneumonia before terribly long.”

      I clenched my fist as I removed it from the door, then turned toward her. “You never should have killed those I loved. You and I could have found a compromise, but you refused to listen.”

      “It’s as I expected then,” she muttered. “You traveled back in time to stop me, didn’t you? I never laid a finger on those you love, yet you seem to believe I have slighted you.”

      “You would have,” I accused. “You did. They are only alive now because I stopped you before you could.”

      She stood and walked toward the bars of her cell, lacing her long fingers around them. Her green eyes were crazed as she replied, “Go ahead and tell yourself whatever helps you sleep at night. I will go to bed happy that I am not the one in a bargain with Odin. I would rather rot in this cell, than spend a year in his presence.”

      I narrowed my gaze at her. “What do you mean?”

      She smirked. “Dear child, if you think you’ve made any choices since you met Odin, you are wrong. Every step you make plays into whatever plan he has laid out for you. If he wants your child, he shall have her. You can eliminate every fleck of magic in your realm, and Odin will still take your child. She is as good as lost.”

      I felt tears welling behind my eyes, but refused to let them fall. Not in front of her.

      My fists shook as I clenched them. “Goodbye, Hecate.”

      She smiled. “Goodbye for now, Madeline. I’m sure you’ll be keeping me company in this cell before the year is through.”

      I turned away from her, flung open the door, then marched outside.

      Morgan blinked at me, wide eyed. “Nice visit?”

      “Fantastic,” I grumbled, then marched onward as he locked the door behind me and caught up to my side.

      He escorted me out from the remaining corridors in silence. As soon as I was out of his sight, I ran back toward my room, my boots echoing down the hall.

      I only wished I could run farther.
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        * * *

      

      The morning after my visit with Hecate, Mikael, Loki, and I stood near the World Tree branch, prepared to venture back to Midgard. The others stood back a bit, here to see us off. After a little cajoling from Loki, Freyja had volunteered to help us in our quest as well, though she refused to come down with us until we had a concrete plan formulated. Our first recon mission was a waste of her valuable skills, in her own, humble opinion.

      It was all well enough. I wasn’t sure what we’d be arriving to, and I didn’t mind Freyja staying behind to make sure no one tried to mess with Erykah. Faas was with the goddess now, giving her a lesson on how he manipulated energy.

      I looked over at Erykah, cradled in Sophie’s protective arms, with Alaric near, watching over his daughter. Erykah had turned out to be sweet-tempered beyond belief, rarely crying, and eating and sleeping without a fuss. The early birth hadn’t seemed to cause any issues, and in fact, she seemed incredibly healthy. The Vaettir were a tough race, even from birth.

      Leaving Loki and Mikael to grumble about what we should do first, I walked up to Alaric and Sophie.

      Erykah gazed up at me with her stormy eyes. Her expression held a sense of knowing that I still couldn’t comprehend. What I could comprehend was her magic. It was different from mine, like a crisp, clean light. There was no death magic in her, and no magic of war, which was odd given her lineage. If I were to choose just what her magic felt like, I’d say it felt like the Well of Urd, just like Faas had said. Pure, wild magic, contained within a tiny being. I couldn’t help but consider that was why Odin wanted her.

      With a dull ache in my heart, I kissed her forehead. It’s only for a day, I assured myself. The plan was to return that evening. I would only be gone a day, so why did it feel like an eternity?

      I forced a smile as I turned my gaze to Alaric. It felt like the fates were always separating us. It was painful, but at least we always managed to come back together. That’s what really matters, I think, that through different realms and different timelines, we always came back together.

      He wrapped me up in a fierce hug. “Be careful,” he muttered.

      “I always am,” I joked as I pulled away, though I couldn’t hide the tears in my eyes.

      He kissed me gently, then pulled away, though there had been many more kisses, and much more fierce in the preceding days.

      “Don’t worry,” Loki said as he walked up behind me. “I’ll take good care of her.” He threw an arm around my shoulders.

      Alaric narrowed his dark eyes at him. “Why does that not make me feel any better?”

      Mikael approached my back and put a hand on my shoulder as Loki let his arm fall away. “Are you ready?” he asked.

      I took a deep, shaky breath, peering down at Erykah. “As I’ll ever be.”

      After many more tears and drawn out goodbyes, I turned to face the World Tree branch. It was time for me to charge into battle with a red-haired god on one side, and an auburn-haired Viking on the other.

      My heart felt like it was breaking as I reached a hand up to the branch, but still, I couldn’t help the feeling that with my two mischievous companions, I rather liked my odds.
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        * * *

      

      Our feet touched down on the soft sand beach of our realm. Tears burst forth from my eyes, and I would have fallen to my knees had Mikael not caught me.

      “She will be safe,” he whispered in my ear, helping me to stand. “You will see her again tonight.”

      I nodded, wiping at my tears as I pulled away to stand on my own. I blinked up at him, ignoring Loki waiting impatiently behind us.

      “Thank you for coming with me,” I muttered. “I don’t think I would have had the strength to leave otherwise.”

      He put an arm around me. “You would have, that’s what I love—” he cut himself off, then corrected, “what we all love about you.”

      “I know it’s what I love about her,” Loki joked.

      I turned away from them both to hide my blush. I still didn’t know what the hell I was going to do about Mikael. He and Alaric had formed a shaky truce because we all needed to focus on the task at hand, but that didn’t change the fact that my heart was a total mess.

      I blinked away the last of my tears, noticing a figure seated further down the beach, staring out at the tide. His pure white hair hung slack down the back of his black shirt.

      With Loki and Mikael following behind me, I approached him. “What are you doing here, Marcos?”

      He looked up at me. “You tell me, Madeline. Hecate’s presence has left my mind, and I feel I have lost some memories. I have waited here for days. It was the only place I could think to come to for answers.”

      My jaw fell. I’d only considered the timelines of myself and my closest companions, not everyone else. Marcos had likely been affected far more than others…not that I cared about his well-being, but it had to be confusing for him.

      “Hecate has been made mortal,” I explained, feeling awkward. “She will remain imprisoned in Asgard, the realm of the gods.”

      “So I am free?” he questioned.

      I nodded.

      His brow furrowed as he looked me up and down. “I can see you had your child. Is all well?”

      I pursed my lips. This was…weird. Would he ask me about the weather next? “Er, yes,” I replied. “All is well…enough.”

      Finally he stood, brushing the sand from his loose black pants.

      “We should go,” Mikael said from behind me.

      He was right, but it seemed somehow wrong to just leave Marcos alone on the beach when he seemed so confused. He was evil, he’d killed the Norns, but he’d also been under the control of both Aislin and Hecate at that point.

      “What will you do now?” I asked.

      He tilted his head, observing me. “I’m not sure. What will you do?”

      I glanced over my shoulder at Loki and Mikael, waiting not so patiently behind us. I had a cell phone in my pocket to call Aila to pick us up, but beyond that, we were just there that day to see how bad things have gotten.

      “Do you know what’s been happening here this past week?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Pure chaos. The humans are up in arms, but they do not understand their foe.”

      “Madeline,” Mikael said again.

      Ignoring him, I said to Marcos, “Come with us, if you like. I’m sure this next year will be interesting.”

      A smile crept across his face. “Yes, that sounds like a fine plan.”

      “Oh Madeline,” Mikael sighed, “must we pick up every stray?”

      I turned to him with a smirk. “Hey, I gave you a chance, didn’t I? And look how that turned out.”

      He glared at me for a moment, but seemed unable to resist the smile slowly forming on his lips.

      “I’m hungry,” Loki interrupted. “Can we find some food before we investigate?”

      “We’ll get some on the way,” I assured, pulling the phone out of my pocket to call Aila.

      I started walking as I powered on the phone, then scrolled through the contacts and selected her name. Mikael caught up on one side of me, and Loki on the other, while Marcos trailed behind.

      I’d known there had been many possibilities for how motherhood would go, but in all my wildest dreams, I never could have imagined this.
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      “Madeline, down!”

      I dropped to the dirt. A lock of my hair blew forward as Mikael’s axe whooshed over my head.

      The ghoul that had been reaching for me shrieked. Blood drenched my back. I stood, turning toward the sound of another shrieking ghoul. I lifted my hands and hit it with a burst of energy. The sickly-looking woman launched backward into a nearby tree. I tried not to think about the fact that the ghoul had once been someone’s loved one, but now was little more than a monster no longer held by its grave.

      Mikael swung his axe again, beheading the final ghoul. He lowered his bloody weapon, then peered out through loose strands of blood-streaked auburn hair. “I’m looking forward to the day these things stop rising from the grave.”

      Sloughing the blood and some bits of flesh from my hair, I looked around the forest, past the bodies. Yggdrasil’s root had to be somewhere nearby. We’d traveled down from Asgard with the sole intent of destroying yet another root. Each root destroyed helped restore balance by cutting off the pathway from earth to other realms. Unfortunately, the roots had been left long enough that wild magics had come through. The ghouls rising from their graves were one of the less strange occurrences, but also one of the most dangerous given their numbers. While I could control other undead to an extent, ghouls had no master, and they never would. They were bloodthirsty monsters, with nothing left of the people they used to be.

      Mikael approached, wiping the blood from his axe with an old rag. His black jeans and T-shirt didn’t show the stains of battle. Over the past few months, we’d learned to stop wearing light colors.

      He glanced around the dense forest, somewhere in Northern Idaho. The ground was now littered with dead ghouls, but that wasn’t what he was looking for. Though we’d traveled through Yggdrasil to find this place, the roots were never right where we landed. Almost like Yggdrasil was trying to keep us away. And since the roots were a huge source of magic, we usually met some beasties on our path back.

      I gave up on wiping the blood from my long hair. It was a lost cause. “At least it was just ghouls this time. I’d rather deal with them than the creatures strong enough to come through from other realms.”

      Mikael nodded. The bulk of his hair was braided back from his face, sparing it some of the blood that speckled his cheeks. He’d been smart. I really needed to start wearing my hair back. “Yes, better ghouls than trolls. That was a total nightmare.”

      The troll had been somewhere in Romania. Destroying that root had been particularly difficult. I closed my eyes, making it easier for me to focus on the surrounding energy. If I tried hard enough, I could sense when a part of Yggdrasil was nearby.

      I open my eyes, then started walking. “This way, I don’t think it’s far.”

      Brambles snagged at my black jeans and navy flannel as I led the way through the woods. The roots always tended to pop up in remote forests. I didn’t know why, but I was grateful. Humans had already become aware that some pretty strange stuff was happening. There was no way to keep the ghouls secret, or any of the other monsters running amok. The world was in chaos, but at least in the forests, no one saw us fighting them, though I kept waiting for the moment we’d run into a clan of survivalists. Having bystanders around would make it difficult to do what I needed to do.

      I spotted the golden root through the trees. It was taller than I was, and twice as wide, snaking out of the ground with curling tendrils. Since Yggdrasil’s trunk was regrown on earth, at least what I thought of as earth, all of the roots were here too. Yggdrasil touched the other realms with its branches. The few golden branches I’d seen from other realms reached down from the sky, and could lead to either other branches, or the roots. Unfortunately, all the creatures seemed to be choosing the roots, lured by the Well of Urd, forever embedded beneath the streets of Hillsboro.

      We’d been assigned by Odin the task of destroying the roots, thus cutting off the flow of magic into our world. The prize for completing our task was getting to leave Asgard with my child, Erykah. The thought of Odin trying to keep her made me sick. I wasn’t sure if gods could be killed, but Odin was definitely making me want to try.

      Mikael hoisted his axe beside me, his eyes on the root. “Are you ready?”

      I took a shaky breath. I was never ready for this part. To sever the roots, I first needed to suppress the magic, and the only way I knew how to do that was to absorb it, then shove it all back into the root, sending it in the other direction. After that, Mikael would have mere seconds to sever the root with his axe.

      I felt the air shifting behind me, and turned. Loki stood there, dressed in brown leather pants and a loose white button up shirt. His fiery red hair flowed down to his waist. “Am I late?”

      I glared at him. “If you mean, are you too late to help us with the ghouls, then yes, but we still haven’t severed the root.”

      He walked toward the branch, then circled around it, observing it. If he was worried about the task ahead, he didn’t show it. “Well at least I didn’t forget entirely and leave you stranded here.”

      That was the other difficult part of my task. I could find the roots by traveling through Yggdrasil, but once I destroyed them, I didn’t have a way to travel back. The solution was Loki, or Freyja, who could use cuttings from Yggdrasil’s branches to bring us back to the trunk here on earth. Yggdrasil wanted to be whole, and would attract the branches, but only a god could tag along for the ride.

      Mikael hefted his axe across his shoulder. “Let’s get this over with. I’m ready for a hot meal and a shower.”

      While both things sounded nice, I really just wanted to see my daughter. The past three months had been difficult, being away from her every day while we hunted down the roots, and being away from Alaric, who stayed behind to look after her. Part of me always feared that something would happen and I wouldn’t be able to get back to them. That they would be trapped in Asgard, and I would be stuck on earth. Odin had given me his word that it wouldn’t happen, but I really didn’t trust the word of someone who had manipulated me into such an impossible situation to begin with.

      Feeling itchy with tension, I focused on the root. “Make sure you don’t get too close until it’s time,” I said to the men behind me. They were strong enough that I probably wouldn’t accidentally drain any of their life force, but better safe than sorry.

      I put my hands on the golden root. It was warm to the touch, pulsating with energy. I pulled the energy into myself. My body began to feel hot, too hot, and oddly full. I could only hold so much magic. My body was still technically mortal, and wasn’t meant for this. I continued pulling in the energy until I could barely breathe, then pushed all of it at once back into the root.

      I hopped back. “Now!”

      Mikael moved quickly. He swung his axe in a well practiced arc, severing the root in one swipe.

      The earth rumbled, knocking me from my feet. I sat up, my breath held as I watched the root in anxious anticipation. The golden light in what remained of root pulsed wildly, then went out, leaving just a normal gnarled root stump sticking up from the ground.

      Loki let out a low whistle. “I never really get used to seeing that. It seems so . . . wrong.”

      “It is wrong.” I took Mikael’s offered hand and stood. “Yggdrasil is how it is meant to be, and we are slowly killing it.”

      Loki came to stand in front of us. “I know. It may be a vague memory for me, but I do recall how it was supposed to be before your people destroyed it.”

      “It was Hecate too.”

      Loki smirked. “Yes, and she’s rotting away in a prison cell for her crimes.” He removed the golden branch where it was looped through his belt, then held it out to us. “Take hold, kiddos.”

      I wrapped my hand around the golden branch, right above Loki’s. Mikael put his hand above mine. Dizziness overcame me. I always tried to keep my eyes open for this part, if only to understand a little bit better, but every time we appeared in front of Yggdrasil’s trunk, my eyes were closed and I didn’t remember closing them.

      My hiking boots sunk into soft sand. I took a refreshing breath of the sea air and opened my eyes, then peered around the desolate beach. This next part I was able to do on my own. I faced Yggdrasil, then placed my hands against its golden trunk, attuning myself with its energy. No other mortal could do what I was about to attempt, but I’d been the one to regrow the tree. I could feel my energy mingling with its ancient magic. I thought of Asgard, where Erykah and Alaric awaited.

      The next thing I knew, we were being spit down into Asgard. I tumbled across perfectly green grass, ending up near a small ornamental fence. The sun overhead was slowly setting. I let out a sigh as I climbed to my feet, then my knees buckled. I gripped the little fence for dear life, then finally managed to straighten. Destroying the roots always took it out of me. It was like when I returned the magic, a bit of my own energy went with it. I would recover in time, but it was still unpleasant.

      Loki approached and patted my shoulder. “Well, I’m off to find a drink. Find me when you’re ready to do another root.”

      Mikael moved to my side and took my free hand, keeping me standing as we moved away from the fence.

      I looked to Loki. “I’ll need a few days.” It was getting worse. It was more difficult to recover every time, though I didn’t understand why.

      “Ooh, a few days off, lucky me.” Loki opened the little useless gate in the fence, then ambled away across the well-maintained grass.

      I looked to Mikael. “Help me get to Alaric?”

      He nodded. While there was still an odd tension between us since he’d declared his feelings for me, I knew he was excited to see Erykah. He’d taken to her like an uncle, or perhaps a second father, and she seemed just as taken with him, though at three months old, her expression was limited.

      He helped me through the ornate gate surrounding the space where Yggdrasil’s branch reached down, then across the grass toward a cobblestone path. Alaric and I had been given a small cottage, though we were rarely the only ones in it. Faas and Sophie were usually around, and sometimes Aila, Alejandro, Tabitha, or anyone else who wanted to visit Erykah. A baby was a bit of a novelty for the Vaettir, a race that rarely had children.

      I didn’t mind their presence. The more Vaettir around to come between Erykah and Odin, the better.

      Mikael maintained his grip on my arm as we walked, though I was beginning to feel more steady. He glanced at me. “It’s getting worse.”

      I winced. So he’d noticed. Why wasn’t I surprised? “I’m probably just tired. We’ve been doing a lot lately. It was bound to catch up to me eventually.”

      “Stop lying, Maddy.”

      I huffed. “It doesn’t matter if it’s getting harder. We have no choice.”

      His hand squeezed my arm. “We won’t let him take her.”

      I glanced around the darkening scenery, at the perfect shrubs lining the paths, at the gardens beyond. It would have been a nice place if I didn’t feel so trapped. “Let’s not talk about that here.”

      He nodded. “You’re right.”

      I didn’t really know if anyone was around to listen, but we were dealing with gods. We were way out of our depth. We might have gathered a few allies, but for the most part, Asgard was a hostile place.

      We reached our small cottage, set far back away from the path. We both stood looking at it for a tired, worried moment. A few other cottages could be seen in the distance, though I didn’t know who lived in them. I hadn’t been keen on chatting up the neighbors. I’d never take our chaotic, Vaettir-filled home on earth for granted again.
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        * * *

      

      We found Alaric rocking Erykah in the bedroom. She was fast asleep, cradled in his arms. His silky black hair draped over his shoulder, trailing down to touch her sock-clad feet.

      He looked up as Mikael and I entered the room. “I thought I heard something. I trust you checked in with Faas on your way through. He clucks like a nervous hen the entire time you’re gone.”

      I hardly heard his words. I bent down in front of him, then took Erykah. Though I’d just held her that morning, I couldn’t help but feel like she was older now. Like I was missing everything. I supposed sacrifices were needed if one wanted to not only save her family, but the world.

      I straightened with Erykah in my arms, then looked down at Alaric. “Nothing happened while we were gone?”

      He shook his head, then smiled. “No, we just puttered around the cottage,” he waggled his eyebrows, “lonely and missing you.”

      “Well,” Mikael interrupted. “That is my cue to depart.” He touched my shoulder. “Get some rest.”

      Alaric looked from me to Mikael. “It’s getting more difficult for her, isn’t it?”

      “I’m fine,” I interrupted. Having Alaric going all protective on me would only make things worse.

      He tsked at me, his dark gaze utterly serious. “Maddy, the bags under your eyes are more blue than your actual eyes. You’re clearly about to collapse.”

      “Fine,” I huffed. “It’s getting harder. Are you happy?”

      Alaric shook his head. “Perhaps as you seal off more roots, the magic in those that remain grows more powerful.”

      I shrugged. “It’s a thought.” Erykah woke up with a gurgle. Her gray eyes lit up as they landed on me.

      Mikael reached over my shoulder to tickle her belly. Her little hands reached for his finger, and the look on his face was all I needed to know he’d protect her if Alaric and I didn’t survive.

      He caught me looking at him, then offered me a small smile. “I’ll leave you alone then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      Alaric stood and put his arms around me from behind as Mikael left the room. He began to lean into me, then tensed. “Your hair smells like foul blood.”

      I looked down at Erykah. I really didn’t want to let her go, but I needed to shower. “Ghouls,” I explained.

      Alaric stepped around my side, then took Erykah from me. “Let’s have her visit with uncle Faas so I can get you clean.”

      My heart hurt as I let her go. “I may be tired, but I know how to shower.”

      “Ah, but isn’t it more fun if I help you?”

      I laughed, shoving away my sadness to be dealt with another time. “You are a good scrubber, I’ll give you that.”

      Cradling Erykah with one arm, he put the other around my waist to guide me out of the room. “Oh I’m good at many things, Madeline. Or have you forgotten?”

      “I guess you’ll just have to remind me.”

      He kissed my cheek as we went in search of Faas. With Alaric’s presence, the stress of the day seemed to slowly melt away. I could almost forget that Erykah was depending on me to carry out Odin’s task. I could almost forget, but only for a night.

      The weight of the world would still be waiting for me in the morning.
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      Midnight found me within the main estate in Asgard. Though I was free to come and go as I pleased, I did not visit frequently. When I did, it was late at night, after Alaric was asleep. If he knew what I was doing, he’d probably try to stop me. Hell, half the time I tried to stop myself, but there was a part of me that still needed answers.

      I nodded to Morgan, the dark-haired guard on duty. He was young, around my age, though he was really decades older than me. He’d just been around my age when he’d been taken to Asgard. I made sure to only go when I knew he’d be around. He wouldn’t stop me, or question what I was doing. He was as much a prisoner here as anyone else, serving out the sentence he’d taken on in exchange for his wife’s life.

      His smile didn’t quite reach his eyes as he looked me over, it never did. He held the door open for me. “You look like hell.”

      “I feel like it too,” I said as I walked past.

      There was another guard inside. I didn’t know his  name, only that he wasn’t half as friendly as Morgan. I nodded to him, and he pushed away from the wall to walk ahead of me. He knew exactly where I was going. Hopefully he wouldn’t tell anyone else.

      We walked down a cell lined corridor all the way to the end, where the guard produced a key to unlock the final door. He opened it, then stepped aside for me to enter. As soon as I was in, he shut it behind me.

      There was only one prisoner in this part of the dungeon. She sat hunched on her bed, her auburn hair covering her face. She’d lost weight since she’d first been imprisoned. Her loose white clothing hung off her bony frame in a way that was uncomfortable to look at.

      I stood there until she lifted her face. Her eyes seemed to flicker in the firelight of the single sconce on the wall. Often times she was left to sit with no light at all. Someone else must have been in to visit recently.

      I slid my back down the wall across from the cell and sat on the cold stone beneath my feet.

      Hecate watched me, but did not speak.

      I settled in, but couldn’t find a comfortable position leaning my back against the stone wall. “I sealed off another root today.”

      Hecate tilted her head. “Did you come here just to tell me that? You should have saved yourself the trip, I felt it happen.”

      “Yeah, you said that last time,” I muttered, wondering myself why I had come.

      She leaned forward. “You know, you’re doing exactly what he wants you to do.”

      “You know I have to. I won’t let him have Erykah.”

      She laughed. “You and your child could have been safe in my realm. Instead you will help Odin destroy us all.”

      “You keep saying he’ll destroy us all, but not how? Maybe if you shared a little more information with me I might be more receptive.”

      She watched me for several seconds. “Did you know Odin used to have a wife?”

      I straightened. “Frigg. I know the myths, though I haven’t seen her anywhere around here.”

      Hecate’s gaze went distant. “Of course, no one here would dare speak of it. She died a very long time ago.”

      I lifted my arms over my head and stretched my neck and back. I should’ve been asleep, cuddled up with Alaric. “So what? If she’s long since dead, what does it matter?”

      She snorted, then straightened her back a little, finally reminding me of the proud woman we’d taken down at the Well of Urd. “You mortals are so terrible at seeing the big picture,” she chided. “You see just the problem in front of you, and ignore the beast stalking you in the periphery.”

      I rubbed my brow. I was beginning to get a headache. Sometimes Hecate actually had useful information, but it seemed tonight would be useless. “What are you talking about now?”

      “Find a way to get me out of this cell, and perhaps I’ll explain.”

      It was always like this. When I told her I had no intention of helping her escape, the conversation came to an end. “You know I have no interest in doing that.”

      “Perhaps we can strike a different sort of deal?”

      I lifted my brow at her. “I’m surprised you’re still talking.”

      She pursed her lips. Her next words were so scalding I could almost feel them on my skin. “We’re running out of time, Madeline. Forgive me for growing desperate.”

      I waited. Desperation was good. Desperation, I could work with.

      She stood and walked toward the bars of her cell. “Do you want to know how I always can tell when you’ve sealed off a root?”

      “I have a feeling you’re going to tell me.”

      “I can tell,” she said tersely, “because the magic doesn’t go back to the realm from whence it came. It comes here, to Odin.”

      I stood, scraping my boots across the stone floor. “What? That can’t be possible.”

      “If it weren’t possible, I wouldn’t bring it up. I’m not trying to trick you, Madeline. But as I’ve told you one hundred times, you’re doing exactly what Odin wants.”

      I moved closer to her cell. “So you’re saying that Odin is having me seal off the roots, not to restore balance to earth, but to give that magic to him?”

      “Honestly, I thought you would’ve figured that out by now. Can’t you tell that he’s changing?”

      I searched her face for any hint of a lie. “You’ve seen him?”

      “Ask your guard friend, though I can’t guarantee he’ll tell you the truth. Odin has come to visit me many times. I fear what he has planned for me, but I think it will happen soon.”

      I stepped back. “You’re being paranoid.”

      She laughed. “I have been stripped of my powers and thrown into a cell. I’m not being paranoid, I’m being realistic.”

      I thought about what she’d said. “So you think that Odin is tricking me into giving him extra magic, and once he has enough, he’s going to use it on you? Why would he need more magic? He’s a god.”

      Her hands slid down the bars until she rested on the floor. She seemed tired, even more tired than me. “All I can think is that it has something to do with Frigg. He speaks about her sometimes.”

      Now she really had my attention. I walked close enough for her to grab me through the bars, though I doubted she would. “And what else does he say to you?”

      She shrugged. “Not very much. He asks me about different magics, about life and death, about the bindings that hold time in place. That’s why I think it has something to do with Frigg. Like he wants to get her back.”

      I heard Morgan talking to someone outside, but through the two doors, I couldn’t make out the words. I turned my attention back to Hecate. “What do you expect me to do with this information?”

      “Just stop sending the magic here. He obviously doesn’t have enough to do what he wants yet, or he would have already done it. Just stop making him stronger.”

      I shook my head. “I have to keep cutting the roots. I have to finish this before my year is up, or he’ll try to keep Erykah.”

      “Foolish girl,” she hissed. “You can still destroy the roots, just don’t send the magic here. Keep it for yourself.”

      “I can’t hold that much magic. It would destroy me.”

      Her hands clenched the bars, making her knuckles go white. “You are the energy of the Morrigan. You are my counterpart. You are merely scared.”

      I held up my hands. “No, you don’t understand. I can’t hold that much power.”

      She looked up at me. “You have to try, Madeline. You may not believe anything I say, but take a closer look next time you see Odin. Sense his true power. I guarantee you’ll find more than you expect. Once you have done that, you’ll know I am right. You may not care what happens to me, but Odin is your primary adversary. Only a fool would willingly make him more powerful.”

      My mouth went dry. Had I really been making him more powerful? Had I really been such a fool? I’d been so driven to save Erykah, I’d never really questioned why Odin cared about restoring balance to a realm that was not his own.

      I could hear someone else coming into the prison, and decided it was well past time to leave.

      I looked down at Hecate. “I’ll consider what you’ve said.”

      She stared back at me.

      “Nice speaking to you too,” I muttered as I turned away.

      When I left the dungeon there was no one outside except for Morgan. I asked if he’d seen anyone else and he said no, but I was pretty sure he was lying.

      All I wanted as I left the estate and was hit by the balmy night air was rest. Days of rest. But I knew I wasn’t going to get it. I was going to go after the next root in the morning. If Odin really was gathering power, not just waiting by while I fixed the imbalance, I had to know why. The best way to find out was to corner Loki on earth, somewhere the All Father wouldn’t be able to hear us.
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      The next morning, I wandered through a dense forest not far from home with Mikael and Faas. Loki had walked off in the other direction in search of the root, since he could sense them as strongly as I could. Faas could sense them too, but I wanted him nearby to hear what I had to say.

      I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Loki was no longer in sight. I trusted him more than the other gods, but he was still one of them, and I wasn’t sure how he would react to what I had to say. I wanted to be prepared.

      “So I visited Hecate last night . . . ”

      Faas and Mikael both stopped walking. Both had identical expressions, like I was standing in front of a double paned mirror, though one was tall, auburn-haired, and very Viking, and the other was 5’9”, blond, and kind of reminded me of a skinny club-kid with his long bangs and hair shaved on either side of his head.

      Faas was the first to speak. “What are you thinking? You know you can’t trust that witch.”

      I held up my hands to ward off any further questions. I needed to say this quickly before Loki found the root and came looking for us. “It doesn’t matter why I went to her. She told me that every time we seal off a root, the magic I push back into Yggdrasil isn’t returning to its former realm. Instead it’s going to Odin. I think Erykah’s magic helps draw it into Asgard, which is why he’s so intent on keeping her there.”

      Mikael tilted his head, deep in thought. “I suppose it’s possible, but what did Hecate ask in return for this information? I doubt she wants to help you in any way.”

      I gritted my teeth. Birds chirped loudly around us, but I didn’t hear any signs of Loki. I supposed I should tell them everything. “This might have not been the first time I visited her.”

      “Not the first time?” Mikael and Faas said in unison.

      I huffed. “Just let me finish what I need to say. In the past she wasn’t so forthcoming with information, but I think she feels we’re running out of time. She claims Odin has been visiting her, and he keeps mentioning his dead wife. She thinks he’s gathering power to get her back, though in what way, she’s not sure.”

      Mikael crossed his well-muscled arms, straining the limits of his black tee-shirt. “And what does she want you to do about this?”

      I crossed my arms over my thin tank top, mirroring him, though it wasn’t half as impressive. “She wants me to try to hold onto the energy from the next root rather than sending it back. She also said that if I look closely at Odin, you know, with senses other than my eyes, that I’ll be able to tell that she was speaking the truth about the extra power.”

      Faas seemed increasingly astonished. “Madeline, mortals aren’t meant to contain that much power. It could tear you apart at the seams.”

      Fear tickled my spine. He was right, and it was a big risk to take on the word of Hecate, but what if what she’d said was true? Wasn’t it an even bigger risk to continue on with how we’d been doing things? If Odin was our enemy, making him all powerful was something to be avoided, but was thwarting him worth the risk?

      Watching my expression, Faas nodded curtly. “I see you’ve come to your senses.”

      Mikael held up a finger. “Not so fast. Maybe we should look into this further. It has never quite made sense to me what Odin wants you to do. He was ready to sever Yggdrasil’s branch, cutting off Asgard from Earth, proving he does not care much for the mortals of this realm, yet, he is allowing you one year to fix the balance here. Why would he care? And why bring Erykah into the deal, unless what you said was true. He needs her magic in his realm to steal the power you’re sending through Yggdrasil.”

      I clenched my fists at the thought of Erykah. All I wanted was to keep her safe. “We’ve been over all of this. We don’t know what he really wants, and I highly doubt he’s going to tell us. We’ve played along thus far because there really wasn’t any other choice. There still isn’t, but it makes sense, doesn’t it? That he’s trying to steal power? Maybe it’s not for his dead wife, we don’t know his real reason, but the fact that he’s doing it shouldn’t be ignored.”

      Mikael placed a hand on my shoulder and the tension singing through my body eased. “You’re right in one thing. We don’t have any choice as to what to do next. We have to keep severing the roots, but maybe we can try and get some more information too.”

      “But how?” Faas asked.

      Mikael looked to him, then back to me. “I think we do what Hecate suggested. Sever the root, and try to keep the power for yourself. Even if you can’t do it and have to release it into this realm, if Odin really is absorbing the magic, he’ll notice when none comes through. We do this, then wait to see how he reacts. His reaction may give us more insight into the situation.”

      Faas shook his head. “It’s too risky. She can’t hold that much magic.”

      Mikael’s gaze remained on me. “If the magic is too much for you, do you think you can release it before you come to harm?”

      My breathing was shallow and panicked. Could I really risk myself with Erykah depending on me? “I guess I can try. Though I’d just have to release it into the earth here. Once the root is cut, I won’t be able to send it back through Yggdrasil.”

      Mikael finally turned to Faas. “Would that work?”

      Faas furrowed his brow. “I suppose it would. This world is so out of balance right now, it probably wouldn’t make a huge difference. It might just summon a few more ghouls or other creatures.”

      “Found it!” Loki’s voice echoed through the still forest.

      I turned in the direction of his voice, then gasped. Tall slender creatures with green skin and hair ran after him. Though their bodies were humanoid, the similarities ended there. Their green skin looked rough like it was made of leaves. Their ears were pointed and their golden eyes seemed too large for their narrow faces.

      “I also might have found something else,” Loki added as he ran toward us. When he’d almost reached us, he turned on the creatures chasing him and drew the sword strapped across his back, slashing one in the stomach.

      “He just had to bring them back to us,” Mikael muttered, lifting the axe from his belt. He lunged forward, swinging at one of the green creatures as it darted toward Loki’s back. It turned on him, narrowly avoiding his blade.

      “Stay back,” Faas ordered, then hurried into battle. He knelt and released the life of the creature Loki had slashed, then used the energy to knock three more of the creatures off their feet. There were only a handful of them, but they were fast. Too fast for my human reflexes to keep up with.

      I tried to follow their movements, but was caught unawares as one of the female creatures launched itself toward me, a dagger that looked like it was made of moonlight in hand. I let out a frightened burst of energy, like a little explosion between us. It knocked us both back, and I landed on my butt in the leaves. I let out a yip as the creature quickly righted itself and pounced.

      Suddenly all I could see was Loki’s broad back, his elbows thrusting forward as he impaled the creature on his sword.

      I took a shaky breath. As quickly as it started, the fight was over.

      His blade dripping blood, Loki offered me his free hand.

      I took it and stood, looking past him to Faas and Mikael. Both were unharmed.

      “What the hell were those?” I breathed.

      Loki dropped my hand. “Elves. Ancient elves. I’d never thought to see their kind again. They went extinct in their realm centuries ago.”

      I shook my head, taking in the slain bodies. Definitely not what I’d pictured elves looking like. “If they’re extinct, how are they here?”

      Loki tsked. “You know better than most that Yggdrasil does not only bridge the space between realms.”

      He was right. I’d traveled back in time myself. I shouldn’t have been surprised. “Let’s find this root and get this over with.”

      Mikael gave me a knowing look behind Loki’s back as he cleaned his axe blade.

      I nodded subtly. It terrified me, but I’d try what we’d talked about. I’d try to hold onto the magic, and if I couldn’t, at least I wouldn’t send it back to Odin.

      His gaze still on me as he cleaned his sword, Loki sighed. “It’s not a wise plan, Madeline.”

      My jaw dropped. Had he been eavesdropping all along? “Okay, tell me truly, can you read minds? Because you do that a lot.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t read minds, Maddy, but I do have eyes and ears, particularly good ones on both counts.” He sheathed his sword and walked away, presumably toward the root.

      I hurried after him while Faas stole the remaining energy from the dead. They wouldn’t be trapped in their corpses like Vaettir, but power was power. No Vaettir would willingly turn it up, not with the way we lived . . . especially lately.

      I reached Loki’s side and matched his pace. “Well since you already know our plan, care to tell me why it’s such a bad idea?”

      “You’re mortal.”

      I frowned. “And . . . ”

      “And you’re playing at being a god. Odin may find you useful now, but he’s not above killing you to prove a point. If he wants Yggdrasil’s power, he will have it, with or without you.”

      I stopped walking and put my hands on my hips. Mikael reached my back, but didn’t speak. “You sound almost as if you’re on his side,” I accused. I didn’t know exactly what Odin had done to Loki, but he’d been willing to work with us. He had an old grudge against the All Father.

      Loki turned to look at me, lips pursed, brow furrowed. “You mortals are so impatient. If you hope to outwit a god, you must take your time. You cannot let him know you plan to betray him.”

      Mikael moved to my side. “He is the All Father. He sees all. How do we know he is not listening to us as we speak?”

      Loki rolled his eyes. “Because you’re with me. Odin thinks we’re in Argentina right now.”

      My frown deepened. “If we want him to think everything is normal, why trick him with an illusion?”

      Loki stepped toward me, dropping his voice to a dramatic whisper. “Because the foolish mortal chose today to discuss her plan out in the open.”

      My words were short and clipped, “I thought you said you couldn’t read minds.”

      He stepped even closer. “I can’t, but prison guards have loose lips.”

      He was only a few inches away from me. I resisted the urge to step back. I was already arguing with a god, may as well go all the way with it. “You were the one I heard talking to Morgan outside.”

      “I’m also the one who’s been preventing Odin from knowing you’re visiting Hecate.”

      “Just how often have you been visiting her!” Mikael cut in.

      We both turned to stare at him. I could see Faas coming toward us, finished stealing energy from the dead.

      “Okay,” Loki began more calmly. “Let us discuss this like rational adults. What exactly do you hope to gain in allying yourself with Hecate?”

      I blinked at him. “Umm, Hecate is not my ally.”

      “You have concocted a secret plan with her to take down your common enemy.”

      Well when he put it like that . . . “I just don’t want him to do whatever he’s planning to do. If he’s gathering all this power in secret, it can’t be good. If we let him become all powerful, there will be no stopping him. He could simply choose to keep Erykah, and I will have given him the power to do it.”

      Loki raised a brow. “But he already is all powerful. He already could keep Erykah, if he truly wanted to do so.”

      Mikael placed a hand on my shoulder before I could speak, then turned his attention to Loki. “Stop playing games. You’re helping us, so you obviously think there is a way to defeat Odin. If you find our plan so distasteful, why don’t you tell us yours?”

      Loki looked to Faas, who’d been standing silently by. “Care to excuse us?”

      “He can be trusted,” Mikael and I said in unison.

      Loki turned back to us. “I hardly know him. I don’t know that he will keep his mouth shut when Odin tortures him. Do you want to know my plan or not?”

      I turned to Faas. “Sorry, he has a point.”

      Faas glared at Loki, but finally turned and walked away.

      Loki waited until he was well out of sight before speaking. “I’ve personally been focused on why Odin wants Erykah. I believe some interesting things happened to your baby when you faced Hecate at the Well of Urd. Did you by any chance touch the well?”

      My heart gave a nervous patter. “I might have fallen headfirst into it. Not all the way in though.”

      Mikael watched our conversation quietly. He already knew the story, though he’d technically been dead at the time. At least in one timeline.

      Loki stroked his chin in thought. “I think we’re all aware your child is no normal child, and I don’t think it’s just because of you.” He looked at me pointedly. “You may be an anomaly, but your child is mortal, sired by a common Vaettir.”

      I watched him warily. “Something tells me there’s a but coming.”

      “How very astute of you,” he said sarcastically. “Part of your gift is to absorb energy. The gifts of the Vaettir are usually passed down from the mother’s side, so it would stand to reason Erykah would receive this same gift. I think that when you dunked yourself into the Well of Urd, Erykah absorbed that power. She is filled with wild magics, and she may or may not be capable of siphoning even more. I believe your assertations are correct. He wants the child in Asgard, because the magic you cast off is drawn to her. Without her in Asgard, the magic would flow back through all the branches. Just as creatures are drawn here by the Well of Urd, so are the magics you pull into this land drawn to Asgard.”

      I fought the bile climbing up my throat. “So Odin is just letting the magic flow into Asgard, where he can easily gather it for himself. Is he visiting my daughter without us knowing?”

      Loki shook his head. “I do not believe so. He’s not stealing magic directly, he hasn’t even touched her, but I think just her mere presence in Asgard is what’s drawing Yggdrasil’s magic each time a root is severed. Once the magic is in his realm, Odin is able to gather it easily, as he is the ruler of our realm. I believe this to be the true reason why he is using her as leverage over you. He has no interest in keeping her, but your deal requires that she remain in Asgard until your task is done. After that, he would have no use for her.”

      “So she’s basically another Well of Urd,” Mikael cut in. “The well draws power here, so when Madeline pushes it away, it is naturally attracted to Erykah.”

      “Yes,” Loki agreed. “I believe Hecate knows all this, she’s just too proud to tell you everything. Her greatest slight toward Odin was keeping him from the Well of Urd. A magic siphon is what he’s sought all along.”

      “But why?” I asked. “Why does he need to draw so much power?”

      Loki glanced around the surrounding woods, but all remained quiet. “I think in that, Hecate is also correct. The All Father is the most powerful amongst us. There is only one thing he cannot control.”

      “Death,” I finished. “The only thing he can’t control is death. He really is going to try to bring back Frigg.”

      Loki nodded. “Yes, and I think he’s going to use Hecate to do it. He has no other reason for keeping her alive.”

      I looked to Mikael. “And we delivered both her and Erykah on a silver platter.”

      I could feel worry seeping off him, which was rare. He normally kept his emotions tightly guarded. “You can’t send any more magic there, Madeline.”

      “But she can’t hold it all either,” Loki added.

      I looked between the both of them. “So then what do we do?”

      Loki looked in the direction of the root. I couldn’t see it yet, but I could sense it. He looked back to me, then sighed. “You’re going to have to keep all of the magic here. You’ll draw it in, then sever the roots.”

      “But we’ll destroy the earth,” I argued. “If all of the magic is here, ghouls, and who knows what else, will take over.”

      Loki eyed me steadily. “If you don’t do this, Erykah will not survive. Do you honestly believe Odin will allow a magic siphon to live, even after he has what he wants? She could potentially be used against him to drain magic out of Asgard, instead of into it.”

      With his words, a sense of surety overtook me. I looked to Mikael. I had to do this. I knew it was wrong, and unforgivably selfish, but how could I let my child die? It was unthinkable.

      Mikael seemed to think for a moment, then smiled.

      My eyes widened. If he was smiling at a time like this, he’d finally lost it.

      He stepped forward and wrapped me in a hug.

      I stiffened, but didn’t pull away.

      “Madeline,” he said near my ear, “don’t act so appalled. I think you’ve forgotten, you and I are Doyen. We have countless Vaettir under our command.” He stepped back, holding me at arms-length. “This world has been out of balance since Yggdrasil was first destroyed.”

      I shook my head in shock. “So what, we shouldn’t feel bad about making it worse?”

      He patted my shoulder. “I think you forget what you are. Your energy has been reincarnated here many times. Why do you think that is?”

      Loki watched us, his expression calculating. “You think this world was supposed to have magic to begin with, don’t you?”

      Mikael grinned. “Well doesn’t it seem kind of silly for this to be the only realm without magic?”

      Loki laughed. “Clever, very clever. I suppose it’s a possibility. This world has always seemed on the brink of destruction. Perhaps it’s the lack of magic making it so unbalanced.”

      I felt tears building up behind my eyes, a strange mixture of apprehension, and maybe a little bit of relief. I looked up to Mikael. “You don’t care about making the world what it should be, you just want more creatures to kill,” I accused half-heartedly.

      Mikael put an arm around my shoulders and started us forward. “Don’t be silly, Madeline. I would never think like that.” He paused, then added, “That’s just a fringe benefit.”

      Faas reached us, and the four of us continued on toward the root. I could feel it growing nearer, like a golden pulse in my chest. It drew me toward it, just like it did its severed branches. I was a part of its energy after all. I had the same magic. The only reason it didn’t attract the severed ends of the roots was because I pushed all the magic out of them, leaving them inert. If I drew the magic in this time, would the cut root become just like the branches? A way to get back to Yggdrasil’s trunk?

      The golden root came into view through the trees. This one was particularly large, reaching up out of the dark, pine needle-strewn soil. I’d guess it was three times as thick as my torso. Mikael might have a hard time severing it in one blow.

      I stopped walking. Mikael and Loki stopped on either side of me.

      I looked at the root. “What do you think Odin will do when I draw the magic here? What if he hurts Erykah?”

      “He needs Erykah,” Loki consoled. “We’ll just do this one root, then see how he reacts. See if he will confirm our suspicions.”

      I nodded to myself. He wouldn’t hurt Erykah, and for this one little slight, he probably wouldn’t hurt me. He needed us both. But what about Alaric and Sophie?

      Mikael’s hand alighted on my shoulder. “It will be alright. Just do this one, and we will immediately return to Asgard.”

      I nodded again. I could feel Faas like a cool, calm presence at my back. He could drain energy from me if things got out of control and I wasn’t able to release all of the magic into the earth.

      I took a steadying breath, then started walking. In the back of my mind I warned myself to be wary of more elves, but all of my fear and anticipation were weighted by the task ahead. Even if I wasn’t going to keep the magic in me, I wasn’t meant to hold such large amounts, even for a moment. It could tear me apart.

      Reaching the golden root, I turned back to look at the three men waiting a few paces behind me. My eyes landed on Faas.

      Seeming to comprehend my silent question, he nodded. “I will not allow you to be overcome.”

      “Thanks,” I muttered, then turned back to the root.

      I placed my hands against it, and instantly felt more at home. We were tuned to the same frequency. Cutting the roots was like cutting off a piece of myself.

      I closed my eyes and focused. Soon the bird sounds grew distant. The three living presences at my back became little more than an afterthought. I’d have to be quick. I couldn’t hold the magic for long.

      I inhaled, then pulled the magic into me, siphoning power straight from whatever realm the elves inhabited. I drew in the magic until my skin ached. I could feel tendrils of my hair floating around me, as if caught by the wind, but there was no wind. I drew in the magic until I felt impossibly full. There would still be more magic to siphon from the elven realm, but I’d taken in everything close by on the other side. My stomach revolted, and I felt like I might faint. Somewhere, distantly, I felt another presence within the magic. Like a second heartbeat to mirror my own.

      I stumbled back from the root. My skin was on fire. “Now!” I screamed.

      I dropped to the ground as Mikael and Loki charged past me.

      A hand touched my cheek, then Faas’ voice urged, “You must release it, Madeline. You’re holding it all inside you. Let it go.”

      I couldn’t breathe. I couldn’t think. It felt like the magic wanted to stay inside of me. I writhed onto my belly and dug my fingers into the soil. The damp earth helped clear my head. What I did next felt like an exhale, but it was more. I exhaled all the magic I had absorbed into the earth. It flowed out of me in a torrent, leaving me shaking and crying in its wake.

      “Maddy?” Mikael’s voice questioned from above me.

      I couldn’t quite bring myself to answer.

      I felt Mikael’s hand on my back, at least, I thought it was Mikael’s hand. “Maddy, are you alright?”

      “That,” I rasped, wincing at the aching in my lungs, “sucked.”

      Loki laughed. “How eloquent.” His voice sounded far away, but it was probably just the effect of my shocked brain.

      Hands pulled my shoulders up until I was in a seated position, leaning my back against Faas. Ahead of me was the severed root, no longer glowing. “It worked?” I asked.

      Loki stood before the root, observing it. “I believe it did. Now we better get back to Asgard.”

      I turned my gaze to the massive root end lying near Loki’s feet. “Why doesn’t that have any magic left? If I pulled it all into this realm, it should still be glowing.”

      Loki looked at me over his shoulder, a smirk gracing his thin lips. “You took all the magic, Madeline. You absorbed it completely. I’ve never seen anything like it.”

      For some reason, I felt like I wanted to cry. “Did it harm the rest of Yggdrasil?”

      Loki shook his head as he turned and approached us. “No, you but cut off a single pathway. I imagine the branch in the realm from which the elves came has also lost its glow.”

      Mikael rose from my side and offered me his hand. I took it, but could barely stand.

      I leaned heavily against him. “I need a nap.”

      He nodded. “This was worse than all the others, wasn’t it?”

      “Very much so.” I felt like a puddle of goo.

      Loki watched me for a moment, then took the branch from his belt. “I’ll remain with you until Odin comes to find us. Let me deal with him when he does.”

      He moved toward us, then took my hand. “Whatever you do, don’t let on that this was planned. You are but a puny mortal with no control over your magic. This was an accident. Am I clear?”

      “Crystal,” I said as my eyes fluttered closed.

      “Good.” His words were the last thing I heard. It was a good thing Loki could bring us back through Yggdrasil’s trunk himself, because I was officially dead to a world. Dead to all the worlds, as it were.
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      I woke with two faces hovering over me, and not the faces I’d expected to see. Loki and Sophie locked gazes over me, Sophie sitting on my bed on my left, and Loki standing at the bed’s edge on my right.

      I sat up. “Where’s Alaric?”

      Sophie scooted back, giving me space. Her long black hair was wet from the shower, framing her delicate, cat-like features. “He’s fine, Maddy, but . . . ”

      “Odin wants to see you,” Loki finished for her.

      I turned to Loki. He’d cleaned the elf blood off himself, but was still in the same clothes from earlier. Good. I hadn’t lost a day. “I thought you said you were going to take care of that?”

      “I tried, now let’s speak nothing more of this.”

      Taking his hint, I climbed out of bed and stood next to him. My limbs felt like they weighed one-hundred pounds each. “Anything else you can tell me?”

      Loki shook his head, “Maybe later.”

      We obviously weren’t safe to talk, so I shut my mouth.

      As Sophie walked across the spartan bedroom toward the door, she explained, “Mikael, Alaric, Faas, and Freyja are with Erykah.” She turned to meet my gaze as she finished, “You can’t go to them now, but she’s safe.”

      I licked my dry lips. I didn’t like how cryptic everyone was being. Just how much trouble were we in?

      Loki gestured for me to walk toward the door. “Sophie will go with you to Odin. I have other things to attend to.”

      I looked to him, hoping he could give me more of a hint than that, but all I was met with were tight lips and apathetic eyes. With a heavy sigh, I marched toward the door. I trusted Alaric and Mikael, and even Freyja, to keep Erykah safe. I was the one that was in hot water now. The sooner I got this over with, the better.

      I walked past Sophie out the door, where she moved to walk by my side down the hall and out through the kitchen of our small cottage. We didn’t see anyone as we passed, but there were other rooms in the house, Alaric and the others could be anywhere. I grabbed a green checkered flannel on the way out, not wanting to face Odin in a tank top.

      Once we were on the cobblestones outside, Sophie took my hand and gave it a squeeze. Our joined hands bumped the blade at her hip. It wasn’t unusual for her to be armed, but something about it gave me pause. If she needed her weapon now, was it unlikely we’d return to the cottage? We walked silently past green hedges and well-kept grass. I didn’t need Sophie’s tense grip to let me know how she was feeling. Tension and worry sang off of her, from the shoulders of her blue silk blouse to the tips of her black heeled boots.

      The closer we got to the estate, the more I began to worry. Would Odin believe that I’d kept the magic on earth by accident, or would he easily see through my lies? And if he saw my lies for what they were, what would he do to me?

      I shivered despite the soft sunlight warming my face, suddenly regretting my decision to wearhiking boots, jeans, and a baggy flannel shirt. It was better than a tank top, but not exactly appropriate garb for meeting with the All Father.

      We reached the estate, where two male human guards let us in, then joined our escort. I didn’t recognize either of them, but knew that in one lifetime or another they’d traded their lives to the gods for a favor. Maybe they’d saved sick loved ones, or maybe they just wanted to live what time they had left with wealth and power. I didn’t know just what they’d wanted bad enough to end up here, but it probably wasn’t worth it. Hundreds of years, sometimes more, was a long time to serve the gods.

      We all walked silently down opulent hallways, occasionally passing other guards, or sometimes a god or goddess. No one I recognized. I hadn’t spent much time around any of the gods, save Loki and Freyja.

      When we reached the council chambers, Sophie finally released my hand. The two guards opened the double doors then stepped aside. Within the great room, bordered on either side by raised rows of pews, stood only Odin and one other man. Odin was atop the pulpit, his attire, including the black patch covering one eye, plain and unremarkable. He wasn’t someone you’d look at twice if you passed him on the street. The gray beard and hair were nothing special. But when you stepped close enough, his power could take your breath away. In that moment, as we walked into the room and approached Odin, I realized something. Hecate was right. Odin had been stealing the power I’d been sending through Yggdrasil. I knew it without a doubt, because it was my energy. It was like looking in a big, scary metaphysical mirror, though beyond that, his unique power still lay.

      I’d been so intent on studying Odin as Sophie and I stood before him that I’d forgotten about the other man in the room. He was tall, even taller than Odin, with wild reddish blond hair, its colors echoed in the scruff on his hollow cheeks and sharp jaw. He wore a shapeless brown robe, like a scholar or a monk, even less remarkable than Odin’s clothing.

      I bowed my head before Odin, unsure of what else to say, since I didn’t know what he was about to do to us. Sophie followed suit, her bow not quite as deep as mine. Sophie hated authority figures. She didn’t care if the were mortals, Vaettir, or gods.

      “Madeline,” Odin began. “It’s come to my attention that the magic of Yggdrasil is becoming less stable the more roots you sever. I’m afraid I must ask you to increase your pace. You have until the end of this week to sever the remaining roots.”

      My head snapped upward. “You cannot be serious,” I blurted, then bit my tongue.

      He didn’t seem offended by my outburst. In fact, he seemed smug. He knew I’d redirected the magic from the root on purpose, and now he was punishing me for it.

      “You will do it if you ever want to see your daughter again. You will not return here until it’s done.”

      I shook my head, dumbfounded. “I can’t go that fast. It’s impossible.”

      He gestured toward the tall man at his side. “Ve will accompany you.”

      My eyes slid to the man, Ve. “Is he the god of never getting tired? Because that’s what I’ll need to survive.”

      Odin’s one-eyed glare made me whither in my boots. I looked to Ve, who still hadn’t spoken.

      “I will help you contain the magic from the roots.” His voice was a deep rumble, like if bears could talk.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. Contain, steal, what’s the difference? “That’s not the area I have issues with.”

      Odin snorted. “You could have fooled me. Releasing more magic into Midgard will only upset the balance further. Do you truly wish to destroy your homeland?”

      After my discussion with Loki, it wasn’t difficult to see through his mask of concern. “Can I still bring Loki?”

      “Loki is busy,” he snapped. “You may bring your fellow Vaettir,” he nodded back toward Sophie, “and you may enlist the aid of any current residents of Midgard. Now go.”

      I stared at him, unsure of what to say, not that my words ever seemed to sway him. “Once this is finished, I will be able to return to Midgard with Erykah?”

      He inclined his head. “You will be together. You have my word.”

      Yeah, together where? I thought. In the grave? I looked to Sophie. “I guess we’ll go find Mikael and get ready to go.” I really wanted to speak with Loki first too, but I doubted that was going to happen. Odin obviously wanted to keep us apart.

      I nodded to Odin, then turned back the way we’d come. The double doors opened ahead of us as if on command, revealing the two guards who’d escorted us. Ve followed silently in our wake.

      Once we were in the hall, the doors closed behind us, Sophie leaned in toward my shoulder. “Mikael will not be coming. He’s . . . tired. I will be coming with you. We will pick up Aila, and Marcos . . . if he can be found.”

      “No Faas?”

      “No.”

      Just how much planning had occurred while I was asleep, and which of the gods had gone to Midgard to communicate with Aila, and why? I wanted to ask her a million questions, but the presence of Ve and the two guards were like heavy weights dragging at my back. I wasn’t going to be able to see Loki or Hecate before we left, and now I wasn’t even going to have Mikael with me on earth. With Ve along, Sophie wouldn’t even have the opportunity to let me in on the plan.

      We reached the doors leading outside. The guards held them open. We exited and left them behind. Ve followed.

      I glanced back at him, but his gaze remained ahead of us on the cobblestone path. If I hadn’t already heard him speak I would have thought maybe he was mute, but I knew I could never be so lucky.

      Once we were aways down the path, Sophie veered off to the right down an intersecting path.

      I stopped walking. “Where are you going?”

      She turned around. Her dark eyes were filled with some hidden warning. “We’re going to Yggdrasil’s branch. You heard Odin. We don’t have time to dally.” Her gaze flicked past me to Ve.

      My gut clenched. I wasn’t even going to see Erykah or Alaric before we left? Were they even still in the cottage? I hadn’t seen them that morning. They could be anywhere.

      I forced my breathing to slow, not wanting Ve to notice my panic. Mikael and Alaric wouldn’t let anything happen to Erykah. I even believed Loki would protect her if it came to it. The best thing I could do for her now was go along with whatever plan had been made in my absence.

      I straightened my shoulders. “Okay, let’s go.”

      As we walked toward the World Tree’s branch, I wondered at my chosen escort. Sophie made sense. She was descended from the goddess of war. She could face down any ghouls, elves, or trolls in our path. Aila made sense too. She was six feet tall and probably as strong as Mikael. She’d be able to sever the roots in Mikael’s absence. I assumed Marcos was the substitution for Faas. His energy was like mine. We could combine powers, but he could also help regulate me if I needed it. Although, I’d never be able to trust him like I did Faas. Hell, we might not even be able to find him. He had the tendency to disappear for long periods of time, only showing up when there were Doyens or goddesses to be defeated.

      If I wasn’t so utterly terrified, I would have smiled at the thought. We didn’t have any egomaniac Doyens left to put down. All that was left was a certain god. Facing Hecate had nearly killed us all, but we’d managed to beat her. Could we face the All Father and win?

      I really wasn’t sure, but we would soon find out.
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      Rather than picking a root, we traveled straight down to the base of Yggdrasil’s trunk. The trunk was the closest appendage to our home outside of Hillsboro where we’d find Aila.

      I let go of Sophie’s hand as our boots touched down on the soft, sandy beach. Ve had traveled on his own, and for that I was grateful, because I really didn’t want to touch him.

      Sophie looked past where I was standing, her eyes wide as the salty air whipped her drying hair across her face. “Oh. My. Goddess.”

      I turned around. Standing a few paces away was Ve, and beside him was the biggest horse I’d ever seen. Though it wasn’t the horse’s size that had me stunned, nor the green hue of its coat. The massive horse, which stood even taller than Ve, had eight legs.

      “Sleipnir,” Sophie gasped. “How is every myth actually true?”

      “Myths have to come from somewhere,” Ve replied.

      We both jumped at the sound of his rumbling voice.

      I rubbed the goosebumps on my arms. “Don’t tell me we’re going to be riding that thing.”

      Ve stroked Sleipnir’s smooth green neck. “He can find the roots faster than you, mortal. Only with his help, can we complete your task in time.”

      Sleipnir stomped his hooves in the sand. It probably wasn’t the time to mention that even normal horses made me nervous. “There are going to be five of us. I don’t think we’ll all fit on its back.”

      Ve’s forehead wrinkled in indignation. “No mortal may ride him. You will simply hold his reins. It is enough.”

      I was beginning to really dislike Ve. “How will he know where we want him to go?”

      “I will tell him.”

      Great, just great, so we literally had zero control over how things were going to go down from here. I wanted to look at Sophie, but quelled the urge. She’d tell me the plan whenever she was able, which definitely wasn’t right now, with Ve staring at us like were were insects he wanted to crush beneath his giant boots.

      I approached Sleipnir warily. Keeping my gaze on the eight-legged horse, I asked, “Can he take us to our house? Otherwise we’re going to have to wait for Aila to drive all the way out here.”

      Ve nodded sharply. “It is just as traveling through Yggdrasil. Hold Sleipnir’s reins, and attune yourself with your location.”

      Okay, so maybe he didn’t have total control, he just wanted it. Finally, I glanced at Sophie, but her expression gave nothing away. “You ready?”

      She chewed her lip, finally showing some of the nerves I could already sense from her. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Hmph.” Ve took hold of one side of Sleipnir’s reins where they rested over the back of the horse’s neck.

      I went to the other side of the horse, wanting to hold the reins as far away from Ve as possible. Sophie moved near me, then grasped the reins right below my hand. We locked gazes for a moment, then I closed my eyes and thought of home.

      Sleipnir’s energy snaked over me, different than what I felt from Yggdrasil. It was ancient, primordial energy, and I almost let go of the reins when I realized what it reminded me of. Sleipnir’s energy felt just like the Norns’ magic. It was almost comforting in a way, but the scope of it was just too grand. It was something I knew my mortal brain could never fully comprehend. The Norns might have been only a single aspect of Yggdrasil, fate, as it were, but they were sometimes scarier than the gods with their seemingly unending knowledge. Sleipnir was the same way. It was that energy that allowed the beast to attune itself with Yggdrasil.

      Just as all of these realizations crashed over me, Sleipnir’s magic swept us away. He’d taken the image of home in my mind and run with it, literally . . . or maybe not. I could sense that he was running, but my feet felt solid on the ground. Everything around us was a blur.

      I stumbled as the sense of movement stopped. We were standing in the driveway of the home that we shared with several other Vaettir. I spotted Kira in the garden toward the southern side of the house and winced. I didn’t want her anywhere near Ve, but she’d already seen us.

      Her naturally green hair fluttered out behind her as she ran toward us. Her loose, patchwork dress made her look like a child, though it wasn’t much of a feat since she was already the size of one. I didn’t see her sister, Sivi, anywhere. She never would have let Kira run toward a stranger and a giant eight-legged horse.

      She slowed as she reached us, only then seeming to realize she didn’t know half our party.

      “Kira,” Sophie snapped, “go inside.”

      Kira pouted. “But I haven’t seen Madeline in ages.”

      Sophie stepped between us. “Now is not the time. Where is Aila?”

      Ve watched it all dispassionately. It really probably wasn’t dangerous for Kira to be around him. He didn’t care enough about mortals to bother with killing them, though calling Kira a mortal after how long she’d been alive was pushing it.

      Before Kira could answer, Aila emerged from the front door in all her Viking splendor. She flicked her glossy blonde ponytail as she approached, looking tall and powerful in her mishmash of leather and fur. Even in the modern world she preferred dressing more primitive, unless she was somewhere she needed to blend in. Her hazel eyes registered Ve and Sleipnir, then landed on me.

      “Where is Mikael?”

      I sighed. “Why is that always your first question?”

      “He is my Doyen.” Her sharp Scandinavian accent grew thicker with her sarcasm. Unlike some of the others, she retained a strong accent that bespoke a different time. I didn’t care about her sharp tone, because it let me know no one had communicated with her. Sophie telling me I’d be taking Aila and Marcos was just her way of letting me know those were the two people I needed to gather.

      I sucked my teeth. “I’m your Doyen too, so stop asking questions and do what you’re told.” Aila was just going to have to remain as in the dark as I was going forward, though I knew it wouldn’t help for me to tell her I didn’t actually know where Mikael was. She’d been his second in command for centuries. She was a bit attached.

      She glared at me, then looked next to Sophie. Her expression softened.

      I couldn’t help my smirk. “Someday one of you will have to tell me what happened between the two of you.”

      They both glared at me.

      It was Sophie who spoke first. “Now is not the time for stalling, Madeline.”

      She was right, I was stalling. Ignoring Ve watching us impatiently, I turned to Aila. “Marcos doesn’t happen to be around, does he?”

      Aila crossed her well-muscled arms. “Yes, he showed up this morning. Said he felt you severing a root,” she glanced at Ve, then back to me, “ . . . differently than the ones before.”

      The tension in my shoulders eased. Leave it to Marcos to show up just when things were about to get crazy. He had a way of doing that. “Get him out here, and fetch your biggest sword. You’re both coming with us.”

      “I’ll get him!” Kira offered. I’d almost forgotten she was there.

      She was off before anyone could agree, quickly disappearing into the house.

      Aila was watching Ve. “Care to explain to me what’s going on?” she muttered to Sophie.

      Sophie crossed her arms. “You wouldn’t believe me if I told you. All you need to know for now is that you’re coming with us. Mikael’s orders.”

      Aila lowered her voice further, sidling closer to Sophie. “And what of your orders?”

      I averted my gaze. Who knew, maybe this little adventure would give them an opportunity to work out their romantic issues. Either that, or we’d all die. The latter was probably more likely, unfortunately.

      I watched the house as Marcos emerged, a great sword in its scabbard gripped beneath one arm. His long white hair was just as I remembered it. As far as I could tell, his non-descript black clothes were the same ones I’d last seen him in too.

      Sophie’s shoulder butted up against mine as she moved to stand beside me. “Why is it that we always end up needing him?”

      Aila stood on her other side. “And how does he always manage to show up at just the right time?”

      I snorted. “Who knows? I’m still trying to figure out why you let him inside the house.”

      “Mikael’s orders,” Aila explained. “He told me to start searching for him as soon as your deal with Odin was made. He thought you might need him eventually.”

      Marcos reached us, though his gaze was on Ve and Sleipnir. “My, my Madeline. You never fail to entertain.”

      “If that’s what you want to call it,” I grumbled. I turned to Ve. “Ready to go?”

      “I’ve been ready.”

      I bit my tongue before I could let loose a scathing reply. I was tired and scared, and that made me grumpy. I turned back to Marcos. “You didn’t eat Kira, did you?”

      He offered me the ghost of an actual smile. “I thought it best that the little one remain inside.” He returned his gaze to Sleipnir. “Where are we going?”

      “You know of Sleipnir?” I asked.

      He walked past me toward the horse, absentmindedly handing Aila her sword along the way. “I had Hecate whispering in my ear for many years, Madeline.”

      I followed him with Sophie and Aila at my back. I would have loved to run inside the house for a bite to eat, but there was no way I was inviting Ve inside.

      I took hold of Sleipnir’s reins, then looked up to Ve. “Let’s get this over with.”

      “Get what over with?” Marcos asked as his long-boned hand gripped the reins right beneath mine.

      My back was to his chest, and he had to sort of wrap himself around me to make room for Sophie and Aila. I tried not to squirm. The punches to my dignity just kept on coming.

      “We’re severing the rest of the roots today,” I explained. “I might need you to lend me some energy.”

      I didn’t have to look back to know he was smiling all creepy-like again. “Splendid. Life was growing quite dull without you around.”

      “You call wild magics, ghouls, and other creatures taking over earth and causing mass panic dull?”

      “Those things have little to do with me, Madeline. You, however, make my life exciting.”

      Shaking my head, I closed my eyes and thought of Yggdrasil’s roots. “I bet you say that to all the girls.”

      I tried to come up with a plan as we were once again swept away. How was I supposed to put Yggdrasil’s magic into the earth with Ve around? Surely he’d be expecting me to send the magic up with Odin—or maybe he was going to contain all the magic for Odin . . . unless he could be persuaded to betray him.

      Marcos’s voice sounded in my mind, nearly startling me into dropping Sleipnir’s reins. Ve is Odin’s brother. He will not betray him. What does Odin plan?

      Don’t speak into my mind, I thought, it’s creepy.

      How else are we to plan? We have shared our energy many times, Madeline, when will you start using it to our advantage?

      Fine, I sighed in my mind, Odin is harvesting Yggdrasil’s magic. Hecate thinks he wants to bring his wife back to life.

      His thoughts were silent for a moment, then, You speak with Hecate?

      She was the first one to figure out what Odin was doing.

      He was silent again. Wherever Sleipnir was taking us was far away, with how long it was taking. You will keep the magic for yourself, he decided. I will help you.

      I can’t do that.

      You can and you will. It is the only way. To bring the dead back to life, especially a goddess, will upset the balance of all worlds. It will be our destruction.

      I tried to shake my head, but it was difficult to move while leagues were passing us by. I did it before.

      You altered a short span of time. Just a small error, and this world is in utter chaos. This will be . . . bigger. Take the magic. Use it against Ve. I will help you.

      We touched down, and the stream of conversation cut off. I was left feeling dizzy and scared. Sophie and Aila both looked a bit green.

      Ve stepped away from Sleipnir. Ve’s red hair was a bit wily, but he seemed otherwise unscathed by the journey. Surrounding us were dense silvery trees, and the first rays of early morning sunlight. Wherever we were, we were in a different timezone.

      “The root is that way.” Ve turned and pointed toward the rising sun. “Take care of it quickly. We have five more to sever.”

      I gasped. “Only five?”

      He stared at me. “Not every root took hold when you regrew the tree. Some worlds were cut off. Your wild magics were not enough.”

      I glared at him. I’d like to see him regrow the friggin world tree.

      I looked to Aila, noting the massive sword now strapped across her back. “You’ll need to be ready with your blade. The moment I say to sever the root, do it quickly, in one swing.”

      Her eyes pinched with worry. “I will try.”

      Ve’s rumbling voice made me shiver. “You will not try, mortal, you will do.”

      Sophie shot him a scathing look, but Aila only eyed her feet, having more reverence for the gods than her one-time lover.

      Marcos’ bony hand alighted on my shoulder. That he was a comforting presence in that moment spoke volumes. His voice did not enter my mind, maybe since Ve was looking right at us, but the message was clear. I needed to take in the magic of the root, and Marcos was there to help me. His motives, as always, were unclear, but they didn’t really matter in that moment.

      Ve sneered. “What are you waiting for, mortal.”

      I observed him for a moment, wondering if he knew that I knew he was Odin’s brother.

      “Okay,” I said, then started walking. My boots rustled the dry leaves at my feet, and air scented deeply with bark, soil, and drying greenery hit my nose. The thought of Erykah, and everyone else who cared about me, weighed heavily on my shoulders. Chances were I’d never see them again. If Yggrdrasil’s magic didn’t kill me, Ve or Odin would.

      Marcos walked silently at my side, while Aila, Sophie, and Ve followed behind us. I didn’t look back to see if he led Sleipnir along, my gaze was already on the golden root I’d spotted through the trees. No ghouls or other creatures stirred in its presence. Perhaps it was because of Ve, though Loki’s presence hadn’t stopped things from attacking.

      “It’s beautiful,” Marcos said.

      I nodded. Yggdrasil might have become the bane of my existence, but it really was beautiful. “Too bad we’re here to kill it.”

      The breeze carried wisps of his spidersilk hair away from his sharp features. “You cannot kill it, not really. Its energy simply shifts to another vessel.”

      Goosebumps erupted beneath my flannel shirt. The vessel in question this time was me. I remembered all too clearly what had happened last time I tried to contain Yggdrasil’s magic. It had nearly torn me apart. Only time would tell what would happen this time. Marcos was stronger than Faas, but a god he was not.

      We reached the root.

      “It’s massive,” Aila said behind us. “I should have brought a bigger sword.”

      I was pretty sure the sword strapped across her back was the biggest sword she owned, but I didn’t say anything. Instead, I stepped toward the root and placed my hands upon it. It felt like home. Like with just a thought, I could become part of the tree and leave all my problems behind.

      I stepped back, shaking my head gently. Things were changing with every root severed. I wasn’t just becoming more tired. I was becoming closer to the tree.

      I looked over my shoulder to Marcos, Aila, Sophie, Ve, and behind them, Sleipnir, who seemed uninterested in his surroundings. “Are you all ready?”

      Ve stared at the root, something akin to hunger in his expression. “Just get it over with, mortal.”

      I met Sophie’s gaze for a moment, hoping she understood what I was about to do, then turned to the root. I heard footsteps behind me, then Marcos took one of my hands. I intertwined my fingers with his, not wanting to lose my grip. He might be my only lifeline in what was to come.

      I attuned myself to Yggdrasil’s energy, then started pulling it in. I did it quickly, not wanting Ve to notice, but it was too quick. My head felt like it was going to pop, yet the sensation was sweet like honey. All of that power would feel wonderful . . . right before it killed me.

      Marcos’ hand convulsed as the power reached him, filling him up as much as it did me. The only problem was, it wasn’t his type of energy. Though it was true that he and I had a similar flavor, he wasn’t tuned into the tree like I was.

      I heard Sophie, or maybe Aila, gasp as the power rushed into us. My vision exploded with starlight. I lost my connection with reality, like I was no longer standing in the silvery forest. The only lifeline I had was Marcos’ hand linked with mine.

      “Now!” I heard him shout.

      I collapsed, pulling away from the root, and Marcos went with me.

      Something grabbed the back of my collar, hauling me upward.

      Ve’s voice assaulted my ears, “Release it, mortal! Give it to me!”

      He held fast to my collar, shaking me until my shirt began to tear. My tears flowed freely as I tried to contain the power inside of me. At some point, probably when Ve grabbed me, I’d lost my grip on Marcos’ hand, but hadn’t realized right when it happened. Ve let go of my collar and grabbed my arm. I gasped, then like a cog clicking into place, the magic settled inside me.

      I finally managed to open my eyes, had a brief glimpse of Ve’s enraged face way too close, then I was flying through the air like I weighed nothing. I slammed into Aila with a crack that I was pretty sure was one of my ribs, but it was hard to compete with the pain in my shoulder. Ve had nearly ripped it out of its socket throwing me. We toppled to the dry leaves and I couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe. I registered Aila’s body beneath mine, but that was about all I could sense beyond the pain.

      Sometimes I could heal with my magic when I had enough power, but when I healed myself, it wasn’t like a conscious thought, it just happened, and it wasn’t happening.

      There was a commotion behind us, but I couldn’t move.

      “I’m going to sit up,” Aila said into my ear. “Are you injured?”

      “How are you not?” I groaned.

      “I am the descendent of Freyja, little girl. I’m made of hardier stock than you.”

      Aila sat up, cradling me like a child.

      Slowly, I relearned how to breathe. “Did you actually just make a joke?”

      She smirked down at me. “I do so from time to time.” She looked past me. “Sophie! Stand down.”

      My head lolled to the side. Sophie had a blade as long as her forearm in her hand, aimed at Ve.

      “I’m alright!” I gasped.

      She looked back at me, her brow furrowed. Once she saw me looking at her, her shoulders slumped. Sophie might have had her flaws, but she was loyal to those she deemed family, almost to a fault.

      Ve didn’t seem in the least bit concerned about her blade either way. His angry glare was all for me. “You kept the magic. Such a thing is forbidden, mortal.”

      I pushed away from Aila so I could sit on my own. My lower left side and my right shoulder were in agony, but I could still move my arms, and my legs seemed to be working. “It was an accident.”

      He stormed toward us, his angry energy prickling up and down my skin like the feeling you get just before lightning strikes too close. I didn’t see Marcos or Sleipnir anywhere. Ve stopped with his boots nearly touching my knees.

      I had to crane my neck all the way back to look at him.

      “You have severed many roots successfully,” he accused. “This was no accident.”

      I licked my lips. “I’m sure you can tell that Yggdrasil’s magic is changing. My old way of doing it doesn’t work anymore.” I met his gaze steadily, hoping he wouldn’t see through my lie.

      He spat onto the ground, barely missing my boot. “Do that again, and I will kill your friends.”

      The world seemed to slow for a moment, then I forced myself to swallow the lump in my throat. It was the one thing I’d hoped he wouldn’t realize. Odin might have needed me, and he might have needed Erykah, but everyone else was just a hostage waiting to be used. He’d found my weakness, and I had no clue what to do about it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

        

      

    

    
      We found Marcos and Sleipnir near the severed root, just as Marcos was climbing to his feet.

      He rubbed his pale brow. “I believe I lost consciousness.”

      Sleipnir nudged his shoulder with his muzzle. Of all people, the horse had taken a liking to Marcos?

      He looked behind him to the root, then back to me. “We were successful?”

      Ve walked past him and took hold of Sleipnir’s reins. “Hardly,” he scoffed. “And you will be the first to die if she does such a thing again. You shine with the power of the gods. It is a death sentence in and of itself.”

      Despite the giant angry god standing at his back, Marcos smiled. I was so glad Ve couldn’t see it. Marcos met my gaze. “Are you ready for the next?”

      I nodded, hoping Yggdrasil’s energy hadn’t driven him mad. Ve’s threat had me reconsidering our entire plan. I could sacrifice myself, and maybe even Marcos, but I’d never do that to Aila or Sophie.

      I reached a trembling hand toward Sleipnir’s reins while everyone gathered around me. Sophie stood closest, her body pressed against mine for comfort. I wished I could say something to her like, I won’t you get killed, but I didn’t like giving empty promises. I’d try, but some things might be beyond my reach.

      Sleipnir started moving, making the world around us a blur.

      You did it, Marcos’ voice exploded into my mind. Do you feel the power? It’s marvelous.

      It nearly killed us. Can we only communicate while we’re traveling?

      He was silent for a moment. Yes, the god is distracted searching for the roots. I heard his threat. This time, we must take in more power, and we must destroy him.

      My hand spasmed around Yggrasil’s rein. We can’t! Odin will kill us all.

      Your thoughts are all so loud, Madeline. You know you must face him, and to do that, you must become godlike yourself.

      I managed to shake my head, though Marcos wouldn’t see it. That’s not possible.

      Perhaps not, but it is the only choice we have.

      I huffed. Well . . . shit.

      Ever eloquent.

      We touched down again. This root must not have been as far away as the first. Spindly pines surrounded us, and a light dusting of snow was on the ground. I stepped away from Sleipnir and wrapped my arms around myself, wincing at my bruised—maybe broken—ribs. The cold seemed to make the pain even worse.

      A sudden gust of snowflakes coated Ve’s reddish hair. “No tricks this time, mortal. Each time you disobey, one of your party dies. I will sever the final roots myself if need be.”

      Sophie rubbed her bare arms, her silk blouse doing little good to ward away the cold. Her blade was sheathed at her hip, but I knew she could draw it in the blink of an eye. “Let’s get this over with,” she chattered.

      Aila hefted her sword over her shoulder. “Where is the next root?” She bravely eyed Ve. “If I am to die, I will do so with honor.”

      To my surprise, Ve gave her a nod of acknowledgment. “You will keep whatever honor a mortal can manage to have.”

      Aila gritted her teeth, but nodded.

      Marcos had stepped away from us. I watched his black-clad back as gusts of snowy air played with his pure white hair. The sight would have been almost enchanting . . . if it was anyone other than Marcos.

      “This way,” he said, then started walking.

      Ve spat on the ground. “Yggdrasil’s magic clings to him, leading him toward it. He will most certainly be the first to die.”

      If Marcos survived to the next journey, I’d tell him to keep his damn mouth shut. I started walking after him through the snow. I had already been tired, now I was injured and the snow dragged at my hiking boots, slowing me down. This root would be our only chance. If we couldn’t defeat Ve, I doubted I could handle the next root on my own. I needed Marcos to help me contain the power.

      I watched him walking ahead of us through the snow, and realized Ve was right. He did shine with Yggdrasil’s power. I couldn’t see it, but I could feel it.

      It was frightening to think that someone like Marcos could hold such power. Someone who’d been willing to kill indiscriminately to gather enough magic to break Hecate’s hold on him.

      Here was hoping I’d keep enough of the magic for myself to not only defeat gods, but to keep Marcos in line when I was done.
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      Alaric clutched Erykah in his arms, hurrying after Freyja through the dense, misty forest. At his side ran Mikael, his eyes ever vigilant on their surroundings, and his axe ready to protect the child he seemed to view as his own, or something like it.

      Faas ran with them too, bringing up the rear.

      Alaric swallowed the lump in his throat and picked up speed to keep up with Freyja. If Loki’s plan failed, Alaric would lose everything. His one small consolation was that Madeline was currently on earth, probably safer than any of them, but it was a consolation of little merit. He knew if Odin killed him and took Erykah, Madeline would stop at nothing to defeat him, and she would die.

      He wove around a tree with bark so dark it was nearly black. He’d never seen a tree like it before, but this was a magical place. He’d never seen most the things here before. Freyja had instructed them not to speak, not even if they were attacked, for human voices would draw in phantoms, intent on draining life from the living. The only sound was their footfalls on powdery earth, and to his ears, they were deafening.

      They were going to the underworld, the realm of death, the one place the gods feared to go, save Loki’s daughter, Hel.

      Freyja stopped suddenly ahead of them and drew the sword strapped to her back.

      He halted, clutching Erykah to his chest, searching for the source of danger. At a shift in the air he threw himself to the black earth, barren save the trees, curling his body protectively around Erykah as he used his shoulder to roll himself back to his feet.

      Mikael’s axe followed his movements, striking at a massive crow nearly the size of a horse. The crow shrieked and swooped upward toward the gray sky, leaving behind a scarred grey foot with sharp black talons, slowly oozing black blood into the earth. Erykah’s wails echoed across the land. The calls of more crows sounded in all directions.

      Ahead, Freyja swung her sword over her shoulder, beheading another crow mid-flight. Its carcass fell on top of the first crow she’d killed.

      Faas pushed on Alaric’s shoulder, urging him forward. If he was smart, he’d give Erykah to Faas. Alaric was the stronger fighter, he could protect her better with his hands free, but he couldn’t bear to let go of her. He couldn’t bear to tell Madeline he’d lost her because he’d handed her off to Faas so he could fight.

      So instead he tucked his head down and ran toward Freyja, who urged him onward as she warred with another giant crow. More would close in upon them soon. They had to find shelter, somewhere the massive crows couldn’t attack from above.

      His boots pounded on the dry earth, kicking up black dust in his wake. He would reach the goddess of the underworld or die trying, because the goddess of death would be their greatest ally. She would see some of Erykah’s power in herself, and protect them from Odin.

      Or at least, that was what Loki had hoped. In truth, he hadn’t spoken to his daughter in nearly six hundred years.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The snow had continued to fall as we walked, and by the time we reached the root, it was piled high around it. My teeth had finally stopped chattering, but weariness tugged at my entire body. The gathering snow looked like a nice cushion to lay down on.

      Marcos stood beside me before the root. Holding his hand was like holding an icicle, though he wasn’t trembling like I was.

      He squeezed my hand, then looked at me.

      I nodded. His life was the one on the line right now. If he was willing to try, we could try. If we couldn’t defeat Ve, Marcos would die, and I would have to do the rest of the roots without his help.

      The golden root before me seemed to pulse with power. Those standing at our backs were barely a blip on my radar. I placed my free hand on the root, taking a moment to soak up its delicious warmth. There was so much power in it, it started seeping into me without me even trying, almost like it wanted to go.

      Ve’s voice growled behind me, “Remember our deal, mortal. Is your little game worth dying over?”

      No, it really wasn’t worth dying over, but if we didn’t play, I had a feeling we’d all die anyway. I said a silent prayer to Mara, the Morrigan, and to Kali, to every life and death goddess I could think of, even to Hecate. It was their energy I needed to get me through. Goddess energy to contain and use the power of Yggdrasil. The thought was so ridiculous I almost laughed, then stopped myself. Not having faith in my abilities was the surest way to fail.

      I pulled the energy from the root, filling myself up quickly, letting the spillover seep into Marcos. Suddenly I was warm, too warm. I sensed the same presence I had noticed the first time I took Yggdrasil’s magic in. It poured into me willingly.

      “Mortal!” Ve shouted. I could hear him stomping up behind us in the snow, then the sound of struggle as Aila and Sophie tried to stop him.

      I pulled faster. I only had one shot. The magic filled me close to bursting. My skin hurt, like it was tearing apart, but my ribs somehow felt better. The magic filled both Marcos and I up until we physically glowed with its power.

      Ve let out an indecipherable sound of frustration, then grabbed my shoulder from behind.

      I dropped Marcos’ hand then turned, shoving power not into Ve, but at him. I’d be damned if I let him have a single drop.

      The magic consumed me. I was no longer touching Yggdrasil, yet it forced more power into me. Ve was knocked back into the snow. He blinked up at me in shock.

      Then, I totally lost my grip.

      I walked toward him through the snow. Words that were not mine left my lips, “Mortals should not hold the power of the gods, but gods should not pluck the strings of fate.”  I held my hands out before me, or something did. They didn’t feel like they were my hands anymore.

      Real fear showed in Ve’s eyes. The human part of me was glad, but whatever else was inside me, it didn’t care about his fear. It only cared about stopping him. “I release your energy back into the realms of Yggdrasil,” I said, “to take shape in another time and place where it is needed.”

      Energy poured out of me into Ve. Suddenly every memory, thought, and emotion that made him, him, played like a thousand movies before my eyes. It was my power of empathy amplified by a thousand. The human part of me recoiled in fear, but I no longer had control of what was happening. This was the power of Yggdrasil: the fates, life, death, and emotion all in one. Even the chaotic energy that was the Key. It recognized me as a vessel, and had finally taken hold. Maybe it had intended this all along.

      Ve became nothing but a blindingly bright pool of light, then just like that, the light blinked out of existence.

      I looked past the spot where Ve had been toward Aila and Sophie. Sophie held her arm at a weird angle, like it was broken, and one side of Aila’s face was badly bruised from their struggle with Ve.

      Sophie’s dark eyes looked me up and down. “Madeline? Are you in there?”

      A gust of snow picked up the ends of my hair, tugging the elastic barely holding my ponytail free.

      Was I in here? I was, or else I couldn’t think it, but I could feel something else looking out from my eyes.

      “Come, mortals,” my voice said. “Bring to me the eight-legged horse. It is time to make our power whole again.”
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        Alaric

      

      

      Alaric soothed Erykah, his body hunched around her in the small, dark cave. The opening to the cave was close enough he could see her face red from crying, her breathing coming out in exhausted grunts.

      Silhouetted in the opening’s moonlight were Mikael and Faas. Mikael held his axe in one hand, ready to fend off more crows, or whatever else might lurk in the space between Asgard and the realm of death.

      Freyja moved near his side, then sat, leaning near his shoulder to look down at Erykah. “She’ll be alright. Such terrors make us stronger.”

      He looked down at his daughter. “Or they traumatize us.”

      “You grew up Vaettir many centuries ago, in a time much harsher than the present. You are fine.”

      Finally, he looked at her. “What do you know of it?”

      She shrugged, then leaned her back against the cavern wall. “We were all young once, though the memory is more distant for some of us.”

      “What did Odin do to you?” He’d meant to only think it, but the words slipped from his lips.

      She eyed him sharply. “Why do you think he did something to me?”

      He shrugged. Erykah had finally fallen asleep, and was breathing evenly, though she’d be hungry soon. “Loki aids us because Odin slighted him in the past. He has not revealed what happened, but he alluded that something did.”

      “So you want to know why I aid you?”

      He nodded.

      She sighed heavily. “You’ve seen the men and women who serve in our halls, yes?”

      “Some, yes. Maddy has spoken to a few. She was told they were mortals once who entered into contracts with the gods. Their service is the debt they must pay.”

      She glanced toward Faas and Mikael near the cave entrance, but all was still. She turned back to Alaric. “We used to enlist very few, just those who called out for the gods’ help, and knew the price they must pay. They came willingly from many different realms, and were released once their term of service was up.”

      He watched her, waiting for her to go on.

      “After Frigg was killed—” she hesitated, “Odin began to change. He was not always as he is now. He was a benevolent god, a creator and keeper of balance. Frigg’s death changed that. He began stealing magic from other worlds, and he demanded more mortals be enlisted to our service. I think he wanted to punish them.”

      That seemed about right. The Odin he’d met seemed far from benevolent. “Punish them for what?”

      Freyja hung her head, draping her loose, honey-blonde hair across her chest. “It was mortals who killed Frigg, back when the gods were an every day part of mortals’ lives. After that, Odin tasked me with luring more mortals into service. I was forced to . . . trick them.” She eyed him pointedly. “I am not a trickster goddess, and it is no longer an honor to serve the Aesir. Even after Yggdrasil was destroyed, I used Sleipnir to bring more mortals to us, from many different realms, replacing those Odin was forced to free when their contracts were up.”

      He nodded, wondering if Maddy knew any of this and had been sworn to secrecy. He knew her well enough to know she’d take a secret to the grave if she cared for its owner. “Okay, I understand why you would help us, but why Loki? He is a trickster god.”

      She arched a brow at him. “You mean to tell me you’ve lived this long, and know so little myth?”

      He shrugged. He enjoyed the written word, but myths had never held much of his interest.

      “Odin stole Loki’s children,” Freyja explained. “His sons were killed, and you’ll meet his daughter soon enough, trapped in a realm far from her father. You could have had your question answered by a book—at least in part—if you’d cared to read one.”

      He ignored her mocking tone. Most of what he’d seen in Asgard didn’t line up with any myths, but he didn’t say so out loud. “So Loki’s children were stolen and killed, and now Odin is trying to do the same to us. I suppose we were right to trust him.”

      She smirked. “Trust is a strong term to use when speaking of Loki, but yes, even if he does not care about you personally, his interests align with yours. He will not betray you. His daughter, however . . . ”

      Erykah began to wake up. He rocked her gently, hoping she’d sleep for just a while longer. Once they left the cave, they’d need to be quiet.

      Freyja laughed at some silent joke he knew she wouldn’t let him in on. “Well, you’ll just have to meet her to see what I mean.” She glanced toward the cave entrance again. “It’s been long enough. The crows should be gone.”

      She stood, then looked down at him. “If I tell you to run, you take the child and run, do not turn back for any of us.”

      He rose, clutching Erykah protectively in his arms. “She comes first for me. That is not an issue.”

      She nodded sharply. “Good. We’ve a long way to go to Hel’s realm. Those crows were just the beginning.”

      He looked to Mikael and Faas, both watching out the cave’s entrance, hoping they were up for the task. Madeline would be devastated if either were killed. He hated to admit it, but he would too. Somewhere along the way, he’d forgiven Mikael for what he’d done to his mother. It was hard to despise a man who cared so much for the safety of those most important to you, even a man who would probably steal them away if he could.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      Sophie stumbled away from Sleipnir. Strong arms wrapped around her, then lifted her back to her feet. She smiled sheepishly over her shoulder at Aila. Clumsy, she was not, but she found traveling with Sleipnir almost as jarring as traveling through Yggdrasil. And her injured—probably broken—arm did not help her balance.

      Madeline and Marcos stepped away from Sleipnir’s other side, seemingly unfazed. Of Marcos, she was not surprised, and of Maddy . . . well, she was pretty sure she wasn’t Maddy anymore. The possession that had come over her was oddly reminiscent of the Key, and she hoped it had not somehow escaped from within Yggdrasil’s root when Maddy pulled the magic into herself.

      Realizing Aila still had a hand on her waist, she stepped away, then blushed. The conflict between her and Aila was unfortunate, and she did wish to mend it, but now was not the time.

      Madeline glanced at Marcos, then walked off into a forest of maples.

      Sophie jogged after Marcos as he followed her. She reached his side, then put a hand on his bony shoulder, despite her aversion to touching him.

      He stopped walking and looked at her.

      “What the hell is inside Madeline? Is it the Key?”

      Aila reached them. “I don’t think so. Not even the Key could have decimated a god so easily. There was nothing left of Ve.” She shook her head, her hazel eyes on Madeline as she proceeded through the trees. “Not a trace. We must proceed cautiously.”

      Marcos blinked at her. “It seems to me, whatever is inside Madeline is accomplishing the task she thought herself too weak to handle. What is the issue?”

      Sophie huffed. “The issue, is that we care about Madeline, and we don’t know what this thing truly intends.”

      “I do not believe it will harm her, if that is truly your concern.” He turned and walked off in the direction Madeline had gone.

      Sophie had no choice but to follow, but there was one issue.

      She glanced back at Sleipnir, then to Aila. “You should probably lead the horse along so it doesn’t run off without us.”

      Aila’s cheeks flushed. “Why must I be the one to lead it?”

      Sophie arched a brow. “Are you not second in command after Mikael? Is not leadership your task?”

      Aila sighed. “Fine.” She walked back toward the horse.

      Sophie smiled at her back. Aila was far too easy to manipulate for her own good. It was cute . . . especially in one so otherwise formidable.

      Once Aila had Sleipnir by the reins, they crunched through the leaves in the direction Marcos and Madeline had gone.

      Aila cast a wary glance around the white-trunked maples as they walked. “Are we truly supposed to just stay back and watch? What if Madeline is trapped inside her mind, powerless against this being’s influence?”

      Sophie brushed the fingers of her left hand against her blade’s hilt near her waist. Sometimes just touching a weapon made her feel safe, but not now. Especially since her right arm was her dominate, and would be no good to her for a while. “I don’t know what else we can do. We have no way to communicate with Loki or Freyja, and she might just cut them down with a blinding beam of light even if we did manage to summon them.”

      She spotted Marcos’ black-clad back through the trees, and beyond him, Madeline, standing before another golden root. Once again, not a creature stirred to attack them. She’d assumed at the previous root it was because of Ve. Now, she wasn’t sure. Did ghouls fear Madeline more than a god? Or did they just fear her now that Yggdrasil’s power was within her?

      She stopped walking and looked to Aila. “We could always take the horse and flee. We could return to Asgard and report what has occurred.”

      Aila snorted. “And you know how to make it travel?”

      She sighed. “We wouldn’t want to run into Odin regardless, I suppose.”

      “Can’t he hear our conversation?”

      She shrugged. “Maddy killed Ve. I doubt hearing our words now will matter one way or the other. Odin will come for us soon.”

      Aila nodded, though her gaze was ahead on Maddy and Marcos. “She’s touching the root. Let’s go.”

      She led Sleipnir along past Sophie. Sophie watched for a moment, then slunk after her. “Let’s not get too close.”

      “Agreed,” Aila replied without turning around.

      Sophie watched Madeline’s back as she touched the root. Marcos stood off to one side, no longer needed. She wondered just where her brother was, if he had actually made it to Hel’s domain. She also wondered if Hel was just as scary as what currently inhabited Madeline, and if either of them would live to tell the tale.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alaric

      

      

      Alaric looked up, then further up, then up some more, but no matter how he strained, he could not make out the top of the wall reaching impossibly high into the pitch black sky. The desolate land behind them seemed oddly lit with moonlight, but there was no moon. Through the adjoining gates, there was only darkness.

      Mikael stood at his side, cradling Erykah. That he’d been the only one who’d been able to quiet Erykah as they’d left the cave stung.

      Faas let out a low whistle behind them. “Now that, is a very big set of gates.”

      Freyja appeared at the other end of the wall, far to their right, walking toward them, her shoulders hunched. She didn’t seem tired, but Alaric realized with a start that his shoulders were hunched too. It was something about the feel of the place, the boundless black sky, the powdery earth like ground bone. It felt dead, but not the empty kind of dead. It was more the terror and sadness of death pushing down upon you, threatening to crush away your life and add you to its legion of lost souls.

      He shook his head.

      Mikael looked at him. “It’s getting in your thoughts, isn’t it?”

      “What is?”

      “The power of Hel,” Freyja interrupted. She looked up at the gates. “There’s no other way in to the east. We’ll have to open the gates.”

      Alaric frowned. They’d tried pushing them, but though there was no visible lock, they wouldn’t budge.

      Mikael was the next to speak. “Just how, pray tell, do you suggest we do that, oh wise ancient goddess?”

      She glared at him. “We must summon one of the messengers. They will alert Hel that a perished soul awaits her at the gates, and the gates will open.”

      “Do you intend to kill one of us?” Mikael asked. “I vote for . . . ” he looked to Faas, then to Alaric, “not me.” He moved his arms to shield more of Erykah’s small body. “Or her.”

      Freyja rolled her eyes, then looked to Faas. “You. You can control the energy of the dead, yes?”

      Faas’ eyes widened beneath his blond bangs. “Well yes, but I need something dead to work with. My gifts are geared more toward energy, not true necromancy like Madeline or Marcos.”

      “Good enough.” Freyja walked toward the gates, then positioned herself in front of them. “Drain my energy, just enough to leave me alive, then project it into the form of a deceased being.”

      Alaric looked to Faas. He knew much about Maddy’s power, but Faas guarded his secrets more closely. “Can you do that?”

      Faas shook his head. “No.”

      Freyja glanced back at him impatiently. “Just try. It is not safe standing out in the open like this.”

      Faas’ eyes went a little wider. He looked around as if he hadn’t realized they were in immediate danger.

      Mikael handed a sleeping Erykah to Alaric, then placed a comforting hand on Faas’ shoulder. “There is no harm in trying. Just don’t kill her.”

      Alaric clutched Erykah to his chest, praying she’d remain asleep. He didn’t find Mikael’s words particularly comforting, but Faas seemed to take courage from them. “Yes, Dróttinn. I will do my best.”

      Alaric recognized the Old Norsk word for leader, and wondered how many times over the centuries Faas had referred to Mikael as such. They’d probably known each other as long as Alaric had been alive, maybe longer.

      “Hurry it up,” Freyja said, a slight tremble to her voice.

      Alaric turned with Erykah in his arms to put his back against the solid wall next to the gates. He inhaled sharply. Out in the darkness, something moved. Something large.

      “Did you see that?” he asked Mikael, but he’d already lifted his axe from his belt.

      Mikael didn’t look at Faas and Freyja as he said, “Whatever you’re going to do, do it quickly. I do not imagine our peace and quiet will last for much longer.”

      Freyja gasped, then fell to her knees on the powdery earth.

      Alaric didn’t sense anything from Faas, but his eyes were closed, his head bowed, and both arms outstretched toward Freyja.

      Mikael stepped in front of Alaric with his back to him. “Please, don’t let him kill the goddess.”

      Alaric knew he wasn’t talking to him, but to some deity, though Mikael didn’t strike him as the overly pious type. He supposed the realm of Hel could bring out the religion in a man, regardless of what that religion might be.

      He spotted the dark shape again, far away yet, but getting closer. A blood-curdling hiss echoed across the barren earth. The odd movements of the shape became clear to him. It was a snake. A massive cobra, its body holding a wide hooded head nearly fifteen feet above the ground.

      “Ye gods,” Mikael hissed. “Child of Bastet, are you sure you don’t want to be the one to fight this?”

      “I have Erykah,” Alaric growled, belying the fact that his blood had turned to ice.

      He couldn’t tear his gaze away from the cobra, now clear in the ambient light.

      “I can’t do it!” Faas gasped. “I cannot give her energy shape! My gift is to take it and expend it, nothing more.”

      “Try harder,” Mikael ordered. Hefting his axe over his shoulder, he marched off toward the cobra before it could reach them.

      Clutching Erykah to his chest, Alaric looked around for a route of escape. Freyja was curled on her side on the ground, and Faas was flailing his hands wildly, tears in his eyes, trying to give her energy shape.

      “Just picture Madeline!” he blurted. “Make the energy look just like her! You know the feel of her soul probably better than anyone else. Give it shape!”

      Another hiss cut across the land, then a yell from Mikael, and a loud thwap of his axe cutting into flesh. Alaric could see the serpent flailing wildly, but there were too many shadows for him to make out Mikael.

      “There!” Faas shouted triumphantly.

      Alaric whipped his gaze to him, then past him. Over Freyja’s prostrate form stood a spectral image of Madeline. She was whitish, and transparent, but it was unmistakably her, down to the long braid she’d taken to wearing her hair in when resting at the cottage.

      The massive gates creaked open, swinging inward.

      “Mikael!” Alaric shouted. “The gates!”

      Mikael did not answer, though the serpent still flailed.

      “Oh hell,” he growled. He ran toward Faas, then handed him Erykah. She awoke and started wailing. “Get her through the gates!” he shouted.

      Faas held Erykah in his arms, but looked down at Freyja.

      “Leave her,” Alaric ordered. “Think of what your Doyen—both of them—would command.”

      Faas nodded and ran toward the gates.

      Alaric drew the blade at his hip, wishing he had something longer, though he and Sophie were both most comfortable with hunting daggers. Their mother had trained them early in the art of war, and it was her weapon of choice.

      “Curse you,” he muttered as he ran toward the cobra, though his words were most definitely not for the serpent, but for the man who might already be dead beneath its weight.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      The presence inside my head was unbearably heavy. We’d drained the life from another root, taking Yggdrasil’s energy into us. I shouldn’t have been able to contain so much. If this . . . thing left me now with all this power inside of me, I would die.

      I was getting really tired of being possessed by otherworldly energies. Could my thoughts and actions never just be my own?

      “There should be only two roots left,” Marcos said behind me.

      I turned from the root I’d just killed to face him. We were in a low forest of maple trees intersected by a peaceful stream. “The one that connects this realm to Asgard, and just one other” I said. I wasn’t sure if I innately knew that, or if it was the thing inside me.

      Sophie and Aila stood back with Sleipnir. I couldn’t blame them for not helping me, after what I’d done to Ve.

      “Just who are you?” Marcos asked. “What sort of being could slay the brother of Odin?”

      I blinked at him. “I am Yggdrasil.”

      I was pretty sure that was the first time I’d ever seen true surprise in Marcos’ expression. “That cannot be true. Yggdrasil is not a sentient being.”

      I felt the corners of my lips tug up into a coy smile. “No, but my new creator is. Her magic is mine, and my magic is hers. Therefore, we are one. Her thoughts give my power action.”

      Listening to the conversation, Sophie took a step forward. Her black hair fluttered with a sudden gust of wind, carrying yellow leaves around her boots. “So Madeline is still in there?”

      I looked to her. I sure didn’t feel like I was. “She is here,” I said, “but she is filled with fear. Fear of loss, fear of failure. So I must act in her stead.”

      Aila furrowed her brow. She clutched Sleipnir’s reins like they were a lifeline. “To what end?”

      “To my creator’s end,” I said. “Her will is mine. She is free to act as she pleases. I have simply strengthened her shell to hold my vast power.”

      This was all news to me. I shook my head, and my head actually shook. The new magic inside me was so overwhelming, I’d just assumed I’d had no control. There was no way I could have control over so much. It was terrifying.

      Marcos steepled his fingers in front of his face and smiled. “My dear Madeline, when will you learn to stop letting your fear get the better of you?”

      My jaw dropped. That was exactly it. I’d been so afraid, I hadn’t tried to control Yggdrasil’s influence. I shook my head. “Fear is healthy, it keeps you alive.”

      Marcos stepped toward me. “It also prevents you from becoming what you are truly meant to be. You were never meant to be like any of us. You are the pure energy of life and death reincarnated. Yet, you cling to your mortal shell as if you actually belong.”

      “I do belong,” I argued, but it sounded weak, even to my own ears.

      His smile faded. “Do what needs doing, Madeline. Save us all.”

      Sophie looked unsure. “Just what are you asking her to do?”

      Marcos kept his gaze on me. “To embrace her true power and save the world.”

      My throat went dry. “No pressure or anything.”

      I’d meant it as a joke, but no one laughed.

      Aila was looking at Marcos. “What will happen to her if she does?”

      “She will become a goddess, as she was always meant to be. She was only born into this mortal coil because the bridge between words was destroyed. Her energy was trapped here, and had to continue existing in some way.”

      I stepped back. My instincts willed me to run away, but the magic within me had begun to settle, like it was already a part of me. It wasn’t something I could run from.

      “I’ll do it,” I said.

      Sophie and Aila whipped their gazes toward me.

      “If I can become a—” I hesitated, finding the idea utterly absurd, “a goddess,” I finished, “then maybe I can actually defeat Odin. It’s the only way to keep Erykah safe.”

      Sophie sealed her lips into a tight line, then after a moment of thought, nodded. “So be it, but if Alaric asks, I tried to stop you.”

      Aila loosened her grip on Sleipnir’s reins. “If Mikael asks, we were powerless against you.”

      Marcos tilted his head like a bird. “You are powerless against her.”

      I inhaled deeply, then let it out. “Let’s get on with it. Odin has to know what’s happening by now. We need to be ready when he comes for us.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Alaric

      

      

      Alaric limped toward the gates of Hel. He was bruised and bloody, but he was alive. Somehow the Viking walking confidently at his side had fared better than him. If he had the energy, he would have been annoyed.

      They reached Freyja as she sat up, the right side of her body covered in fine, bone-white powder. She lifted a hand toward them. “Help me through the gates. We must move quickly. Faas will not know what to do if Hel reaches him before us.”

      Unease rippled through him, but at least Faas and Erykah had made it through the gates. It had to be better than out here.

      He leaned heavily on his right leg, since his left had taken a heavy blow from the cobra’s tail, then offered a hand to Freyja.

      She stood like she needed the help, leaning heavily on him. Together they limped toward the ominous, shadowed gates, with Mikael watching their backs. Slowly, the gates began to close.

      “Go!” Freyja shouted. “Leave me, I will be fine!”

      Alaric gritted his teeth and dragged her along. “We need you to convince Hel to help us!”

      Freyja pushed away from him, landing hard on the powdery earth. “Get this idiot through the gates!” she shouted to Mikael.

      Alaric huffed in irritation, then ran as best he could toward the gates, not fancying the idea of being thrown across Mikael’s shoulder.

      The gates continued to slowly close ahead of him. Just as he neared them, the opening was almost too small to fit through. Mikael shoved his back, hard, and they both went toppling into the shadows.

      Alaric sat up, his spine snapping straight as the gates clanged shut behind them. Goosebumps crept up his arms.

      Mikael stood, then looked around. “It feels like death in here.”

      Alaric climbed to his feet. He didn’t see Faas anywhere. “And just what does death feel like?”

      Deep shadows sunk into the grim lines of Mikael’s expression. “Like darkness and despair.”

      Shaking his head, Alaric started walking. “Maddy would not appreciate that likening.”

      Mikael caught up to his side. “Maddy is not a pure death goddess.”

      “No, she’s not. Where is Faas?”

      Mikael glanced around warily as they walked. “Where is anything? There’s nothing here but barren earth.”

      He wasn’t quite right. Alaric could hear running water somewhere far ahead. He imagined if Faas had noticed it, he would have gone toward it. Anything was better than remaining in this shadowy near darkness, where your voice seemed to echo almost as loudly as your thoughts.

      He walked in the direction of the water, with Mikael following shortly behind him. Maybe they should have taken the time to drag Freyja inside. Her knowledge could mean the difference between reaching Hel’s domain, or eventually starving to death in the darkness.

      “Water?” Mikael asked as they walked.

      “Yes,” Alaric said simply.

      “You could have explained yourself. Not all of us have kitty cat ears.”

      He sighed. “They’re not kitty cat ears. Do you always have to be so utterly insufferable?”

      They walked on in silence until they reached a small stream running through the dry earth. No plants grew at its borders, and no fish seemed to swim within, though it was difficult to tell in the minimal light.

      Alaric knelt down and stuck his hand in the water.

      Mikael hovered over his back. “Are you sure you should be doing that?”

      Alaric shook his head. The clouds above shifted, bathing the stream in a wash of moonlight. So on this side of the gates there was a moon and little ambient light, and just the opposite on the other? The water around his hand glittered with vibrant blue light, illuminating what seemed to be an endless depth.

      He leaned in closer. “This stream has no bottom.”

      Mikael crouched at his side. “Curious, but not helpful. I don’t see Faas’ bootprints anywhere near here. He may not have heard the water and went another way entirely.”

      Alaric shook his head. “He was only a few minutes ahead of us. I’m not sure why he’d wander off at all.”

      “Do you think Hel found him?”

      Alaric stood and turned away from the stream, flicking droplets of cool water from his hand. “Or something else.” He should have stayed with Erykah. He couldn’t trust Faas to protect her, not when faced with the goddess of the underworld.

      “Um, Alaric.” Mikael pointed behind him.

      He turned, then stepped back. The water swelled upward, shimmering with internal light. It continued to swell, soon forming the shape of a woman.

      She tilted her head, her strands of hair seeming to trickle down like raindrops on tall thin blades of grass. “Why, you’re not dead, are you?”

      “Not quite,” Mikael answered. “Are you Hel?”

      The watery form seemed to shiver. “The goddess does not speak to the living. Not anymore. How did you come to be in this place? You are not gods.”

      Alaric put a hand on Mikael’s arm before he could speak further. “Have you seen a man and a baby girl? They came through the gates as well. They might have come this way.”

      The watery form shivered again, almost as if she were having trouble maintaining her form. “The child was no ordinary child. She was sent to the goddess. The man,” she looked Alaric up and down, “like you, no ordinary man, was sent to the abyss.”

      “Well that doesn’t sound good,” Mikael muttered.

      “The child,” Alaric demanded. “How do we reach her?”

      “You don’t. No living mortals may leave this place, only gods, and the dead. Become one of those, and perhaps I can help you.”

      Mikael scoffed. “There will be no helping us if we’re dead. Stop speaking in riddles and tell us how to reach Hel.”

      The form quaked, losing much of its definition. “The only way in is down, and that way is only for gods, and the dead.” She burst into a dizzying display of shiny droplets, all plunging back down into the gently running stream.

      Alaric reflexively put out a hand to stop her, but all he got was a splash of water for his efforts.

      “What now—” Mikael began to ask, but Alaric had already made his decision.

      If the only way out was down, then that was where he had to go. He took a breath, plugged his nose, then jumped into the bottomless stream.
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        * * *

      

      I stepped back after releasing another root, the second to last one. Power coursed through me, then seemed to settle in my core. It worried me that Odin hadn’t come to stop us yet. Was I somehow playing right into his plan?

      Sophie stepped up beside me, arms crossed and back hunched. It was cold wherever we were, and the sky above the tall pines was heavy with the threat of rain, but I knew her posture had little to do with the cold.

      She looked at the latest severed root. “Just one left?”

      I mirrored her stance, feeling frightened and almost . . . guilty, even though I had Yggdrasil’s blessing to sever the roots. “Just one, but it’s the root to Asgard.”

      She didn’t quite meet my gaze. “Then what do we do now?”

      I shrugged. “I guess we go find Odin.”

      No, a voice breezed through my head.

      “No?” I questioned out loud.

      Sophie furrowed her brow. “What?”

      I shook my head, waiting for the voice to speak again.

      We must go to the Well of Urd. You will need it to defeat him.

      I shivered, remembering the last time I’d been at the well. Its wild magics had soaked into Erykah. If that wouldn’t have happened, maybe she wouldn’t have been quite so valuable to Odin, though I still would be. Maybe it was a good thing the well had amplified her magic. It had given him a reason to keep her alive.

      “Why do we have to go to the well?” I asked out loud so Sophie, and behind us, Aila and Marcos, could hear.

      You will need to take its magic inside of you to defeat Odin. He is the All Father. There is no other way.

      “And what about all the magic I’ve already taken? All of your magic?”

      You will give it to the dark one. He will contain it, preventing Odin from stealing it when you face him. The earth is both dark and light. You are too much of one thing. He is drawn to your side because the earth craves balance. He will aid you when the time is right.

      At first I wasn’t sure who Yggdrasil was talking about, but its final statement made things perfectly clear. I resisted the urge to look back at Marcos. Instead of speaking aloud for everyone to hear, I thought in my head, You want me to give power to him? He murdered the Norns. We have no idea what he would do with it.

      The voice was silent for a moment, then replied, There is no going back to right wrongs. The Norns were never meant to exist in those forms. They are a part of me. As are you. As an extension of Hecate, so is the one you call Marcos.

      “Great,” I sighed out loud. I turned to Marcos. “As the other side of the coin, you’re going to have to be part of this.”

      He lifted one slender white brow. “Meaning?”

      I pursed my lips, not liking the idea at all. “You’re going to have a bunch of power. Do you need to know any more than that?”

      He smiled. “No, I don’t need to know any more.”

      I crossed my arms and nodded sharply. Was he really drawn to me to be the balance to my magic? I’d always viewed my powers as death magic, but Marcos, he was practically death incarnate. A true necromancer, and only a necromancer. I, on the other hand, could give healing and life.

      Now you understand, Yggdrasil’s voice breathed through my head.

      Understand what? I thought.

      What you truly are. What the Morrigan was too before she became so twisted. Life and death must walk hand in hand.

      “I’m not holding Marcos’ hand,” I muttered, but I felt it as the voice left me.

      Sophie was giving me an odd look. “I’m not even going to ask what internal conversation you just had.”

      “It’s for the best.” I walked past her toward Aila and Sleipnir, then turned to face everyone. “Time is almost up.” I looked to Marcos. “Are you ready to take on the extra power? I don’t know what to expect when we reach Hillsboro. It’s better to do it here.”

      Marcos hurried over, obviously excited. Words could not describe the discomfort that gave me. Marcos was creepy, maybe in some ways, even evil, yet Yggdrasil was right, our paths kept intertwining, almost like we were meant to walk side-by-side from the start. I’d gotten so used to taking the lead, it might even be nice to share some of the burden. I’d just have to cross my fingers and hope Marcos didn’t trample me in the process.

      Marcos stood in front of me. “What do you need me to do?”

      It was a good question. I really wasn’t sure. I knew how to absorb and release energy, but this was different. I resisted the urge to look at Sophie, because she wasn’t going to like what I was about to say. “I think you need to take it from me. I don’t know how to give it. Drain my energy like you would someone on the brink of death.”

      Something dark and unnatural flickered in Marcos’ eyes, or maybe I was just being dramatic. “You would trust me to do that?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t really have a choice. Yggdrasil claims you’ll keep its power safe from Odin while I go to the Well of Urd.”

      “And you will absorb the well’s power?”

      I clutched my arms tightly around myself. “I think so. Yggdrasil said I’ll need its power and the well’s to defeat Odin.”

      “Why do this here?” Sophie interrupted. “Why not at the well?”

      My heart rate picked up at the thought of what was to come. “I think—” I hesitated. I wasn’t sure how I knew. Maybe I just knew Odin more than I liked to admit. “I think Odin will be waiting for me there. By now, he must have figured out what I’m doing. He won’t let me reach the well.”

      Sophie stormed toward us. “Then why relinquish Yggdrasil’s power just before you face him?”

      I dug my nails into the flesh of my arms beneath my flannel. “I can’t risk him taking the magic from me, and we have to do this now before he realizes my plan.” I looked to Marcos. “You’ll have to stay away until I can reach the well. Can you do that?”

      He nodded. “After you give me Yggdrasil’s energy, bring me to its trunk. I imagine I can use its power to travel the tree should Odin come for me?”

      I nodded. “If you need to, probably, but it would only take you back to Asgard at this point. I think—” I bit my tongue. Was I really going to trust him of all people with our fates?

      “Go on,” he pressed.

      “I think that with Yggdrasil’s magic inside of you, you’ll know when I’ve absorbed the well. When that happens, release the magic into the earth and it will find me.”

      Sophie huffed. “You cannot trust him to do that. He will take the magic and run.”

      Marcos didn’t acknowledge her. His eyes were all for me. “Does Yggdrasil plan for us to survive this final moment?”

      I stepped back, surprised, because I hadn’t thought that far ahead. “You know, I don’t really know. Why do you ask?”

      “We each will spend brief moments with power akin to gods. You most of all, you will take in the magic of both Yggdrasil and the well to defeat Odin. If we are to be two sides of the coin, as you put it, life and death, will not our own energy be required? Will you steal my life when you take Yggdrasil’s magic?”

      My knees felt weak. “I’ll try not to?”

      He laughed. The sound seemed to echo through the trees. “I suppose if you are willing to make such a sacrifice, I cannot stand down.”

      “Do not expect us to believe you have such honor,” Sophie hissed.

      Finally, he turned toward her. “Madeline gave me freedom. I am in her debt until I can do the same.”

      “And you would risk your very being to grant it to her?” Aila asked.

      Marcos nodded. “I would. If not for her, surely I would be Hecate’s slave. That would have been a fate far worse than death, for death is no true ending.”

      I held up my hands. “Okay, let’s stop talking about death. If we’re going to do this, let’s do it before Odin shows up here and kills us all.” I lowered my hands and offered them to Marcos. “Take all of Yggdrasil’s energy, but leave me with my own. I’ll need it if I’m to reach the well.”

      He took my hands. Understanding seemed to pass between us. I’d always been afraid of Marcos, but suddenly that fear was gone. He might have been evil in some regards, but what was evil, really? Did I view him as evil because his energy was the pure energy of death?

      If I survived, I’d really have to give some thought to the giant gray area that had encompassed my entire existence since I was reclaimed by the Vaettir, what seemed like centuries ago.

      “Are you ready?” Marcos asked.

      I looked to Aila and Sophie, but this time, neither interrupted.

      I turned my gaze back to Marcos. “Let’s do this.”
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        Alaric

      

      

      It felt like Alaric had been sinking downward for hours, but it must have only been minutes, else his lungs would have given out long ago. He sunk downward through shimmering water, though he sunk too fast for it to be normal water. It was like an invisible current propelled him.

      His lungs began to burn, and stars danced in his vision more brightly than the glimmering water. Slowly, his vision went gray, then he burst through the surface of the water . . . only he was going downward.

      Suddenly he was toppling through open air. He managed one painful inhale, then slammed down onto powdery earth, losing his breath once more. He blinked his eyes, staring upward at an impossible barrier of glimmering water overhead. He had just a moment to roll aside as Mikael splashed down through the water, landing right where he’d been lying.

      Beginning to recover, Alaric sat up and glared at the dripping wet Viking.

      Mikael sat up, flinging droplets from his long auburn hair. “Well that was interesting.”

      Shaking his head, Alaric stood. Ahead of them was a wide stone wall with a single opening, lit by surrounding firelight.

      Mikael rose, then stood shoulder to shoulder with him. “That looks suspiciously like a maze.”

      “That’s because it is one,” Alaric sighed, walking across the open expanse of earth toward the massive stone maze. The area would have been pitch dark if not for iron sconces lining the outer wall of the maze. More sconces could be seen within.

      They reached the opening, but both hesitated.

      Mikael was the first to speak. “Are we to believe this maze leads to Hel?”

      Alaric gritted his teeth, leaning heavily on his uninjured leg. “Does it matter? Look around.” He turned and gestured toward the area where they’d fallen, just open, black earth, and beyond that only darkness. “There’s nowhere else to go.”

      Mikael motioned for Alaric to enter first. “I hope Madeline is having a better time than us.”

      Alaric walked past him. He knew deep down he was just frightened for his daughter and the woman he loved, but what he felt most in that moment was rage. Rage toward Mikael. “You are the reason she is in this mess. Do not pretend to care for her wellbeing.”

      Mikael snorted. “Oh, so I’m to blame now? How do you figure that?”

      Alaric wasn’t even sure why he’d said what he’d said, but he wasn’t going to take it back now. Just inside the entrance of the maze, he spun on Mikael. “You’re the one who’s encouraged every foolish, dangerous plan she’s come up with. You encouraged her to go against a god. Do you really think she can face Odin and live?”

      “Yes,” Mikael said simply, walking past him further into the maze. “I do.” He turned right at the first bend.

      Alaric limped after him. “Then you’re even madder than she is.”

      Mikael didn’t stop walking, nor did he turn around as he replied, “You think I’m crazy to trust her?”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      Mikael kept walking through the firelit maze. “Well it has to be what you meant. If she’s mad, then I’m mad to trust in the plans she concocts.”

      Alaric pushed past Mikael, shoving him with his shoulder toward a fork in the path. Without thinking, he turned left.

      Mikael hurried after him. “No argument then?”

      Alaric clenched his hands into fists. Puffs of dirt stormed up around his sopping wet boots, waves of pain shot up his injured leg. “You twisted my words. I only meant she’s young, she often doesn’t know what she’s doing, and you only encourage her.”

      Mikael laughed. “She’s basically the reincarnation of a goddess. She’s traveled time, regrown an ancient relic. She’s practically moved entire worlds for both of us. And you would dare to claim she doesn’t know what she’s doing? Still?” He pushed past, taking the lead further into the maze.

      Alaric stormed after him. “She cannot know! None of us do!”

      Mikael finally stopped to look at him. “Are you truly this dense? Her energy is part of Yggdrasil. Deep down, she has the knowledge of the ages within her.”

      Alaric blinked at him, a bit of his uncharacteristic ire leaking away. “You truly believe that?”

      “Why do you think Odin is so afraid of her?”

      Alaric’s throat went dry. Odin was using Madeline to meet his own ends, to perhaps bring back his dead wife. He couldn’t be afraid of her, could he?

      Mikael snorted. “You beings of war are all the same. You cannot see what lies beneath manipulation. I guarantee you, deep down, it is always fear.”

      “Then you must be the most fearful person on the planet.”

      Mikael bared his teeth. “Perhaps I was, once, but I no longer need manipulations to interact with those around me.”

      Rage washed up once more. “Well you could have fooled me, that seems like all you do. You encourage Madeline to enter into danger, but only dangers where you can be the one right by her side. You constantly orchestrate these situations.”

      Mikael stepped toward him. “Did you ever stop to consider that perhaps, I am constantly by her side because she wants me there?”

      Alaric clenched his fists so tightly it felt like his tendons might snap. “As I said before, she is young.”

      “She may be young, but she is far wiser, far better, than either of us will ever be. I may not deserve her, but neither do you.”

      His anger seemed to dissipate into little fragments of dust, slowly settling into the earth at their feet. Replacing that ire was fear. Fear of another loss like his mother. There were only three people truly dear to him. If they were taken away—Maddy, Erykah, and Sophie—he would not survive.

      He realized that maybe, just maybe, Mikael felt the same.

      He lifted a hand to his brow and shook his head. “What are we doing? We need to get out of this maze and find Hel.”

      Clapping prompted him to lift his gaze. Further into the maze stood a pallid woman dressed in black. She had Loki’s thin nose, and his height, though her hair was jet black, and her skin looked like it hadn’t seen the sun in several centuries. A black dress clung to her too-thin frame.

      She clapped black-gloved hands one more time, then stepped toward them. “I can’t remember the last time mortals made it this far into my realm. I had considered letting you rot down here, but you have proven quite entertaining.”

      “She is eerily like her father,” Mikael muttered.

      The woman—who’d yet to introduce herself, but had to be Hel—whipped her pale gaze toward Mikael. The firelight seemed to not quite reach her skin, which glowed dully with cool light like the moon. “So you know my father then? Did he toss you down here?”

      “Something like that,” Mikael answered, stepping toward her. “Now where is the child?”

      Hel’s half-smile on her gaunt face made her look a bit mad. “Yes, a very interesting child. Why did my father send you? I told him I never wanted to speak to him again.”

      Alaric wasn’t sure how much to tell her, they’d planned on having Freyja with them at this point, but he supposed if Loki thought Hel would be sympathetic to their cause, the truth might not hurt. “Odin is trying to use my daughter to siphon magic into Asgard in order to bring back his dead wife. Your father thought you might help us protect Erykah until Odin can be dealt with.”

      Hel laughed, the sharp sound seeming to scald Alaric’s skin. “I am death incarnate. Why should I concern myself with your lives?”

      “Well you’re here talking to us,” Mikael interjected, “so you obviously care enough to be curious.”

      Hel glared at him. “Where is my father?”

      Mikael shook his head. “I don’t know. I believe he planned on distracting Odin while we fled, and while the roots of Yggdrasil were severed on earth. Freyja brought us here, but was left at the gates.”

      Hel inhaled sharply, hissing air through her teeth. Suddenly there was another black clad woman at her back, with skin as pallid as Hel’s, though the woman’s hair was red.

      “Fetch Freyja from the gates,” she ordered.

      The woman was gone without another word, disappearing further into the maze.

      Hel turned back to Alaric and Mikael. “You two, come with me. I will hear your tale from the start.”

      She turned and walked further into the maze.

      Mikael glanced at Alaric. “Well, that went better than expected.”

      “Oh shut up,” Alaric sighed, then hurried after Hel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Sleipnir touched down outside of Hillsboro, throwing me forward.

      Aila caught me just before I hit asphalt. “You are even weaker than you used to be.”

      I shook my head, pushing away from her as I righted myself. “No, I’m not weaker. I’m just having to deal with the aftereffects of severing the roots all at once. Yggdrasil was protecting me before, but now I’m only human.”

      Her hand still on Sleipnir’s reins, Sophie gazed past us toward Hillsboro. We were standing in the middle of the highway, but there was little danger as the entire city was surrounded by a tall fence, tipped at the top with barbed wire. The buildings beyond were overgrown with vines and moss. Birds flew between broken windows, and other sounds of wildlife emanated from within.

      “It’s gotten worse,” Aila commented.

      My palms began to sweat. We’d left Marcos back at Yggdrasil’s trunk, full of its magic. Without him, we were entirely vulnerable to whatever was inside the fence ahead. The overgrowth within was all a result of wild magics. Any creatures who’d come through Yggdrasil would have been drawn toward the well’s power. I looked to Aila. “You’ve seen it since we left the well?”

      She nodded. The bruises on one side of her face looked painful, but she didn’t so much as wince as she explained, “Mikael wanted to know if it changed at any point. It hadn’t, not really, but I was just here last week, and now it’s worse.”

      Sophie crossed her arms. “Probably from the magic Madeline released from Yggdrasil before she took the rest and shoved it all into Marcos.”

      I glared her. “Would you rather I still be possessed?”

      She shook her head. “No, I’d rather you hurried up and absorbed the well’s magic so we can get on with our lives.”

      I didn’t mention the fact that I might not have a life to get on with. Even if I reached the well and absorbed its magic, and even if Marcos followed through and returned Yggdrasil’s power to me, I’d be filled with the magic of both. I might be able to kill Odin, but I might kill myself too.

      I clenched my fists. “Let’s get this over with. All we have to do is reach the well.” Yeah, that, and release all its magic to combine with mine and Yggdrasil’s.

      Sophie furrowed her brow as she looked at the barbwire tipped fence. “Do you think Sleipnir could bring us closer to the well? I’d rather not have to travel across the city on foot. We’ve no idea what awaits us in there.”

      It was a good idea. I might have even thought of it myself if I wasn’t so distracted. I looked to Sleipnir, wishing we still had Marcos with us, or anyone else from the house. If there were ghouls or other creatures, we might struggle to reach the well. Sleipnir was so huge, I wasn’t sure if he could bring us all the way into the drainage system where the well resided.

      I looked to Aila and Sophie as I took Sleipnir’s reins in hand. “Be prepared, we might be attacked as soon as we touch down.”

      Sophie moved close enough to my back that we were almost touching. I could feel her anxiety. She might not have cared much about me in the beginning, but now we were family. Hell, I even viewed Aila as family. I didn’t want to lose either of them.

      “Let’s go,” I breathed. I closed my eyes and thought of the Well of Urd, hoping Sleipnir would understand my silent instructions. He’d brought us to Hillsboro on a thought, so this should work too.

      A few moments of dizzying movement later, we stood in the middle of what used to be a park, only now it was like a jungle. Trees rose above us over twenty feet tall. I’d been to this same park less than four months ago, and there had only been a few elms. These trees shouldn’t have grown so quickly, but even contained, the well seemed to have an influence on our surroundings.

      “Down!” Sophie barreled into me, knocking me to the cracked asphalt.

      A blade whooshed over us. I saw leaf-textured skin and golden eyes.

      “They’re elves!” I shouted, rolling aside.

      Aila’s blade swung, cutting the elf who’d attacked us nearly in two, but there were more moving in, darting back and forth behind the trees.

      Aila put a free hand on Sleipnir’s reins to steady him. “Get to the well,” she said. “We’ll hold them off.”

      Sophie helped me to my feet, then shoved me toward the manhole. Its lid was missing. Anything could be down there.

      “Go!” Sophie shouted as the elves neared.

      Well shit, this was it, the moment we’d all been waiting for. Fighting against my overwhelming fatigue, I ran toward the manhole and jumped inside, catching my hands around the outer rungs of the ladder to hop the rest of the way down into the abyss.

      It would probably be the last dark abyss I’d ever see, but who knew? Maybe the descent into the afterlife would grant me with one final leap of faith.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      An elf darted in, its strange, silver-gleaming blade narrowly missing Sophie’s waist. As she darted aside, Aila swung her sword, beheading the elf.

      Sophie grimaced as warm elven blood splattered her face.

      “Sorry,” Aila said, swinging at another elf, which deftly hopped aside.

      Sophie put her back to Aila, looking for any elves coming in from the other direction. She spotted the manhole down to the well, but no Maddy. She could only hope she made it down, and that Odin wouldn’t be waiting for her.

      The elves methodically closed in around them. There were too many of them to fight off.

      “What do they want?” Aila hissed.

      “To kill us apparently.”

      “But why? Aren’t elves supposed to be intelligent?”

      Sophie brandished her blade in her left hand, clutching her injured arm against her chest. The elf who’d neared hopped back, carefully watching her movements for an opening. Now that they’d killed a few, they seemed to be more cautious.

      She dared a glance past the elf. “Where the hell did Sleipnir go?” She didn’t see the cursed horse anywhere. It had abandoned them.

      “Sophie,” Aila said. “If I must die here, I’m glad you’re the last person I will see. I hope you can escape, and I will cover you while you try.”

      Sophie nearly dropped her blade. The elves were watching them, probably surveying their weaknesses. “I’m the one you’d want to see, not Mikael?”

      “Yes.”

      “Is that not a betrayal of your duty?”

      Aila’s back pressed against hers. “If he were to die, I have no doubt he’d want to see Madeline, not me. Such a thing is not a betrayal on either side.”

      Sophie chose to ignore the comment about Maddy. She was Alaric’s and Mikael just needed to back off as far as she was concerned.

      “Well I’m glad to die with you too.”

      “You need to run.”

      “We told Maddy we’d watch her back, and that is what we will do. If she can risk her life to set things right, then so can we.”

      Sophie craned her neck to peek over Aila’s shoulder as elves flicked their golden gazes to each other, then one stepped forward, a female. She kept a safe distance between them, but at least she didn’t attack.

      “What’s she doing?” Sophie asked through gritted teeth.

      “Testing us, I think. Or lulling us into a false sense of safety.”

      The female elf lifted her blade like it was an extension of her arm. For a moment Sophie thought it was pointed at Aila, then she realized it was pointing toward the manhole past them.

      “Yggdrasil,” the elf said.

      Did she mean Maddy? “Not quite,” Sophie replied. “But close enough.”

      The elf waved her blade. “Yggdrasil.”

      “Are they talking about Madeline?” Aila whispered.

      “Maybe. Or maybe the well.”

      Aila’s shoulders relaxed. “Well, at least they’re not trying to go after her. I wonder if they’ll let us go.”

      Sophie took one step away from Aila, and all the elves tensed, lifting blades the color of moonlight, and in the back, hiding amongst the trees, she saw some with bows.

      “Not Aesir?” the lead elf questioned, surprising Sophie with an English word.

      She slowly moved to Aila’s side instead of behind her, keeping their shoulders touching. “Definitely not,” she answered, then more quietly said, “I get the feeling they don’t like the gods. Maybe that’s why they attacked Madeline when she and the others faced them. Loki was with them.”

      Aila lifted a brow. “When was this?”

      “Right before the shit hit the fan. Try talking to them.”

      Aila huffed. “Why me?”

      “You’re nicer than me.”

      “That’s not saying much.” Despite her terribly rude comment, Aila lowered her sword down to her side. “Not Aesir,” she said, then pointed to her chest, “Vaettir.”

      The lead elf inhaled sharply, hissing air through her teeth.

      Sophie pursed her lips. “Apparently not the right thing to say. Let’s try this.” She pointed back to the manhole. “Odin down there. Bad Odin.”

      The elves erupted in chatter, seeming to grow angrier by the moment.

      “That might have been a mistake,” she admitted.

      As the chatter died down, the lead elf turned back to them. “Bad Odin. Kill homeland. Good gods never return.”

      She lifted a brow. “Then again, maybe not.” She lifted her voice. “Kill bad Odin?”

      The elf tilted her head downward, giving Sophie a wicked glare. “Kill Odin.”

      “But not Yggdrasil,” Aila hurriedly added.

      The elf hissed again. “Yggdrasil send us home.”

      “Yes,” Sophie and Aila said together. Then Sophie added, “So don’t hurt Yggdrasil.”

      The elf expertly twirled her blade in her hand, then pointed it again at the manhole. “Down. Kill Odin.”

      Sophie looked to Aila. “I guess we’re all going down there.”

      “Can we trust them not to stab us in the back?”

      Sophie shook her head. “I don’t think we have a choice. You may just get to die with me yet.”
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        * * *

      

      After stumbling through the darkness of the tunnel, and climbing down a jagged opening, I staggered into the cavern, panting and covered in cold sweat. I could only hope Sophie and Aila would escape. I knew now what I needed to do. What I had to do. The only way to give Alaric and Erykah a chance was to set things right on earth, to do as Yggdrasil had asked, and take an unfathomable amount of magic into me. It might kill me, or at the very least change me forever, but it had to be done.

      The cavern was dark, lit only by the faint glow of the well. It was just as I remembered it, a giant cauldron big enough for me to climb inside if I wanted, bubbling over with raw, wild magics.

      A figure stepped out of a dark recess in the cavern. The well’s cool white magic revealed his silver hair and beard. The black patch over his missing eye appeared as an empty void in his face.

      Odin held a long gleaming sword casually in his right hand, its blade nearly touching the dark fabric of his nondescript pants, matching his tunic. “You have turned against me, Madeline.”

      I forced my back to straighten, though it felt like most of my magic had left me. Where was Yggdrasil when I needed it? “I was never with you, Odin.”

      He sneered. “No one has been with me since the mortals killed Frigg, but that will change soon. Give me the magic you have stolen from Yggdrasil.”

      It was my turn to sneer. “I don’t have it.”

      “Get it back.”

      “The only way for me to get it back is to connect with the well.” I was glad I could tell him the truth, because I was pretty sure he’d know if I lied.

      Odin didn’t move. “I am not a fool. I see all. I know what you plan. You cannot destroy me.”

      I took a step forward. He couldn’t kill me, not if he wanted to bring Frigg back. He might be able to absorb the magic from other realms, but I was the only one who could hold both Yggdrasil’s magic and the well’s. The true power of life and death. The only thing that could bring back his wife, or could kill someone like Odin.

      He lifted his sword. “Not another step, Madeline. You will summon Yggdrasil’s power here and now.”

      I shook my head. “I can’t. It won’t come to my call again until I become what Hecate was. Then we will be whole—” I cut myself off, realizing that some of Yggdrasil’s influence remained. Hecate’s magic belonged on this earth, but Odin had taken it away from her. I had to take her place. I didn’t want it, but it was the only way.

      Odin watched me as the seconds ticked by. The well seemed to beckon me. It was now or never.

      I relaxed my body, hoping I could somehow outrun a god.

      Odin hefted his sword. “You would leave your daughter behind forever?”

      My heart ached. I thought I had accepted that I might never hold her again, never be with Alaric again, but suddenly I questioned everything.

      “I knew you were a good mother. The child will be highly revered in the new Asgard.”

      His words were enough. I wouldn’t let her be Odin’s tool for all of eternity, if he even let her live at all. I launched myself forward.

      Odin’s blade swung right for my neck. I ducked, gasping, then ran past him. He apparently would kill me if it meant keeping me from the well. I only had seconds to make it.

      My fingers touched the rim of the well, then a lancing pain erupted in the middle of my back. I tried to inhale, but sputtered up salty blood. I looked down in horror to see the end of Odin’s sword protruding from my belly.

      The cavern erupted with shouts, battle cries I realized. I numbly turned to see Sophie, Aila, and a swarm of elves flooding into the cavern.

      Odin turned toward them, letting go of his sword hilt.

      It was the opportunity I needed. With my life slowly seeping away in waves of pain and hot blood, I tipped forward, falling into the well, taking the sword with me.

      Everything became bright colors and mist. The space inside the well was impossibly large, like an entire realm. I drifted downward through open sky, but how could I be in the sky? Maybe this was what dying felt like.

      I touched down on soft grass. I could vaguely sense the sword piercing my middle, skewing my body awkwardly, but the pain had faded. Or maybe I was close enough to death that I didn’t feel it anymore.

      “Foolish mortal,” Odin’s voice said from somewhere above my head, and I groaned. He’d followed me into the well. I’d been hoping the elves would find a way to kill him. “You could have survived with your daughter, now you will die in vain. All for a chance to destroy me. I will find the one who holds Yggdrasil’s magic, and claim what is mine.”

      I took a rasping breath, choking on blood. If I couldn’t take in the well’s magic and combine it with Yggdrasil’s before I died, my death really would be in vain. Odin might not find Marcos, he might not win, but neither would anyone else.

      Lights sparkled in my vision as I blinked up at the misty sky above, wondering if the opening of the well was up there somewhere, or if my body would be lost in here forever. Alaric and Mikael wouldn’t even know what happened to me, unless Sophie or Aila had seen me fall.

      I turned my trembling palms downward, digging weak fingers into the grass. I didn’t know exactly how the well worked, but inside of it, wild magic should have been all around. As I searched for the magic, I let everything go. My fear, my doubts, even my love for those still living. I put faith in Marcos of all people to release Yggdrasil’s magic when it was time.

      The moment my last drop of fear left me, magic flooded in. It raced through my veins to the point where I was pretty sure I was glowing, but at some point I had closed my eyes. More magic seeped up from the earth. Yggdrasil’s magic. Marcos had actually come through. With its magic, the knowledge of the fates swept in. This was how it had to be. The ultimate sacrifice to bind the magics together.

      “What are you doing!”

      My eyes snapped open. Odin stood over me.

      Suddenly I was toppling over with his boot against my back. He ripped his sword free, bathing my back in my blood, coating my broken body.

      “You will die now mortal!”

      He kicked me over again, making me look up at him as he plunged his sword down into my chest. I was pretty sure without the magic, I would have been dead already. No mortal shell could last through this.

      “Maybe!” I sputtered, “but I’m taking you with me!”

      I reached my hands up past the sword protruding from my chest, and everything became blinding magic, like I was a miniature sun shedding light across the land.

      The light faded as suddenly as it had erupted. Odin dropped beside me, his entire body blackened.

      My head lolled to the side.

      His one good eye stared out from his blackened face. “I only ever wanted, to hold Frigg again.”

      With my final breath, I said, “You can’t always get what you want.”

      Then, like a final exhale, all the magic left me, and all went dark.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      Sophie stood with Aila and the elves in the now dark cavern. She’d seen Madeline fall into the well with a sword in her gut, and had witnessed Odin diving in after her. The cavern had filled with blinding light, then suddenly, went dark. She was left blinking in shock. Was Maddy . . . dead?

      A hand touched her shoulder in the darkness. “We need to find Sleipnir. We will go to Alaric and Mikael.”

      Tears stung her eyes. Maddy. She’s let herself care about her. Care too much. Now she was dead.

      “You go,” she said numbly. “I don’t care what happens anymore.”

      Aila squeezed her shoulder. Muttering amongst themselves, the elves filtered out of the darkened cavern.

      “Erykah is still alive. Madeline would want you to protect her.”

      Sophie’s gut twisted. Aila was right. Alaric and Erykah might still need her help. She would not let Madeline, or herself, down. “Let’s go,” she breathed. “And let heaven and hell have mercy on any gods who dare get in my way.”

      Aila squeezed her shoulder, then turned to leave the cavern.

      Sophie took one last look at the inert well, barely visible in the darkness. Something had happened in there. Either Maddy had succeeded, or Odin had won, and they were all doomed.

      She swallowed the lump in her throat, then left the cavern. Either way, the world would be irreparably changed. Her life would be irreparably changed. And she’d been too weak to stop it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Alaric

      

      

      The firelit stone darkness of Hel’s chamber rumbled, echoed by crashing rock and debris elsewhere. They’d been brought here, along with Freyja, to explain to Hel everything that had happened, while Hel held Erykah hostage. Alaric had been just about to explain how Maddy could possibly hope to defeat Odin, when the rumbling nearly knocked him from his feet.

      Hel straightened as the rumbling subsided, holding Erykah absentmindedly. Her black hair draped her shoulders as she looked up, catching flickers of firelight like a pool of oil.

      Freyja, still seeming unsteady on her feet, held a hand to her chest. “Something has happened. We must return to Asgard and find Loki.”

      “Not so fast,” Hel hissed, lowering her gaze. “You cannot simply enter my realm, then leave unscathed. I thought you needed my help.”

      “To protect the child from Odin,” Freyja said, “yes. We will leave her here in your care.”

      “Like hell we will!” Mikael interrupted before Alaric could say something similar.

      Freyja held malice in her blue eyes. “She will keep Erykah safe,” she turned to Hel, “won’t you?”

      Alaric stepped forward. He wanted to go to Maddy, but his duty lay here. “I will stay here with her.”

      Freyja shook her head. “No. Mortals are easily lost to the realm of Hel. She will not harm the child, but the same protection will not extend to you.”

      Hel shrugged. “She’s right. This child is too valuable to harm. You, however, are worthless, despite your grand tale.”

      The red-haired woman, the same one who’d fetched Freyja, hurried into the cavern. She dropped to her knees at Hel’s feet. “Forgive the intrusion, but your father has been mortally wounded. He may not survive.”

      Hel’s expression turned stony. Her body went so still, Alaric wasn’t sure she was even breathing. “Who has harmed him?”

      The redhead kept her head bowed. “Our spies say Odin. Loki tried to trick him, to keep him in Asgard. When Odin discovered his ruse, he attacked him, then fled to Midgard.” Finally, she lifted her head. “He may not have much time left.”

      Alaric’s mind spiraled into panic. If Odin went to Midgard, that meant he was going after Madeline. He would kill her. He had to find a god to take him down to earth. He clenched his fists, looking to Erykah in Hel’s arms. He could not leave her.

      Mikael placed a hand on Alaric’s shoulder. “You will go back to Asgard. Find a way to Madeline. I will remain here with Erykah.”

      Alaric blinked at him, shocked he hadn’t found a way to be the one to hurry to Madeline’s side.

      “You know I will protect her,” Mikael said, “no matter what dangers lie in wait.”

      Hel was watching them both as if they’d finally managed to surprise her. As if making up her mind, she marched toward them, then handed Erykah to Mikael.

      Alaric’s shoulders slumped in relief, but Hel was still watching him, making some internal decision.

      “You may accompany me to Asgard. If Odin is not in his realm, I should be safe to bring my father to the underworld.”

      Freyja seemed unsure of what to do.

      “I’ll need someone to bring me to Midgard,” Alaric said to her.

      She shook her head. “I’m still too weak.”

      “Who else can help me?”

      “We must go now!” Hel shouted. “My father owes me an apology before he dies.”

      She gripped Alaric’s arm.

      He turned to Mikael, a million things left unsaid.

      Clutching Erykah protectively, Mikael inclined his head. “I will protect her. You must find a way to Madeline.” He turned to Hel. “But one last question. Where is Faas? The one who came with the child.”

      The redhead finally stood. “He is still wandering the wastes within the gates. Shall I find him?”

      “Whatever,” Hel said, then gripped both Alaric’s arms and closed her eyes.

      A moment later, they were within the large estate in Asgard. It was a room he didn’t recognize, dominated by a massive rectangular dining table, and a few other furnishings common to a dining room. At the table’s center lay Loki, a sword pinning him through the chest to the wood.

      Hel let out an inhuman wail, then rushed to him.

      Loki’s head flopped to the side, his red hair coated in blood. Still alive, but just barely. He reached a trembling, blood-coated hand toward Hel. “I did my best for you, my girl. If Madeline defeats him, you will be safe.”

      Hel clutched his hand, partially crawling atop the table, though her dress restricted her movements. “No! I will not lose you, not now!”

      In that moment Alaric saw Hel’s indifference toward her father for what it was, a mask to hide her pain.

      Commotion behind him prompted Alaric to leave the doorway and enter the room. He turned as a male god he slightly recognized entered.

      The god looked Alaric up and down. “You are not allowed here. Odin’s orders.” His eyes widened as he seemed to recognize Hel. He put his hands up and began to back away.

      With one hand on her father, Hel extended the other toward the god, her face contorted with rage, or maybe it was just pain. The god crumpled to his knees, gurgled inaudibly, then slumped over, seemingly dead.

      With a feral cry, Hel turned back to Loki. She climbed fully atop the table, rose up on her knees, and ripped the sword free from his chest, releasing a gush of blood. She knelt over him, placing her hands over his wound.

      Alaric’s eyes widened as her hands began to glow. She was . . . healing him? It was just like what Madeline could do, take the life of one being, and use it to heal another.

      Seconds ticked by, then Loki coughed, and abruptly sat up. He laughed half-heartedly, seeming to only be half conscious. His bleary eyes focused on Hel. “My girl, you do realize this is why you had to flee to the underworld to begin with?”

      “Only because Odin wanted to use me.”

      Everything clicked into place. Why Hel ruled the underworld, why she of all people would be willing to protect Erykah.

      Alaric stepped toward the table, looking at Loki. “Hel is just like Madeline and Erykah, isn’t she? Odin tried to use her, and you forced your daughter to live in the underworld to keep her safe.”

      Loki nodded.

      “Force, being the imperative word,” Hel added, not seeming to care about her father’s blood coating her hands. She turned to Loki. “I had good reason for not speaking to you all these years.”

      Loki shrugged. “Surrounded by the dead, you would always be at your most powerful. Limitless energy for you to take in. Odin dared not face you.” He turned to Alaric. “Speaking of, he went to Midgard to await Madeline at the well.”

      “The Well of Urd?” Hel balked.

      “Can you take me there?” Alaric interrupted. “Either of you?”

      Loki looked to his daughter. “I assume the child is in your realm? You must return there and protect her, at least until we know whether or not Odin will return.”

      Hel nodded, then in the blink of an eye, was gone.

      Alaric’s eyes slid to the god she had killed. “Maybe I should face Odin with Hel, and you protect Erykah.”

      “Odin is stronger than even Hel,” Loki explained as he climbed from the table. “I will not risk my daughter, not even for the only person who might actually defeat him.” He held out a hand to Alaric. “Now let’s go, we haven’t much time.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sophie

      

      

      “That bloody stupid horse!” Sophie growled, stalking the area outside the manhole. “Where has it gotten to?”

      The elves waited idly by, watching her and Aila as they separately wove in and out of the surrounding streets, searching for the horse. Not only had they proven utterly useless in protecting Madeline, now they couldn’t even go to Alaric. And these elves were being no help at all. It was as if they no longer cared what was happening, now that Odin was gone.

      “Sophie!” a familiar voice called, and her knees nearly buckled.

      She turned, spotting Alaric and Loki running toward her down the street she’d been checking, Aila trailing after them.

      Her heart raced. What was she going to tell him about Madeline? What could she possibly say?

      He reached her, then hugged her. “Where is she?” he rasped in her ear. “Where is Madeline? Aila said—”

      She pulled away from him, holding him at arms length. She steadied herself. He might have willed himself to not believe Aila, but he’d have to listen to her. She would have to shatter her own brother’s heart. “The last I saw of Madeline, she was falling into the well, mortally wounded. Odin went in after her, then the light in the well flashed, and went dark.” She swallowed the lump in her throat. “I think . . . I think she’s gone.”

      Alaric collapsed. She barely managed to catch him, then they both sagged to the asphalt.

      Loki and Aila stood over them.

      Distantly, beyond her brother’s sobs, she heard Loki say, “She did it. I don’t understand how, but I can feel both the magic of Yggdrasil and of the well pulsing throughout Midgard. I believe Odin is dead.”

      “Yggdrasil helped her,” Aila explained. “Fate guided her.”

      They both went silent after that. Her heart ached for her brother, and for Erykah, but a small glimmer of hope blossomed inside her. If Madeline had succeeded, Erykah would be safe. It was the one thing that for Madeline, would be worth dying for.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

        

      

    

    
      I gasped, flinging my body backward in shock. My head hit against solid stone.

      “Ow,” I said, sitting up and rubbing the stinging welt that had formed. My eyes adjusted to dim light as I looked around the small cell, stone on three sides, and iron bars on the third.

      “What the hell?”

      A door flew open outside my cell, and Morgan came running into the corridor. “What was that?” he demanded. “I heard a ruckus.”

      I blinked up at him. “Morgan? What am I doing here? The last thing I remember—”

      Morgan sneered. “Do not waste your words on me, prisoner.”

      I furrowed my brow. Didn’t he recognize me? “Am I dead? Is this what hell is like?”

      He took a step toward the cell. “Did you hit your head, Hecate?”

      My hand froze halfway toward the lump on the back of my head. “What did you just call me?”

      “Your name,” he sighed. “I suppose I’ll have to tell Odin about this,” he muttered as he turned to walk away.

      “Morgan!” I called, but he’d already gone through and shut the door.

      I wrapped my arms around my knees, cradling my body. I had to be dead. Maybe I was in limbo, because there was no way I was trapped inside Hecate’s body.

      “I thought you’d be more grateful,” Hecate’s voice said in my head.

      I lifted my hands to cover my ears, trying to block her out.

      “Oh don’t be so childish. It doesn’t look good on me.”

      I pressed harder on my ears. “What are you talking about? What’s going on?”

      “Odin had planned on giving my body to Frigg,” she explained. “He gave me everything I needed for the ritual. In exchange, my energy would be freed to move on to another realm. I did what he wanted, but I gave my body to you instead. I captured your soul before it could move on. Before you could truly die, a death beyond your mortal shell.”

      I blinked at the bars of the cell, slowly lowering my hands from my ears. “What?”

      “Do you not remember destroying your body? To defeat Odin?”

      I tried to remember what she was talking about, but it was like a distant dream. Maybe my mind had shut it out to keep myself from snapping, though I wasn’t sure I even had a mind anymore.

      “You have a mind, Madeline. Use it. You have defeated Odin. Yggdrasil returned his energy to Asgard, where it belongs. That asshole probably is with his wife right now after all.”

      “So let me get this straight,” I said out loud. “I’m not stuck in your body with you . . . forever?”

      “Turn around Madeline.”

      I turned, then nearly jumped out of my skin. A spectral form was standing there. The color had been drained from her auburn hair and green eyes, but it was most definitely Hecate.

      “I told you, I gave you my body instead. It is yours now. You deserve it for binding our magic, along with the Well of Urd, to the earth forever.”

      I took a shaky breath. “So it worked? Yggdrasil and the Well of Urd are how they are supposed to be?”

      Hecate nodded. “While I would have preferred to live on earth myself, this seemed an acceptable alternative. You may now have my mortal form to live out your life with your daughter. Treasure this gift I have given you.”

      I looked down at my hands—not my hands, Hecate’s hands—and felt sick. I couldn’t just live in her body. I wasn’t me anymore.

      Hecate huffed. “You of all people should know that your mortal trappings have little to do with who you are. They are a shell, a vessel for your energy, nothing more.”

      My entire body began to tremble. “So what am I now? My body was Vaettir. What does that make me?”

      “You are a fallen goddess, Madeline. It is not much different.”

      I finally managed to stand, though I felt unsteady on my feet. Hecate’s feet. I was never going to be able to look in a mirror again. My mind would snap.

      Hecate eyed me with a small smile on her face. “You’ll get used to it . . . if you ever manage to get out of this cell.”

      “She’ll get out just fine,” a man’s voice said from behind me.

      I hadn’t even realized someone else had walked into the corridor.

      Loki stood with Morgan by his side.

      Morgan eyed me warily. “Are you sure that’s Madeline?”

      Loki nodded. “Yes, a little birdie told me.”

      Morgan seemed to doubt him, but he still stepped forward and unlocked the cell. He opened the barred-door and stepped back.

      Loki wasn’t exactly the person I wanted a hug from in that moment, but it didn’t stop me from diving into his arms.

      He hugged me back, chuckling softly. “You mortals are so dramatic. You’d think after saving both Midgard and Asgard, you’d be gloating, not crying.”

      I hadn’t even realized I’d started crying. I was filled with fear and loss, but also a bit of elation. Did this mean I’d get to see my daughter again? Losing my body was important, but the thought of not losing her . . . well that trumped my mental discomfort any day.

      Loki patted my back, then pulled away. “You might want to let me explain things to Alaric before you see him. I haven’t told him yet, just in case you being here wasn’t true.”

      I nodded and wiped my eyes. “So he’s alright? And Mikael?”

      Loki grinned. “Both fine, though my daughter might have toyed with them a bit.”

      I looked over my shoulder toward Hecate. “What will you do now?”

      “Who are you talking to?” Morgan asked.

      I looked to him, then to Loki. “You guys can’t see her?”

      Loki shook his head, Morgan just looked dumbfounded.

      I turned back to Hecate, waiting for her answer.

      “I’m free now. Perhaps I’ll go to one of the realms Odin damaged and make the flowers grow.” She began to fade from sight.

      I lifted my hand. “Hecate, wait!”

      She stopped fading, then waited for me to speak.

      I lowered my hand. “Um, thanks, I guess.”

      She smiled. “I told you from the start, Madeline, you and I were on the same side.”

      This time she faded away entirely.

      I turned back to Loki and Morgan. “Take me to my daughter. Tell Alaric whatever you need, because I’m seeing her tonight no matter what he believes.”

      Loki nodded. “I see your new body has not changed you much.”

      I took a steadying breath. I guess it really hadn’t. “So who was the little birdie that told you I was here?”

      “Marcos.”

      I blinked at him. “You’ve got to be kidding me. He’s still alive?”

      Loki put an arm around my shoulders. “He’s quite like a cockroach, really, but he knows your energy better than anyone elses'. He used Yggdrasil to track it here, and together he and I deduced what had happened.”

      “Marcos can use Yggdrasil?” I balked.

      Loki laughed. “You gave him Yggdrasil’s energy, even after he released it, it left him changed. You should know better than I.”

      We left the cells behind. My shoulders relaxed once we were in the long exterior corridor, then tensed when I remembered they weren’t my shoulders. Walking and talking felt normal enough. I couldn’t sense a difference in my voice, though others probably could. I supposed the main shock would come when I looked in a mirror . . . or when I saw the look on Alaric’s face. Or Mikael’s.

      . . . Or Erykah’s.

      It was the last part I was dreading the most. Would my own child even recognize me?

      Ready to leave, I nodded to Morgan. “I guess I’ll see you around, though I’m not really sure what’s going to happen now that I released a bunch of magic into my earth.”

      Morgan nodded, his expression still wary. Maybe he still viewed me as Hecate. “Is Odin really gone?”

      I shrugged, knowing it wasn’t that simple. Gone, but not forgotten maybe. “His energy is still here in Asgard, he’s needed. He’s just . . . in another form. Maybe a form where he’s not totally warped by his pain.”

      Morgan chewed his lip.

      Loki leaned in toward my ear. “He’s wondering if his contract still holds now that Odin is gone.”

      My eyes widened. “Oh . . . I really don’t know what this means for you.” I turned to Loki. “Do you?”

      Loki shrugged. “All mortals who serve in our realm signed contracts directly with Odin. With him gone, I suppose they hold little weight. They may be free to depart if they please it.”

      I looked back to Morgan. “Does that mean you’ll die?”

      Loki laughed. “You of all people know death is not a true ending, Madeline.”

      Morgan smiled softly. “This lifetime ended long ago for me. I’ve been ready to move on for quite some time.”

      Loki gave my shoulders a squeeze. “See? He wants to go. Maybe somewhere deep down, Odin did too.” He nodded toward Morgan. “I’ll let Freyja know some of you may want to depart. She can take you to Hel, and your soul will move on from there.” He chuckled, as if at some private joke. “Though I’m not sure Freyja will be terribly keen on going back there right away.”

      I pulled away from Loki and gave Morgan a brief hug. “I guess this is goodbye, maybe. Thanks for being the only normal person here.”

      He grinned as I pulled away. “I never thought I’d get a hug from Hecate.”

      My stomach instantly twisted into knots. “Please, let’s not say that name anymore. This is weird enough.” I turned to Loki. “I’m ready to see my daughter now.”

      Morgan waved us away as we started down the hall. A lock of auburn hair fell across my eyes, and I quickly shoved it back. I was definitely going to have to dye it to my color, not Hecate’s. I’d just do that, put on my clothes, and never look in a mirror again. Yes, that would completely solve everything.

      Or so I kept telling myself, lest I lose my mind completely.
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        * * *

      

      We reached the cottage where we’d been staying. We saw a few gods along the way, but none seemed to be in a state of panic. Maybe they understood better than anyone else that Odin was still here, perhaps more closely aligned to who he’d been before Frigg died.

      I looked to Loki as we stood outside the cottage door. “Be quick. I don’t really want to wait out here for long looking like this, I gestured to my body, and prisoner’s garb.”

      Loki patted my shoulder, then opened the door and went inside, shutting it gently behind him.

      Seconds ticked by as countless emotions surged through me. Sadness, fear, and regret, but also relief and a strong sense of gratitude. Hecate, after all I’d done to her, had sacrificed herself to give me a chance to be with my child.

      By the time Loki finally returned to me, I already had my hand on the knob, unable to wait any longer. I lowered my hand as the door opened, quickly registering the worry in his expression.

      “They don’t quite believe me.”

      My shoulders slumped. Of course they didn’t. They thought I was dead. To believe I had returned in Hecate’s body was ridiculous.

      “They did say you could come in though, if only to prove my ruse false.”

      I sighed. “They’re not going to attack me, are they?”

      He smirked. “I’ll protect you. Let’s go.”

      I felt oddly like I was floating as I followed him through the house. I couldn’t wait to see Erykah, but I dreaded seeing Alaric and Mikael. Seeing looks of revulsion and hatred on their faces when they looked at me would break something deep inside me.

      We reached the closed bedroom door.

      Loki called out, “We’re coming in! Everyone be nice!”

      He opened the door, went inside, then stepped aside.

      I took in Sophie, Alaric, Mikael, Faas, and a black-haired woman I didn’t recognize, whose features suspiciously resembled Loki’s.

      Alaric rose from where he’d been sitting on the bed, cradling Erykah protectively. He looked at me like I was a stranger.

      I swallowed back tears.

      “Bring the child,” Loki ordered .

      Somewhat grudgingly, Alaric obeyed.

      I began to relax. He was at least going to let me see her, though what I really wanted was to rush into both their arms.

      He reached me, and everyone else in the room seemed to fade as I looked down at Erykah, her dark hair, her gray eyes. Recognition sparkled in those liquid orbs. She reached for me, almost frantically.

      My tears flowed freely. Did she actually recognize me?

      His expression awestruck, Alaric loosed his hold as I took Erykah from his arms.

      She gurgled happily, clinging to me.

      I laughed, then sobbed, “She recognizes me.”

      Mikael and Sophie walked up on either side of Alaric.

      “Maddy?” Mikael questioned. “Is that really you?”

      “It’s her,” Faas said from behind them.

      I grinned at all of them. “Now who else would I be?”

      Mikael laughed, then reached out and rubbed a strand of my auburn hair between his fingers. “You know, I’ve always had a penchant for redheads.”

      I didn’t have a chance to reply as Alaric suddenly wrapped his arms around me and Erykah, then Sophie wrapped her arms around the three of us.

      “You’re not dead!” Sophie sobbed.

      Alaric was yet to speak, but his body shook with tears. Somehow it was more comforting than words. If those I loved could accept me in this new form, I knew I could make it. I could survive, and I could watch my daughter grow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

        

      

    

    
      After a day and night recovering in Asgard, Loki and Freyja escorted us back home. There was something profoundly different about both of them. I wasn’t sure what Freyja had gained from Odin’s death, but Loki had regained his daughter. We both had.

      Leaving Erykah with Alaric, I’d made a beeline for the safety of my bathroom as soon as we’d arrived, needing a moment alone.

      I made the mistake of looking in the bathroom mirror, and now I couldn’t look away. I had the overwhelming compulsion to slam my fist into the glass. I’d hoped I’d get used to Hecate’s face looking back at me, but right now . . . I shook my head. I’d changed into a crimson sweater and black jeans before we left Asgard, but my clothes didn’t seem to fit right. Hecate was around the same height as my old body, but not the same shape, apparently, or maybe it was just that she’d become too thin while imprisoned.

      I really had to stop thinking of her as Hecate. She was gone. I was still here.

      Going crazy.

      At least I had a lot to distract myself with . . . a lot of things that would take me away from the bathroom mirror.

      We still had to worry about the elves. They were still in Hillsboro, doing who knew what now that Odin was gone. According to Loki, their realm had been drained of magic by Odin, the thing that would make them eventually go extinct in the current timeline. They were a dying race in their realm, whereas here, there was plenty of magic. Would they even want to return home? Beyond that, how would we even bring them all back with Yggdrasil’s path to their realm severed?

      Just thinking about what needed to happen next slowly calmed my nerves, though I wasn’t about to raise my eyes back up to the mirror.

      A knock sounded outside the door.

      “Just a minute!” Turning away from the mirror, I dabbed at the moisture in my eyes, tugged my sweater straight, hating the way it now clashed with the locks of hair draped over my shoulder, then turned toward the door.

      I opened it to reveal Mikael, wearing a forest green tee-shirt that complemented his auburn hair, and faded jeans.

      I looked him up and down. “You’ll have to teach me how to dress with this coloring.”

      He lifted a brow. “At least you didn’t wear much makeup to begin with. You would have had to throw it all away.”

      I brushed by him. Steady. I would keep my voice steady. “I used to wear makeup, then I fell in with you lot and no longer had the time.” My voice didn’t tremble at all. I deserved a gold star.

      He followed me into the bedroom. “Everyone is waiting to see you. Most don’t know the full story of what has occurred.”

      I turned around to find him standing a little too close.

      I gritted my teeth. I wanted to hug him. To collapse. To melt into a puddle and just not have to exist. “Can I help you?”

      He lifted a lock of my long hair, then pushed it over my shoulder. “It’s harder to get used to than I thought it would be.”

      “Imagine how I feel.”

      “I do imagine it. That’s why I’m worried. How are you feeling?”

      I looked down at my feet. “We shouldn’t keep everyone waiting.”

      He placed his finger under my chin and lifted it. “They’re used to waiting. And I’m used to you hiding your pain. That’s why I asked Alaric to let me come fetch you. He allowed it . . . grudgingly.”

      I grimaced. We were all alive, and I got to be around to raise my daughter. It should have been enough, but . . . “I’m sure I’ll adjust eventually. It’s just weird. I think about my own body. Odin basically destroyed it, and what was left must have been obliterated when I released the well’s magic.” I shook my head. “It’s hard to explain, it’s just—”

      “Weird,” he finished for me.

      I nodded.

      “Is Alaric . . . struggling?”

      I shrugged. “He’s pretending not to, but I know it bothers him. Last night . . . ” I trailed off, thinking of the awkward silence before we fell asleep, “like it or not I’m still an empath. I can sense his discomfort.”

      “Have you . . . ”

      I glared. “That’s none of your business.”

      He held up his hands in surrender. “I’m only trying to help, honestly. Erykah is a baby, I think it’s easier for her to adjust. Alaric was quite used to you.”

      I tensed my jaw. “Yeah, you’re really not helping.”

      He grinned apologetically.

      I turned to leave the room, then stopped, turning partially back to him. “What about you, how do you feel about it?” I didn’t feel the need to say more than that. He’d said he loved me, but that was the old me. He might feel differently now.

      He watched me steadily with his strange amber eyes. “For me, it changes nothing. It was never your appearance I was concerned with.”

      I laughed, and it almost felt normal. “So you weren’t thrilled with what you saw before?”

      “I didn’t say that,” he chided. “But you’re still you. That’s all that matters. It is not much different from growing old, suffering disfiguring injuries. Your appearance may change, but it is still you inside.”

      “Disfiguring injuries?”

      “You know what I mean.”

      Finally, I smiled. “Thinking of it as growing older, changing in that way, helps. Our bodies all change.” I shook my head. “Well Vaettir don’t change much, but I’m used to seeing people change over time. My change was just more drastic.”

      “Way more drastic.”

      I smiled, but it soon wilted around the edges. “You know I love Alaric. I love you too, but he’s first. He always has been.”

      I wished I could sense how the statement made him feel, but as always, he gave me nothing but a confusing smile. “I know that, Madeline, but we are Vaettir. I have no doubt, fallen goddess that you are, that you’ll live a very long time. We have centuries to look forward to. When I told you I loved you, I never expected you to drop Alaric. I just wanted you to be honest about your feelings, because in the future,” he shrugged, “you never know.”

      Centuries, I thought. The concept was both frightening and exhilarating. We had actually managed to survive, and if we could continue to survive in this strange new world we had created, I would eventually get used to this body, and so would everyone else.

      Mikael reached out and touched my cheek. “You guard your thoughts so fiercely.”

      I laughed. “So do you.”

      “You seem to be feeling better.”

      I nodded. If I thought too hard about things, I was still on the brink of tears, but talking to him had made me feel better. It had given me some perspective. I’d never known my parents. I probably never would. So far, I hadn’t met anyone who knew where I came from. The only legacy they’d left me was my former body, and now that was gone. They’d stopped mattering to me long ago, so maybe the body shouldn’t either.

      Mikael watched my expression. A bit of his relief seeped through. Relief that my mind hadn’t broken from the change? Probably.

      He put a hand on my shoulder. “Are you ready to face the others?”

      I nodded.

      His hand slid behind my neck and across the other shoulder, pulling me to his side as he opened the door. We squeezed through the doorway, then walked down the hall.

      Somehow I expected our house to be different. I’d released a ton of magic into the earth after all, but everything looked the same. As we came into the living room, everyone looked the same too.

      Kira, Sivi, Alejandro, Frode, and Tabitha all balked upon seeing me, but quickly accepted the facts, mostly because they came from Mikael’s lips. No arguing with the Doyen allowed.

      As I clutched Erykah, surrounded by all those who’d returned with us: Sophie, Alaric, Mikael, Faas, Aila, and the two gods, I wanted nothing more than to retreat again and be alone with my daughter, and maybe a few others, but more questions came pouring in.

      The magic I’d let loose would start affecting things soon, though in what way, we were unsure. There were the elves, and I was sure there were plenty of ghouls that would need to be put down.

      Everyone chattered around me as we settled into the sitting room, all having to squeeze in on the couches with some on the floor. I sat on the larger couch, sandwiched between Alaric and Mikael.

      As those who’d stayed on earth asked a million questions, I retreated within myself. My final enemy, at least I hoped he was my final enemy, was gone. We had chaos here on earth to deal with, but we were all safer than we’d ever been, at least since I’d first joined the Vaettir.

      I took comfort in the warmth of the men on either side of me. I’d thought for a long time that I couldn’t possibly love them both, that I was being immature, or there was something horribly wrong with me.

      I realized now, there was nothing wrong with love. It was all we really had. It was what allowed us to transcend time and space, life and death. Sure, we had a lot to figure out, but for now, love was enough. Love with the child in my arms, the men at my sides, and the feeling of family all around.
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      I awoke late in the night to the sound of gentle thudding at the side door to the house, near my bedroom. I left Alaric and Erykah asleep in our bed, then went to the door. Perhaps I should have been more cautious, but in dying, I found I’d lost a lot of my fear.

      I opened the door and gawked at the sight of a giant, green, eight-legged horse, and beside it, Marcos.

      I blinked at them. “Am I dreaming?”

      Marcos handed me the reins of Sleipnir, as if it were the most normal thing in the world.

      Taking the reins, I looked to Marcos. “I was wondering how you’d escaped Asgard while no one was looking.”

      He shrugged. “Sleipnir found me. He likes us.”

      I still really didn’t like that Marcos and I were somehow an us.

      I petted Sleipnir’s muzzle. He didn’t seem to mind. “Thanks for telling Loki I was back,” I said. “I might have rotted in that prison cell otherwise.”

      Marcos laughed softly. “I’m sure you would have figured a way out eventually.”

      I grinned. “Maybe, maybe not. So why bring me the horse?”

      “You’ll no doubt start saving the world again tomorrow. With most of the World Tree’s paths severed, you’ll need a way to return the more benevolent creatures to their realms.”

      “Well,” I said, “that solves some problems I suppose. Though I’m sure the wild magics will quickly become a much bigger issue.”

      “Yes, quite exciting.” He looked me up and down. “Are you finally able to be happy, Madeline?”

      I raised a brow. “Like you care?

      “I owed you a debt for freeing me. If you are happy now, I can consider that debt paid.”

      I shrugged. “Oddly enough, I am. Consider us even.” I pursed my lips, my earlier thoughts coming back to me. Estus and Aislin had watched me from very early on. No one from Estus’ Salyr knew who my parents were, but someone from Aislin’s might.

      “What is it?” he asked, watching me.

      I shook my head, “Nothing. It’s not important. We’re even.”

      He inclined his head. “Very good.” He began to turn away. “I’ll see you around then, Madeline.”

      “Thanks for the warning.”

      His phantom-like laughter trickled through the night as he retreated into the darkness.

      Still clutching its reins, I looked up to Sleipnir. “I hope you don’t think you’re coming inside.”

      He snorted, sprinkling my bare arms with droplets of snot.

      “Lovely,” I muttered, leading the horse into the yard. “Now let’s find a place for you to hang out until everyone wakes up in the morning.”

      Once I was done setting up Sleipnir in the large empty garden bed—Kira rotated the beds regularly—I went back inside.

      Erykah and Alaric both seemed sound asleep in the bedroom, so I crawled back into my spot on the bed, wishing Alaric was awake to talk to me.

      I rolled on my back and looked up at the ceiling, then startled as a hand reached out for me. I calmed myself, then rolled over to look at Alaric in the near darkness.

      We watched each other silently for a few long moments.

      “You’re weirded out, aren’t you?” I whispered, careful to not wake Erykah.

      He half-shrugged, tugging the sheet from his bare shoulder. “A little, but mostly I’m just grateful you’re alive. I loved your old body, and I will miss it, but I know inside, you’re still you.”

      “And we have a long life ahead to figure things out together.”

      He grinned, flashing fangs. “Maybe we can move Erykah to her crib without waking her.”

      I got out of bed and moved her, hanging on to her for a few moments longer than was necessary, then crawled back into bed with Alaric.

      He turned onto his back, and I laid my head on his shoulder, my body relaxing as he curved his arm around my back.

      He held me close, and I began to relax further. “I didn’t realize it, but this was exactly what I needed.”

      “Mhmm,” he muttered, sleep making his words heavy, “You’re exactly what I need, no matter what body you’re in, but I realized that long ago.”

      I laughed abruptly.

      “What?” he asked, clearly a little shocked.

      I chuckled. It felt good to laugh. It had been awhile. “I just realized that for the first time in a long time, I’m actually excited to wake up in the morning. Even with things being as screwed up as they are, I feel like we finally get to start our lives together.”

      He tugged me against him, then kissed my forehead. “I love you, Madeline.”

      I nuzzled against his neck. “I love you too, my little kitty cat.”

      “Oh don’t you start.”

      He cut off my reply with a kiss. I kissed him back, finally feeling normal, whatever that meant.

      All I knew was that if this was the new normal, I could handle it.
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        * * *

      

      When the next morning came, an oddly reminiscent scene took place. We all sat around the table having breakfast. Mikael held Erykah, Alaric sat at my side, and Sophie and Aila, one with her arm in a cast and one with bruises slowly healing on her face, were looking at each other all googley-eyed. Faas and Alejandro argued, while Frode made more coffee for everyone. Tabitha placed another plate of freshly cooked pancakes on the table. Kira left half her breakfast to run out to the garden, and Sivi, cursing under her breath, hurried after her.

      Loki and Freyja would be coming by after breakfast to start figuring out what would need to be done to make Midgard stable once more. I didn’t even get one single day off.

      No rest for the wicked I suppose. Or was it no rest for the dead? I might have been overworked, but at least I was exactly where I wanted to be.

      
        
        The End
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