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Chapter One



“Fee-fi-fo-fum,

“I smell the odor of a wizard cub

“Be she alive or be she dead

“The reek makes me wish I hadn’t fed.”

I glared up at him. “That’s not funny, Njál.”

The giant rolled his massive shoulders. “So says you, Idun. But I am laughing. Ergo it must be amusing.”

“Simple things,” I muttered, “for simple minds.”

He laughed again. “But, truly, we need to find a stream or lake or something. Anything. Otherwise, I’m not sure I will survive the remaining trip.”

My scowl only set at that. “I didn’t ask to crawl through goblin caves. That was your idea.”

“Someone had to do it.” He gestured at his obscenely tall frame. “I wouldn’t exactly have fit in those tunnels. And we needed the key.”

All of this was true, which only annoyed me further. I’d just spent an hour crawling on my belly through goblin scat, in tunnels that reeked with goblin and worse odors. I needed a scrub from head to toe, and then back again. I needed a scalding bath, a warm bed, and – if my stomach was ready – a good dinner. And something sweet to finish it all.

Instead, I was hustling through frozen mountain undergrowth, days from civilization, in the shadow of a giant who found the entire predicament amusing.

“Are you sure this will work?” Njál prompted after a space.

“Of course I’m not sure it will work. I’m not sure of anything. All I know is, I’ve got to try. If I’m going to have any chance at getting back into the university, I have to do this.”

“It might be a longshot.”

“It is. But, dammit, Njál, I’m desperate.”

He nodded, and his long reddish-brown locks bobbed with the motion. “Then we will succeed.”

I hoped he was right. It was a longshot. Two weeks ago, I’d been ousted from the most prestigious wizarding university in the realm. One poorly aimed fireball, and eighteen months of good work suddenly ceased to matter.

According to my master, Mage Alvis, anyway.

Granted, he’d been on the receiving end of my bad aim. But with a visit to the infirmary and a little healing magic, he’d been shipshape in no time at all. And still, he dropped me like a bad penny. I’d apprenticed with the man for six months after passing the first-year exams. I would have hoped for a little more loyalty than that.

But no. He relinquished my apprenticeship. Right now, my position at the university was officially “suspended.” Head Wizard Aage had given me until the end of the year to find a new sponsor, or else I would officially be expelled.

It sounded easy enough. But nobody wanted me as an apprentice. Turns out, you charbroil your teacher, and nobody wants to work with you.

Cowards.

This, though, was my redemption. And, yes, it involved crawling through goblin shit. A few semesters ago, a pair of freshmen had broken into the head mage’s quarters and stolen the key to his enchanted armoire. It was supposed to open portals between worlds, or something like that. No one knew for sure, but there were stories aplenty.

The freshmen had a little too much to drink, and in their inebriated state, decided to prank Aage by stealing his key and hiding it. A stupid plan, but it got worse from there. They’d found a great oak with a deep hollow in the woods outside the university. They figured they’d drop the key there, where they could always retrieve it once they’d had their fun.

Everyone knew you didn’t steal from wizards. Everyone knew you didn’t taunt wizards, if you were stupid enough to steal from them. And everyone knew you didn’t wander the woods at night. That’s when the evil things leave their lair. That’s when the fell creatures prowl the earth.

Which makes it a really bad time for two drunken eighteen-year-old boys to be stumbling around in the dark. As these two discovered, when a pack of goblins surrounded them. They were too drunk to fight and hadn’t learned enough magic to be dangerous anyway. The goblins carted them off, stripped them of their cloaks and coats – and the key – and set to work kindling a fire to cook them.

The boys, mercifully, got away, slipping out of their restraints when some of the goblins fell to squabbling about who deserved the best cuts of manflesh. But the cloaks – and, consequently, Aage’s key – were lost.

Head wizard Aage didn’t deem retrieval worth the risk. “We don’t know if the key is even there. It might have been lost on the way. Or melted down or traded away by now. No, we will leave it. Perhaps it is better this way.”

Well, maybe he was right. Maybe it wasn’t worth risking life and limb for a key. But, dammit, this was key to more than his armoire for me. This was the key to my future – my future as an apprentice wizard, my future with the Northern University of Arcane Arts.

It had been Njál’s idea, and I was grateful. I’d been wracking my brain but drawing blanks. Now, I just hoped this worked. I hoped it was enough to get me back in Aage’s good graces. I hoped it demonstrated my initiative, my can-do spirit, and all those other terms university leadership liked to hear.

And, I hoped we got the hell out of these woods before the goblins realized we’d ever been there.

“Hey, no frowning. You got the key. It’s finally stopped snowing. No frowning allowed.”

“You’re not the one covered in goblin shite,” I reminded him.

“No, but I still have to smell you.” When I didn’t respond to his ribbing, he sighed. “C’mon, Idun. Sulking isn’t going to bring you better luck.”

I snorted. It was all well and good for him to say. His career wasn’t on the line. And, anyway, giants were cheerful folk by disposition, whatever the stories might say. If Njál were in my place, he’d probably find some way to make light of the situation, to make a jest of his own failure. That was his way.

But Njál was a journeyman wizard. If I failed, he’d still have his career. Sooner rather than later, he’d be able to practice on his own. He could even take apprentices under his wing.

But me? I’d be lucky to scrape together a living peddling potions and spells as a second-rate witch. An expelled wizard’s apprentice couldn’t claim to be a wizard any more than a disbarred lawyer could practice law. It was illegal, for starters, and unethical too.

So unless I found a reputable wizard outside the university – and stupid dragons and cunning trolls were more common – being expelled meant the end of my career. It wouldn’t matter how much I honed my skill. It wouldn’t matter that I’d been born under the faerie moon, or that elven blood ran in my veins.

Without the patronage of a wizard, the best I could hope for was to ply my trade as a witch. Or a circus performer. My mood seemed to be deteriorating the more I thought on the matter. So I tried to focus on the positive. At least I was doing something. I didn’t sit on my laurels and mope. I got up, crawled through goblin infested tunnels, and found the key. And Njál had been right about the weather, too. We’d had snow for a week straight – flurries, mostly, but enough to keep the sky gray and the days grim. Now, the clouds had parted, and a bright blue sky smiled down on us.

“Let’s try to find a stream,” I decided. “I could use a bath.”

He nodded. “The Red River is just north of here. It’ll be a little out of our way, but not much.”

“What about goblins?” At a quick pace, we were still two days out from the university. I didn’t want to delay any longer than necessary.

He grinned at me. “You forget, you’re traveling with a wizard. I’ll set a protection spell around our camp.”

Now, at last, I allowed myself to crack a grin too. We had plenty of food for the return journey. Njál’s spell would make us invisible to the goblins, so – even if they tracked us – they would pass right by our camp. And I’d be able to have a bath after all. I thought of that, of the steaming water – once I’d used a spell of my own, to heat it – and the comfort of being clean, and free of everything that was on my person at the moment. “I don’t know how normal people live.”

He snorted. “At least you admit you’re abnormal.”

I elbowed him. Not that it would do much good, since he stood about two and a half times as tall as I did. I felt a bit like one of those little, yappy dogs, biting at the ankles of a great mountain dog. And he glanced down at me, with the same affectionate tolerance. “What I mean is, I can’t imagine what I’d do without magic. I can’t imagine how they live. It must be a terrible existence.”

He thought for a long moment. “Perhaps. But the world is changing, Idun. The blood of your ancestors grows thinner and thinner. And every year, more of my people retreat to the mountains. There is little magic left in the world, and soon there will be less. But perhaps that is not the worst thing. From what I’ve seen, those normal folk get on just fine without our spells and incantations.”

I scoffed. “Come on, Njál. They’re always summoning one of us to heal them, or fight their battles, or save their crops.”

“True. But what would they do without us?”

“Die?” I said, rather obviously.

“Or learn to rely on themselves, and their own resources. They might not be able to tap into the magic of our world, but the mortal intellect is not without its own merits. Think if you had to rely on cunning rather than magic to solve your problems.”

“I’d be dead.” I was being obstinate, perhaps, but it seemed true to me. Everything I did involved magic – from cooking breakfast to my heating water. Coffee too cold? I knew a spell for that. Vermin attacking your crops? I had a dozen spells. Headache, chills or fever? Spell. Broken bones? A different spell.

From cooking breakfast to saving lives, everything I did involved magic. And I was only at the beginning of my career. My offensive capabilities were in their infancy – as Alvis learned, the hard way. My restorative abilities had progressed a little further. But even so, even now, I relied on magic for – well, everything.

“No you wouldn’t. You’d learn to rely on your other senses.”

“Or die. Imagine if I’d gone into those tunnels without a spell. I’d have been goblin food – and you wouldn’t have even been able to back me up.”

“True,” he conceded. “But if none of us had magic, we would have banded together and cleared the caves by now. Instead, we rely on magic – magic to conceal ourselves from them, and to ward them off when they find us.”

“Yeah, and no one dies. If we went barging into the goblin caves, people would die. Even if we cleared them, how many would we lose?”

“How many are lost anyway, every year? Maybe not of us. But how many children vanish, how many travelers are dragged off to be devoured?”

“That’s just because they don’t have magic. Which proves my point: life without magic is a death sentence.”

He shook his head, watching me with a bemused expression. “I think it proves my point: too heavy of a reliance on magic has not been good for this world. Most particularly for those of the world without magic.”

I snorted. “You better not let Aage hear you talking like that. It’s practically heresy.”

Njál laughed. “Don’t worry. I like my job. And my head, for that matter. And, I don’t mean I don’t like magic, or I’m not grateful for it. But in a world where most people can’t wield it, it’s dangerous for them to rely on it – to rely on us.”

“You really are a heretic.” I pulled my long cape tighter around me as the wind kicked up. I’d worn my warmest thermal leggings under my woolen robe, and still I shivered. “Which is alright. It’s getting awfully cold again. A nice, toasty heretic burning is exactly what I need right now.”





Chapter Two



We set up camp by the riverbank, by a little pool that had frozen over. I melted the ice, and heated the water until it was steaming. Njál shook his head at it. “Are you certain your ancestors weren’t dragon priests, rather than elves?”

“You worry about the spells,” I shot back. “And get a fire started for cooking. I’m starved.”

“Oh, yes ma’am.”

I ignored his sarcasm, and, as soon as he’d gone, slipped into the pool. The temperature was perfect, and I spent a long time in the water, luxuriating in the heat and feeling of being clean. I only, reluctantly, dragged myself out when Njál called. “For the love of the gods, are you done yet? I’m going to eat without you if you don’t get out here.”

This recalled me to the moment, and the growling of my stomach. I dried and dressed, toweling the water out of my hair as best as I was able. It was one thing to apply fiery heat to a pool. But I had no spell to dry my hair. And, in the current temperature, I rather wished I had.

Still, the smell of some kind of stew burbling away over a wood fire distracted me from the prospect of frozen hair. “Mmm…what is that?”

“Camp stew.”

I eyed him suspiciously. “What’s camp stew?”

“A perfect pairing of whatever I happened to have lying around when you knocked on my door.” He grinned. “This particular version includes dried beef, onions, carrots, potatoes and lentils.”

It sounded delicious, and I told him so. He snorted. “Well, looks like a bath put you in a better humor.”

I didn’t even bother to deny it. Indeed, my mood only improved as I ate. With my belly full and the worst behind us, my feet propped up by a fire and an easy walk back ahead, I felt hopeful again.

One of the benefits of traveling with a giant like Njál was that he could carry far more than I. So when we pitched our camp, I slept under a pile of wool blankets and furs. We’d stacked the fire before turning in, too, and prepared a pile of wood for replenishing it during the long night. Consequently, I slept in as much comfort as could reasonably be expected given the season and our situation.

I rose more optimistic than ever and set to work preparing breakfast. Njál had packed a few eggs, and I threw them in a pan with more of the beef and onions. Not exactly gourmet, but it would hold us over until we broke for our next meal.

Clouds had moved in again, and the sky took on a grim aspect. But this was to be expected in the month of Thorri. The nights were cold, the days short, and the snow regular this time of year.

Njál glanced dolefully at the sky. “More snow. I hope we reach the university before it starts.”

I nodded. The long wools we wore did their best to protect us from precipitation, but they couldn’t ease our way through accumulated snow. And even in the forest, under the cover of the trees, the snow accumulated. In some places, it reached my shins. And outside of the forest, it stood as tall as my knees. Not much to Njál, perhaps, but a good deal for my poor human legs to wade through.

We ate and packed our gear quickly, and we were on our way before day mark. The wind picked up as we went, shaking clumps of snow free onto the forest floor – and, sometimes, us – as we passed. When we’d happen upon a clearing, I’d shiver as the cold bit through my robes, stinging my cheeks and eyes.

Still, my optimism didn’t wane. Every step took us closer to the university. And the closer we got to the university, the closer I came to having my position restored.

High day came and went, and though the sky grew grayer, the snow hadn’t begun. We kept going. We paused around three in the afternoon to pull our second meal out of the packs. This was dry meat and bread, and we ate as we walked. The day was growing darker, and colder yet. Neither of us wanted to stop to make a fire or prepare food. Not with a storm moving in.

The highest towers of the academy appeared through the leafless trees, dark silhouettes against the gray sky. Orange light lit up the windows, like beacons in the impending night. We were still a few hours away, but the shrieking wind warned us against being out all night if we could help it.

So we trudged onward. Our going was necessarily slower in the darkness. My teeth were chattering, and so were Njál’s. I hadn’t thought on that much. Giants had an affinity for the cold that we mortals did not. They came from the coldest regions of the world, from the mountains and arctic plains far north of The North.

Still, the night was bitterly cold, and the wind biting. “Njál?” I said.

“Yes?”

“Thank you – for coming with me. For thinking of this at all.”

I couldn’t make out his face well in the dim light, but I could see enough to see the glint of white teeth as he smiled. “Don’t mention it.”

“I mean it. I really do appreciate it. I don’t think anyone else would have helped me. Not in weather like this.”

“They’re probably smarter than me.” Then, he added, “But you’re welcome.”

A minute or two passed, and we settled into amiable silence. I disturbed it with, “Why did you come?”

He shrugged. “Didn’t want you to get yourself killed.”

I snorted, and he laughed. “Forget I asked.”

He seemed to do so, for we passed a quarter of an hour in silence. Then, though, he spoke. “I would not like to see you leave the university.”

I blinked, giving my mind a moment to piece together that this declaration was in response to my question. “Oh. Why?”

He turned to me, and his green eyes looked black in the darkness. “You are my friend.”

“Well I know that. But why? Why would a giant want to be friends with a mortal, anyway?” I’d wondered before. He was a journeyman, a wizard proper; I was an apprentice, and now not even that. He was a giant, and I was a mortal human. His magic could run circles around mine.

And yet, here he was, his teeth chattering in the cold beside me, trying to save my career from my own bungling.

He shrugged again. “You did not seem to have many friends. And, you were not afraid of me.”

“Oh.” I thought about the first time we’d met. I’d been practicing – of all things – fireballs. Damn things. I’d never been very good at them, and I was struggling to get anything like cohesion that day.

He’d still been an apprentice then, practicing at the far end of the yard. He paused to watch for a few minutes as the flames sputtered out over and over, and I grew more flustered and less focused. Then he ambled over. I’d expected a lecture, some explanation of what I was doing wrong, or a reminder that acolytes like myself were supposed to confine their studies to books; and I bristled at his approach.

But I got neither. He’d commented that I had good form and drew on strong powers. “You’ve got strong magic, Acolyte. I’m Njál, by the way.” Then, he’d taken up practice alongside of me.

We practiced together every day after that, him offering advice – but only when I’d ask – and me learning in leaps and bounds. It was one thing to read about magic. But I’d been playing with magic ever since I was a child. I’d read every spell book, learned every incantation I could get my hands on since I could first read. I was well past ready to learn from a pro.

And Njál? Well, he is certainly a pro. My master, Wizard Alvis, probably knew more than him. He’d certainly spent more moons studying it. But Njál had a kind of earthborn magic, a natural and powerful force that was rare in mortals. He understood what we memorized. He felt what we only wielded.

And somewhere along the way, we became fast friends. Now – at least, until recently – I apprenticed under Alvis. I had a new teacher, and no time for tutoring. Njál had graduated and taken up employ under his old master; and had no time to tutor. But our friendship had not diminished. We’d still meet, sometimes to commiserate, sometimes to celebrate; and sometimes, simply to enjoy each other’s company.

“Well, whatever happens Njál, I’m glad we met. I couldn’t ask for a better friend.”

He smiled again. “Nor I. Among mortals, anyway.”

We finished the rest of the trek in silence. My hands, even thrust deep into the woolen pockets of my apprentice’s robe, were numb. My feet ached with cold, and my cheeks felt raw from the wind. I couldn’t wait to be inside.

The snow started shortly after we left the forest. The university stood in full view, now, a great, dark shape veiled by the first falling flurries. Its windows were lit with warm light, its parapets and towers dark in the evening dimness. It was warmth and safety and comfort. And in the moment, in the snow and cold and discomfort, it seemed a million miles away.

But, that, of course was nonsense. Soon enough, the road fell away, and we stood at the gates. They drew apart as we neared, for they’d been set with a spell that recognized permitted entrants. Njál and – for the time being – myself could come and go as we saw fit.

And now, we went directly to the great hall, to the roaring fire and the last remnants of dinner yet laid out upon the tables. And we fell upon it like starving men at a feast. It would be night mark soon, and the foodstuffs would be carted off – some returned to larders for another day and another meal, and some thrown out to the dogs, who were, by this point, probably already salivating. The ninth hour after midday meant feeding time for them, and you could always find a pack congregated by the kitchen door.

Njál scarfed down several times what I ate in about the same minutes. We stayed for a while talking, going over what I would say to Head Mage Aage, and how the next morning might play out. And then, filled to the point of bursting at the seams, laughing with newfound mirth, and very nearly defrosted, we retired. He headed to the enormous quarters of the west wing, where giants slept; and I went to the far more modest east wing, where humans slept, and from there to the yet more modest barracks that housed apprentices, two to a room.

The decline of late in university attendance came with some perks. Chief among them was that most of the apprentices got their own rooms. I was one of the lucky ones to enjoy this privilege, and I was glad of it now as I tromped in. The hour was late, and I surely would have woken anyone, had I shared the room with another. My once snow-covered wools were now soaked through, the snow having melted as we ate.

So I set to work stoking the fire and laying out my things to dry. They’d need a proper washing – most especially after my time in the goblin caves. But at least they’d dry in the meantime.

Then, my mind alive with the possibilities and promise of the next day, I laid down to rest. And almost at once, sleep came.





Chapter Three



I woke to find the world buried under a fresh layer of snow. A chill, the kind of chill that settles deep into your bones, had come over the land. The fire in my room was nothing but embers now, and I shivered as I pulled new clothes from my dresser.

I probably should have – I was going to speak to the chief wizard after all – but I did not bathe, or even wash my hair. I sponged off my face and as much of my body as I could stand to wet before, teeth chattering, I slipped into the robes I’d laid out.

My hair, I reasoned, had been soaked through. It was clean enough. Still, after brushing it, I drew it back into a long braid.

Then, throwing a glance at myself in the mirror, at my dark hair pulled unobtrusively out of the way, my light brown eyes mostly free of the dark ruts of sleeplessness, I drew in a long breath. I didn’t look too terrible. I looked tired, but I was an apprentice: we were always tired. It just went with the territory. But I didn’t look so exhausted that he could call my judgement into question.

No, this was as good as I was going to get after a trek like that one, and I knew it. So I headed to his office.

The university didn’t have a dean, like some colleges did. We were governed by an advisory council of mages, some of them instructors, some of them alumni, and some of them prestigious wizards with no other affiliation to the school. We all answered to Aage, though. The thought passed through my mind as I stood outside his door, my hand poised to knock but arrested in place by fear. Much greater and more important women and men than me had stood before him and pled their cases, as nervous as the quaking, immovable apprentice I’d become. Because we all answer to Aage.

There you go again, I chided myself. ‘We.’ Like it’s some kind of given that you’re going to still be here by the year’s end. Then again, there was a kind of magic to positive thinking, or so some of the oldest witches and spell weavers insisted.

Don’t assume. But hope for the best. I nodded, then knocked out five sharp raps in quick succession, before I lost my nerve.

A long moment of silence preceded a gruff, “Enter.”

My legs still quaking, I tried to remind myself that I was a woman – a grown woman – perfectly capable of having a conversation with anyone. Head mage or otherwise.

When the voice, a little more aggravated than the first time, issued forth a second command, I forced the treacherous limbs into motion.

I shoved the door open just as Aage was finishing, “I said, ‘Enter.’” He frowned at the sight of me. It wasn’t quite a grimace, but it definitely carried a strong air of not you again. So did the aggravation in his ice crystal-blue eyes.

“Head Wizard,” I said, bowing in the way that very old and very wise – or, in the present case, very critical-to-one’s-future – wizards were greeted.

“What is it, Idun?” he sighed.

I swallowed at that. There was no ambiguity about that sound. It had definitely been a sigh. “I…uh…” I was stammering now, like a proper fool.

“Are you come to tell me you’ve got a sponsor, someone mad enough to take you on as their apprentice?”

“Uh…no, sir.”

“Then we don’t have anything else to talk about, do we?” With that, he shooed me away – shooed me! – like an errant dog, and turned his attention to papers on his desk. I stared at him for half a moment – at the long, silver beard and the intricate braids throughout it that kept it manageable; at the balding head, that might have used some of that plenteous hair; at the silver and gold-trimmed robes, signifying his rank not only as a master wizard but also as head of the university.

I’d seen the magic that he could wield – the kind of magic that could split a lesser enchanter into pieces, like an egg that’s had its shell cracked all of a sudden. He could manage energies that I could only dream of. He’d fought beside kings, and sent lords and bandits quaking into their drafty holes and hidden lairs.

But, dammit, I was a mage too. Not a very good one, granted. Not the most disciplined wielder of the arcane powers, or the most talented conjurer, nor even the most gifted student. But I was a mage, as dedicated to the craft as any wizard hopeful had ever been. I’d earned my place here through my own sweat and tears and blood – sometimes, more blood than should have been necessary. But I was learning. That’s what the university was for, wasn’t it? That’s what the apprenticeship was for, wasn’t it?

I was about to tell him all of these things when he glanced up, those cold blue eyes fixing me in their piercing gaze. I wilted under them, like fresh greenery before the spring frosts. “You’re still here?”

I swallowed, trying to recall that nerve I’d had just a moment earlier. “Um…yes…”

His gaze hardened. I hadn’t imagined that was possible, as wicked as it had already been. “Are you deaf, Idun?”

“No sir. Only, I need to talk to you.”

“We have nothing to discuss. I told you my conditions. You will either meet them or you will not. And you will never convince anyone that you’re worthy of an apprenticeship by gaping in my office, like a fish out of water.”

“No sir,” I repeated. “Only, I have something to show you.”

“I am not interested.”

“You will be,” I insisted, plunging my hand into my pocket. The feeling of cold steel, the magical aura of the key as I placed my fingers around it, buzzing, humming to life with an energy I could not quite fathom, emboldened me. I pulled the key out and set it with a heavy thump on his desk.

He glanced between the steel and me. “What is this?”

“You know well enough, Head Mage: for there is only one key to the Door.” This was how the armoire was known to those of us who had some inkling of its true purpose, though it looked an ordinary enough piece of furniture. Or so rumor had it. I had never seen the thing myself, for Aage kept it locked high in his quarters, on the top floor of the tallest tower.

He blinked, now, and for half a moment I seemed to have really stunned him. “How did you come across this, then?”

I smiled, my confidence returning in leaps and bounds. It was not often that I got to see Aage wrongfooted. Indeed, I don’t think I had ever seen it before. “I went looking for it, in the goblin caves.”

“Why?” In the few seconds between his question and my answer, he’d mastered his surprise. It was no wonder. Aage had been head of the Northern University of Arcane Arts for longer than I’d been alive. He was no stranger to the mad exploits of young people. Now, rather than in surprise, he viewed me with suspicion.

“Because, sir, I wanted to demonstrate my abilities.”

“Your abilities have never been in question, Idun. It’s your discipline, your ability to control the magic you attempt to use.”

“I know,” I persisted. “And perhaps I’m over ambitious at times. But I am not without skill, or initiative, or determination. I did what no other here would do.”

“Because I forbade it,” he reminded me.

“You did not forbid it.”

“I most certainly did.”

“You would not sanction a retrieval mission. That is not the same thing as forbidding it.”

He raised a bushy eyebrow. “Do you imagine this helps your case? You may be better suited for a career in law than in enchantments. For quibbling about word choice is not our way.”

“No. I’m sorry, sir,” I apologized quickly. “I only meant, I did not disobey you. But you say that a wizard – a good wizard – must show initiative. She must be able to think outside the box. You did not want to send a retrieval party, because that would mean a clash with the goblins. It would mean fighting and death, and possibly war.

“But I got it anyway. I did not bring war or death. And yet…” I gestured to the key. “I am honored to return this to your possession all the same, Head Mage.” I bowed again, hoping I wasn’t laying it on a little too thick.

He crossed his arms and harrumphed. But something of a spark played in his eyes now, and they seemed a little less frigid. “And you think this one thing erases what you have done? Even if – and, mind you, I have said nothing of the kind – I was impressed, it does not negate the fact that you almost roasted your master.”

“No. Of course not. But I made a mistake. I’m learning. I’ve learned from it.”

“Have you? And what have you learned?”

“That I am not ready to channel as much energy as I thought.”

Aage got up, standing to his full height. He stood a good foot taller than me. “That is true, but it is not the lesson you need to learn, Idun.”

“Then what is? Tell me, that I may learn it,” I pleaded.

He considered for a long moment, picking up the key and studying it as he did so. “It is not enough to realize that in this moment you have limitations. You must be able to recognize your limitations. They will shift as you grow. But you will always have them. And you must learn to navigate them – to push them, so that you do not cease to grow, but not so much that you kill people.”

I nodded slowly. “I understand, sir.”

He sighed, slipping the key into his pocket. “I’m not convinced that you do. But you are right: you have demonstrated initiative. All the pranksters and braggarts in this place, and it took you, now, to get this back.” He glanced askew at me. “Did you do it alone?”

I felt my heart sink. I’d hoped he wouldn’t ask that. I couldn’t lie to him. But I would have been more than willing to let him assume it had all been my gumption and derring-do. “No.”

“Who helped you?”

“Njál.” My answer came softly. I knew what he would think – what anyone would think – when they heard that. Njál was a journeyman wizard, and I a failed apprentice. Njál was my friend. They would think that he had orchestrated the entire thing, to save my pathetic, failing career. It wouldn’t matter that it had been my own stealth enchantments that had kept me from being detected. It wouldn’t matter that it had been me, not Njál, who’d crawled through tunnels for hours, searching for the old rags of long forgotten victims, poking through pockets and picking through things that would turn a grown man’s stomach.

They would see only a journeyman wizard assisting a miserable failure.

Aage smiled. “I’m glad you told me the truth, Idun. I spoke to Njál this morning. Rather, he spoke to me. He pleaded your case – far more eloquently, I might add, than you. If you had lied to me, I would not have said what I’m about to say. Indeed, I’m probably out of my senses for saying it at all.”

I felt the breath catch in my throat, and I dared to hope – for something, some bit of good news. My brain was in too much of a flutter for anything more tangible than vague hope. “Sir?”

“I’m going to speak to Alvis. I’m going to ask him to give you a second chance.”

“Thank you, Head Mage –”

He held up a hand to interrupt the stream of gratitude I was about to unleash. “I said only that I would talk to him. The decision is still his. You did almost cook the man. I will certainly not order him to take you back under his tutelage. But, if he is willing to give you a second chance, I will re-instate you.”





Chapter Four



As wretched a four hours as ever I’d endured followed. I waited, first sitting and trying to force my mind to focus on a book, then pacing, and trying to focus on the movement. Up and down, to and fro, backward and forward I went. I could not abide sitting still any more than I could tolerate motion. My mind was as discombobulated and disarrayed as the magical energies that course, of their own volition, through the world.

Now and then, I thought of approaching Alvis myself. Surely, I reasoned, the head mage had had a chance to speak to him. Surely, he must know, one way or another, how he would decide. What will it hurt to ask?

And then I remembered how our previous conversations on the topic had gone: not well. No, Alvis was not to be approached until he had made up his mind to talk to me, and not a moment sooner.

Which meant exercising that most loathsome of all virtues: patience.

Still, with much complaining to myself, I persevered. And eventually, an acolyte found me. His cheeks were red with running, and he puffed with the exertion. “Apprentice Idun?”

“Yes?”

“Mage Alvis sent me to find you.”

My heart leaped into my throat, but I tried to force a calm tone. “Of course. Where is the mage?”

“In his laboratory. He requests your immediate presence.”

I nodded, getting to my feet at once. Something about that phrasing set off alarm bells ringing in my head, and I knew I had better run, not walk.

I arrived at Alvis’s laboratory, as red-faced and puffing as the boy who had found me. I opened the door and nearly collided with my old master. He scowled at me from under yet-singed brows. “So you decided to show up after all? I almost gave you up. I was about to leave.”

“Forgive me, sir,” I hastened to apologize. I had an inkling that this was a manufactured problem. But that, in its own way, boded well for me: if Alvis was inventing reasons to put off this conversation, or new reasons to be mad at me, it followed that he didn’t want to say what he was about to say. And he’d never shied away from telling me I was through. “I only now got your message. I ran the entire way.”

He harrumphed, rubbing a hand over the charred stubs of hair on his scalp. It was starting to grow back – in the ironic flame red that was his natural color. But at the moment, poor Alvis looked more like a plucked chicken than the respected wizard I’d met when I’d begun my apprenticeship. “Well, I suppose you may as well come in.”

I followed him inside and thanked him. This only earned another harrumph, and a, “Don’t thank me. It was Aage’s idea. And I know I’m a fool for considering it.”

This heralded even better tidings, and I worked hard to maintain a neutral façade. The last thing I wanted to do was anger him by appearing too expectant or too confident. I took the seat he indicated and remained silent while he subjected me to a fierce looking over.

“Head Wizard Aage seems to believe you have some – deeply – hidden talents. And I’ve been asked to reconsider your placement.”

I wasn’t sure what to say to that, so I said nothing.

In a moment, he continued. “It goes against my better judgement. The truth is, I think you’re a menace. Magic comes easily to you, and it makes you reckless. You think because you can tap into powers you know how to wield them.

“Well, that gets people killed. That gets people maimed. That,” he added in a very pointed way, “gets people covered in third degree burns.”

“I am terribly sorry about that, Wizard Alvis.”

“Quiet,” he snapped. “I was fortunate. I had the best healers in the North a shout away. What if you’d done that somewhere else? What if no one had been around? What if you’d tried that on the road, with help days or weeks away?”

I didn’t bother to argue that I wouldn’t have been practicing outside the practice yard. I didn’t point out that he’d been the one to accost me, and pull me from my train of thought, when he saw me practicing enchantments beyond what he’d sanctioned. We’d had that particular argument several times already, and it never ended well. Instead, I bit my tongue and hung my head. I didn’t dare argue, but I didn’t dare look at him, either, lest he see the argument in my eyes.

“Well, Aage feels differently, anyway. He wants me to give you another chance. And, I’ve agreed.”

Now, my gaze darted up. I was about to thank him, quite genuinely. But he raised a hand.

“Don’t interrupt.” I clamped my lips shut, and he went on. “Conditionally. I will allow you to continue your apprenticeship under three conditions. Failure to meet any of them will result in the immediate – and irrevocable – termination of your tutelage. Do you understand?”

I nodded, hoping against hope that the conditions would not be too draconian.

“The first condition: you will do whatever I say. If I tell you to stop mixing a potion, or casting a spell, or reading a book, or conjuring a familiar, you will do it. I don’t care how much work you’ve put into it. I don’t care if you will lose your progress. I don’t care if it’s a day’s worth of work or a month’s. It’s not up for discussion. It’s not a matter for debate. What I say is law, absolute and incontrovertible. Do you understand?”

I gritted my teeth but nodded.

“Second: you will progress at precisely the speed I say you will progress. I don’t care how ready you think you are. I don’t care how much you want to try something. You will study the magic I tell you to study, practice the enchantments I give you to practice, and learn the spells I tell you to learn. Are we clear?”

“Yes, Wizard.”

“And thirdly, you will not fraternize with wizards who outclass you. That only leads to puffed up heads, and poor choices. Do you understand?”

I blinked. “You mean…but…what about Njál? He’s a journeyman.”

“Precisely. His skills far outrank yours, and he indulges your foolishness. No more association with the giant. Not until you have earned your first silver stripe.”

I hesitated. “Please, Mage Alvis: he’s my friend. What if I promise to discuss nothing about magic? What if –”

“I knew this was a mistake,” he snapped. “You’ve barely stepped foot in this lab, and already you’re arguing with me.” He got to his feet, gesturing for the door. “Get out. You’ve wasted enough of my time.”

“Wait,” I pleaded. “Please, Mage.”

His eyes flashed. “I’ve waited enough, Idun. Either you agree to the terms, or you leave. I will have your answer, now: no more discussion.”

I agreed, and that was that: I was now, officially, Alvis’ apprentice again. I wondered that such good news could feel so terribly heavy on my heart. I’d wanted this more than anything.

Or so I’d thought.

But did I want it more than my friendship with Njál? The more I thought on it, the less the answer seemed to be “yes.”

But my friendship would be lost anyway, if I was sent away. Sure, Njál would take pity on me. He’d try to find me employment in the village, or in one of the nearby cities. But the fact was, a failed apprentice would have a hard enough time trying to make a living. But in the shadow of the greatest mage’s college in all the North? I might as well take up begging right away. It’d be a quicker path to the same end.

No. Stay or go, it seemed I would lose my friend. At least this way, I had the hope to win my freedom some day and keep whatever friends then that I chose. Alvis would have no power to direct my actions. Not when I was a wizard proper, and no longer an apprentice.

My work began immediately. He directed me to scrub the lab, to wash and polish every surface and article of glass, and to set out and prepare the herbs for the next day’s lessons. “I expect you in the yard at five o’clock sharp tomorrow morning. That’s my first order for you: you’re to practice every morning before dawn, rain or shine, snow or sleet, sick or well.”

“What am I practicing, Mage?” I asked, rather miserably.

“Fireballs,” he scowled. “For an hour, every morning, before anyone else is out there. Before you can put anyone else at risk. Do you understand?”

“Yessir.”

“Good.” He fixed me with a steely gaze now. “Remember what I said, Idun: I expect absolute obedience. Do not think that just because I do not often rise at that hour, you will escape notice. I will catch you out. And, so help me, if you skip even a single morning…” He made a gesture toward the door, to signify that I would be headed through it. “You’re gone. For good, this time.”

“Yessir.”

He nodded briskly. “Very good. Well, I am heading out, then. I will see you in the lab at seven o’clock. Do not be late.”

I turned to my work, my heart heavy and my soul weary. The trip to the goblin caves seemed to have finally caught up to me. My entire person seemed beaten down; defeated.

I should have been celebrating. I knew that. This is what I’d wanted. I’d saved my career. And yet…

And yet, I was working into the late hours of the night, only to be up early the next morning to start all over again. And, from the looks of things, the next two and a half years of my life didn’t promise to be any better. Plus I’d lost my best friend into the bargain.

I was lost to these morose thoughts when the lab door opened. “You’re not still at it, are you?”

I glanced up. “Njál.”

It was the giant, stooping to get under the door that – to my human frame – was ridiculously tall. He grinned. “So I take it by the fact that you’re up to your elbows in soapy water that you got good news? Or else you’re considering a change of career, into janitorial work?”

I didn’t laugh. Instead, I said, “Njál…”

He paused to look me over. “What’s wrong, Idun? You got it, right?”

“I did…but…well, Alvis is being a tyrant. He wants me in the yard at five in the morning, every morning, practicing. And he’s got a list of rules and regulations for me to follow.”

He nodded. “That was always a given. He’s not going to let you off the hook easily. Half the school’s still laughing about what happened to him. And he’s always been an egotist.”

“I know,” I nodded. I did. I’d heard all the jokes – the ones that said I should have kept cooking, as he was still a little too rare. The ones that substituted his name for popular baked or broiled or grilled or toasted dishes. I figured he’d want a little payback, accident or not. “But it’s worse than that, Njál. He…he doesn’t want me to fraternize with higher ranks. He says it’s dangerous. That it puffs me up too much.”

The giant considered, his brow creasing into a frown. “Ranks? You mean…me?”

I nodded miserably. “Exactly. You see, he really wants his vengeance.”

Njál thought for a long moment. “I suppose you said yes?”

I nodded again, more miserably now than the first time. “What other choice did I have?”

I expected him to be angry, to feel betrayed, to lash out, perhaps. But he didn’t. “None. You made the right call, Idun. He’s being a prick, but he’s got your career in his hands. He’s going to make sure you know it. But, sooner or later, even his penchant for torture will be satisfied.”

I snorted. “You hope. I’ve got two and a half more years with him.”

“Hey,” he said, “buck up. You can always try to get a transfer. Work hard, make sure you don’t have any more accidents, and as new apprenticeships open, I’m sure someone else will take you.”

There was something to that, and for a moment my heart gladdened. But “in the meantime” loomed up, as large and terrible as ever, and I shook my head. “I don’t know, Njál.”

“You’ll get through this. I know you will. It sounds like forever, but at its worst, it’s still only two and a half years.”

“I don’t know,” I said again. I wanted to say that he was my best friend, and that I didn’t know how I’d get through the hellish days planned for me without his wry wit and sound counsel. I didn’t quite know how to phrase that, though. So I settled for the generic expression of misery.

“You will,” he said. “And I’m not going anywhere. We can still be friends, even if we can’t meet or talk. He can control that, but he can’t control friendship. No, take my word on it, Idun: all will be well.”





Chapter Five



A week passed, and then a second and a third. Storms came and went, the sun appeared and disappeared. I hardly noticed. I was more exhausted in those days than I could ever remember being. Alvis had me running ragged, up before the crack of dawn, and working until nearly midnight, night after long, miserable night.

No amount of suffering seemed fit to appease him. On the contrary, no sooner than had I adapted to some new hardship, he’d add another. I scrubbed labs and scoured the fields for rare winter herbs; I transcribed letters and delivered bundles to other mages; I ran to and fro doing any- and every-thing Wizard Alvis demanded. And in all that time, I did not speak to Njál. We’d pass each other in the mess hall, and he’d nod in a discrete way, or flash me a smile. But neither of us dared risk a greeting. Not with Alvis watching.

So they were miserable, friendless days of toil and isolation. Once, Head Mage Aage checked in on me. It was well after night mark, nearing midnight, and I had all the flasks from Alvis’s potion brewing yet to clean. He walked through the lab, saying little, and casting a critical eye over everything. His head turned side to side, his beard wagging with it.

Finally, he stopped by my scrubbing station, and watched me. I was hot from the work, and I felt flustered and more exhausted than I could ever remember being. But I bowed a respectful greeting. “Sir.”

“Apprentice,” he nodded, “I see your master is keeping you busy.”

“Yessir.”

He nodded again. “What are you studying at the moment?”

Studying? Was he joking? I glanced around the lab. We’d spent no time on spells or enchantments. I practiced fireballs in the morning, and then – like every day so far – I’d spent hours doing just about everything but learning to be a wizard.

“Apprentice?” he asked.

I glanced back at him, recalled to the moment. “Oh, uh, we’re not focusing on anything in particular at the moment.”

“Then what are you learning?”

I blinked. I wasn’t entirely certain how to answer. But I suspected Aage was not here to listen to complaints. This was probably a checkup to make sure that I was being a dutiful apprentice, not backtalking or whining. So I ventured a guess. “Patience?”

He raised a bushy brow, and I saw more of the winter blues of his eye. I was still amazed at how someone could have as much facial hair as he did – his features practically disappeared under his brows and beard – and yet be nearly bald. It was an odd observation, but, then, I was tired, and my brain wandered where it would when I got too exhausted. “I see,” he said in a minute. “Well, carry on.”

“Yessir.” I did, and he left. The night wore on for another hour before I was able to sleep. I stumbled into bed almost unseeing and yet in my robes, I was so very tired.

I rose to the clamor of bells ringing away. At first, I thought it was a dream, a terrible dream. I pulled my blanket tighter, refusing to stir. It was not time to rise yet. I had another hour or two of sleep left, and goodness knew I needed it.

But the noise persisted, and now I heard shouts far away outside my door. Groaning, I opened one eye and then the other, and pushed out of bed.

I went to dress, but realized I still wore yesterday’s robes. That being good enough for now – good enough until I knew what was happening – I headed out in search of the source of the uproar.

A great throng of wizards and apprentices, acolytes and masters, gathered in the great hall. I made my way into the space, as near to the front, and to Head Wizard Aage’s dais, as I could push. He wasn’t there at the moment, but he arrived a few minutes hence.

His features were drawn, and his tone grim when he spoke. “We’ve had news, from Little Eerie.”

My ears perked up. Little Eerie was a town some ways down the mountain, so named for the lake at its edge. But it was a bit of intelligence I’d overheard a few days back that made me take particular stock. One of the apprentices had mentioned that Mage Herleif – in whose employ Njál remained – had sent one of his journeymen to Little Eerie in search of dragon scales. I hadn’t seen Njál at mess hall in half a week, so I suspected he’d been the one to get the assignment.

“There’s been a kidnapping. In truth, it’s one of our own who was taken.” I felt my heart sink, and I whispered at the same time he said, “Njál.”

Oh gods, no.

“Njál Frostborn was seized from an inn. We don’t have all the details yet, but I’ve had it from Eerie’s sheriff, and the Jarl’s man both. They believe he was drugged and taken in his sleep.”

“Taken by who?” someone called.

Aage loosed a long breath. “We don’t know for sure. But we think they were bone traders.”

I felt my heart sink to the very pit of my stomach. Bone traders were merchants of death, men and women who would sell the very bones of giants. Like dragon scales, giant bones carried an innate magic. But dragons shed their scales and grew new ones. Dragons, more often than not, would sell their old armor for gold, for they loved gold more than they feared men wielding dragon magic.

But no one can shed their bones. Bone traders would capture giants and clap them in enchanted irons to prevent them from wielding magic. And then they would wait until they found a buyer. Sometimes they’d kill the giant at once and divide his bones. Sometimes, they’d cut off a piece at a time, keeping him alive as long as possible. For giant magic was its most potent when the heart of the giant still beat.

Dragon scales would keep for decades or even centuries. But giant bone needed to be used at once, for its potency declined with the passing of time. In a month, it was not as effective as in a week. And at a year, it was no more powerful than ordinary bone.

All of this knowledge flooded my mind, and I nearly collapsed at the weight of it. Njál, in the hands of bone merchants. Njál, to be slaughtered and deboned like livestock? “What are we going to do?” I called. It was not the place of an apprentice to question the head wizard, but in the moment, I didn’t even think of that. “Do they know where he is? When are we going to rescue him?”

“Those are matters under discussion,” Aage answered. “I will tell you all more when I have more to tell. In the meantime, return to your beds. If we are leaving, then better that you are rested.”

I didn’t like the sound of that “if.” But I also knew how valuable sleep was, especially with it being as infrequent as I was able to get it. So I returned to my room and waited.

No sleep came, and soon enough it was time to practice. The morning was bitterly cold, as it was wont to be in late Thorri. But I drew on my heaviest wools and tried to ignore the biting winds.

My mind was not on the magic, and my spells fizzled more than they flared. Like any of the arcane arts, spell casting required careful concentration to control and channel the energies the caster invoked. The world was full of magical energy. It coursed through everything, living and dead. There was energy in the waters, in the air; power in the trees and the snow.

In my case, tapping into that energy had always come easily. That, I suppose, was the elven blood. According to our familial history, once upon a time, generations back now, one of my grandmothers had been a Master Enchantress of that race. It made sense. Every few generations, our family produced a truly great wizard. It had been a few generations now, and, in my daydreams, I indulged the hope that maybe I’d be that wizard. At least, I had indulged that fantasy. These days, I was too tired to dream.

Anyway, an easy access to magical energies did not make a great wizard. If I’d learned anything at all in my humiliating tenure with Alvis, it was that. Sure, I could call up those powers easily enough. But I struggled to contain them, to command them, to control them.

I’d heard it described like walking a dog. It was a fair analogy, except that it was more akin to a pack of dogs rather than one, all being walked at once. And none of them had been trained a day in their lives. And every once in a while, one of them took it into their heads to eat you.

Today, the pack was particularly unruly, and I just didn’t have the strength to control them. More than once, I had to duck out of the way of an errant flare from my own spell to avoid being singed. My mind was full of Njál, and where he might be at the moment. I wondered how he was, if he was well or if his captors had harmed him. I wondered when Aage would give the order that we were leaving to find him. And I wondered if I’d be able to beg my way onto the rescue mission.

As a consequence, I breathed a sigh of relief when the sixth bell rang. It meant I was free – done practicing, and done risking my own well-being by trying to manage powers beyond the abilities of my distracted brain.

I ate a quick breakfast and headed to the lab. I figured I would give it another looking over, just in case I’d missed anything in my exhausted haze.

To my surprise, Mage Alvis was there – apparently, waiting for me, because he tapped his fingers as I entered. “Wizard,” I said, “uh, good morning.”

He nodded curtly. “Apprentice.”

“Can I, uh, do anything for you?”

He scrutinized me for a long moment from under mostly grown in red brows, then shook his head. “I had a talk with Mage Aage last night. Before this business with the giant.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. He thought – we both thought – that it was time for your training to move on. You’ve demonstrated your commitment to your continuing education. So I’ve decided it’s time for a change in pace.”

I felt creases on my forehead – creases I didn’t even realize I had – easing. “Sir?”

“You’ve spent enough time cleaning the lab and playing at being a gopher. We have janitors and acolytes for that.

“No, it’s time for you to pick up spell weaving. Don’t you think?”

I grinned from ear to ear. “Yes sir.”

“Good.” He nodded briskly. “Then get ready. Today, I’m going to teach you to channel restorative energies. And, if I feel you’re ready, we’ll work on a skin mending spell.”





Chapter Six



I spent the afternoon bleeding. Even in relenting, it seemed Mage Alvis wasn’t entirely merciful. Restorative magic was the gentlest of all energies, and after rather longer than necessary, he deemed my ability to control it sufficient. So we started with spells.

And, in order to test the effectiveness of my abilities, that required injuries to practice on. It began with the pricking of my skin with a needle. Alvis enjoyed this too much, I was convinced.

Still, my abilities were far beyond patching tiny holes. So then he moved to cuts. They were nothing too brutal or too deep, but his methods seemed very unorthodox. When I mentioned this, he frowned at me. “I am old school, Apprentice. This is how I was taught, and it’s how you will learn. Anyway, you must be capable of wielding magic even with the sight of blood around you. Even with the sight of your own blood.”

It was a painful lesson, but he seemed satisfied with my progress. “It will be awhile before you can treat internal injuries. But you’re ready to work on more serious damage than this: reattaching limbs, healing burns, and that sort of thing.”

This, of course, filled my heart with a terror of how he meant to teach me these things, until he laughed. “Don’t worry, we’ll find new test subjects for you. Dead pigs to start with. When I see you reattach the limbs of dead pigs, we’ll see about placing you in the infirmary for a while.”

For the first time in weeks, I finished before dinner. “We’ll begin again at seven sharp. After you practice, of course.”

“Yessir.”

“Well then: go eat.”

I practically skipped to the mess hall. No beakers to clean, no mortars and pestles to sterilize, no animal cages to muck out for me tonight.

No indeed. I had exactly two things on my mind: food and sleep. Three things: food, sleep, and finding out what’s going on with Njál.

The first was easiest to complete, and I joined my fellow apprentices at a long table in the center of the hall. Trays of fresh breads and savory meats made their way around, passed from person to person, and I loaded my plate with enough to feed two or three apprentices. I was that hungry.

The third sorted itself soon enough – and rather took away any hope of the second, along with what remained of my appetite. About halfway through the meal, Head Mage Aage joined us, assuming his usual seat at the far end of the hall, at the head of the faculty table. But he did not eat. Instead, he sat there for a long moment, then stood again.

“I know you’re all anxious to hear about Mage Njál. And I do have an update, although it is not a very promising one.

“We’ve heard more from the Jarl’s men, and Little Eerie’s magistrates. Njál was taken by what appears to be bone merchants. They disappeared two nights ago into the east forest, but their tracks were lost in the snowstorm.

“We do not know where they’ve gone. And – at the request of Jarl Hagden – we will not be joining the search.”

A collective gasp of surprise rose from all of us. He, though, raised a hand. “The Jarl understands the importance of finding Njál. But he feels it would be intimidating to the people of Little Eerie if a troop of wizards invaded their fields and forests. So, until we have more certain intel, we will be waiting this out.

“The Jarl has assured me that we will be the first to know what they discover, and he will call on us should he need assistance.” Now, he glanced over the assemblage. “In the meantime, go about your business as usual.”

With this, Aage turned and left. I blinked, staring at the spot on the dais where he’d stood. He couldn’t be serious. Stay here? Leave Njál’s rescue to the jarl’s men – who had no magic and, in many cases, no love of either men of magic or giants? No. No, he could not be serious.

I pushed to my own feet and raced out of the hall in pursuit of him. I caught Aage just as he was rounding the corner, headed for his tower. “Head mage.”

He glanced back at me, raising an eyebrow at my abrupt and breathless demeanor. “Apprentice? Is there something I can do for you?”

“It’s Njál, sir. We’re not really leaving him, are we?”

“Jarl Hagden does not want us intimidating the people of Little Eerie,” he said, very mechanically.

“But we have to look for him. Someone has to have some idea of where they’ve taken him. They can’t be going too far. Not with a giant in tow.”

He looked at me for a moment, and his eyes took on a kindly demeanor. “It is not, perhaps, as hopeless as it sounds, Idun. There is a fortress, old and long disused, on the river Eerie, just south of the rapids and north of the fork with the Red River. The sheriff thinks he might have been taken there.”

My expression lightened. “Then we should head there, as soon as possible. If they’ve got him, who knows how long he’ll have. If we set out tomorrow, it will be a four days’ walk, or five at worst.”

“Six,” he corrected. “The rapids run further than you think. But Jarl Hagden has said he will summon us when we are needed.”

“But Mage,” I protested, “we can’t leave Njál. What if –”

“Apprentice,” he said, and his tone was sharper this time. “You have my answer. We will do what we can when we can. But in the meantime, we will wait for the jarl’s sanction. That is the way it must be done.”

I was about to protest further, but he raised a hand. “No, no more. You have my answer. Let it go. Eat your dinner, and then get to bed. Alvis will want to begin early, and you must first practice as he’s ordered you.”

I stood there for a long time after he’d gone, fixed to the spot as if my legs had been turned to stone by some manner of enchantment.

Hagden was jarl in these parts, and it was widely known that he had no love of wizards. He came from as ordinary a line of mortals as ever breathed. There was no touch of elven blood, no woodland magic, in his veins. Though the university existed in his lands, and though it was as old as his family, dating back to the earliest settlements, he had no use for magic.

And worse than his opinions about magic were his thoughts on giants. He would admit none to his hall and had rebuilt the entry so that it stooped too low for a giant to enter. He did not bar them entry in the jarldom, for he could not: by the king’s laws, all were welcome. But he would admit none to his hearth.

Njál then, being both wizard and giant, was less likely to elicit concern from Hagden than either apart.

How could Aage think otherwise? How could he think that poor Njál would be spared a second thought, much less good, true assistance, from Jarl Hagden’s men?

No, waiting until the jarl summoned us was waiting for Njál to die.

Over and over the thought played out in my head, even after I found my feet again. I went straight to bed, my appetite long gone.

But I did not sleep. I listened to the wind shrieking outside my window. I thought of Njál, captured and awaiting death, or some fate worse than death.

I thought of Jarl Hagden, happy and warm in his hall, sipping mead and probably laughing at us – at the foolish wizards, hiding behind their walls, waiting for a call that he knew very well he would never send.

And I thought again of my friend, bound in the enchanted iron that bone merchants would use, robbed of his power. There would be no warm bed for him, no comfortable fire roaring away in a fireplace. His stomach would not be full of the finest meats and breads and cheeses in the region.

Njál would be cold, and hungry and very much alone. He’d be waiting for us to find him, waiting for a rescue that would never come.

I tossed and turned, thinking how I might persuade Aage. And then remembering the determination in his face. There would be no persuading him. He was determined in his course of action – or rather, inaction.

No, there would be no persuading Aage. And so Njál would continue to wait in the cold, bound and frightened, until a buyer showed up. It would be a dark wizard, perhaps, or a lawless witch – or maybe some several of them, looking to split his bones to make their charms and potions, to cast enchantments and to spin bewitchments.

Then, he would die. And we would sit here, waiting too – waiting in warmth and comfort, waiting for Hagden to call us. And knowing in our own right that that call would never come.

I did not sleep much that night. My mind was too busy, my heart too heavy. And my dreams, when now and again I would lapse into something like slumber, were dark and twisted, full of terrible things and shapeless fears.

I rose well before my allotted time to practice. The wind still shrieked and moaned, threatening and pleading in turns.

I’d come to something like a resolve during the long, sleepless hours of night. Njál would die if we stayed here. Aage meant to remain. If I obeyed his orders, then, Njál would die.

I knew well enough what disobeying them would mean. I knew what it would mean if I didn’t present to the courtyard to practice those accursed fireballs. I knew what it would mean to leave the university, disobeying both my master and the head mage.

And yet I knew what it meant to stay. The price of disobedience was steep. It would be the loss of everything I’d worked for, everything I’d dreamed. It would be the loss of every plan I’d ever made.

And yet to stay would be the greater loss, for that would mean Njál would die.

I would not stay. I could not stay. I’d resolved it during the long night, and I rose now more determined than ever. I would find Njál, and I would free him. Neither storm nor wind nor bandit nor mage would stop me.





Chapter Seven



I slipped unobtrusively into the kitchen, on the pretense that I’d been ordered down to fetch food for Mage Alvis. I’d been sent fetching and carrying so many times already that no one raised an eyebrow.

So I loaded a tray with meat and bread and cheese, and then promptly absconded to my own quarters. The provisions I wrapped and packed neatly, alongside extra clothing and as much woolen under- and over- garments as I could reasonably carry.

I packed a sword too, though I was not much good with a blade. Still, in a pinch, if I found myself deprived of magic like Njál had been, it might save my life.

Then, casting every stealth enchantment I knew to muffle my footsteps and diminish my shadow, to make me seem smaller and less noteworthy, I headed downstairs.

I passed an apprentice or two. Hege, a girl about my own age with whom I talked now and again, asked, “Not again?”

I froze, wondering if I should bolt from the spot or plead with her for silence. “What?”

“He’s not sending you out again, is he? More troll’s breath?”

“Oh.” My mind cleared from the fog of fear. She thought Alvis had sent me on another errand, on another plant picking expedition. “No. That is, not troll’s breath. It’s mountain frost this time.”

She shook her head. “He’s a bastard. The wind sounds terrible.”

“I know. But – well, I’d best be off. He wants me back before dark.”

She nodded, and if she wondered why I’d slung a bag full of provisions over my back for a day trip, she made no comment.

I escaped, then, into the dark morning with minimal difficulty. For a long time, I walked as fast as I could without winding myself. I did not want to expend all my energy at once – not with a six day trek in front of me. But neither did I want to delay. I dared not risk it. If I was discovered before I’d put a good, long distance between myself and the university, they might send men after me.

Indeed, they still might pursue, especially as long as I kept to the main road. The snow was too treacherous for horses off road, but on the road they could maintain a good pace.

No, I needed to move quickly, and get off the road at the first opportunity. So I did, ignoring the biting cold and wicked winds. I walked and walked, until the sun was high and bright in the sky.

Then, finding the walking path toward the Red River, I diverted for the forest. I reached the edge of the trees and drew in a long breath. I did not know, and could only guess, at what waited.

With a final glance back toward the university, which was all but hidden save a few rooftops and towers, I swallowed down the fear that so far I’d been able to suppress. This was it. There was no going back. Not now. My career, my hopes of being a wizard, were gone.

I only hoped I was not also too late in saving Njál. Hold on, my friend. I’m coming.





Liss







Chapter Eight



Thirteen. Fourteen. Fifteen. And three pence. I sighed. Fifteen silvers and three coppers; that was all I had left to my name. Enough for a room and a couple meals for the next few days.

That was all I had left after my trip to the healer. And I hadn’t even needed much patching up.

It didn’t seem like much – certainly not enough to justify risking life and limb.

I drained my tankard of mead and counted the coins out again, as if they might have magically increased in the interval since my last count.

But no. It was the same fifteen silvers and three pence that I’d started with. And, flagging down the barkeep for another tankard, I knew it’d be just fifteen silvers.

Ah well. A girl’s got to drink.

And drink I did, flagon after flagon, until I could feel neither the chill in my bones nor the ache from where I’d taken such a beating earlier. Not that I minded particularly. It was all part of the job, and I always got the best of it.

Today’s particular mauling came at the hands of a bandit called Bjorne the Tall. Tall was an understatement. The man had practically been a giant, standing seven heads tall at least. He’d got two good punches in, and I’d felt them all day – right up until I drowned the pain away with the rest of my senses.

Bjorne was in jail now, nursing a broken nose. And I’d collected my meager bounty. Thirteen silvers and five coppers now.

I reached a hand down to feel my ribs, and winced. Not even mead could cover for that. Dammit. This shit’s just not worth it.

I pushed to my feet, walking a bit unsteadily back toward the room I’d rented. Along the way, I bumped into a few patrons. Not on purpose, of course. Only, my vision seemed compromised. I couldn’t quite judge the distance between objects and people. What seemed plenty of space to get through turned out not to be; and what seemed too tight a squeeze to attempt proved more than adequate.

One or two of the other travelers and drinkers were too drunk to notice. An old man slurred something, some feeble expression of outrage, and I giggled at that. He made no sense. None at all. How drunk, I wondered, is he? Why didn’t someone cut him off already?

And then the thought was pushed aside by a more pressing matter: catching my balance before I toppled over.

I planted into the back of another patron, offering my apologies. He brushed me off with a great show of aggravation. “Get your filthy hands off me, you drunken sellsword.”

I laughed again. Not because it was particularly funny, but because – well, I wasn’t sure. I just felt like laughing. “I’ve been called better things by worse people,” I told him. Something told me that that wasn’t quite it, that I’d gotten the phrase wrong somehow.

But I couldn’t remember how it went, and he stared at me in a kind of mute disdain. I’d silenced him, if nothing else. So I stumbled on, feeling that I’d come out ahead in the encounter.

Finally, after trying the handles to a few wrong doors, I tripped into my own room, and nearly collapsed onto the straw mattress inside.

I awoke the next morning chilled through. I had passed out without even having drawn a blanket over my shoulders, and the meager fire on my hearth had long ago burned out.

I groaned. The ache in my ribs had returned with a vengeance, and now a throbbing in my head joined it.

On top of that, my mouth was dry and tasted like old shoe leather. Good gods.

Had I paid for more than one night’s stay, I might have pulled the blankets over my head and tried to sleep again. But I hadn’t. And if I was going to earn enough to feed myself for the rest of the month, well, I needed to be on my feet.

So, my body protesting at every step, I dragged myself off the lumpy straw mattress and to the door. I reached for the handle, and frowned as the door moved without even turning it. Had I left it ajar? Had I forgotten to lock the door – or worse, to even close it behind me?

In truth, I couldn’t remember. I’d been delirious with drink the night before, and couldn’t remember half of what I’d done.

I made for the bar. If I was going to survive this morning, it’d be with an ale to wash away the dull throb of pain behind my eyes. I plunked into a seat, calling, “Barkeep: ale, and breakfast, if you’ve any left.”

A big man named Carl, with more teeth missing than accounted for, nodded. “It’ll be half a silver.”

The room was bright – far too bright for my liking, but it signaled that the morning was more advanced than I’d meant it to be when I rose. Ah well. Too late for that now. I stuffed my fingers into my purse to withdraw the coin I’d need.

At least, I tried to. But the purse was gone. Fuck. I darted back to my room, my footfalls heavy and loud on the wooden floor. I’d dropped it, I told myself. That’s all it was. It had to be.

The room was as I’d left it, with the bare, stained mattress in the center, and a rough wooden stool and seat beside it. I checked on and beside these, in case the pouch had slipped from my belt and rolled somewhere out of sight. Other than a bit of straw and dry bracken that had, presumably, leaked from the bed, the floor was bare.

I glanced around, my eye searching for something – anything – that might tell me where my money had gone. The hearth had long since given up smoldering. Now, it was but a pit of ashes and stumps of too-wet logs that had burned down to great, black lumps. A chest of drawers sat against a far wall, and I rifled through them. I didn’t remember opening the dresser. I didn’t remember stashing my purse anywhere.

Then again, I barely remembered anything from the night before. Maybe I had. Maybe I’d hidden my coins. Maybe they were still here, and I had only to find them.

One after another, I pulled open heavy drawers to behold empty spaces. And my heart sank. That was the last of my coin, and I’d earned it through the bitterest of labors. It was my shelter, my feed and my drink for the next week. It was what would tide me over until I found my next job.

And it was gone. All gone.

I ran back to the bar, demanding to know if Carl had seen anyone who might have taken it, anyone poking about my room. At first, he brushed the question off. He had too much work to spend his time watching who his patrons let into their rooms, and so on. But as I grew increasingly more frantic, he laughed. “Am I to take it, then, you won’t be able to pay for that breakfast and ale after all?”

It did no good, my pleading or reminding him that the theft had happened on his premises. He just laughed again. “We’re not responsible for your lost goods, miss. If you’re too potted to know where you put your own purse, well, that’s on you. We’ve no legal responsibility for that. Ask the sheriff, if you don’t believe me.”

I had the impression, the longer I spoke with him, that this wasn’t the first time he’d had this conversation with patrons, nor was he so ignorant of what happened to my coin as he made out. But I could prove none of this, of course. And in the end, he showed me the door. “You’re always welcome back, of course – provided you can pay. But in the meantime, you’d better shove off to make room for those who can. This is a business, not a charity.”

I gritted my teeth and headed out into a brisk Thorri day. The snowfall had stopped, at least, and there was a little bit of sunlight. But the day was cold, and the road lay buried under drifts from last night’s snow and wind.

I set my steps for Little Eerie. My purpose was twofold: the first, to report the thieving innkeeper, for that is what I believed him to be. The second was to find employment. In River Pass – the town in which I’d spent the night, and lost my gold – there was not much use for mercenaries. Now and again, someone would have need of us to guard a shipment or hunt down some vexatious wild animal.

So if soldiering for pay was a hobby, or you had plenty of coin put by, it was a good place to stay. The town was small and quiet, the river pretty, and the people more or less pleasant. The forest, too, was plentiful hereabouts, should the people come to be too – well, people-ish. And they always did that. Sooner or later, the charm would wear off.

Sooner, in the present instance than usual. Little Eerie, though, was the seat of the jarl. His great hall stood a little to the side of the town, high upon a broad hill overlooking the settlement.

And in Little Eerie, there was always call for mercenaries. Sheriff Knut always had need of bounty hunters. He had neither the budget nor the manpower to pursue every criminal in these parts. Sometimes, in a pinch, he’d deputize you. I’d been one of Knut Riversen’s deputies a few times. The pay was less than collecting bounties, but it was steady. Sometimes it was better to earn a silver a day consistently than to chase a bounty that might never come.

As sore and bereft as I was at the moment, I had a feeling I might fall into this familiar habit. I preferred to be on the road or in the wild, of course. But I had to eat, and I had to drink, and I needed to afford a roof over my head when I reached towns.

Anyway, the month of Thorri was not a good one to be upon the road. The days were short, the storms fierce, and the wind unforgiving. Better to winter awhile in Little Eerie, and bother about cutpurses and brawlers until I could stand it no longer. Better to put by a little coin and keep an eye out for a really good bounty.

This was my plan as I trudged through the snow and cold, my stomach empty and my ribs aching. I wished more than once I’d broken more than Bjorne’s nose. The bastard.

What was it with people and banditry, anyway? They had to know they’d be caught. They were always caught. Was it worth occupying a cold dungeon, or being flogged or even hung?

I couldn’t fathom it. Certainly, earning your coin was harder. I knew that well enough, didn’t I? But something, in the moment, particularly as I suffered agony in my ribs and hunger in my stomach as a direct result of theft, seemed particularly odious about thieving.

But, at last, the woods made way for open country. Before long, a little cluster of buildings took shape. And before much longer, I could see the whole of the town, spread out across acre upon acre, with the great hall overlooking it all.

And I breathed a little easier, even through my battered ribs. Work, and the promise of a good, hot meal, lay directly ahead.





Chapter Nine



I waited a long time to speak to Knut. He was a big man, with sand-colored hair and summer green eyes. He had a hard disposition, but I knew him well enough to know that it was mostly show. Today, though, he seemed a little more harried than usual.

He heard my complaint about the innkeeper, tapping his fingers against the tabletop as I spoke, and nodded when I finished. “You’re not the first to make that charge, Liss. I doubt you’ll be the last. But you know that’s not actionable.”

“But you say yourself it’s happened before.”

“Yes. But he runs an inn. It’s not beyond thinking that there’d be pocket pickers drawn to the place. It is the first stop for many miles along the highway. Good pickings for an enterprising thief.” He fixed with a sideways glance. “And something tells me you were pretty heavy in your cups.”

“That doesn’t give them the right to rob me.”

“No, of course not. But it would mean anyone might have walked in without you knowing it. They wouldn’t have had to be particularly skilled. And they wouldn’t have needed Carl’s help.”

“But, I’m telling you, Knut, he knew about it. I could see it in his eyes. He might not be helping, but he knows what’s going on.”

He nodded again. “Probably. Look, I’m sorry about the silvers, Liss. If I had nothing else going on, I’d send someone up there. But – hell, with the giant business, I have men running back and forth to that damned university. I’m on my way myself tomorrow morning. I’ve got no one to spare.”

I blinked. “Giant business?”

“Didn’t you hear? Some mage from the college got himself kidnapped. Looks like bone merchants.”

I shivered. Bone merchants trafficked the bones of living creatures – usually giants – for profit. Giants were said to have magic in their bones – not figuratively, but literally. Witches and shaman would use those bones in magical rituals for that reason. I couldn’t say whether any of that was true or not. I didn’t have much in the way of magic myself, beyond a good sword arm and an uncanny nose for trouble. But those that did, those who didn’t mind a little murder with their magic, swore by giant bone. It was illegal, of course, in the same way that trafficking in human bones was illegal.

But illegal never stopped anything from happening. “I didn’t hear. What happened? Did they kill him?”

“No. Not yet, anyway. As I understand it, the bone loses its potency as time passes. They took him alive, right from the Dragon’s Head, and they’ll probably keep him alive until they make a sale.”

I nodded. The Dragon’s Head was an inn on the forest-facing outskirts of the town. My head still hurt, but it was clear now, and I formed an idea of the crime. “That means they’ll need to find a buyer. Someone who can use a lot of bone all at once.”

“Or a few someones,” he agreed. “In the west country, they’ve found rings where they split the bone. Get eight or ten witches together, and they each take a share. There’s good gold in it, if the stories are to be believed.”

“And not too many giants still in these parts,” I mused. It would explain the risk of stealing someone from their lodgings.

“Yes. It was a clever bit of business. They waited until Matilda – the innkeeper – had gone to bed. The rooms for giants are off the main building. It’s too small for those folk. So they’ve all got their own doors, and their own entries. They had horses and a cart, and they waited until everyone was asleep.”

“How did they take him without a fight?”

“That I don’t know. My suspicion, though, is that someone poisoned his drink. Put something in it, to make him drowsy.”

I snorted. “Sounds like Matilda was in on it.”

“Maybe. Maybe it was one of her staff.”

“Is there an honest innkeeper north of the great waters?”

He smiled at my outburst. “I’d like to believe so, yes. But it’s not looking good, is it?”

“Not at all. Which brings me to another point. You say you don’t have enough men to handle things, what with the giant’s disappearance and all. Well, you looking for another deputy? Because I’m going to be squatting in someone’s stables unless I get a job before nightfall.”

He laughed now, and some of the tension around his eyes eased. “You know you’re admitting to a crime, right? That’s trespassing you’re confessing to?”

I dismissed this with a wave of my hand. “I can’t confess to something I haven’t done yet. But what do you say, Knut? I need the coin, and you need someone backing your boys up. You know I’m good for the work.”

He nodded. “As Bjorne’s face can attest. But…I don’t have the budget for another deputy. Sorry.”

I groaned. “Come on. You’re the sheriff. Don’t tell me you can’t work something out. And you owe me after how many times I’ve saved your ass, and put on that damned badge when you were short of hands.”

He snorted. “You mean, how many times I’ve taken pity on you and given you a job so your spine didn’t meet your ribs.”

“We can quibble about details all day. Point is, you need me right now. And Odin knows, I need a job.”

He considered for a long moment, conceding at last, “I could use your help.” I smiled, a bit too smugly I guess, because he started to tap his fingers again. “Don’t smirk yet. You haven’t heard my terms.”

That wiped the smile off my face. “Oh?”

“It’ll be contract work. Payment on delivery.”

Now, I groaned outright. “Did you not hear what I said, Knut Riversen? The part about freezing and starving without some coin? What good is payment on delivery going to do me if I’m a block of ice?”

He raised a hand to stem my tide of protests. “I’ll front you some money for provisions and shelter. Not as sheriff. Just as a friend.”

I paused from my grumbling. “What’s the catch?”

“No catch. I don’t want you to freeze to death. And I don’t want to have to arrest you for trespassing and scaring some little old lady when she goes to feed her animals and sees you in the pen too.”

I snorted at the images that conjured in my mind, and he grinned. “I’ll give you enough for a few night’s rent and food. And if you’re going to take the job, provisions too.”

That didn’t sound so bad after all. “Alright.”

“But mind you don’t lose it. Or waste it.”

“I wouldn’t.”

He rolled his eyes, counting out a generous stack of silvers. “Right. No spending it on drink, gambling or women. You understand?”

“Yes mother. When do you want it back by?” I might be pathetic, having to scrounge silvers off my friends and sometimes colleagues, but I always repaid my debts.

“That depends. You going to take the job?”

“Well, that depends. You still haven’t told me what it is.”

He nodded, glancing around the room. We were seated in his main office, overlooking the lobby and jail. There was no one visible, except a few prisoners in their cells. And they were all too far away to hear what we said. Still, he lowered his voice as he answered. “It’s off the books, this one.”

I glanced askew at him. “Not illegal?”

“Of course not. Only…well, it’s kind of behind the jarl’s back.”

Now, he had my full attention, and I told him as much. I’d never been overfond of Jarl Hagden. He was the sort of man who had half the sense and twice the pride of his forefathers. But more to the point, he spent lavishly enough on himself but kept a very tight hand on the purse strings when it came to the public good. Which meant, beyond the obvious harm of roads falling into disrepair and so on, Knut found himself on an ever-shortening leash. He’d already had to cut half of his permanent deputies. There were villages – like River Pass – that had no lawman at all. And hiring temporary help was getting harder by the day.

No, I had no love for Jarl Hagden. “I’m in.”

“You haven’t even heard the job.”

“No. But I need the work. So if it pays and sticks one to that prig? Well, more’s the better.”

Never agree to something without first hearing the terms and conditions. Everyone knows this.

And yet…here I was, prepping a pack so I could haul my ass into the frozen wilds on what was very probably a wild goose hunt. Damn me for a fool.

I’d stuffed the pack with warm wools, now laundered – and none too soon, after how long I’d gone without the luxury of warm water and clean clothes in pursuit of Bjorne. Dried meat and silverweed tubers and lentils, a pan for cooking, and a pack of seasoning went in next. Then I threw in hardtack. I’d sooner chew shoe leather than eat those gods awful biscuits, but they’d stop me from starving to death if I got caught in a blizzard.

And, last but not least, I packed my tent and hand axe. Knut had lent me the use of one of his pack mules, which was a good turn. I’d needed to prepare ten days’ worth of provisions – three for each way, and extra in case I hit a storm or two.

Not that I’d be grateful to him. This whole thing was ridiculous, and it was entirely on him.

I was going deep into the forest, to an old and long abandoned fortress off the Eerie river, in search of the wizard called Njál Frostborn.

Jarl Hagden had refused to sign off on the mission because he believed it to be a waste of time. And I was inclined to agree. Who would take a giant into the wilderness to sell him? No, unless they planned to murder Njál and divide his parts like some kind of prize sheep – and if that was their goal, I’d be far too late – it didn’t make sense. They’d go somewhere accessible. They’d go somewhere where it would be no trouble for their buyers to get to and from again. Not in the middle of nowhere in a crumbling castle.

Knut hadn’t seen it that way, though. “We searched the roads. We searched the inns and up and down the highway. They saw no one – much less a cart with a giant in its back.”

“What good is taking him going to do if they can’t sell him?” I’d wondered.

“I don’t know. Maybe they’ll run him up river, or down. But I have a feeling about this, Liss.”

And so, because of Knut’s feeling, I was headed into the wilderness with nothing but a mule for company. The thought sat sourly with me, not least of all as I’d heeded his words about saving my coin. My pocket jingled with silvers, for I’d not spent a copper on any of the finer things in life – not drink, cards or women. And there was nothing so grim as the prospect of heading out to what might be a cold and miserable death knowing you’d passed up your last chance to taste good mead, or a woman’s lips, or even to win at a game of cards.

“Well, it’ll just mean you have to survive so you can come back and pursue your vices,” Knut had told me when I complained.

“You’d better hope I do come back. Because if not, you can bet you’ll be the one I haunt.”

He snorted. “Nothing different than in life, then. But you’d better come back all the same. That’s a good mule, and I’ll be pissed if you leave him out there to die.”





Chapter Ten



The first day passed without much trouble. It was cold, and it snowed off and on. But it was the month of Thorri, so complaining about cold and snow made about as much sense as complaining about sunlight being warm.

I camped just off the main road, far enough away so that my campfire wouldn’t attract any unfriendly eyes, but not so far that it would be an uncomfortable trek back. Both shelter and fuel were easy enough to come by, since there were trees everywhere – some bare deciduous trees, others fresh evergreens. The evergreen boughs made good shelter, and the deciduous trees better firewood, especially when I located a few old, dead hardwoods. The kindling lit easily, and the fire blazed hot and fierce. I made a stew of the meat and vegetables I’d taken, along with snow I melted in the little pot. Hearty, if not particularly flavorful fare; but it was made tolerable by the bay leaves and other seasonings I’d packed.

I slept well enough under the wools and by the fire, and the mule first chomped contentedly out of his feed bag, then settled down to sleep on the patch of tree stuff I’d laid down for him under shelter. So, all things considered, it was as good a camping experience as one can hope to have in that particular season.

But then on the next day we turned off road, for there was no path to the ruins to which we headed. There had been, at some time, of course. But that had been many moons ago, and the forest had swallowed it back up again long before my birth. Now, there were a few deer paths and game trails here and there.

As a child, I’d run through these forests and down these trails with my mates, playing at being bandits or trolls or hobgoblins. That was many moons ago too – not as many as my still sore body imagined, but still more than I cared to acknowledge.

I retained a passing familiarity with the woods, though – as much as one can with such a dynamic force. The forest was a living thing, as much as any being of flesh or blood. And it reflected that, year to year. Old trees grew taller and broader, and sometimes fell down. Young saplings rose in their shadow, and eventually grew where once they’d stood. And everywhere, bracken and brambles competed with grasses and flowers to fill in the spaces between.

So though I knew the forest well, I’d been re-introduced to it time and again. Indeed, it seemed every time I ventured past the road, I had to learn the terrain again.

The only constants – and even these, when drought or flooding happened, were not so constant – were the rivers and streams that cut through the woods. There were two main waterways in these parts, the Red River and the Eerie. Not too far from the fortress to which I was headed, they merged – into either the river Eerie or the Red River, depending on whom you asked. In the Eerie valley, most would have said the Red River sprang from the Eerie at the fork. Those along the Red River would tell a different story. For them, the Eerie was but an offshoot of the Red River.

And far south of the region, the midlanders would say both came from Freya’s Font – for that is what the joined rivers were called in those parts. It made getting directions something of a challenge.

But whatever one called it, the rivers diverged in the great wood. And from each of these larger sources, tiny streams ran off, and little pools formed. Some of the pools were more or less permanent, and some would appear and disappear with the seasons. Yet others would be gone for years at a time, and then spring back to life as quickly as they’d vanished.

If I believed in the fae folk, well, I would suppose that these pools might be their meeting places. I might imagine that they’d gather here under canopies of soft green leaves, in the light of summer suns and midnight moons. If I believed in such nonsense, of course, I might suppose such a thing. I was far too rational for that, though.

Still, some part of me didn’t greatly mind that it was winter, when such beings – if they existed – must sleep. I was in no humor for tricks or spells, or any of the woodland magic and mischief sprites might weave.

No indeed. The way off road was long, and difficult to navigate. Tree roots and sudden dips played their own mischievous tricks. More than once either I or the mule nearly stumbled.

The way I’d chosen was an ancient path turned game trail. It had long ago grown over with shrubs and small trees, and now and then I’d find little pools that had sprung up alongside the way.

But I did see something that gave me pause. It had snowed several times over the last few days – several times since Njál Frostborn disappeared. But though any tracks had been utterly lost, the snow was not enough to cover the evidence of passage by something large and heavy – something like a cart or a wagon. The shrubs and undergrowth were disturbed, with leaves pulled off and twigs snapped here and there. Once or twice, I found a small tree hacked down, the marks of an axe or sawblade visible upon the trunk.

And, despite all of my grumbling, I started to believe that Knut might be onto something after all. This track was long disused, except by animals and those in pursuit of them. It would be rare to see anything out this way, other than the odd hunter or two. But a cart? No. There was nothing out this way but forest and streams, rivers and a dusty old pile of stones that once had served as a fortress.

Men had been this way recently – men, and a horse drawn vehicle of some sort.

So if someone was bringing a cart out this way, well, they wouldn’t have been up to anything good. No one disappeared into the middle of a frozen forest in the middle of Thorri with good on their minds. Either they were burying a corpse, or they were about to make one.

And considering the mage’s disappearance, well, it didn’t take much to figure out which of those two was happening here. Which only pissed me off. This is supposed to be easy money, dammit. I’d been counting on this being nothing more than a quick scouting mission: find the ruins, ensure that they were abandoned as expected, and return home for my payout.

I hadn’t been fixing on an actual encounter with bone poachers. Not that Knut wanted this to be an encounter at all. He’d warned me against confronting them. My job was scouting: nothing more, and nothing less.

But it was a three-day trek to the keep, and three days back – and that, only if the weather cooperated. If not, well, it’d take that much longer.

No. If the giant was still alive, and if there was any way I could render aid, I was nothing short of obligated to do it. To leave him would quite possibly be a death sentence.

That thought brought to mind another. If they were taking him to the fortress for dismemberment, that would mean buyers would be headed out this way. And sooner, rather than later.

I hadn’t come across any visible tracks, which meant they were either behind me or a snowstorm at least ahead of me.

Or coming by river. That thought settled in my brain, and I tossed around different scenarios. The river at this season might well be frozen over, at least where it diverged into its separate branches. It would be a gamble for anyone to chance the journey by water now. Then again, it would be a greater risk to go by land, where patrols, wildlife, or even the elements might do you in.

And for a mage, or a wizard, or a witch? Well, they could melt ice, couldn’t they? So traveling by river wouldn’t be so bad, even in the worst of circumstances.

The longer I thought on it, the more likely it seemed that they must indeed be coming by water. Still, I intended to take no chances. I would need a fire to survive the night, but I would camp well away from the ancient path, and build a wind block around it. If anyone was on the trail behind me, I didn’t want to risk them getting a glimpse of the fire. I certainly didn’t want to attract any unwelcome guests during the night. Dammit. This was supposed to be an easy job. Instead, it seemed the more I learned, the more complicated the whole damned mess got.

And then the snow started. A blanket of gray moved in, rather suddenly and without warning. The day grew very dim, until I could barely see in front of me. And great, wet flakes dropped from the heavens, slowly at first, and then so thick and heavy that I could scarce see five feet in front of me.

Hours remained in the day, but they were of no use to me. Not in weather like this. So I pulled the mule off the track, and found a little rocky bank near a tiny stream. The outcroppings here rose tall, and formed little pools – all of which were iced over, though the brook itself remained unfrozen. In a section of gray stone, I found a nook that faced full away from the path. It provided a natural wind barrier, as well as a shield from unfriendly eyes; and I laid branches of pine across the top to form a primitive kind of roof. Then, scrounging up enough wood to light a fire, I ventured out in search of more. I dared not go far, but the light of the fire at least gave me a point toward which I could return.

The mule stamped and snorted his protests. He was ready to eat, it seemed – and rather impatient at that. The fire replenished and wood laid by for future use, I turned my attention to the beast. After a space, he was relieved of his heavy pack, tended and fed. And I, now, turned to my own dinner.

There was not much room for variation on a trek like this – and the longer one spent on the road, the worse the variety usually got, for it meant running out of provisions. I glanced at the stream once or twice, but I saw no fish or living things.

I did at least have fresh water, and that was something. So I boiled the water, and then added beans and meat. In the meantime, I chewed on a dried piece of reindeer meat. I needed something hot and filling, but I also needed something in the interim, before it was ready.

Eventually, the stew finished, and I ate heartily, covering what remained for tomorrow’s breakfast. Then, I settled into my makeshift camp, and waited for the long hours to pass.

And waited. And waited. The snow continued to fall, and more than once I had to brush away the accumulation on the branches overhead.

The temperature fell too, and the mule protested with snorts and stamps almost as heartily as I whined. My whining, at least, was internal.

Still, we were a miserable pair as we waited for morning, and I think he slept almost as little as I did. And that was very little indeed, for the weather combined with my uneasy thoughts of earlier pushed sleep far from my mind.

Day did not break so much as stagger onto the scene. The grimness lessened, a little. The sky lighted, a little. The snow eased, a little.

I considered staying put. We had enough food for a longer sojourn, and ready access to water and wood. Not that that was hard to find in the forest; but here, we had something less easily accessible: good shelter.

Still, I thought of the giant, held captive in the old ruin, the grains of his hourglass slowly draining away. I thought of the buyers, who might be on their way already. I thought of Knut, who was depending on me to see this through.

And, grumbling, I pushed to my feet. “Let’s get a move on it,” I told the mule.





Chapter Eleven



After a quick, cold breakfast, we got underway, and trudged on for long hours. Eventually, the clouds thinned and the snow eased. Flecks of blue began to appear overhead. Now and then, sunlight would stream down through the bare trees.

I wasn’t happy, exactly, but I was less apprehensive at least. My mind started to wander, and I thought of what I’d do after this was all over. I’d need another job, hopefully something that involved less winter travel. I considered the great homes in the area that might need an extra watchman, and what the odds of that being an indoor position might be. Not good. Cushy jobs filled first, and would go to senior staff.

And if I thought wandering through the woods in a snowstorm was bad, well, occupying space along a wall, or patrolling the same bit of perimeter in the same snowstorm would be that much the worse. Not to mention that, for all the risk my current position entailed, at least I risked to save a life. I’d far sooner that than risking my life for some rich bastard’s treasure.

If only the damned jarl would let Knut hire another deputy. Maybe after this, he would. Maybe after being shown up in front of the jarldom, in front of the mage’s college, he wouldn’t dare refuse.

It was a cheering thought, and though it didn’t warm my bones or fill my stomach, it did take my mind off the monotony of the day. And so I stepped, one foot in front of the other, ever on.

This continued for some hours, until I was just beginning to look for a place to camp again. It would be another half a day at least before I reached the fortress, due to the early finish and late start, and I wanted to be rested when I did so.

I had time yet, but if I happened upon a particularly advantageous site, I could stop now too. So we trudged on for some quarter of an hour, until, all at once, a noise reached my ears. I halted of a sudden, pulling the mule and myself off the path and into a thicket of pines. Then, I sat listening.

For a long time, I heard nothing. But I recognized the first noise. It had been the heavy breaking of branches, as if by the feet or body of some large thing. There was a distinctive snapping sound when frozen branches caught and splintered, and I’d heard it. I knew I had.

And then, I heard it again. I could not at once make out its origin, but it sounded nearer now. Keeping low, and behind the pines, I inched forward.

It seemed to be coming from the direction I was headed, and so I peered forward. For a while, I saw nothing but trees and light snow. Then, I saw a figure, draped in long wools and a heavy cape.

I smiled to myself in grim confirmation. A wizard. I’d recognize the robes of one of those damned spellweavers anywhere. This one seemed tall, but light of frame. A woman, probably. She dressed like a mage proper, but that didn’t mean anything nowadays. Sure, it was illegal for an unlicensed wizard to wear the uniform of wizardry. But witches and warlocks and black magic peddlers were crafty bastards. They’d devised all kinds of loopholes to get around the prohibition. To the untrained eye, the long robes and tall hats or capes and hoods all looked alike. But the law included specific rules about the types of fabric, the garment cut, and even the permissible colors.

The loopholes were big enough to fly a dragon through. Basically, short of claiming to be a wizard, the imposters could do pretty much what they pleased.

So whether this stranger was an actual wizard, engaged in some nefarious blood or bone magic rituals, or a snake oil salesman, I couldn’t say. It didn’t particularly matter to me. The fact was, she was headed for the old path, and it seemed too much a coincidence to think she had any destination but the old keep in mind.

Which meant – which could only mean – one thing: she was a buyer. And I was on the right track after all.

I wasn’t sure if I should be pleased or not with that find. For the giant’s sake, it was good news: I wasn’t wasting my time. But for my own? Well, it meant I’d soon cross swords with men of magic.

And I had no particular wish to be charbroiled, or turned to ash, or stone, or any of the other horrid things I’d heard that these spellweavers could do.

I stayed in place, chewing my lip in thought. She passed a good distance ahead of me, and took no notice whatever of my presence. Then, she paused when she reached the path, glancing up and down it as if to ascertain that it really was the way. I couldn’t blame her. Under the snow we’d had, and with the way the forest encroached so greedily on the old trail, it was easy enough to miss.

But she seemed to figure it out in the end, for she turned away from me and headed down the trail. I waited, thankful that the mule had settled into silent rest and so had not given away our presence or location.

The mage seemed preoccupied, and that probably worked in our favor. She glanced here and there at her surroundings, but she was practicing some manner of enchantment, and it occupied the lion’s share of her attention. I watched, fascinated – and a touch amused. She conjured an envelope of flame around herself. It took me a minute to figure it out.

She was keeping herself warm, and using the enchantment to generate heat. Clearly, she was not worried about being apprehended. Or else, she had not packed well enough for her murderous jaunt through the forest.

Every so often, the flames would sputter, and she would pause to refocus. Then the aura of fire would spring back, and she would continue on her way. Once, she must have caught her foot, for she nearly fell flat on her face. And another time, I saw her spring back, as if she had almost put her foot somewhere she hadn’t intended to.

I almost laughed. That, of course, was stupid. It was folly to tangle with wizards, much less the kind that would carve your bones to make their spells. She might not be the most alert, but she clearly knew her way around magic.

I considered my next move, watching her until she was little more than a speck of cape and flame. If I let her escape, she would join the others. Then, I’d have one more wizard to fight, along with any others who had gathered there already. To say nothing of the fighting men. No one’s going to try taking a giant without fighting men.

On the other hand, if I crossed swords with her now, I risked injury that might derail my mission entirely – if I survived. Not that my odds got better when there would be more around to fight.

But if I trailed her quietly to the fortress, I could confirm that Njál Frostborn was there, and get back to Eerie. Hopefully, without getting flame broiled.

I knew the difficulties with that plan, too, and for a long moment my mind warred. At last, I decided that I was being a coward. First sight of a wizard, and you want to run away with your tail tucked behind your legs? Get your shit together, Liss. Earn your coin.

I left the mule secured to the trees. He didn’t mind. With a little food, he’d be happy to remain here all night. But I didn’t need him tromping around behind me. That’d be a sure way to wind up target practice for one of those nasty fire spells she was so busy conjuring up.

I moved quickly, keeping a careful eye on her posture as I went. Once or twice, I had to duck out of sight as she turned her head.

Dusk was settling now, though, and that worked to my advantage – and her disadvantage. I could blend into the trees and forest when she cast her eyes in my direction. But she, wrapped in a sheath of fire, could not.

She was walking at a slower pace than me, even once I stopped running. After a space, I’d come very near her – as near as I dared approach. I didn’t quite know how to proceed. I’d taken my bow, so I could have shot her. But an arrow to the back seemed a little too cold blooded, a little too much like an assassin.

She’s here to kill someone and take his bones, I reminded myself. And yet, some little voice in my head warned me not to do it. I didn’t know that. Not for sure. Certainly, it seemed the only logical conclusion. But I couldn’t loose an arrow without knowing beyond a shadow of a doubt.

And even if I did know…could I really shoot someone in the back? I studied the halo of fire around her and shivered. Maybe. I had no fear of crossing swords with anyone. But a sword versus magic? Well, that was another story altogether, wasn’t it?

She could reduce me to ash, or freeze me like a bucket of water left out overnight, before I could raise my sword arm. How could I fight that fairly? I couldn’t.

And yet… And yet, there was something so unsporting, so underhanded, about a shot in the back that I couldn’t bring myself to do it. Not for a crime she would commit. Not even if I was entirely sure.

I’ll wait until she sets up camp. If I could catch her asleep, I could take her unawares, and stop her before she got any magic off. Then I might get my answers, and I could decide what to do at that point.

She set about gathering firewood, and I crept forward. I’d gone off path, now, and was in the trees behind her. The deepening dusk hid me, but she didn’t seem to be particularly concerned with unfriendly eyes anyway. She went about her business of gathering sticks without too much attention to who or what might be lurking nearby.

I watched, curiously. I was forming a picture of this woman, though I couldn’t begin to guess if it was at all accurate. I imagined she must be some kind of urban mage – the sort for whom logs or, more probably, coals were delivered. All prepared by some other hand. All brought to her with no hassle at all.

The same, I supposed, was true of her food. This did not seem like the sort of person who hunted for her dinners. She probably had a warm, well-furnished flat in the capital or one of the smaller cities, with regular runs from the milkman and butcher. And all funded by black magic. All paid for by spells woven into other people’s bones.

I had no particular dislike of spellweavers. Some people did. Some despised them as cowards. Others feared them almost as gods. I feared them, for I was no fool, but not so much as all that. And I disliked the idea of fighting their magic. Then again, I was better at the sword than many, yet I would not set it aside against a less proficient foe just because I had the advantage. Was that cowardly? I didn’t think so. As a rule, I didn’t start lethal fights without just cause. So, if I was in such a fight, I would do everything within my power to win it.

Were spellweavers any different, because they chose a different weapon? No. But this particular mage was a different story. She was here to harvest someone’s bones, for use in her wicked spells. That was cowardly, and evil too. And that was a kind of magic I detested, as I detested the robber barons who would haunt quiet woods and prey on innocent travelers with their bows and blades.

I detested anyone who used their weapons against innocents. Mages like this one simply presented more of a challenge to defeat. And that, if I was entirely honest, rankled a little bit more than the prospect of crossing blades with a swordsman, for it put me at a disadvantage.

So I watched her going about her business, cocksure of herself and without an eye to her surroundings, with not a bit of fear as to who might be coming to deliver justice.

I had to suppress a laugh. For all her sureness, she was fumbling mightily with the simplest of tools: a flint. She’d stacked her twigs in a peak, and struck the flint near the base. Over, and over, and over again. And each time, she grew visibly more agitated when it failed to light. By now, she was puffing out her cheeks and cursing under her breath. Even from so far away, I could hear her. And though I couldn’t make out much of her face, I could see that frown spread over her forehead.

One moment it was, “Gods damn it, why won’t you work?” And the next, “For the love of Freya, light already.”

At this rate, I thought, I’d never catch her unawares, because she’d never get the fire lit and so never fall asleep in its warm glow. Good gods. You shouldn’t have left your comfortable flat, little mage. It’s a wonder you haven’t frozen to death out here already.

But she had left, and, so far at any rate, hadn’t frozen. And here she was, struggling to light a few branches.

Dusk deepened, and I could see little of her beyond the dim outline of her form, dark against the snow. The sheath of fire had long ago flickered out as she concentrated on creating the real thing. Then, with a soft curse, she stood back. All at once, fire sprang from her hands – not with the gentle glow that had engulfed her so harmlessly earlier, but with a raging red torrent of energy and malice.

The twigs went up in a roar, engulfed in a great ball of flame. She cried out anew. “No, no.” The flames stopped as quickly as they’d began, and she scrambled toward the now smoking remains of her fire. The wood had all but burned away, leaving blackened husks of charcoal in its place.

Now, the mage dropped to a sitting position, her rear planted in the snow and her elbows on her knees. She sagged forward and buried her head in her hands in an apparent act of despair. And the sight was so comical, so utterly ridiculous and comical, that I in turn acted the imbecile. Before I had time to think or stop myself, I barked out a laugh.

She was on her feet at once, darting forward as flames sprang up in her palms. “Who’s there? Show yourself.”

I hunkered down, reaching back to my quiver for an arrow. Quietly, slowly, I nocked it. I didn’t intend to shoot her if I could help it, but if she came for me, well, I wouldn’t be taken without a fight.

She turned round, surveying the glade in which she’d settled, and the trees around it. Her gaze raked over me unseeing, and in a moment she’d turned away. In a minute, she moved back toward her camp. I loosed a breath of relief. That had been close – and borne entirely of my own stupidity. I’m going to have to be more careful. This one’s an idiot, but if I run into anyone-

I didn’t finish the thought. The mage – the idiot, as I thought her – sprang. She moved with a quickness I hadn’t guessed, and before I knew what was happening, a great purple globe of energy raced across the clearing, directly for me. I barely got an arrow off, and it splintered as it reached the energy.

Then, that orb reached me. My hair stood on end, and every muscle in my person seemed to freeze. I could hear crackling all around me, and I struggled to breathe. My eyes felt dry, but I could not blink. I could only stare straight ahead, frozen in my crouch.

The conjurer stepped toward me, her arms still poised as if she was controlling the halo of power around me. She lifted a hand, and I lifted too – not of my own volition.

My legs stretched out, and I hung there, suspended in midair. In vain, I struggled against the invisible bonds. I tried to recall my control, I tried to break free of these magical shackles. But my struggles accomplished nothing, save for wearying me. My breath, already difficult, came harder. My eyes felt drier, and they began to sting with the cold air.

She approached until I could see her clearly in the purple glow. She was a slight woman, as I’d noted already, with dark hair and dark eyes that watched me intently. She was young, too, probably only a few years my own junior. And already so enmeshed in dark magic. I regarded her with all the hatred of a snared dog.

She’d caught me. I’d thought her cocksure beyond her abilities, but it was me, and not her, stuck in a trap. It was me, not her, snared. Damned spellweavers.

“Who are you?” she demanded. “Who sent you? Was it Aage? Or are you working with them?”

I had no idea what she was talking about, or who she meant. Nor would it have done me a jot of good anyway. I couldn’t speak. The most I could do was grunt, and even that came out in a half-strangled way.

“Oh.” The mage blinked. “Sorry. That’s a little more pressure than I meant.”

Then, all at once, I plummeted to the ground, sucking in great, gasping lungsful of air now that I could – finally – breathe unimpeded. I barely noticed the pain that swarmed me as I impacted with the frozen earth.

“Shit,” she continued. “I didn’t want that to happen either.”

And, as suddenly as she’d released me, I was frozen again, although this time I could breathe regularly.

“That’s better.”

It was not, from where I was sitting – or, more accurately laying. Because that’s what I was doing: laying, face down in the snow.

“Now, get up here.”

I felt my torso swing upward, and my legs dangle heavily underneath me. It was an uncanny and disturbing feeling. I had no more control over myself than a ragdoll, being tossed this way and that by a malicious child. “Who the hell are you?” I demanded. “Let me go, dammit. I’m here on the Jarl’s business.”

That was a stretch. Okay, a lie. But I hoped mentioning Hagden might frighten this blackguard.

“The Jarl?” She screwed up her features, studying me carefully. “He said he wasn’t sending anyone.”

“Yeah, well, he changed his mind.”

She cocked her head to the side. “How do I know you’re not lying? How do I know you’re not working with them?”

“With who?”

“The kidnappers.”

I frowned at her. It didn’t make much sense to dance around the question I wanted to ask. I was completely at her mercy, after all. “You’re one of the buyers, aren’t you?”

She recoiled a step, and I could feel the energies around me tightening, and my own breath coming harder. The crackling increased in volume, too. “You are one of them.”

There was something so visceral in her response, something so tinged with loathing, that I wondered for the first time if I’d got it all wrong. “I told you, I work for Jarl Hagden. I’m trailing – well, that’s not your business. I don’t know who you think I’m working for. But I’m only working for the jarl.”

She stared hard at me for a few minutes, and I stayed there, quite unable to do anything else. Then, without warning, I dropped again. This time, my shin caught something – a branch, I think – as I went down.

I was practically seeing stars, and I cursed out loud.

“Sorry,” she said. “Sorry. Are you okay?”

“Okay?” I scowled up at her. “You damned fool.”

She was at my side now, and her face was shrouded now that the purple light of her spell had faded. But I could hear the concern in her tone. “Did you break anything? I can heal it. I know that spell.”

This time, I wasn’t caught unawares. This time, my dagger was at her throat before she had a moment to recoil. “Alright,” I snarled, “now it’s my turn for some answers. Who the fuck are you? And what are you doing out here?”

She whimpered, and seemed to be thinking she might not answer. I pressed the sharp edge of my blade against her throat. It wasn’t enough pressure to break skin, but it was enough to make her reconsider her stance. “I-I’m Idun.”

“Idun? What are you? Some kind of witch?”

“A wizard. That is, an apprentice. Although, probably, not even that anymore.”

“What?” This babbling was doing nothing to clarify matters.

“I was an apprentice. With the university.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “Then…you know Njál Frostborn?”

“Yes. I-I’m looking for him. That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it? That’s why the jarl sent you?”

I ignored the question. I’d lied enough for the night, and I still had questions. “What’s your business with him?”

“To rescue him.” I felt her body tense, and the hairs on my arms started to stand on end.

Dammit. She’s summoning power again.

“What’s yours?” she asked.

At the same time, I said, “Don’t. I’m here to rescue him too.”

“Oh. Then…why do you have a knife at my throat?”

“Why are you conjuring up another spell?”

“Because you have a knife at my throat…”

She had a point. Then again, I would likely not get the drop on her again. “If I let you go, you give me your word that there won’t be any more of that magic crap?”

“Yes.” I eased back, and she drew back, adding, “If we’re really on the same side. If you really work for the jarl.”

I scratched my head. Sneaky. Just like a mage. “I might have simplified that, a little.”

“What?”

“I work for the sheriff. Kind of off the books at the moment. But he works for the jarl.”

“So you’re not really looking for Njál?”

There was an edge to her tone that rather put the fear of the gods in my heart, and I hastened to assure her, “I am. Just – unofficially. The jarl wouldn’t sanction the mission. So Knut sent me on his own discretion.”

“Knut? You mean, Sheriff Knut?”

“Yes.”

“Oh.” Now, finally, her posture seemed to relax. “Well, umm, do you have a name?”

“Liss.”

“Any last name?”

I snorted. “Forlatt, if you must now.” It was the name given to orphans and castoffs, like myself. It meant forsaken in the old tongue.

“Oh. I’m sorry.”

I snorted again. “And what of you, Idun? Are you Frostborn too?”

“Not I. I am called Wintermoon.”

I nodded. The name signified that she’d been born under a full moon in the deep of winter. If a child survived a birth in the harshest months of the year, it was thought that they were blessed by the gods. I wasn’t quite sure about the reasoning behind that. It seemed to me that the gods might as easily have shown their favor by choosing a better birth month than by ensuring survival during a brutal one. But what do I know? “So you’re here to find Njál Frostborn, Idun Wintermoon?”

“That’s right.”

“All by yourself?” I let a little of the skepticism I was feeling seep into my tone. “Where’s the rest of your mages’ college?”

“We were ordered to stay behind. By Jarl-”

“Hagden,” I finished for her.

“Yes.”

“So, if you were ordered to stay…what the hell are you doing bumbling through the forest all alone?”

“Njál’s my friend,” she said simply, ignoring the less relevant and less pleasant aspects of the question.

“So you’re going to what? Find him on your own?”

She nodded, but fixed me with eyes that gleamed in the moonlight. It was the first time I realized that the moon had truly come out of hiding. “At least, I was going to. But if you’re headed to the fortress, we can go together.”

“No, we can’t.”

I said it hastily, and with harsher tones than I intended, and she blinked. “Why?”

“Because…well, like you say, you’re just an apprentice. I’m a blade for hire. I’ve got experience with this sort of thing. And you don’t.”

She snorted. “You have no idea what experience I do or don’t have. And don’t pretend you’re going to fare any better against actual wizards than you did against ‘just an apprentice.’”

She had a point, and I scowled at her for it. “You’re not going with me. It’s not up for debate.”





Chapter Twelve



So I said, and so I meant. And yet, an hour later, and we were still debating it. More like, I’d gone back to my mule, and she’d grabbed her own gear and raced after me.

She had an uncanny ability to talk – and talk, and talk. She didn’t seem to need to breathe when she did it. I wasn’t sure if that was some dark magic, or if she’d been traveling by herself in the woods for too long, or if she was just naturally annoying. I didn’t really care one way or the other. I just wanted it to stop.

It didn’t, though. She was nothing if not persistent, because she trailed me all the way back to the mule, and still hung around as I tried to set up a camp of my own.

The only silver lining in this grim cloud was that I learned a good deal about her through all her chatter. I no longer doubted that she was who she said she was. She was Idun Wintermoon, an apprentice mage at the Northern University of Arcane Arts. At least, she had been an apprentice. But in coming in search of her friend, she’d violated the head mage’s direct orders.

“Now, I’ll be lucky if they let me collect the rest of my belongings,” she’d told me, rather sadly.

I shook my head. Some part of me appreciated the sacrifice and heroicness of it all. Another part – the part with ears – wished she’d never left her comfortable mage’s keep. Because now? Now she was my problem.

That was abundantly clear by her unwelcome intrusion into my camp. I’d gotten a fire going, and then set up my tent. She pitched a rather sad shelter beside my own.

“What in the gods’ names are you doing?”

“Setting up camp.”

“Why?”

“Because we’re resting here for the night. Aren’t we?”

“We are not doing anything. There is no we. I’m on a mission for the jarl. You’re a runaway.”

She snorted. “Oh, bullshit. You already told me you’re not really working for the jarl. You’re doing this behind his back, just like I’m going behind Aage’s back.”

Aage was the head wizard of the university. And, yet again, she was right. And I resented her for the fact. “I at least have someone’s sign off.”

“He’s my friend,” she persisted. “I can’t leave him. You know what they’ll do.”

“Which is precisely why I don’t want to bring a baby wizard who can’t even light a fire on her own. If I fail this mission, not only do I die – and I’m not very keen on that outcome – but he dies too. So if you care about your friend, you should leave this to the professionals. Go home, or go to Eerie – go somewhere, and wait for good news. Just stay out of my way.” Then, feeling a bit like a brute for the brusqueness of my tone, I added in my best attempt at benevolence, “You can stay the night by my fire. But you need to leave in the morning.”

She smiled, flashing a set of pearly white teeth that gleamed in the fire light. Her dark eyes twinkled too. And I knew at that expression what I’d only guessed so far: she had no intention of leaving, whether she argued the point now or not.

Well, that was okay. Because I’d already formulated my own workaround. As she’d find out soon enough. In the meantime, I yawned and pulled out my pot. “Well, I’m going to eat and hit the sack.”

“Good idea. What’s for dinner?”

I frowned at her. “Don’t you have provisions of your own?”

If she caught the edge to my tone, she didn’t remark it. She was rifling through her pack, and now withdrew a wrapped wheel of cheese and another of cold meat. “This is what I have. But I’m starving for something hot.”

My frown only deepened. There was nothing old and dried there. No lentils for a scion of the wizarding school. “Well, it’ll be hot. But I’m sure it’s not up to your standards.”

She raised an eyebrow. “My standards are not that high, Miss Forlatt. I’m here, aren’t I?”

I might have taken offense, if not for the cheeky grin she flashed. “Very droll. If that’s your way of asking for stew, yes, you can have some. If I get some of that cheese.”

“I wouldn’t dream of anything less.”

Dinner took too long, or so it seemed. I was famished, and quite thankful – though I would not have said so aloud – for the food she offered to stay my appetite in the meantime. I took the opportunity as we waited to observe her, and form a better picture than I’d first done.

When I’d first saw her, I’d taken her to be one of the buyers. Now that I knew better, I needed to revise my assumptions.

She was young, as I’d already noted, but not much younger than myself. I suppose she probably looked younger, though, for where cold winters and dangerous living were already etching lines in my forehead and by the corners of my eyes, there were none by hers. Her skin was smooth and unmarked.

Her face was pretty, too, and not just in the youthful way that everyone is pretty, or pretty enough, at some point. She had good features and bright eyes. Nice hair too. It was full and thick and dark.

When I started to wonder what it would feel like between my fingers, I shook my head and turned to the fire. I’d been without companionship too long, it seemed.

“What’s wrong?” she asked.

“What?”

“Everything okay?”

Apparently, I’d sighed too loud, and it had drawn her attention. So I adopted my brusquest tone. “Of course…this is just taking too long.”

“You want me to get my pack again?”

I shook my head. If I ate any more, I’d have no room for stew. And, anyway, she was going to need her provisions for the way back. I didn’t want to eat them all on her. “I’ll wait.”

I did, and managed to finish my observations while avoiding that particular mental detour too. She was young, and pretty, and not at all the conniving monster that I’d imagined at seeing her. Indeed, she seemed too straightforward and trusting for her own good. I doubted she had any guile at all.

I felt a little bad about my plan – and not just because I’d wished we’d met under different circumstances, in a different place. She might be an adult in years, but she was not much more than a sheltered academy kid. She’d stumbled into a world she didn’t understand with all kinds of good intentions and not the faintest idea of what she was doing. It felt wrong to leave her to the wolves – figuratively, I hoped.

Still, taking her with me would be more dangerous to her than anything else. Certainly, it’d be more dangerous to myself, and to that friend of hers she was so worried about.

No, I decided, I was doing the right thing. Even if it didn’t quite feel it.

So I ate my dinner and hunkered down for the night. She did too, and I pretended to sleep as I listened to her breathing slow. Now and then, a gentle snore escaped her. An hour passed, and the moon grew brighter.

I got up, quiet as a mouse, and led the mule with the same caution. He protested once or twice at being dragged back onto the road again, but his snorting didn’t wake Idun. I left a little pack of lentils and tubers. I’d eaten enough of her food that it seemed the least I could do.

Then, leaving my tent still pitched, I headed out. If I reached the fortress and found the giant, either I would be able to return for the tent, or I would be too dead for it to matter. Whichever way it played out, I didn’t need to risk waking her now.

I continued to throw glances over my shoulder until the little fire was out of sight. And, for as long as I was near enough to see, she was fast asleep.

I still breathed a sigh of relief once we were far enough away that we would not be visible, though. The last thing I wanted was a battle of wills with a wizard. That was dangerous for someone without magic.

We walked briskly. The night was cold but clear, and I made good time. The evening hours passed, deepening and then lightening, until the moon made way for the first glimmers of sunlight.

I felt the weariness of the day catching up to me. I’d had a good long rest the morning before, but no rest to speak of that night. And my body was beginning to feel it keenly.

But there was nothing for it but to keep going, and I did. And, at length, a dark shape took form on the horizon.

At first, I saw it as nothing more than a patch of black. But as I grew nearer, I began to make out the old battlements, the crumbling towers, and the remnants of walls here and there. Once, or so people said, this had been an important river fortification, protecting goods and merchants from the south as they made their way northwards.

Now, it was old stone left to rot. I tied the mule off path, drank some water, and caught my breath. Then, I pushed forward, keeping off-road now. I didn’t want to risk anyone in the keep catching sight of me.

That there were people there, I had no doubt. As soon as the trees fell away and I could see more than the tops of the walls, I saw the glow of lights in the old windows. There was a fire burning in the great hall of the keep, from the look of it. Dammit. Some part of me still hoped this whole business had been a mistake. But it seemed fate had other ideas.

I crept forward as near as I dared, and then settled in to get a good look at the place.

The morning was still gray and dark, but I could see a little more now. I could see the reddish reflection of the sunrise on the river. I could see the vines and ivies that climbed the old stone. Some of them were evergreen, and looked black against the stone. Some had lost their leaves with the winter, but the snakelike tendrils of vines remained firmly in place, waiting for the first hint of spring.

Beyond the river and the vines, behind the stone walls, the fire blazed. I could see it through old windows, the glass from which had long ago fallen out. Now and again, dark forms would pass in front of the flame. But, in truth, I couldn’t tell if it was a single form making its way back and forth, or more than one. It was impossible from my vantage and at such a distance to make out anything beyond a general size and shape. And that told me that it was a human, and not a giant. But I could see nothing more – not until the sun fully rose, anyway.

And the truth was, I didn’t want to wait that long. Shadows gave me some bit of cover that I would not have in the full light of day.

I watched the old ramparts and watch towers. They seemed desolate, for I caught sight of no one, much less any movement or activity that might indicate a watcher.

I listened, too, for a long time. The early morning was still. A few winter birds chirped out a greeting to the sun, and the river burbled away. A voice now and then, loud and seemingly drunk, reached me from the keep. But all around I heard only silence.

Well then. No time like the present. I pushed up from the patch of earth where I laid. I’d already picked out a path to race across the open. I’d have to cross the water, and there was no bridge. But a few rocks jutted out here and there, and I fancied I could make my way over on them.

Speed would be of the essence. I needed to be out of the way before anyone saw me.

I got to a half crouch before I felt the press of metal against my spine. And I froze. Panic set into my mind. They’d caught me. Somehow, those damned wizards had caught me.

Then a voice, very low and mockingly sweet, said, “Now that was a very pretty trick, Liss.”

“Fucking hell,” I cursed, my fear forgotten as I rounded on her. It was, of course, Idun Wintermoon. And she grinned at me as I turned, apparently quite pleased with herself. “What the hell are you doing here?”

“I told you I wasn’t staying behind.”

“How did you find me? How did you catch up to me?”

“That was easy. There’s only one place you’d be going. And as for catching up to you…” She scoffed. “Did you really think I’d trust you? Oh no. I put a tracking spell on you.”

I fought with my jaw, trying to keep it from dropping. “A what?”

“A tracking spell: I could feel when you tried to sneak away, and I gave you a head start. You know, so you’d think you got away with abandoning me.”

Her tone was injured, and I glared the harder at it. “I told you, you couldn’t come with me.”

“And I told you: he’s my friend, and I’m coming. Anyway, you need me.”

“Like hell.”

She grinned. “Really? Because, from where I’m standing, you let me drop a spell on you without even noticing. And you let me get the drop on you just now.”

My scowl only deepened. “That was some kind of enchantment. No one can sneak up on me like that.”

“You’re right,” she nodded. “It was an enchantment. But they’ll be using enchantments too. Like I say, you need me.”

“Hardly. You used magic to trick me. That doesn’t mean I need you. It just means you cheat.”

She laughed, a low, musical laugh like the merrymaking of the river. “And what? They’re going to play fair? They’ll put away their magic just because you’re defenseless against it?”

“I’m not defenseless.”

It came out more petulantly than I’d intended, but her expression sobered. “Face it, Liss: you’re not much good against magic, and I’m not much good without it. So we need each other, yes?”

I didn’t answer, except to clench my jaw in annoyance. As much as I hated to admit it, she did seem to have a point. She had cast a spell on me, and I’d been none the wiser. She had tracked me, and I hadn’t had a clue. 

Now, she shrugged. “And if you need further convincing…that tower up there?” She pointed with the tip of her blade to one of the crumbling old stone edifices. This particular one stood about half as tall as it once had, and a great pile of stones clustered at its base as evidence of the fact. It would provide a good bit of cover as I got close to the keep.

“Yes,” I said warily. “What about it?”

“There’s an enchantment on it. If you get too near – and I’m thinking that was your plan?” She grinned as I scowled, then spread her hands abruptly to signify an explosion. “Boom. It’ll target your heat signature, and blast you into pieces.”

“How do you know?”

“It’s a basic trap. If you saw a bear pit, you’d know what it was. Well, I might not be able to spot a bear pit. But I can spot an enchantment.”

“And how do I know any of that’s true? How do I know you’re not just making it up to scare me into babysitting you?”

“You don’t,” she shrugged. “But, you want to take the chance that I’m not? You want to risk it?”

“This is blackmail,” I hissed.

“It’s not. Gods, you’re more suspicious than a dwarf. I’m not trying to trick you or blackmail you, Liss. I told you the truth: there is a trap there. And there’s probably more all over this place. But I can’t tell you about them until I see them, can I? And I can’t see them until we get closer.

“So stop being a fool; the sun’s rising, and we’re going to lose the cover of darkness soon if we don’t get a move on it.”

There’s that ‘we’ again. I considered for a long moment, aggravated by her beyond what was probably justified by the circumstance. She had told me what she knew, and I couldn’t expect her to see through walls and tell me what yet waited. It wasn’t her fault that they’d trapped the place. She wasn’t responsible for the actions of other wizards any more than I was for other sellswords.

But I also didn’t like the idea of being forced into babysitting anyone. I didn’t like the idea of having to rely on anyone, either. Much less a wizard.

Still, wishes didn’t mean much. If wishes were horses, beggars would ride. That’s what the priestess at my boarding school used to say.

And right now, it was too damned true. “Alright,” I conceded. “But, dammit, if you get me killed, I’m going to haunt every relative you have, Idun Wintermoon.”

She grinned, and clapped me on the back. “Deal.”

I brushed her away. “And put that dagger away before you put out someone’s eye.”

She nodded, slipping the blade into its scabbard. “Alright. Let’s go get Njál out of there.”





Idun







Chapter Thirteen



I nudged her, pointing to an invisible energy field. “Over there: there’s some kind of enchantment. I can’t tell what, but I can sense the power.”

Liss frowned at me, but not, I think, from a lack of trust. Certainly, we’d gotten off to a rocky start. I’d very nearly deconstructed her, atom by atom at our first meeting. And she’d almost shot me.

But we had come to an accord, however reluctantly on her part. And so now she whispered, “You’re certain?”

“Absolutely.”

“Well, we need to get past it to get to your friend.”

We hadn’t spotted him, but we both felt in our bones that Njál was here. And, I dared to hope, still alive. Certainly, he’d been gone long enough that they might have killed him already half a dozen times over.

But our glimmer of hope was that the magical energies that coursed through the bones of giant folk degraded over time, unless they were harnessed shortly after butchery for some purpose. So killing Njál without buyers present and ready to transport and use his bones for their evil ends within days or weeks at most would be a waste of effort. It would also mean the kidnappers would give up a good deal of gold that they might otherwise earn.

If, on the other hand, they waited until their buyers arrived to begin their murder, they would stand to make a small fortune. That, of course, was not good news to me. But the possibilities it raised were.

If they waited, Njál almost certainly was still alive. There were no boats docked by the keep, and Liss had encountered no one other than me. Nor had she seen evidence of any recent travelers, except the cart that had brought him. It was a fair guess, then, that the buyers were still en route.

We wouldn’t have much longer. He’d disappeared about a week ago already. It took a week and a few days to reach these parts by river from the capital. We might have time to get back to Eerie, or the university, and get help. But, chances were, it would be too late by then.

And Njál was my best friend. I wouldn’t gamble with his life.

Instead, it seemed, I was gambling with my own – mine, and this sellsword’s. Not that she’d needed any persuading. She knew as well as I, what the stakes were. And she was willing to put her life on the line to earn her coin.

I glanced at her, in the dim morning light. She was a big woman – not big as a giant, or anything like that. Her dimensions were well within human parameters, but she was taller and blockier than most women. She had a soldier’s physique, well-muscled and athletic. The glint in her eyes as she surveyed the keep told me she had a soldier’s mind, too: all business, with no room for doubt.

I didn’t think, on second thought, that this was much of a gamble for her after all. This was her business. She knew what she was doing.

Me, on the other hand? Well, I’d never barreled into a hostage situation. I’d never fought a keep full of kidnappers and rogues. I’d never tried my hand against dark wizards.

But Njál was my friend, my best friend in all the world. And right now, his life hung in the balance. I’d be damned if I was going to let fear for my own safety keep me back.

No, I was going in there with Liss. “So, you have a plan?”

“If the old dungeons are still accessible and structurally sound – and I’m not sure they are – they’ve probably got him stashed there. They’ll have a guard or two. But it’ll be in the basement, and there’s only one way down there. So my guess is, they’ll rely mostly on traps.”

“How do you know?” I wondered. “How do you know there’s only one way down there?”

“I used to play here. As a kid. But that was years ago. Even then, parts of the old rock wall were caving in. I have no idea if you can still get down there.”

“Ah.”

“If not, they’ll have turned one of the upper rooms into a dungeon. But if you can, I’d bet anything they’ve got him down there. It’s the safest bet: one way down, and you’d have to get through all of them to get to him. Plus – at least, if the legends about this place are true – some of the old cells are reinforced against magic. So in case your friend can get the magic restricting cuffs off, it won’t do him any good.”

I nodded thoughtfully. “So how do we get to him?”

“Well, if he is there, I don’t think they’ll have a lot of guards posted down there. They won’t expect anyone to get past them. So they’ll rely more on magic than manpower.”

“How do you know?” To my mind, she seemed to be making a lot of assumptions. And I wasn’t quite sure they were all justified.

She gestured at the perimeter. “How many guards do you see out here? And how many traps have you already found? Either they don’t have the manpower, or they’re more comfortable relying on their magic. Plus, they won’t be expecting anyone will get to him. So the traps will be more about keeping him in, should he happen to get out of his cell, than keeping anyone else away.”

That was a fair point, and I acknowledged as much. “Okay. That still means we need to look out for traps.”

“Yup. That’s where you come in.”

“I know. I just hope I can find them all.”

“Me too. And disarm them. Otherwise, we’re going to end up very dead, in a very messy way.”

“Right.” I wished, now, that my old master, Mage Alvis, was here with us. Or Head Wizard Aage, for that matter. Anyone, really. Disarming traps was a tricky business. One wrong move, and you could set them off. And really clever ones could target whoever tinkered with them, even if they weren’t in the standard kill range. Playing with magical traps was like being blindfolded and sticking an arm into a lion’s cage, hoping you caught him sleeping.

And I was just an apprentice wizard. Not even, at this point. I’d given that up when I defied Aage’s orders, and the jarl’s, not to interfere. Hagden had wanted the mages to sit this business out, and Aage had commanded us to comply.

I’d defied both with one move. No, I wasn’t even an apprentice anymore. Of that, I felt certain. I was a failed apprentice, about to match wits and skills with mages who practiced the dark arts. “I hope you have a good will set up,” I told her dryly.

She snorted. “Don’t worry about me. I’ve got nothing to leave anyone anyway. And no one to leave it to.”

I glanced over at her again, not quite sure if she was making a joke. She didn’t seem to be, and I didn’t quite know what to do with that. “Oh.”

“My plan is, we get across the river, we find a way inside – not through the front. But there’s windows we can scale in the back.”

“How do you know?”

“I told you: I used to play here a lot. I grew up just upriver.”

“Oh.”

“So – unless they’ve boarded them – we can get in through the back.”

“They’ll probably have trapped them.”

“Yes. I’m counting on you to make sure we don’t blunder into any traps.”

I grumbled to myself, but not loudly enough to derail her planning.

“We’ll get inside, and – if we can – get past anyone. I don’t want to fight unless and until we have to.” Now, it was her turn to throw a critical glance over me. “You can be stealthy, can’t you? Not like you were in the forest? A deaf man could have heard that.”

I snorted. It was true that I’d been less than quiet at our first meeting, but I hadn’t anticipated running into anyone so I hadn’t been trying to be stealthy. I’d still gotten the drop on her this morning, though, and I reminded her of the fact. “I trailed you all the way from the camp and you didn’t have a clue.”

She grinned. “That was cheating. You used magic.”

“Which I fully intend to use now, thank you very much.”

“Good. So, as long as you don’t get us killed, we should be able to have a look around. And hopefully get downstairs with minimal difficulty.”

“How are we going to get past guards?”

She shrugged. “Depends on how good they are at their jobs. If they’re too good, we may have to kill them.”

“Kill them?” Somehow, that didn’t sit well with me. They were murderers. I knew that. They were going to carve Njál up like a prized sheep. They deserved to die.

But I’d never killed anyone. I’d spent a long time learning spells that could kill. But I’d never put them to use against a person.

“Yes. You know, so they don’t kill us? Or sound an alarm, and let everyone know we’re here?”

I frowned at her, and the annoyance in her tone. “Then what?”

“We find your friend, and free him.”

“How?”

She sighed. “Look, I don’t know. I don’t know how they’ve got him constrained. I won’t know until we get down there. And we won’t get down there if we keep gabbing.”

“But shouldn’t we have a plan?” I persisted. I sure as heck didn’t want to wing this. Not with Njál’s life – and my own, and this insolent sellsword’s – on the line.

“We do have a plan,” she snapped. “Get in there, find him, and free him. We’ll figure the details out later.”

I let it go, with more than a few misgivings. “Okay. What first?”

She threw another glance around the expanse, around the river burbling away on its course, across the rocky banks and the scraggly woodland growth that speckled it, and at the dilapidated keep. “We’ll cross on the left. See those stones there?”

She pointed to a series of dark, slick rocks jutting out of the water. “Yes.”

“We should be able to get across on those. But, watch your footing. They’ll be slippery. And the water’s going to be cold. You do not want a bath in it.”

I snorted. “No kidding.”

“And if you do fall – shut your damned mouth. No yelping, no screaming, no whining. You just get out, as soon and as quietly as possible. You understand?” I scowled at her, not deigning to acknowledge the question with a proper answer. She continued as if she hadn’t noticed. “We’ll circle past the tower, and around the back way. Try to stick to the bushes. We don’t need to leave obvious prints around the perimeter.”

Now, she glanced at me. “You ready?”

“I am. Just – don’t get us killed, alright?”





Chapter Fourteen



I trailed close behind her as we darted over the banks. The water was frigid. Mercifully, I only knew this from the occasional splash that found its way onto me. I did come close once or twice to losing my footing on the precarious rock path Liss had picked out. The stones were slimy with water and I wasn’t quite sure what else, and my feet slipped.

She caught my hand once, and I managed to regain my balance before I had a most unwelcome ice bath. The other times, I corrected myself before she noticed. And we crossed without incident.

We stayed far clear of one of the towers upon which I’d spotted an enchantment. It was set to end anyone who got too near with a deafening boom. This detour took us over some rough terrain, up steep rocks, and down icy stone faces. Still, I’d prefer this to messing with traps. Odin knew, there’d be time enough for that, and soon.

The first rays of dawn were starting to break onto the distant horizon, far about the eastern tree line. It would be awhile before it reached us, though the morning was taking on a grayer aspect than the blacks of night, and the shadows grew shallower.

I could hear a handful of voices as we neared the keep, raised high and full of mirth. Apparently, the business of murder was a jolly one.

Someone was singing an old hunter’s song, and though his voice was heavy with drink, and he slurred his words, I could make it out well enough. It was a comic piece about a man who spies his own reflection in a frozen waterfall and takes it to be another hunter. Verse after long verse had been devoted to the antics of this mythical fool, as he tried to drive away his competition and consequently lost his quarry.

The singer had no particular vocal ability, nor did his slurring and confusing of the lyrics add to the dubious charm of the song. But it served as a good gauge of the party’s mood inside those walls.

They weren’t expecting trouble. And, so far at least, no one seemed to be aware of our presence. Leastwise, no one had tipped off the drunken vocalist. On the contrary, he was screeching and hollering away as loudly as ever. And as we neared the keep, Liss wrinkled her nose. “If he doesn’t shut up, I’m going to kill him.”

I hissed out a hushing sound. Every step, every tiny bump of our feet on the stone, put my heart in my mouth. I did not want us getting killed over a joke.

She ignored me, though. “You got any spells you can use to make him choke? Or turn him to stone?”

I flashed her another motion to signal for quiet, and she grinned, seeming a bit too satisfied with herself. Still, she dropped the subject and pointed to a far window. “That one: we should head in that way.”

“Why?”

“Because it’s dark.”

I nodded, scanning the stone walls. The keep was built of the same gray rock that lined the shores here. Parts of it rose from the mountain behind it. There was no reasonable approach from the other side – not unless you had wings and could drop hundreds of feet down a sheer rock face.

And, short of an army with dragons, no one had that ability. So it made for a good defensive position, with the flank always guarded. And once, centuries ago, the windows had been barred over with iron, and the windows set with heavy glass. Now, neither iron nor glass remained in most cases.

I shivered. In the gray morning light, with the red blaze of a fire beyond, it seemed like staring into the empty eye sockets of a skull, now possessed by the hellish glow of some necromancer’s dark arts. The window frames were empty, crumbling here and there, but the orange-red glow of fire from the great hall was bright and eerie.

“Well?” Liss was asking beside me.

I blinked. Apparently, I’d missed whatever had prompted this query. “What?”

“I said, do you see any traps?”

“Oh.” I focused now, pushing away the eeriness, and let my mind search for the feeling of energy. At first, my thoughts were too frazzled. But then, seeming faint and faraway, I felt it. I don’t remember when I’d first learned of static electricity, or felt the way hairs would respond to an old sweater. But it was a sensation I’d known for as long as I could remember.

So, too, was this one, and they were very similar. I could feel a kind of pull, just beyond the surface of my skin and yet – somehow – beneath it too. I could feel magical energies in the same way anyone could feel static electricity if it passed too near.

That, they said, was the elf blood. With enough training, anyone could feel those energies. But for those whose ancestors came from the high elves of the forests, it came naturally.

And I felt it now. I felt my skin prickling and dancing with the sensation. I’d closed my eyes to focus, but now I opened them. I could see it, now. Not solid like lightning in the sky, but faint and ghostly, like a mirage. “There,” I whispered, pointing to the sill nearest us. “And there. And there as well. Actually, looks like they trapped all the first floor ones. And some of the second story ones.” They’d trapped anything with easy access, either because it was low to the ground or due to accumulated rubble nearby.

“Alright. See if you can disarm them. That one I pointed out already, and the one nearest the great hall. Just in case we need to make a hasty getaway.”

I nodded and gritted my teeth. Well, time to put that training to the test. And let’s hope we both survive. I focused on the first window, the one Liss had pointed out. The sill was uneven, with the rusted-out stubs of two bars reaching an inch or two above the weathered stone sill. Some fashion of enchantment had been bound to it – specifically, to what remained of the iron. I closed my eyes, letting my mind focus on that one source of energy.

I could feel the thrumming of the enchantment as it coursed around its little sphere of interest. I could hear the energy strumming through the iron in high, metallic frequencies. I opened my eyes again. I could see color, now, in the ethereal swirling mirage, and more distinct shapes too.

The color was a frosty blue, like winter ice. The shape moved and danced and morphed as I watched them. They ran the length of the window, up and down, covering the sill and reaching from top to bottom. Little, ghostly snowflakes darted across the surface, and spindly fingers of frost traced up the empty air. They vanished as quickly as they formed, flitting this way and that and disappearing without warning.

“It’s an ice spell,” I said aloud, but in low tones.

“What?”

“They’ve put an ice hex on the window. If you get to close, it will turn you to ice.”

“Fabulous. You spellweavers are charming people, you know that?”

“You should move aside.”

She frowned at me. I wasn’t looking at her, but I saw the expression from the corner of my eye. “What? Why?”

“In case something goes wrong. In case this blows up in my face. No sense you turning to a pillar of ice alongside me.”

She hesitated for a moment, then shook her head. “You fuck this up, they’ll hear it. I’m dead anyway. So don’t fuck it up.”

“Thanks,” I said dryly. “That was really helpful.”

She brushed the comment aside. “Come on, Idun. We’re on a schedule.”

“Rushed magic means dead people. Give me the time I need.”

She sighed, and I concentrated on the trap. I let my mind wander over the nuances of that energy, reading it and being in turn read by it. It wasn’t the most complex spell. Just a bit of frost energy and ice magic, woven together to- I hissed, jumping as I probed too deeply, and was rewarded for my efforts with an electric shock. I could feel it in my mind, and over all of my skin, like a bolt of lightning had struck me. Except that this was cold – icy cold.

“What?” Liss whispered. “What is it?”

“Shh,” I hushed. “Let me concentrate.” I wasn’t angry at her, exactly. But my skin stung, and so did my pride. An inauspicious beginning. I concentrated anew, following the flow of energy with my mind, tracing it along the windowsill, up and down, side to side.

And then, back to the iron stump. I listened for what seemed an eternity to the quiet whispering of that energy, understanding the flow of the magic there, bit by bit.

And then I did, as surely as if I’d learned the words of the spell myself. And I raised my hands, willing the energy to flow to them without protest, without any spark of retribution. I repeated the words of the incantation that had sealed them. They were in an old language, long dead. Some said it was the speech of the gods, and others of the earth herself.

Frost bind and snow entwine

Winter blow over summer grow

Comes the wind, comes the ice

Freeze it fast, any who trespass.

I could feel as well as see the energies give way, like a puff of smoke dissipating in the breeze. I breathed out a sigh of relief. “Done.”

“Both windows?”

“No, just the one.”

She glanced back at the eastern tree line, and the sun that now rose higher above it. “That’ll do for now. Hopefully we won’t need a getaway.”

“Well, that’ll depend on you,” I told her, a bit archly.

She snorted and started for the window. “Follow me. Quietly.”

I did, keeping an eye open for anything I might have missed. We moved quickly, darting from one patch of scrub growth to the next. Soon, we reached the old stone. Here, we very nearly met with disaster, for I brushed a rock on a pile of rubble. It went tumbling down, noiselessly enough as it fell – but it would have caused a godsawful ruckus, had it landed on the rock underfoot. Fortunately, I caught what I’d done, and cast a spell to arrest it en route before it landed. Then, carefully – very carefully – I set it on the ground.

If Liss noticed, she didn’t say anything. She waited by the window for me to catch up. Then, touching her fingers to her lips, she gestured inside. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the darker lighting.

Outside, it was a light gray, and the world was beginning to take shape. Inside, however, everything was still quite black save for the great hall, and the fire that blazed therein. In a moment, though, I saw what she saw: a large figure lay huddled under a stack of blankets, his chest rising and falling slowly. An empty tankard lay nearby, tipped on its side, what remained of its contents pooling on the floor.

“Drunk?” I whispered.

“Probably. But be careful.”

I nodded, and she pulled herself onto the window frame as noiselessly as a rabbit. Down she went, landing with the same quiet grace. It struck me that she was much larger than myself, and carried far more weapons and armor – and yet, could move far more stealthily.

Well, that’s what magic’s for. I cast a muffling spell on myself – the same kind I’d used earlier, when I took Liss by surprise. It formed a kind of barrier around the caster, containing all the noise in a pocket from which nothing, or very little, leaked. In my case, it was usually very little, as I wasn’t quite as skilled in my casting as some of the more seasoned mages.

Still, it more than accomplished what it needed to. We crept past the sleeping figure – a burly man, I saw as we neared, who slept with his mouth open, snoring gently. Beyond him, we entered a dark hall. To one side, I saw with some alarm collapsed passages. I wondered how safe this structure, and its random piles of stones – what once had been walls and ceilings, now reduced to rubble – really could be.

Liss seemed unphased by the prospect of being buried alive, or crushed to death. She nodded in the opposite direction. It was an obvious move, really. With one half of the hall blocked, that didn’t leave many options. Had we not been creeping through a ruin filled with bone poachers, I might have remarked something of the fact.

Instead, I kept my mouth shut, and followed her. We darted from shadow to shadow. She would pause by every gaping door, every turn in the hall, and get a glimpse of what lay beyond. Then she’d gesture me to follow, and I would.

In this way, we scurried toward the great hall. Our going was slow, and cold – much colder than I would have assumed. I suppose I was used to the old halls I called home in the university: ancient, perhaps, but with heated rooms and well-maintained halls. Once upon a time, I’d thought it rather drafty.

My time on the road, and now here, revised my opinion. This might have been shelter from the elements, but that was it. The temperature was as cold and miserable here as outside. My breath gathered in great puffs, and my bones felt chilled through.

The sight of a fire as we skulked into a dark entry to the great hall did not, however, relieve me. Its roaring brilliance filled the room with light, and for a moment I blinked at the sight, quite dazzled by the sudden brightness.

Liss tapped my elbow, gesturing for a staircase a good fifteen feet away. The stairs went in two directions at the landing, up and down. A pile of rubble halfway up blocked the climb, but the descent seemed unobstructed. What was more, the faint flicker of torchlight danced along the rocks. Someone had gone down there already. Someone intended to go down there again.

Njál. He’s here.

Liss tapped my arm again, this time directing my attention to one figure, then another and a group. The first dozed against the wall opposite the stairs. He, I presumed, had been assigned guard duty. The row of empty tankards at his feet indicated how seriously he’d taken the assignment.

The second was a thin man, wiry and on the prowl. He wore dark robes and a heavy cloak. He’d been at the far door, but now he returned to the fire.

“A wizard?” I whispered.

“Looks like it. Some kind of man of magic.”

The rest of the group, though, appeared to be fighting men and women. They were decked out in armor and furs, and arrayed comfortably around the fire. Some were drinking still, and others seemed to have drank themselves to sleep.

One of the former proved to be the group’s uninspiring bard. He was still drinking, and still singing, with as much gusto as ever.

And an arrow put I

Straight into his eye

He paused to drink. “Dammit, I’m out. Let’s have another, Jens.”

The man in the robes had by now crossed the hall, and he glanced with disdain at the drunkard. “Get it yourself. Or better yet, don’t. You’ve had enough to drink. And your mewling will have half the county on us.”

The drunk laughed and rose unsteadily to his feet. He was a big man, a head taller than me easily, and taller than Liss, too. He shook his head, his braids of long, fair hair moving wagging at the gesture. “You men of magic: no mettle to you. Frightened lambs. That’s what you are.”

Jens cast another disdainful look in his direction but did not deign to answer. He settled now facing the fire, his back to us. The big man headed to a barrel. His progress was slow, his steps halting and uneven. He sang as he went.

He cursed my name

In shouts I could’ne hear

And I cursed him too

And his father and brother,

And wife and mother dear.

I’d forgotten what a ridiculous song it was, and I shook my head. Liss, meanwhile, whispered, “Let’s go.”

“Go?” I wondered. If she’d intimated that we were leaving, I’d missed that tidbit of information. And if she hadn’t…well, what the hell was she doing not sharing that?

She didn’t seem to hear me though, because, quick as anything, she darted from the passage toward the shadow of the stairs. I gulped and followed, hoping and praying I wouldn’t get myself caught.

Somehow, I didn’t. Somehow, I made it into the shadow with her, and from there to the stairs. We passed the snoring guard and waited half a second. The singing man had stopped his noise, and I could feel my heart hammer in my chest. Had he spotted us? Were we caught?

Then, though, I heard a long, satisfied, and very audible sigh. “Ahh, nothing like mead to warm the bones.” And with that, the song resumed.

If ever I see that ugly mug, I promise thee

I’ll send him off to eternity

For though he looks a little like me

A thief and a fool he be.

We headed down the stairs, into the deepening darkness below, the silly, drunken refrains following us as we went.





Chapter Fifteen



The basement was dark, lit here and there by a few torches. But they were too far apart, and insufficient in number, to do much. So I waited again for my eyes to adjust.

The air here was cold as above, but damp and still too. The dankness of moisture long undisturbed filled my nostrils. Liss had pulled us to a shadowy patch behind the stairs, and she surveyed the basement while I got my bearings.

We were the only humans down here. Not that I was surprised, with how dark and dank the place proved to be. Still, that did make our jobs easier, and I breathed a sigh of relief as I glanced up and down the way.

The lower portion of the keep had been divided by stone walls, some of which still stood, and some of which lay in heaps of crumbled mortar and hewn stone. A long hall stretched out in either direction, behind and in front of us. Behind us, I saw smaller rooms. But before us lay a long, straight patch of hall off of which ran cells. Iron bars, and sometimes stone walls, separated the spaces. Rust and age had done a number here too, and gaps filled the barriers.

“There,” Liss whispered, directing my attention to a far cell, and a great, dark form in it. It was too far away to make out with any clarity in the dim light, but I knew in my heart what – who – I was looking at.

Njál. I fought the urge to rush forward, to find and free my friend at once. Instead, I concentrated on our surroundings, listening and feeling for any magical snares.

I found three, one just past the stairs and two among the cells. One by one, I undid them as I’d undone the one on the window. Liss grew impatient, moving and shifting at my side. “Hurry. They’re going to send someone down here, sooner or later,” she said. Then, “How much longer?” And, “Can I go yet?”

Finally, I could answer, “Yes, I’m done.”

“Good. Let’s go then.”

I fell in behind her. She’d drawn a blade – a long, heavy-looking sword that glimmered in the reddish orange torchlight. I didn’t know what trouble she expected, but I readied a spell anyway. I thought of the energy I’d need for a good fireball – and, just as quickly, decided against it. Fireballs were too volatile, or else I was still no good at managing them, even after my brutal weeks of practice.

Either way, I didn’t want to risk it. So I let the energy go easily, calmly. I thought of something else, something tranquil but no less brutal: ice. Deadly, and seasonally appropriate.

Gods, but I needed sleep. I’d slept far too little on the road, and barely at all when we made camp. I’d suspected Liss would try to give me the slip. Just like, I suppose, she suspected I wouldn’t take no for an answer. Oh well. We saw how that played out.

Now who is laughing, eh? Her, probably. I was wet, cold, hungry and far too sleepy; and on top of all that, I’d dragged myself into the middle of a keep full of murderous mages. Definitely her.

We’d closed about half the distance between us when the figure in the cage stirred. Liss drew up sharply, and I gasped, “Njál.”

She, though, shushed me, and this kept me from darting across the remaining distance. The figure was large, and far too bulky to be a human’s. But as it shifted, torchlight fell on the features. And I blinked at what I saw.

This was a giant, alright. But it was not Njál Frostborn. Indeed, I could not say who he was, for I’d never seen him before. He seemed to sense our presence, because he turned all at once, and fixed me with the lightest gray eyes I’d ever seen.

His cheeks were gaunt, and those eyes stared back at me from sunken sockets. He had long, dark hair and a disheveled beard of the same color – dark brown, or black; I couldn’t tell which. And his skin seemed gray and smeared with dirt, as if he hadn’t bathed in weeks or months.

“Who are you?” he asked in the thick accent of one of the mountain giants. “You’re not with them. Or else you’re new.”

Liss hissed for silence, and I said, “We’re not. We’ve come for a friend.”

He glanced, now, behind him, toward a distant cage. I followed his gaze and saw with a mixture of mortification that he was not the only giant present. I spotted two, or perhaps three, more – and shadows beyond, that might well be rubble, or might be more slumbering forms. “The mage?” he wondered.

“That’s right. Njál.”

“He’s there.” He pointed with a thumb to one of the distant cells. “But he’s in a bad way. He put up a lot of resistance, and they stuck him good.”

I felt my heart sink, and, at the same time, Liss’s hand on my shoulder. “Let’s go take a look.”

“Do you know if they’ve set any traps, on the doors or anything like that?”

“I don’t know. They have him in irons though. Some kind of enchantment. To stop spellcasting.”

We moved until we reached his cage. Liss halted here, asking, “What’s your name?”

“Gustav.”

“Who are these men, Gustav? Why do they have you, and all the others?”

I moved on toward Njál, but I heard his response. “I don’t know who. Wizards. From the university, I suppose. But they mean to butcher us. That I know, plain enough. For our bones.”

“I don’t think they’re from the university,” Liss said.

“Then where else?”

“I don’t know. But that woman, there? She’s from the university. She’s here to get her friend out. The new one, the mage.”

“And what about me? What about all of us?”

“Well, uh, we hadn’t planned on you. On any of you, except him.”

“What does that mean?”

“It means, we need a new plan.”

“You’re not going to leave us?”

“Of course not.”

“Good. They took Erna a few weeks ago, and she never came back. We heard her crying. And then, we heard nothing. Nothing but a lot of hollering and singing up above. They killed her. That’s what I reckon. Killed her, for her bones.”

“I’m sorry. But, you’re probably right.”

“They’re back, and they haven’t gone out again. That’s when they take someone. They’ve been back almost a week now. They don’t stay. Not all of them, not for any length of time like that. Not unless another one of us is meant to disappear.”

Liss said something in reassuring tones, but I didn’t hear what. I’d reached Njál’s cell, and I raced for it. “Njál. Njál, can you hear me?” I reached out a hand to the bars and registered a warning behind me to be careful too late.

Immediately, a bolt of electricity seared through me. I might have screamed. I’m not sure. But I felt my body stiffen and shudder and fly backwards. I felt it collide, hard, with something flat and solid. And then my vision went black, and I felt nothing else for a long while.

When I came to, I was propped against a pillar. Something wet and icy cold ran down my face, and beneath my collar. I yelped as the frozen tendrils descended further and was rewarded for my troubles with a hand clasped firmly over my lips.

“Odin’s balls. What is wrong with you?”

I recognized the voice. “Liss?” I murmured, though the sound came out as a muffled whine. I blinked into the dim torchlight and saw her scowling at me.

“I’m going to take my hand off your mouth. But so help me, if you scream again, I’m going to gag you.”

I really didn’t know what she meant – I hadn’t been screaming, had I? – but I nodded anyway. She slipped her fingers away, and I demanded, “What happened? Where are we?”

“We’re in the keep. By some miracle, your screaming didn’t bring the whole place down on us. I guess they must be too drunk.”

“Screaming?”

“Yes: you grabbed a hexed door, and it nearly turned you to ash.” She raised a hand to my hair, pulling a loose strand in front of my eyes. It was, to my astonishment, charred.

“What the…”

“You took a lot of energy, Idun.” She studied me for a moment, and for the first time I picked up on the concern in her tone. “Are you alright?”

I felt suddenly foolish. I should have checked. I should have felt the energy coursing over that door. I’d been too distracted, too preoccupied by finding Njál, to do a proper sweep. And something in the other woman’s softened manner made me feel a little more an imbecile than I might otherwise have done. So I snorted, and tried to put on a brave face. “Of course. I’m fine.” I reached behind me, planting my palm on the pillar, and hoisted myself to my feet.

I got about halfway up, to a crouching position. Then the pain kicked in.

I might have collapsed again, had she not caught me first. “Hey, take it easy. I’m serious: you flew across the room. You’re lucky to be alive, much less in walking condition.”

I took a few long breaths and shuddered as waves of pain washed over me. A few seconds – or minutes – later, it subsided. I couldn’t tell which: time seemed to stand still as agony raked over every nerve in my body. Liquid fire crawled over every centimeter of skin one moment, and freezing water the next. Finally, I found my voice again. “Njál. Is he alright?”

“He’s alive.”

That didn’t sound promising. “Just alive?”

“He’s been pretty badly handled. Beaten, and stabbed.”

“Oh no.” I tried to move again, to head for his cell.

But she held me back. “Listen, there’s six other people here. With Njál, it’s half a dozen giants. I can get them out. They’ll be able to help him up the stairs. But – we can’t do anything with spells on the doors. I need you to find the hexes and disable them. Can you do that?”

I nodded, and my head swam with the motion. “Of course.”

She studied me with blue eyes full of doubt. “Listen, if you’re not ready, we can wait awhile. Give you a chance to collect yourself.”

“No,” I said, pushing off the pillar. “I’m ready. Njál needs help. Let’s do this.”

“You won’t be able to help him if you’re dead.”

“I’m not going to die,” I said, and I meant it. “I’m getting those doors open.”

She nodded. “Alright. But – be careful, Idun.”





Chapter Sixteen



It took several tries, and errant energy kickbacks seared me twice before I finished. But, in the end, I removed the hexes. Liss directed me to work on several of the far cells first. “They’re the strongest,” she advised. “If we need them in a fight, better that they’re free.”

To my protestations that I wanted to free Njál first, she reminded me gently but firmly, “He’s unconscious, Idun. He’s not going anywhere without help. And if those bastards come down here looking for a fight, and it’s just us versus them, he’s not going anywhere at all. Because we’re going to die, and there’ll be no one left to help him.”

It was sound thinking, so I started with the cells belonging to the fittest and most able of the prisoners. Gustav came first, and Liss set to work picking his lock once I’d lifted the enchantment.

Next I worked on the hex holding back a towering matron called Grethe, and then on a thin, boyish giant named Hans. And, one by one, they were freed, with Njál being left for last. One or two wanted to make an immediate break for it, but Gustav kept them quiet. “We can’t go until everyone’s free. We need to be together to take these bastards.”

Njál was still unconscious and unmoving, save for the rise and fall of his chest. His hands were clasped and bound in a set of cuffs that radiated a poisonous energy. I shrank back from it. I needed no concentration, no careful study to pick up on that. This was a dark and cruel force, a binding power. When I drew too near, I could feel it seep into my bones, and into my heart, like a deep and dark dread. It seemed to paralyze me.

Liss suffered no such impediment, though. She marched right up to him. “He’s been stabbed, here and here,” she said, pointing to two long, red stains on his robes. “Looks like he took quite a beating, too. Gustav, you’re going to get him out of here. Idun, you think you can undo these irons?”

I shook my head, recoiling further. “That’s magic beyond me. We’d need Aage, or Alvis – a real wizard.”

She shot me a concerned look but said no more about it. “Alright. Gustav, you’re going to need help lifting him. He’s still not awake.”

The gray-eyed giant nodded, and he and the boy called Hans got to work. In a minute, they’d hoisted Njál’s unmoving form between them. Grunting, they hauled him out of the cell.

“Do we know how many there are up there?” she was continuing. “I counted thirteen.”

I blinked, distracted, finally, from the cold dread that had settled in the pit of my stomach. “Really?” I’d seen a handful, but I couldn’t begin to guess how many. I only remembered the singing drunk and the mage clearly. And the sleeping guard by the stairs. And the one we passed in the dark room.

“Did you see more?”

“Uh, no. That…that seems right.”

“There’s more if they bring visitors in,” Gustav answered. “Visitors from the cities. Like when they took Erna. There was a whole slew of them then. Men of magic. I didn’t see them, but Hans did.

The boy nodded. “They took me up, Miss. To see them, before they took Erna. One of the men, one of the wizards, said I was too small. A runt.”

“So they sent him back and took Erna in his place.”

Hans glanced down at that. “Is she dead, then?”

“I don’t know,” Liss answered. “But it’s likely, yes.”

“Then she died for me.”

“She died because they’re murderers, Hans. You didn’t do anything, neither did Erna, or Njál here. They’re sons-of-bitches, and we’re going to make them pay. You understand?”

Hans seemed unsure of what to say, because he blinked, opened his mouth, and then closed it again.

Grethe was not at a loss for words, though. “How are we going to do that? They’ve got a wizard on their side.”

“Aye. So do we.” Liss, now, pointed at me.

I tried to swallow my surprise as half a dozen sets of eyes turned my way. “Uh…hi?”

“Idun’s our wizard, straight from the college. She’ll keep their magic man busy long enough for me to put an arrow in him, or for one of you to break him in two.”

“Give me the chance,” the matron nodded grimly, “and I’ll snap him like a twig.”

I didn’t doubt her. Hell, I didn’t doubt any of them. It was myself I questioned in the moment. But Liss had got them too excited to contradict her now. “Right. We’ll need to be quick.”

“And quiet. I want to take them by surprise. The wizard especially. We can handle the fighting men. It’s that son-of-a-bitch we need to take out first.”

Grethe grinned, baring a set of bright white teeth. Gustav grunted his agreement, and the rest nodded, some more eagerly than others.

“If we can, we get up there unnoticed. We find the wizard Jens. We kill him, by any means necessary. We kill anyone who gets too close, or who picks up a ranged weapon. But we concentrate on him. Once he’s done for, it’s open season.”

Grethe’s grin broadened. “A good plan.”

“But remember: there are traps all over the place. Magical traps, I mean. We need to stick together, and we need to make sure Idun has a chance to disable any snares they’ve set. Okay?”

Again, they assented. And this time, she gave the order to move out. We walked quietly to the stairs. Despite their size and long imprisonment, the giants moved with a stealthy alacrity. We’d nearly reached the stairs when the sound of footsteps and whistling reached our ears.

Shit. Someone was headed our way. Someone was coming down the stairs.

“Breakfast,” Grethe said. “It’s Rudolph, with the slop.”

The giants were scattering this way and that in a kind of panic. Liss was shushing them all, and to little avail. Their earlier stealth gave way in the face of panic.

And now the whistling stopped. Now, a voice sounded. “Huh? What’s going on?”

I didn’t have time to think what to do. I just acted, summoning energy and channeling it toward him just as his head rounded the turn of the staircase. A purplish haze enveloped him, and he froze.

I lifted my hands a fraction of a centimeter, and he lifted too, just until his feet left the steps. I drew him toward me – toward us. A few of the giant folk gasped, and Hans shuddered. But the man, Rudolph, floated through the air until he’d reached us, mute and unmoving.

I wasn’t sure what to do at this point. I’d frozen him in a kind of paralysis spell, tight enough that he couldn’t speak. But now what? I couldn’t keep him like this – not unless I was going to stay down here, holding him captive.

Grethe solved that dilemma for me. She stepped forward, reaching into the colorful aura. One massive hand wrapped around the man’s head, and another around his torso. And, before I could get out a word to stop her, she twisted.

Rudolph’s head moved in one direction, and the rest of him in another, with a loud, horrifying crack.

I gasped, recoiling, and almost dropped his now lifeless body and the pail he’d carried to the ground. I remembered myself, recapturing the energy a second before it was too late. Setting him and the pail on the ground, I gaped at the giant. “You killed him.”

“Damn right I did. Now, let’s get up there so I can kill some more of these bastards.”

We did, and she did. We’d barely reached the landing before someone spotted us. And it was a blood bath thereafter. The mage – the thin faced man called Jens I’d seen earlier – came out of a side room, raining down fire and spells of every sort.

I diverted a fireball aimed at Gustav, and very nearly soaked up one myself for my efforts. After spotting another wizard, Jens’s attention shifted from the giants to me.

And it was everything I could do to avoid being flambéed on the spot. He had a particular love of fire, it seemed. Every other spell revolved around it. One minute, fire rained from the ceiling. Another, a great ball of fire made for me.

I was hopping from spot to spot, dodging firebolts as sweat poured down me, when Grethe reached him. He’d been so focused on murdering me, he didn’t notice the giant until it was too late.

And by time he did, she’d already taken hold of his arms. She snapped them, with as little effort as a child might break a plaything. Then, she hoisted him up, grunting with effort as she raised him over her head.

I turned away just in time to avoid the final act of butchery. But I heard it all the same. She swung him downward, headfirst into the floor. And his skull met the stones with a terrible crunching sound.

It was a good thing that the fight was over, for I threw up on the spot. I didn’t even realize the battle had been won until I felt an arm around me – a human-sized arm. “Idun, are you alright?”

It was Liss, and I clutched at the arm. “Fine. I think.”

“Let’s get you water. And then we need to move, in case there’s more of them.”

“Water? Mead sounds better.”

She glanced askew at me, but nodded. “Alright. Mead, then.”





Liss







Chapter Seventeen



We stepped outside into a sunny mid- or late- morning. I didn’t know how many hours had passed in that dank dungeon, but it had been more than a few. “Alright,” I said, “we’ve got a long road ahead of us, and not a lot of supplies.”

We did alright from the foodstuffs stockpiled here. But as far as shelter or warm clothing went, the accommodations for the giant folk had been not existent. There was nothing to raid as there had been nothing to begin with. And the poachers’ blankets and furs that hadn’t been incinerated in our battle earlier were insufficient for the group we had. It promised, therefore, to be a long, cold trek back.

But there was no delaying or sending for help. Njál Frostborn was in a poor way, and Idun’s magic seemed to be undone by those enchanted irons the same way his had presumably been.

The giant himself was still unconscious. It was no boon to them, of course, that Gustav and Hans had been locked down there. But for Njál’s sake, it was a good bit of luck. There was no way Idun and I could have managed him. It would have taken half a dozen strong men and women to get him out of that cell and up the stairs, and probably twice as many to bring him home again.

At the moment, the unconscious wizard hung between the two. And even they grunted with effort. Njál Frostborn was big, even for a giant, and he’d had a diet of good, healthy food, and plenty of vigorous exercise to keep himself fit and – well, heavy.

By contrast, these men had spent months – since the autumn, as near as I could ascertain – in captivity. They’d grown lean for lack of good food, and their muscles had withered with inactivity.

I didn’t know how long they’d be able to keep up a good pace. Grethe, I knew, would take her turn carrying the injured man. But she was older than Gustav and Hans put together. Fierce, certainly, and a terror in battle. The bone traders had learned that the hard way.

But I didn’t know what her long term endurance would be. I guess we’ll find out. I suspect everyone’s going to have to take a turn carrying him.

A few of the stragglers pulled up now, listening to my instructions. “We’ll travel light: just food and necessities. Don’t take anything you can’t eat, drink or wrap yourselves in.

“And fill your canteens. There’s water along the way, but not always.”

“I’ve got mead,” Grethe declared.

“You need water too.”

She sniffed, repeating, “I’ve got mead.”

I frowned at her, but didn’t press the point. She was probably twice my height, and broad-shouldered and big-boned. She’d managed to dig up some armor, too, and a great sword fitted to her. I didn’t know if they were hers, and they’d been stolen from her, or if she’d simply found them in the piles of pilfered goods the bone traders had collected. Regardless, I suspected she could do a lot of damage with that blade. She certainly could barehanded. She’d all but crushed the mage Jens between her palms. Not that I feared she’d do the same to me.

Still, I saw no reason to provoke her. Who knew what months of captivity – by humans, no less – could do to a giant. Not me. I might inquire of Knut a few months from now if he’d heard anything of the giants we freed, and what they’d been up to. But I didn’t mean to find out in any more direct or less pleasant manner than good, old-fashioned gossip.

“When we camp, we’re going to need to make shelters. We’ll get fires going. We’ll-”

Idun reached out a hand to my elbow, and I glanced at her. She still looked a little pale, I thought. She had ever since she’d laid hands on Njál’s cell. “What’s wrong?”

“Did you hear that?”

I frowned, straining my ears. “What?”

“I heard it too,” Gustav said. “Feet on the distant bank.”

Fuck. Had we missed some of these bastards? Or were these the buyers, come to collect their prize? The last thing any of us needed was a new band of wizards to fight. Idun had done a damned good job. We’d never have made it this far without her. But she was only an apprentice, after all. And she dealt with light magic. Not the evil shit these monsters could conjure. “Alright, take cover. Get Njál back inside. We need to-”

I cut off as a figure stepped out of the bushes on the far side. He was tall and sported the full robes of a master wizard, and a long white beard too. I’d seen the face before, though in the moment, shrouded under the shadow of his hood, I couldn’t quite place it. A few more figures, all similarly clad, stepped out too.

Grethe drew her sword and screamed something. I didn’t catch it all, but it involved killing and wizards.

“Wait,” Idun yelled. “They’re on our side.”

Mercifully, she seemed to hear, because she froze to the spot, demanding, “On our side? What do you mean?”

“They’re from the university. That’s Head Wizard Aage.”

I blinked. I knew I recognized him.

“From the university? They’re probably here to kill us,” Gustav declared.

“They’re not.”

“Then why are they come? It’s men of magic – that’s who has been paying for our bones. And what are they, but men of magic?”

Murmurs of fear and anger rose, and Grethe’s sword arm twitched. I spoke now, trying to channel every bit of commanding confidence I possessed into those words. “Dammit, hold your ground. If Idun says they’re on our side, then they’re on our side.”

It did the trick. They stood down. Idun seemed to realize the tentative nature of our victory, because she walked forward to the edge of the bank. “Head wizard: what are you doing here?”

“I could ask the same thing,” came the response.

A flush of color reached her cheeks. “We found Njál, sir. He’s badly hurt.”

At this, he promised to assist. “If you can convince your friends not to make war on us.”

“Lower your weapons,” I called. “They’re here to help.”

Grethe did, though she didn’t sheathe her blade. The rest dropped into more relaxed stances. Gustav and Hans laid the injured giant on the ground.

The wizards, meanwhile, crossed the river, with Aage in the lead. He approached Idun first, casting a glance over her and then me, and finally the rest of our band. “Where in Odin’s name did you get a troop of giants to storm the keep?”

“We didn’t, sir. They were prisoners, like Njál. We helped them escape.”

Now, the old man raised a bushy eyebrow. “Are you telling me that you and – I assume this sellsword?” He gestured at me. “Are you telling me that the pair of you liberated all these giants?”

“Yessir.”

“And no one stopped you?”

His incredulity was mounting, and I didn’t much care for it. “They tried,” I put in. “But Idun here kept their wizard off our backs, and we dispatched of them pretty tidily.”

He glanced me over in a way that made me bristle. I’d seen it before. It wasn’t a sneer, exactly, but it was in the family: the kind of dismissive look magic-wielders reserved for practitioners of the less vaunted martial arts.

“And – with all due respect of course – what are you doing here? I was given to expect that you lot would winter in the university, and leave this to Knut’s men?”

He frowned at me, now. “Njál is one of our wizards. Of course we would not sit by.”

I laughed, glancing between him and Idun. She was still shrinking and studying her feet, and something about that sat wrong. So I said, quite pointedly, “Guess you wizarding folk don’t like taking orders. Good thing, I suppose, because this guy would have been dead soon.”

He studied me for half a second longer, then pushed past. He circled Njál, bringing his hands over the cuffs and grimacing as he did so. “Do you know who put these on?”

“No. But we did hear their wizard’s name: Jens. I suppose it was him,” Idun said.

Aage glanced up. “Thin man? Tall?”

She nodded. “Yes. With an angular face. Kind of…well, hatchet shaped.”

“And you killed him?”

“Grethe did.”

“But she held him off,” I put in, “so Grethe could reach him.”

The giant affirmed this with a nod and a grin. “Aye. And I made short work of him.”

“I’d like to see the body,” Aage decided.

“He’s not very recognizable,” I cautioned.

“No,” the giant agreed. “His face and the floor had an up close and personal conference.”

“Ah.” For a moment, the wizard seemed nonplussed. “Well, uh, I suppose I’ll look later. If he’s who I think he is, these won’t be easy to get off. I’m going to need assistance. Helka and Alvis, I want you to monitor Njál. If he starts to show distress, tell me at once.”

“You think there’s a risk to him, sir?” Idun wondered.

“If he’s the Jens I think he is, yes. He’s a high wizard proficient in black magic. Or was. He was the scourge of the East country, until they drove him out a few years back. And no one’s seen him since. I’m not surprised to find him mixed up in business like this.

“As for the irons…he wouldn’t take chances. I’ve seen it before. He rigs them so that if a clumsy or unaware hand attempts to disenchant them, they kill the wearer. Sometimes it’s fire, sometimes frost. Sometimes they explode, or cause the brain to bleed, or the heart to burst. He enjoys variety.”

“Enjoyed,” I offered. “He’s not enjoying anything now. Unless it’s hell.”

The wizards worked for a long time to get the cuffs off. Morning passed, and the sun shifted overhead. Finally, the irons clattered harmlessly to the stone, and Aage turned his attention to the giant’s wounds.

“Help me get him inside. It looks like snow again.”

This was true, and I remembered now the poor mule who had spent so many hours alone already. Inquiring as to how long it would take to finish their healing, and learning that it would take hours yet, I announced my plan to get the pack animal.

“Good,” Grethe declared. “I’ll go with you; we can use more supplies on our return journey.”

“You should go with them,” Aage told Idun.

“Me, sir?”

“Yes. Who knows if they will have need of a spell caster. There are yet buyers on their way. They might be coming by forest.”

The giant woman grinned at the prospect. “Let us hope so.”

Idun nodded, a bit glumly it seemed. I supposed she was tired of shadowing me, now that her own people were come. I don’t know why, exactly, but I rather resented the thought.

“You don’t have to come, you know,” I said as we neared the riverbank.

She blinked at my words. “Oh…I…Aage said…”

I rolled my eyes, thinking uncharitably that it was nice of her head wizard to make her my problem. “Yes, I heard. Well, if you’re coming, let’s get a move on it.” I went on ahead, leaping from stone to stone without a glance behind me.

Grethe didn’t bother trying to avoid the river. She plunged right in and shook the icy water off when she reached the other side. I scowled as the cold droplets hit me. But I still didn’t know her well enough to risk pissing her off, so I held my tongue.

I headed off then at a brisk pace, toward where I’d left the mule, more irritated than before. Half a minute later, breathless with running, Idun reached us. “Wait for me,” she panted.

“You know, I know you wizarding types don’t think it’s possible, but I can survive a hike on my own,” I said. “And I’m sure you’ve got better things to do.”

If she noticed the edge in my words, she didn’t remark it. “Aage knows. He just wants me gone.”

The forlornness of her tone struck me. “What?”

“Aage: he wants me out of his sight. I violated his orders.”

I glanced over at her, finally far enough distracted from my huff to consider if, perhaps, I’d misinterpreted her displeasure of earlier. Her brow creased, her eyelids dropped. “Are you sure?” I didn’t know the head mage at all, so perhaps I was out of line to presume to read his expressions. But he hadn’t seemed that angry – especially after he learned of all we’d accomplished.

She nodded. “He has Njál to tend now, and it is not our way to conduct university business in front of strangers. But I know what’s coming: I’m going to be expelled, if it hasn’t already happened in abstentia.”

“Then your head mage is a fool,” Grethe put in. “I’ve no love of spellweavers as a rule, but you’re alright, and then some. If he’s going to expel you, then the loss is his.”

She smiled at the words but sighed. “Mine as well: for no one will take on the tutelage of an apprentice who has been expelled.”

On this point, I could offer no assistance. I knew little of the politics of the universities, except that they were as brutal as any other manner of politics. Careers rose and fell, great men were laid low, and low men raised high. Except there tended to be fewer wars, and more fire and lightning, when wizards battled.

I did feel rather a heel, though. I’d made assumptions about her downcast expression that had been unwarranted. I’d bordered on the rude over those assumptions, when she was already feeling down. I didn’t know if she’d picked up on my change in behavior, and I at once hoped she hadn’t, and felt guilty for the hope.

“Well, uh, what about your friend there? You saved his life.”

“Njál is a journeyman.”

I stared, blankly. I had the feeling that this was an answer to my question, but I couldn’t for the life of me figure out how.

She must have sensed my confusion, because she added, “Journeymen cannot take on apprentices. Not until they reach the level of master.”

“Oh.” The politics and rules seemed a little too complicated for me. “Well, will he be a master some day?”

“Yes. In a few years. Maybe less, for he is very skilled.”

“Then can he not take you on when he is free to do so?”

She hesitated. “I should not want to be a burden to him.”

Grethe snorted. “If he’s of the race of Ymir, he will consider it an honor.”

Ymir was the ancestor of the giant folk, or so legend had it. I didn’t fully understand how that applied to the current situation, though.

The giant warrior supplied by way of explanation a shrug, and a casually superior, “Never let it be said that our race leaves its debts unpaid. That is the province of men and elves and dwarves.”

Idun smiled. “So, everyone but giants, then?”

She shook her head. “Not so. Dragons repay their debts.”

“Ah. Well, be that as it may, I wish to be a repaid debt to no one. For that is a burden of duty, perhaps, but a burden all the same.”

Grethe glanced askew at her, with great green eyes that radiated wisdom. “Well, perhaps, little mage, it will not be necessary at any rate.”





Chapter Eighteen



We brought the mule back just as it began to snow. To my and Idun’s relief, and Grethe’s disappointment, we encountered no one.

Njál Frostborn had still not come to, and her initial inquiries were rebuffed rather brusquely by a supercilious fellow named Alvis.

This, I remembered, was the name of her teacher, and after she’d had an answer from one of the giants, I asked if the Alvis who had just now stuck up his nose to her was the same Alvis as the one in whose service she studied. She confirmed this with a somber shake of her head. “As I say: my time at the university is over.”

I thought of the wizard, and how haughtily he’d looked down his nose at her, how rough his speech had been, and with such finality he’d turned his shoulder to her.

And my earlier doubts faded. She’d called the situation, alright. “Well, you’ve got a lot of skill, Idun. You’ll figure it out.”

She smiled, a soft and sad smile. “Maybe. But we saved Njál. And that’s what I came for. I knew what the price would be. So, I will take comfort that we have succeeded.”

The giants had built a great, roaring fire, and the hall was relatively warm, and cast in a reddish orange glow. Gustav and Hans had cleared away the dead, and the giant folk had returned to eating. “You’re going to be sick,” I warned Grethe as she grabbed a roasted deer leg. “How long’s it been since you had a decent meal? And now two, in one day?”

“You worry about yourself,” she advised. “I’ll take care of me.”

I laughed. “Alright. But when you all start throwing up, I’m not cleaning it up.”

Idun, meanwhile, had been watching the efforts to revive Njál. It looked to me almost comical: a bunch of old men and a handful of women gathered in a circle, chanting and waving crystal charms and bejeweled staffs and pungent, smoking bundles of weeds.

Around them, a few of the other wizards circled. These, I assumed, were those whose specialties were other than healing, for they circled the group with bundles of sage and songs hummed low.

I studied her for a moment. Her brow was creased, and her eyes shone with a worried light. “Hey,” I said, touching her elbow, “let’s get some food, and mead.”

She seemed to perk up at the mention of mead. “Alright.”

We sat for a while and drank for a while. I managed to get her to eat some venison. The hours wiled away.

The biggest excitement came when Njál awoke. He didn’t stay awake long, but it was enough to set Idun’s mind at ease, anyway.

He came to with a long groan, and his first act was to brush away the copious amounts of smoke overhead while gagging. I sympathized. We’d moved as far away as we could, while still remaining in the radius of the fire’s warmth. And it wasn’t far enough.

Then, he pushed to a sitting position. Idun raced over, and a few of the giant folk followed. She didn’t seem to heed the wizards who tried to block her path, and instead wrapped her arms around him. “Njál: you made it.”

He groaned. “Good gods. I was afraid you’d be crazy enough to come looking for me.” He glanced at Aage, and then grinned at her. “At least you had the sense to bring backup. Good to see you, sir.”

Aage cleared his throat. “She didn’t. She got here quite before us and managed to get you out with the help of some of your fellow captives.”

“And Liss,” she added.

Njál groaned again. “I knew you’d do something crazy like that.”

She grinned. “That’s a pretty way to thank the person who saved your life.”

“Thank you? It took you long enough. If you were going to be suicidal, you could at least have been punctual about it.”

She punched him in the arm, a gentle, teasing blow. “I should have let them keep you.”

He wrapped her in a hug now. “Thank you, Idun. I knew you were a hell of a mage, but even I’m impressed.”

“Of course, Njál.”

Aage cleared his throat again, and Alvis scowled. “Well, we will have words about that later, Idun. In the meantime, let me tend my patient.”

She did, returning to the food and mead, but keeping a close eye on the proceedings by the fire.

In a while, Njál fell asleep, and the wizards fell to a counsel of their own. The day had run long, and before long the sun sank below the western tree line. The sky was dark and obscured by a falling haze of snow.

Idun had fallen silent, lost to her own thoughts once her friend returned to sleep. She’d kept up drinking rather steadily, though. I was impressed – as much by how well she could hold her mead as by her determination, as this particular brew tasted foul.

The wheels of my mind, lubricated perhaps by the drink, had been turning, and an idea took form. “Hey,” I said, and she started at the suddenness of my voice. “You know what I was thinking?”

She shook her head. “What?”

“I could always use a mage watching my back. I mean, I can’t promise it’ll pay well. Half the time, I’m more worried about my ribs meeting my spine than anything I meet in the forest.” I shrugged. “But I haven’t starved to death yet. And now, the jarl’s going to have egg on his face. Knut will probably be able to strongarm him into funding some changes. Like extra people on the payroll. If you wanted, I could probably get you hired too.”

She gazed at me curiously, her brown eyes full of a curious light. Then, she smiled. “You’re not much of a salesman, you know that? When your pitch is ‘you probably won’t starve to death,’ I mean.”

I laughed. “Maybe. But, you should know: you won’t get rich off this. It’s not going to be the comfortable kind of income a wizard makes, and it won’t be comfortable work either. It’ll be hard and bloody. But…it should tide you over, at least until spring rolls around, and you can travel without freezing to death.”

She nodded slowly. “Thanks, Liss. I had been thinking I’d go home, to my folks.”

“Ah.” I could feel my cheeks flushing. Of course she had. What was I thinking? Idun had family, and a home, and people who help her get back on her feet. She was a university kid. Of course she had a nice, comfortable backup plan.

And, sure, it sucked that she was getting kicked out of the university for doing the right thing and helping a friend. But this was a rich girl’s problem. And there wasn’t a damned thing I had to offer – not least of all, the possibility of a shitty job – that could compare to what she already had. “Right. Of course.”

She shrugged. “But I like it here. I might stay, at least, like you say, until spring. You never know what might turn up.”

“Oh.” I blinked. “Really?”

“Yeah. If you meant that, I mean. About a job.”

“I did. I can’t promise we’ll get a job with Knut, but there’s always bounties.” I nodded briskly. “But, yeah, I meant it, Idun.”

She grinned. “Okay. Well, thanks. Let me think about it, okay?”

“Sure. Of course.” I fidgeted with the handle of my tankard of mead. I wasn’t sure why I was nervous, exactly. I didn’t need to babysit anyone. I liked working alone.

But something about her hesitation, and my own quickened heart rate at it, seemed to be putting the lie to that. I didn’t know why, and I frowned, trying to make sense of it.

“But, for sure there’s one thing I’d like you to do. When we get back to town, I mean.”

“Oh?”

“Buy me a drink.” She glanced at her own tankard. “A good one, I mean.”

I blinked. Is she…? I studied her face for half a second. No, I told myself. Of course not. She wasn’t asking me out. We’d have a drink, like two friends who had just come out on top after some very steep odds. We’d talk about business, and whether she’d head back to her parent’s estate, or if she’d give mercenary work a shot. “Right. Yeah, that’d be great. This stuff is kind of swill, isn’t it?” I laughed, trying to feign a nonchalance I didn’t feel.

She grinned too, studying me with brown eyes that twinkled mischievously. She was cute. Too cute. That was my undoing. It’d been way too long since I’d gotten laid, and I was getting stupid. I was feeling it in my head, my heart and – well, another part.

Dammit. I never should have listened to Knut. I should have seen if Holly had been free before I left. We were friends, of a kind. She’d married a wealthy member of Hagden’s inner circle, and she had everything in life: big house, fine horses, a couple of cute kids. Everything she wanted. Except in the bedroom. I didn’t know the full story there – she didn’t offer, and I didn’t ask. All I knew was, when I was in the area and she was free, fireworks happened.

And it worked to both of our advantages. It was about as no-strings-attached as you could get. We both got what we wanted and didn’t bring any emotions or other complications to the table. So I didn’t think stupid things – the kind of stupid things that I was thinking right now. I didn’t notice impish grins and twinkling eyes.

I glanced at the fire, away from Idun and the browns of her eyes or the impish cast of her smile. My mind wandered to Holly, and the last time we’d been together. It’d been about two months now. Odin. No wonder I’m thinking like an imbecile.

“Well?” she prompted.

I started, drawn from pleasant – but torturous, given how distant they were – memories. “What?”

“Good gods. Were you even listening to me?”

“Uh…no, sorry. I was thinking.” She raised an eyebrow at me, and I hastened to add. “About the trip home. What did you say?”

“I asked if you had a girl, back home. You are into girls, yes?”

I blinked again and could feel my cheeks flush. “I, uh, yes. I mean, yes to girls. No to having a girl.”

She grinned. “I figured so. That you were into girls, I mean. And I’m glad to hear that you don’t have one.”

I stared at her, and she laughed. “I’m sorry. That didn’t come out quite right. I think I had too much to drink.”

I laughed too, scratching my head. “I think you have, little mage: you can’t hold your mead.”

“Maybe.” She smiled sweetly, in a way that made me wish she wasn’t drunk, and it was more than mead talking. In a way that made me not quite so concerned about strings and attachments. “But I’m sure glad we met, Liss.”

I rolled my eyes and cleared my throat. “Right. Look, you should get your drunk ass to bed. You didn’t get any sleep last night, and it’s almost night anyway.”

“What if we have to leave?”

“We’re not going anywhere. The sun’s gone, and it’s too dangerous to walk these woods at night. Anyway, your friend won’t be ready to travel at least for a day or two.”

She glanced back at the giant, and then the wizard council. A frown spread over her brow.

“Look,” I said, “I’m telling you: we’re not going anywhere at least until sunrise. But I’ll wake you if I’m wrong.”

The frown eased. “You promise?”

I shook my head, grinning. “I promise. Now get some sleep, little mage.”

“Alright.” She flashed another smile, this time a little wickeder than before. “Will you tuck me in?”

I laughed out loud. “Freya. You’re even more obnoxious drunk than sober.”





Chapter Nineteen



Idun drifted into a deep sleep almost as soon as her head touched the bundle of rags she’d put together as a pillow. I didn’t sleep so well, though.

My mind kept wandering a few sleeping rolls over, to her. And that did nothing to put me in a sleeping mood. I was fairly convinced her interest in me was drink-induced.

Then again, I’d remember the twinkle in her eyes, or the timbre of her voice, or the mischief in her smile. And I’d toss and turn, wondering if maybe it wasn’t just drink.

Then, I’d wonder why I cared. She was a mage, a spellweaver. She came from money and family – it was practically a precondition to going the university to be rich, or that you had to be sponsored by someone rich. No, you didn’t find paupers at universities.

And I was not much more than a pauper. A few nights ago, I’d wondered where I would get my next meal. Of course it was stupid to think a moneyed wizard would be interested in an abandoned cur like me.

Hell, Liss: your own parents didn’t want you. Don’t be stupid.

And that, eventually, left me too damned depressed to sleep. My body ached with weariness and exertion. My mind felt heavy and sluggish with the long and exhausting hours I’d been keeping lately.

But I could not sleep. And though I cursed my ill fortune at the moment, in the end, it proved a good thing.

The midnight hour came and went, and dawn approached. Still, I lay there, colder and stiffer and sorer than I’d turned in. And very much awake.

At first, I heard the splashing waters like some dream faraway. The river had been a pleasant backdrop to our time here – once we crossed it safely, anyway. But this was something else: something louder than the usual burbling and rushing of its waters. Something more sinister.

I blinked into the dim light, at the stone overhead cast in long shadows and a dancing orange glow from the fire. For a moment, I wondered if I’d imagined the noises altogether.

But no, there it was again: a splash, loud and forceful, like an oar plunging into water. I was sitting in a moment, casting a glance around the area. No one else seemed to have roused. I saw the slumbering bodies of the wizards, sprawled out on the far side of the keep. Even in such circumstances, they segregated themselves from the common folk.

I might have paid more mind, if not for the fact that I heard another splash, and another. They were distant, but unmistakable. Someone was headed our way by boat. I leapt upward, scattering my blankets as I went, and scurried across the floor to Idun’s side. “Hey,” I hissed, “Idun, wake up.”

She started to say something as I shook her, some slurred and groggy response. I clapped a hand over her mouth. “There’s someone out there. I think it might be the buyers. We need to rouse the camp – but quietly. You go to your people. I’ll wake the giants. Be as quiet as you can and stay out of the line of the doors and windows as much as possible.”

The sleepiness had gone out of her eyes as soon as I started to speak, and by now a sharpness had replaced it. She nodded and scuttled off. I made my way to the giants, praying they’d respond with more discretion. I wasn’t likely to be able to clap my hand over one of their mouths.

I reached Grethe first, and I hesitated. The thought struck me now, suddenly, that she was twice my size, and had spent Odin-only-knew how many weeks or months in captivity. She’d gone to bed still talking about getting her revenge. Did I really want to be the one to disturb her unexpectedly during the night?

I was considering my options when I heard a voice, low and hoarse. “For the love of Odin, don’t stand there like an imbecile. I’m already awake. So are Gustav and Hans. If you want to be useful, rouse the others. Or at least, get out of the light and stay out of our way.”

I didn’t argue. Instead, I hastened to comply. One by one, I roused the other giants. Mercifully, they were all still enough on edge to keep their voices low despite their surprise. They moved to the shadows, taking up position in the adjacent chambers and in the shadows of the stairwell.

I followed Gustav toward the stairs.

“You,” Grethe hissed, “human.”

I glanced over. “Me?”

“Of course. Go back to your bedroll.”

I frowned, throwing a glance behind me. To my surprise, I saw a dozen or so slumbering bodies all arrayed by the fire. At least, that’s how they appeared. I knew they were not – could not be. But I wasn’t entirely sure what they were. “What? Why?”

“They’re expecting those blackguards to be here. They were all human.”

With that, I understood. “You want me to be bait?” Grethe was hoping the dark wizards would see my form and these decoys – probably, artful arrangements of blankets and capes and pillows – and march in unawares to their doom. That was all well and good, except for the part where I was part of the trap.

“Yes. You’re nearest the door. Put your back to them, so they cannot see your face. They’ll see your head, and know you are human.”

This was even worse, and I might have protested the fact except that I heard the ringing of a boot on stone. Fuck. That meant the boat had moored, and the buyers were on their way. It meant I had seconds to figure out my next move. “Godsdammit, Grethe: you better not get me killed,” I hissed as I scurried back to my bag.

The footsteps continued and grew louder and more numerous. I counted four sets at least. I laid still, pretending to sleep while my eyes roved the keep.

The wizards had vanished, and so had the giants. It was hard to conceive that beings so enormous could disappear into the night. And yet, so they had, as stealthily as elven hunters with the camouflage of night upon them.

I felt in the moment incredibly alone and utterly vulnerable. I was defenseless, with my back to the enemy. All it would take was one arrow, and I would be done for: skewered like a boar during a hog hunt.

A voice, loud and booming and full of merriment, reached me. “Good gods, Jens. No sentry? You’re getting sloppy.” It was a man’s voice, not young but neither old. The footsteps sounded nearer and echoed off the walls.

He’s inside. I stirred at this, pretending to wake but not yet turning to face the newcomers. The fire was before me, so I caught sight of no shadows. I could not tell how many had come. I searched desperately for the others but saw nothing.

Suddenly a voice answered, “You know what they say about good help.”

It sounded to my ear like Aage’s voice, though with some affectation upon it. But it elicited a laugh from the stranger. “All drunk, are they?”

“It’s a cold night. But I’ve not left the place entirely defenseless.”

“True enough. I saw your handiwork on the towers.” The footsteps stopped near me. Very near me. Then the voice sounded again. “Well, get up, you lazy rogue.” This order was followed up swiftly by a kick. It landed between my ribs, and the motion surprised me so much that I leaped up with a yelp.

I drew my sword and rounded on the mage. He wore a dark cloak, but his light eyes danced with amusement, and he laughed a long, deep laugh. If he recognized me as someone who didn’t belong here, he made no sign of it. “Careful, little girl. I’ve turned men inside out for less than pulling a blade on me.”

“Sheath your sword, Forlatt,” Aage ordered. I didn’t know how he’d learned my full name. From Idun, I suppose. I didn’t know where he was, either. He still remained in shadow somewhere on the other side of the great hall.

But I did as he said, and the silver haired man threw back his head and laughed. “Well, where are you, Jens? Tell me you’ve saved some mead for us, and not let these fools drink it all. Odin’s balls, but it’s been a cold journey.”

“Mead, and venison too.” A hooded form in the dark robes of a wizard stepped into view. But he stayed to the side of the fire, so that his features were hidden in the shadow of his hood.

“Ah, good. I am famished.”

“Then come and eat. Have you men outside? Call them, so that they may partake too.”

“Only one. He’ll be along soon enough, when he sees to the supplies. But I passed Erle a few hours back. They’d pulled alongside the shore to make a fire and camp. They’ll be here afore too long.”

“We’ll be ready when they are. There’s plenty to go around. Forlatt, take some mead to the man at the boat. That’s cold work to do without mead.”

The newcomer, whose name I still didn’t know, laughed. “Yes, cur. Earn your coin.”

Aage laughed, and I scowled first at him and then the bone buyer. But I didn’t argue. I doubted this man at the river was a man of magic. If I knew anything about spellweavers, it was that they didn’t like to get their hands too dirty. The unsavory tasks could be performed by the likes of me: sellswords and mercenaries, hired hands whose skill at the blade or bow or axe were the only magic they knew.

So I filled a tankard with mead and headed outside. I did take the opportunity to get a good look at the band of new arrivals on my way out, though. There were three men and two women. Four of the five wore the robes of spell casters. The fifth was dressed in a heavy cloak and a plain, functional tunic and furs. At his side hung a sheathed blade, and on his back was slung a heavy pack.

Like I thought: we’re not much better than beasts of burden to these types. I marched outside, leaving the business of ambush to the wizards and giants. I focused on my own target.

The snow had cleared, and I could see him well enough in the mild light of the moon. He was hunched beside a longboat, which had been secured to the old dock. “Hello,” I called. “You with them? The wizards, I mean?”

He started and turned, reaching a hand to the blade that hung at his side.

“Easy,” I said, raising the open palm of one hand and the tankard in the other. “Jens sent me out with this. Said it might warm you up. But if you don’t want it…”

I didn’t get to finish, because at once his posture relaxed, and he said, “No. Is that mead? Odin knows, I need it.”

“It is.”

“Well, my apologies then.” He ambled over, his packs long forgotten, and reached for the mug. He flashed me a toothy grin, only just visible in the dim light. “Your hospitality has gotten a lot better since last year.”

He seemed to expect a response to that, so I shrugged. “Talk to the chief. I wasn’t with the crew then.”

I’d lowered my free hand, and it hung near my sword hilt. But I didn’t need to worry. The statement hadn’t roused his suspicion. On the contrary, he was nonplussed, and said only, “Oh.” Then, he took the mead, and downed a long draught. “Ah. This hits the spot.”

I laughed awkwardly. I was waiting for a signal from Aage to strike. Something. Anything. If I moved on the mercenary now and didn’t silence him before he got off a scream, the gig would be up. Whatever the old wizard had in store would be spoiled.

“What’s your name?”

“Forlatt.” Then, forcing myself to pretend to care, I added, “What’s yours?”

“Eric.” He smiled again, and I tried to repress a grimace at the sight. “You got a first name that goes with that? Or should I just call you ‘Beautiful.’”

“Depends. You want me to cut out your tongue? Then call me that.”

It was the wrong thing to say. His grin just got bigger, and he said, “Trust me, girlie, that is not the best use for this tongue of mine.”

I groaned and took a step back, as he took a step forward. “There’s ladies up and down this river that can tell you-”

Then, all at once, I heard a sound like thunder, and many screams. Good gods. Aage’s not going for subtle, I thought. Well, you wanted a signal. You got it. He heard it too, of course, and his gaze darted first to the keep and then to me. The leering expression of earlier was long gone. So, too, went the tankard. It clattered to the stones, mead sloshing this way and that, as he reached for his blade.

I leaped backward, drawing my own. I’d been ready for a fight while his mind was elsewhere. I got my sword out first and plunged it through the leather of his chest armor, between his ribs, and through his heart long before he was able to raise the weapon to me.

And, in the end, I hadn’t needed to wait. He didn’t get a sound out. He simply blinked, then slid off my blade toward the ground, quite dead.

I left him there in a widening pool of his own blood, the silver of the moon casting the scene in grim hues of gray. Pumping my weary, chilled legs as hard as I could, I raced over the slippery rocks, across snow and ice, and burst into the keep.

My exertion proved to be for naught. Five bodies lay on the ground, their flesh seared beyond recognition. But the robes, smoldering and charred, I could make out. Four were the raiment of wizards, and one the accoutrements of a soldier with a heavy pack on his back.

Idun ran to my side. “Liss, you’re alright?”

I nodded. “Yes.”

“The other bone buyer?”

“Oh, he’s very dead. But…what the hell happened here?” The smell was just now hitting me. It was hideous, something between a roasted pig and – well, I couldn’t say what, except that it made my stomach turn.

“Head Mage Aage used an incineration spell. He – well, basically cooked them. From the inside out.”

“I’m starting to see a use for you wizards after all,” Grethe declared.

I scratched my head, agreeing, “As long as I don’t piss any of you off, anyway.”

“Come on,” Aage said, “we need to get rid of these bodies. And the one outside. When the next ship arrives – who did he say it would be?”

“Erle,” a voice behind him – one of the other wizards – offered.

“Right. Whoever this Erle is, I want to be ready for her. If we’re lucky, we can pull the same stunt. If not…well, we don’t need this trash getting underfoot.”





Chapter Twenty



We were not lucky. Erle’s ship didn’t appear until sometime before the tenth bell. By then, the day was bright. We kept the fire blazing and acted nonchalantly enough.

But the fact that no guard went out to meet them aroused the newcomers’ suspicion. My first glimpse of Erle came through one of the keep windows. She was a tall, fair woman, and had great balls of fire hovering over her hands. Clearly, something wasn’t sitting right with her. She’d stepped off the gangplank of her longboat, and now she hesitated a few yards from the shore. “Jens?” she called. “You here?”

Aage tried his trick of the night before. “Where else? Come in, we’re ready for you.”

It didn’t work. She signaled the men behind her, and they began to fall back. Then, in a flash, she unleashed the fireballs she’d been holding, and scrambled for the boat herself.

I ducked beneath the windowsill, but the mages counteracted the fire with some kind of enchantment of their own before it hit. A shower of blue and red, the hiss of fire being extinguished and of water turning to steam, sounded.

Then, Aage gave the command. “Pursue. Remember: wizards only.”

He’d already decided this round of bone dealers should be taken alive for questioning. Those of us without magic that could be used to detain them were supposed to wait. I didn’t quite fancy that, so I nocked an arrow and followed the helmsman with the point of it. I wouldn’t shoot, of course. Not unless these men of magic failed.

But if it came to that, well, sometimes steel and strength trumped mystical shenanigans. Or so I felt certain, anyway.

So I watched. The wizards streamed out of the mouth of the keep, falling behind rocks and shrubs and other cover. All, that is, save Aage, who strode confidently forward. A handful of arrows sought him, but they clattered aside harmlessly.

The woman Erle’s eyes flashed at the sight. I heard her shout something – I couldn’t hear quite what – and her men fell to the oars with renewed vigor.

Then Aage let forth a spell the like of which I’d never before beheld. It was like watching a dam burst, except that what the dam held back was not water, but fire.

I gasped, remembering his words about taking Erle and her crew alive. This seemed a very wrong way to spare a life. But the fire did not reach the wizard or her people. Rather, it engulfed her ship, burning with an impossible speed through the wood. They’d gone only a few yards downriver before the boat crumbled. Charred and blackened pieces of wood washed downstream, and ash mixed with the water to make a frothing gray.

The people, meanwhile, screamed and plunged into the icy water with great splashes and much spluttering and cursing.

Now, the wizards stepped out from behind cover. Using what appeared to be the same spell Idun had used on me, they fished the blackguards out one by one and held them in place, unable to move or resist.

Aage, meanwhile, focused his efforts on Erle. She must have been a fierce wizard, for he certainly was, and for a space they tussled. She had managed to freeze the water below her feet, so that she did not hit the surface, but rather stood on a platform of ice. Now, the two launched volley after volley at one another.

Fire rained down on Aage, and the water rose to swallow Erle up. She brushed it aside as easily as he dispersed the flame. The elements came to the summoning of each. Earth trembled, water streamed, fire raged and wind howled.

And yet, Aage stood firm on stone, and she on ice. The minutes passed. Five turned to ten, and ten to half an hour. The other wizards bound their prisoners – the men of magic in magical bonds, the swordsmen in bonds of iron.

Yet the battle beyond raged. I considered the arrow I had nocked, and Erle’s attention. She seemed quite distracted. Distracted enough to miss an arrow?

Well, it was worth a shot, I thought, and shook my head at the accidental pun. Odin. I need sleep. That was never going to happen while there were evil wizards shaking the foundations of the earth. No, Aage had been at this for three-quarters of an hour now.

I lifted the bow to position and pulled back the drawstring. I chose the angle I needed, and then loosed a slow, steady breath.

Twang. With a hiss, it darted across the open yard, past Aage’s flame and Erle’s water. She screamed as the head found purchase above the joint of her knee. Then, she collapsed, the water she’d been controlling sloshing down over her in a great, messy torrent. Her control slipped, and Aage wasted no time.

In a moment, he’d snared and bound her in a magic so powerful that not even she, with her dark arts and ample abilities, could wriggle out of. Enchanted irons were brought out and slapped onto her wrists.

She cursed and screamed and threatened the entire time. But it was done: Erle was taken.

She didn’t prove a tough nut to crack, either. For someone ready to carve the bones of others to make her spells, she had a very low tolerance for unpleasantness. And her knee injury, if her screams were to be believed, was indeed unpleasant, for she shrieked like a banshee, cursed like a sailor, and threatened like a demon from some old tale.

Aage, therefore, had only to refuse anything for the pain, and mention the long and arduous interrogations the king would subject her to, to break her. And break she did, spilling out the story – along with the by now expected curses and threats.

“You’ve made powerful enemies this time, Aage. You’ve interfered with the jarl, and his business.”

I glanced over at Idun, who was seated next to me on the periphery of the interrogations. “Hagden?”

She shook her head, as confused as me. Aage, meanwhile, said, “You should be more worried about yourself, Erle. You know the king has no love of your kind.”

She spat, full on his face. “He’s a coward. Just like you. And my kind is no different than yours, except that we are not cowed by the dark powers. We don’t allow fear to inhibit the pursuit of knowledge or limit our powers.”

“And yet,” he returned with icy smoothness, “you are defeated, and I am victorious. Your powers and knowledge seem to have accomplished very little.”

“Smirk if you like. We’ll see who has the last laugh. Do you think Hagden will sit idle when he learns of this? Or that Jens will not soon return?”

I glanced at Idun. There it was again: a reference to the jarl.

“I shouldn’t look to that quarter for aid,” Aage said, and the timbre of his voice conveyed a hint of amusement. “Unless your study of the dark arts involves necromancy.”

This provoked a fit of anger from the shackled woman, and she struggled against her bonds and cursed mightily for a space. Then, though, she slumped. “Dead? You’ve killed him too?”

“Yes. And whoever was on that first boat. We never did catch his name.”

“Oh,” she loosed another wail, “Harkon too? These are evil days for the old ways. You have destroyed much beyond your simple understanding. May your eyes turn to stone, Aage, and the hairs on your head to snakes.”

“A handsome figure indeed I should make. But your curses have no power, Erle. You have no power. You know that.

“You will tell me what I want to know. Or you will tell the king. I don’t particularly care which. But I suspect the path to the truth will be fraught with a lot less pain my way.”

She scowled at him, then slumped in her seat again, as if she’d deflated before our eyes. “What do you want to know?”

“As I said before: who did you work with? Who else was supposed to be here today? Are there more on the way? And why do you think Hagden’s wroth will be kindled to find we’ve disrupted your murderous band?”

“Are you really so blind, ‘head of the wizardry in the North’?”

“Enlighten me.”

“You bring those beasts into the heart of Eerie. You parade them through the North, and treat them as honored guests, as the equal of mankind.”

“The jötnar?” he wondered, using the ancient word for giants. “You mean, Hagden is party to this butchery because of his animosity toward the jötnar?”

“Of course. He would see the North free of them. And though I do not agree – they have their uses, after all – there is good coin in it for him. Gold that you have sent to the bottom of the Eerie now, you old fool.”

I wasn’t convinced I believed Erle. Certainly, Hagden’s dislike of the giant folk was well known. But that was cause enough to doubt her: it was so well known that anyone might know. And if anyone could know, anyone – not least of all, someone who stood accused of black magic, murder, bone trading, and a host of other offenses – might seize upon the knowledge to their own ends.

Idun felt less certain. “He’s been very hostile to giant folk,” she told me. “Njál wasn’t allowed to visit the longhouse. Not even on university business.”

“But that doesn’t mean he’d sell him to be butchered like a cow.”

“No. But he was adamant that the university couldn’t investigate. That his men would handle it.”

That was not so easy to dismiss, especially not coupled with my own knowledge of the circumstances. “Nor would he let Knut conduct an investigation. Not a proper one, anyway.”

“You see?”

I wasn’t sold, but my opinion had shifted more toward believing the old witch’s story than not. It was Njál himself, though, that removed doubt. He’d heard the jarl’s name mentioned more than once. “They spoke in the old tongue,” he said. “I’m not a master of it, but I am proficient. They said Hagden would keep the hounds off his trail. I assume that meant the sheriff. And they spoke of his cut: gold, and amulets. He has a love of bone amulets, it seems.”

“So what? They kidnapped giants to keep them here, like livestock awaiting slaughter?”

“That’s about the size of it. From what I could hear, they kept it running during the winter months. They would pack up in spring, when the snows began to melt and the waters rise. Anyone who was left, they’d kill. And if they couldn’t find a buyer, they’d cut them into pieces, and bury them in the forest.”





Chapter Twenty-One



It had been a day of revelations, but this last one was grimmer than the rest. It meant that there was very probably a boneyard nearby, where the remains of unfortunate souls condemned to death in these walls now lay.

The wizards and giants took counsel. Grethe was of a mind to storm Eerie. “I’ll pull Jarl Hagden’s bones out and see how he fancies it.”

I left it to Aage to talk down from that particular ledge. He, at least, had magic to defend himself, should he piss her off too much.

The day had dragged long, and my lack of sleep finally caught up with me. I settled into a corner and shut my eyes. I might have drifted. I suppose I must have, because the sun was low in the sky by time I woke.

I woke to the smell of food, and the feel of a warm body beside mine. For half a moment, I thought I must be in the old cabin of Holly’s that served as the meeting place for our trysts. Sometimes, if we spent the night, one or the other of us would cook breakfast, or a late supper, before heading out. Somehow, it made things feel a little less…well, sordid.

But I was still at the keep, in this maw of misery and death. And it wasn’t Holly, but Idun, who had scrunched in beside me. She smiled as I blinked in surprise. “You need to eat,” she said. “Here.”

She thrust a bowl of stew into my hands. “It’s not very good. Njál’s not much of a cook, but he insisted on ‘making himself useful.’”

“I’ll cook your bones,” the giant called from across the fire, “to make my bread.”

Idun scoffed. “Captivity has done nothing for your sense of humor.”

“Perhaps not. But my appetite has certainly grown. I could use bread. Sop this soup right up.”

“Aye, me too,” Grethe chimed in. “I hear human bone meal is more than effective as an ingredient. Quite as light as flour.”

“And five times more flavorful,” Gustav put in.

The giants chuckled to themselves at this, and Idun shook her head. “You too, Grethe? And Gustav? I expected better of you.”

“Poor judgement on your part, my dear,” Grethe declared.

I took a taste of the soup and wrinkled my nose. “Do the jötnar abstain from seasoning, then?”

The giants laughed, and Njál shrugged his massive shoulders. “I was hungrier than I realized. I didn’t have time to wait to get the seasoning right.”

I stared at him then the bowl dubiously. “What’s in this, anyway?”

“Venison and beans and silverweed tubers.”

“I’m pretty sure my boot would taste better.”

“I’ll eat it if you won’t.”

“I didn’t say that. A beggar can’t choose, as they say. But complaining is free.”

They laughed again, and I thanked Idun for the food. Then, choking down one after another spoonsful, I asked, “But what did the council decide? Are we storming Eerie after all?”

Again, the giantess answered. “No. And more’s the pity. But the graybeard thinks we must pursue legal channels to have our revenge.”

I ignored her term for Aage – who, I assumed, she referred to – and said mildly, “There’s wisdom to that.” I didn’t want her ending in irons, and I also didn’t want half the town felled trying to stop her.

“Wisdom, maybe. But it’s a damned shame. I’d have liked to split that miserable little jarl limb to limb.”

I cleared my throat. “Right. Anyway, what is the plan?”

“Graybeard has gone downriver, to speak to the king.”

I blinked. “What, you mean, already?”

She nodded. “Yes. He’s taken his mages with him. We are to head to the university, by land.”

I glanced at Idun for confirmation, and she nodded. “They didn’t take you?”

“No. Helga, Njál and I stayed.”

“We will see you back, safe and sound,” the giant said.

Grethe snorted her disapproval. “More like, he left you here as spies, to stop us from having our vengeance.”

“I’m fairly confident a handful of wizards could not stop you, Grethe. Not if you truly had a mind to do something,” I said. It was a little bit of taffy, and a little bit of truth. I figured they could stop her if it really came to it. But not without some serious hurting along the way.

The giantess snorted again, but with less displeasure than a moment ago. Njál hastened to add, “Even at my full strength, I should not like to try it. No, we’re here in case there’s more wizards in the forest. Erle said no, but I’m not sure I trust her.”

“I’d trust her dead and buried, and that’s about it.”

“Well, it’d be hard for her to testify if she’s dead.”

“Aye, which is the only reason she’s not. Wizards or no.” Now, Grethe stretched. “But, I’m turning in. Rouse me when it’s my turn to watch. If we’re setting out early, I want to sleep now.”

“I suppose I’ll head back to Eerie,” I mused aloud. “What should I tell Knut?”

Idun shook her head, though. “No, Liss, you must come back with us.”

“Why?”

“It’s too risky. We don’t want to raise Hagden’s suspicion. And, if he suspects you know, and doesn’t realize the gig is truly up, he might decide to bump you off.”

I scoffed, with the same self-assurance that had made me smile at Grethe. “I can take care of myself.”

“I don’t doubt it. But not against an assassin.” Her eyes twinkled, and she flashed me a grin. “Even the mighty Liss has to eat and rest now and then.”

We left early the next morning and traveled for nearly a week. It was hard work, not made easier by the storms that sprang up out of the north. Grethe, growing tired of dried foods, supplemented our rations with fresh meat whenever she had the opportunity.

And she was nothing if not an excellent huntress. Bear and elk made up the majority of our fare after the second day, supplemented now and again by salmon she would catch when we pitched our camp. She caught them on a spear, rather than relying on a line or pole.

“Remind me to take you along if ever I need to go anywhere,” I told her one night, my stomach full of fresh caught, campfire seared salmon. “The fish practically jump out at you. And the elk too.”

“I am a jötunn. The earth is my province, and I sense her creatures. Your race is younger. It is not so easy for you to understand. But to me, I feel them as you feel the breeze upon your skin, or water running through your fingers. They are part of this world, old as the mountains. Old as my people.”

As the days dragged on, the shadow of fear lessened. If there had been dark mages in these forests, we would already have run into them. So we relaxed, and conversation flowed more freely.

A good deal of my conversation was spent with Idun and Grethe. The latter, I found myself fearing less and trusting more. She had a wry sense of humor, and a keen bloodlust when the moment arose. But all in all, she seemed a good kind of person, slow to anger, and reserving her hatred for those who had earned it.

The former…well, I wasn’t quite sure what I thought of her. I liked her. Of course I liked her. But she would tell me of her school and regale me with tales of its wonderous halls and rich histories. She spoke of her family’s vast estate, and her childhood in the west.

I had no such cheerful stories to tell. Mine were darker, and always would put a crease in her brow or a sadness in those tender brown eyes.

I didn’t like to see that, so I spoke little of myself. Still, she’d pry pieces out here and there. One day, I told her about the orphanage where I’d been raised. Another, about my friends, some of whom were adopted, and some of whom grew to adulthood unclaimed, as I had done. Some of them had moved on, taking mining gigs in the deep North, or passage across the seas. Some had gone to warmer climates, seeking new and better lives.

And some had turned to drink and violence, and were long dead, or slowly killing themselves, one tankard at a time.

If the stories horrified her, she never let on. But some part of me knew that they did. How could they not? She’d grown up loved and cared for. She wasn’t the spoiled princess I’d assumed. I saw that, in her work ethic, in her commitment to her friend – in everything she did.

No, she wasn’t spoiled. But she came from a stable home. She’d been loved and cherished, wanted and provided for. Not thrown away at a temple door and passed over year to year.

How could those stories ever do anything but horrify her?

Well, I thought, just as well. Let her see me for who I am, warts and all. And let there be an end to any foolishness. Certainly, she never brought up her words the night of the attack. Nor did I. It’d been the mead talking. I’d suspected as much then, and I had my confirmation from her continued silence. But we were friends at least.

I could content myself with that.





Idun







Chapter Twenty-Two



We’d not long reached the university when a raven arrived, carrying a message from Freyastead. Freyastead was the capital of the North, and the seat of the king.

The message was for Njál Frostborn, but as soon as he read it, he passed it to us to see as well. It read:

Returning one week hence. Expect us by the beginning of Góa. A deputy of the R.H. will be with.

This, of course, sent a flutter of excitement throughout our group. A member of the royal household – for that is what the R. H. signified – would be here by the month’s end, or a day or two thereafter. That left little time to prepare for such a guest, and the news at once set the university’s administrators into a dither. We students – and myself, for my own status was as of yet unresolved – were not much better.

Liss seemed less excited than any of us of the college. “The affairs of wizards are above my paygrade,” she said. “But as long as you keep feeding me as well as you have been, I won’t complain.”

“Nor I,” Grethe agreed. “Though I am getting fat and lazy in my seclusion.”

She was anything but fat or lazy – she’d been prowling the woods inside the property like a caged lioness. Still, Njál nodded matter-of-factly. “Quite true. You’re going to eat the university pantries empty if you don’t slow yourself down.”

“Be quiet, child, lest I am forced to teach you manners.”

“What would you do? Roll over me, Grethe?”

She raised an eyebrow and glanced at him, with as much worry as one might spare a buzzing insect. “On her worst day, Grethe Irongirdle can run circles around you, Njál Frostborn. And I’m happy to put that to the test any time you want to have a go at me.” He laughed, and she snorted. “I thought as much.”

“I don’t know, Njál,” I teased. “You look like you’ve been putting on some weight there yourself.”

“Nah, that’s all muscle. Every ounce of it.”

“Whale blubber, more like,” Grethe offered.

“What do you think will happen? To Jarl Hagden, I mean?” Liss wondered.

“Who can say? There’ll be a folkmoot, that’s certain,” Njál answered. “I assume Hagden will be judged by the deputy, though he may be sent to Freyastead for that.”

“If there’s any justice, they’ll hang him from the highest tree and use him for arrow practice,” Grethe declared with a firm nod of her head.

“They’ll have to elect a new jarl, then,” Liss mused.

“Why?” I grinned at her. “You thinking of running?”

“I’d nominate you, if you were,” the giantess offered. “Human though you are.”

“I’m flattered – I think. But, Odin, no. I want nothing to do with that. Although you should think of running, Grethe.”

She shook her head. “Not I. My home is north of here, and I’ve less love of politicians than spellweavers – present company excluded, of course. Despite the food – and it is very excellent – I’d be long gone, if it wouldn’t tip off Hagden.”

“Too bad. There’d be some irony in replacing a giant hating jarl with a giant.”

Grethe grinned, and for a long moment seemed to consider the prospect. Then, she shook her head. “Nah. I cannot do it. Though it would be fitting. A kind of poetic turn.”

“If there is a trial,” I said, “you may have to attend. You may be called to give testimony.”

“Odin’s beard. I’m a prisoner all over again, though in a gilded cage rather than iron this go around.”

“Oh come,” Liss chided. “You’re not a prisoner. You want Hagden to go down as much as anyone.”

“There are far more convenient ways to accomplish that.”

“Yes, but none of them are legal.”

“So you continue to remind me. I am convinced that the law is nothing but a means of inconveniencing good folk.”

“Oh yes,” Njál replied, his tone light and teasing. “And how dreadful the inconvenience has been: put in fine quarters, fatted and given an endless supply of the best meads. To think, you might have been traipsing through frozen forests and sleeping on snow.”

She nodded, paying no mind to his sarcasm. “Exactly. Very inconvenient.”

The days passed quickly after that. Apprentices like myself – for, until Aage returned and officially revoked my status, so I remained – were turned now into beasts of burden, hauling furniture and casks of wine, kegs of ale and crates of food. We split wood and hauled coal, dusted and swept, scrubbed the university from top to bottom until the walls shone, and the windows glimmered. Then, we scrubbed them again, because the administrators, not bothering to sully their own hands with such work, seemed to have nothing to do but dream up new work for us.

I saw little of Liss in those days, for she took to exploring the courtyard with Grethe and staying out of the way as much as possible; and I was too busy to join them, and too tired at night for anything but eating and sleeping.

I missed our banter and long conversations. I’d gotten quite used to them in our time together. And I wondered now and again if she still meant what she said: if, when Aage returned and threw me out of the university, she would really welcome me on her adventures.

Some part of me hoped she would. But another cautioned that I sold nothing but false hope in doing so. If she needed a mage to accompany her, an apprentice’s meager skills would do little good. So far I’d been lucky. I didn’t know the story of Jens, or his and Aage’s history. But I’d learned from Njál that he had been a wizard of the university once, many long years ago. He’d been ousted for something. No one seemed quite sure what, but the rumors tended toward dark arts.

Still, by all accounts, he’d been a fierce and terrible wizard. The fact that I’d held him off as long as I had seemed to impress all who heard.

But I knew the truth. It was quite simple, and not at all grand. I’d been lucky. Sheer, blind luck had saved my skin. The combination of his distraction, the size of our party, and the sudden turnabout of circumstances had proved his undoing.

Not my skill. And if Liss hired me to venture into dangerous territory with her, that might prove her undoing.

Certainly, I could find traps and probably hold my own against the witches and snake oil salesman who peddled mediocre magics. I could wield what I knew to even greater effect against standard foes. But the instant we found a really skilled mage would be the moment my ability betrayed her – probably, to both of our deaths.

As much as I wanted to go with her, it wasn’t practical. Not as any kind of ward against evil magic, anyway. But that was a conversation for later, for after Aage pronounced my fate.

In the meantime, I worked, morning, noon and night.

And, finally, the long-awaited moment came. A carrier raven appeared just after day mark, bearing a message from Aage.

Riding to the Jarl’s hall. Expect a moot.

That, of course, preceded a long, tense wait. We were, all of us, on the edge of our figurative seats with anticipation. And so, as it has always done in such cases, time dragged to a near standstill. There was little enough conversation now. Every scenario, every what-if, had been played out, debated and re-debated until there was nothing left to say.

Then, just before high day, the great horn sounded. A breathless page burst into the great hall where we’d all gathered to listen. “The horn: the horn of Eerie sounds.”

We did not need the alert, though. Even here, so many leagues away and behind these stone walls, we heard its call, deep and mournful, like the bellow of some ancient creature.

The horn of Eerie, sounded in such a long, steady fashion, was a summons to residents of the jarldom. It meant that we were to converge on the moot hill.

In summer, the hill was vast and gentle, covered in soft, green grass. In winter, it presented an altogether different face.

In winter, snow drifted deep, and wind whipped across the surface. My only experience with a winter folkmoot was from my first season at university, when old Torensen the miller had died. The moot had been called to approve his widow’s claim to the contracts signed in her husband’s name.

It had been a simple business, made all the shorter no doubt by the frigid drizzle that coated us as we met: the contracts were approved, and we all went home, colder and wetter than we’d left.

I hadn’t had a vote then, nor would I now. I was not at present a permanent resident of the jarldom, and so my voice carried no weight in its governing. I was even gladder, then, for the shortness of the ceremony.

But something told me that the experience would not be repeated this moot.

We listened as the blast repeated nine times, then five longer. Then, silence descended. “Night mark, then,” Njál said. “We have until night mark on the fifth day to reach the hill.”

I shivered. Night mark – the ninth hour after noon – would be even colder and more miserable than the rest of the day. And yet days would be barely enough time to reach the moot from the furthest reaches. But it’ll be a miracle if we don’t all catch colds and die afterwards.





Chapter Twenty-Three



A ring of torches and a great bonfire had been lit on the top of the hill, and blazed like a beacon in the dark, starless night. Hundreds of bodies pressed upon the rise, and though we arrived well before night mark, we found ourselves nearer the bottom of the rise than the top.

Still, it was near one of the lesser fires, and so I did not much mind. For a time, we strained our eyes and craned our necks to catch a glimpse of the deputy, or even Aage. But at length as neither they nor Hagden appeared, we gave up the effort.

We did see Knut, the sheriff. Or rather, he saw us, for he came straightaway to Liss. First, he pulled her into a great hug, and then he released her to a fierce scowl. “Where in Odin’s name have you been? I thought you were killed.”

“Sorry, Knut. No, really: I was under orders to lay low.”

“Under orders? I’m the one who pays your damned salary.”

“I know. But it was imperative to catch Hagden. Aage feared that if I came, it’d tip him off that he was in danger.”

The sheriff’s scowl didn’t disappear, but it did ease a little. He glanced her up and down. “Godsdammit, Liss. What about my mule? He’s alright?”

“Fit as a fiddle.”

He nodded. “Good. And I’m guessing you’re alright, too?”

She grinned. “Yeah, I’m fine too.”

He nodded again. “Alright. I’ve got work now. But, well, I’ll talk to you later.”

I laughed after he’d gone. “Well, we both have conversations to look forward to, I guess. You with the sheriff, and me with Aage.”

“Ahh, Knut’s not mad at me. Not really. He was worried, that’s all.”

“Funny way to express concern.”

She smiled softly. “Maybe. But when you don’t know how…sometimes it’s harder than it should be.”

I couldn’t argue with that, although I didn’t fully understand. There was a lot about Liss, I was coming to see, that I didn’t understand, though I rather hoped someday I might. So I just nodded. “Well, anyway, I hope it goes well.”

“It will.”

The minutes ticked by. The night around us was clear, but overhead clouds veiled the sky.  Now and then, a twinkling star or a sliver of silver moonlight shone through the cloud cover. It made little difference to the hill and its hundreds. Not in the red and orange glow of so many torches and fires.

The deputy arrived next. She was tall, though long years bent her back until she stooped. Lengthy braids of silver hair hung from her head, and a heavy cloak of wool dyed purple and trimmed with fur hung over her shoulders. Behind her followed a score of warriors bearing the royal crest.

She took her appointed place upon the moot hill, near the great fire. Two men took up guard behind her, and the rest fell in at varying intervals along the perimeter.

“They say her name is Ingvild,” Njál whispered, “and that she is wiser even than her long years.”

“They say many things,” Grethe snorted. “Time will tell if it is true.”

Then came Jarl Hagden. He rode a silver horse, and his cape billowed in the wind behind him. The torchlight danced on the silvers of his helmet like a scarlet plume, and behind him fifty warriors marched, similarly attired.

“The son of a kraken,” Grethe growled. “He’s not come to treat. He’s come to make war.”

Hagden pushed through the crowd, his horse’s hooves clattering on the stone path and then falling to a quieter clomp-clomp-clomp as he drew off road. He rode the horse to the summit of the hill, circling Ingvild several times. She stood at his approach, and remained on her feet, unflinching.

The horse’s breath came in great puffs of steam, seeming ghostly white in the firelight. Hagden reined the beast to a halt a few feet before the deputy, and dismounted in a quick, agile leap.

All along the hill, silence reigned. My own breathing sounded loud in that quiet. The two men behind Ingvild brought their hands near to their blades but did not touch the hilts. Hagden stepped forward, until he was very near indeed. For a long moment, they stood there, the stooped figure of the old woman, her head raised defiantly; the hunched figure of the younger man, his head lowered menacingly.

Then, another set of hooves clattered along the road, and Hagden turned. We all did, I think.

This, at last, was Aage. The Head Wizard rode a dark horse, and when he reached the summit and dismounted, it was with far less grace and agility than the jarl had done.

Now, at last, the old woman spoke, and her voice carried a strength her crooked frame did not hint. “I am Ingvild, deputy of King Geir. I am come to hear charges against Jarl Hagden.”

“Lies,” the jarl interrupted, “baseless lies and slander, brought by spellcasters and confessed lawbreakers.”

She ignored him. “I have heard the charges: kidnapping, murder, illegal bone trading, aiding the proliferation of the dark arts, and possession of contraband bone charms. These are the chief among them, though the count is more numerous.”

“All lies.”

“I have heard your testimony once already, Jarl Hagden. And found it to be wanting. But I have not come to debate the merits of your words. I am deputized by King Geir, and this task was given to me: to hear the jarl’s words, and come to a verdict of guilt or innocence, as the evidence suggested.

“I find Jarl Hagden guilty.”

A murmur rose from the assemblage, and Hagden bellowed again that he was innocent.

“For three seasons at least, the jarl has profited from the murder of giantfolk, and the sale of their bones to practitioners of the darkest arts.”

“A lie,” Hagden hissed. “Everyone knows I’ve no love of spellweavers. I would not aid them.”

“I have found evidence of the transactions in a secret ledger. I’ve confiscated dozens of the charms in question. And I have heard the sworn testimony of multiple people confirming his connection.”

“Giants and enchanters. The word of giants and enchanters is worthless.”

“Your account of yourself was not so collected earlier as it is now. You practically admitted the entire scheme.”

“You deceived me. You wove a spell – you, and that wizard.”

The old woman laughed, and her laugh carried far. “Well, if that is to be your defense, tell it to the king. For that is where you are headed. My judgement has been made. Now, you will go to Freyastead to know your fate. That is why I have called this moot: so that the people of Eerie may know that they have need of a new jarl.”

“Now hear why I have let her speak, my people,” Hagden shouted, turning about in a circle and glancing at the crowd with fierce eyes. “You have heard her lies. But this is Eerie. For two hundred years, the men and women of my house have sat honorably in the seat of power.”

“Which makes your betrayal the more disgusting,” Aage offered.

“And so it will be for another two hundred, and two hundred after that,” he continued, taking no heed of the head wizard’s words. “For this – this is Eerie. We do not let the lies of spellweavers and the machinations of southern politicians shape our destiny.

“We are the Free North. And you are pledged to my service, as I am pledged to yours. Today, I call upon you to fulfill the oaths our fathers’ fathers made for us: stand with me, for Eerie.

“For I will not surrender what we have so long fought for, on the whims of an old witch of unsound mind from the south.”

A few laughs sounded from the assemblage, and a “Hear, hear.” Someone called, “Let Geir manage his own affairs, not ours.” Another said, “Go home, old woman.”

“And you,” Hagden rounded on Aage, “it is time – past time – that you were going too. All of you spellweavers and magic conjurers. Enough of your sorcery in these woods and byways.

“Odin rest him, but long had I advised my father to drive you from my borders. Would that he had heard the wisdom of my counsel. Now, the duty is mine: Eerie is no place for your kind.”

Again, “hear, hear,” and “about time, says I,” and other shouts of affirmation sounded. To his credit, Aage did not flinch. He stood as unmoved as Ingvild had before him.

The old woman spoke. “Desperate words from a desperate man. I am come with the sanction of the king himself.”

“And I speak for Eerie. Your mandate is as illegitimate as your charges, for it was imposed upon us in the days of old.”

I grimaced. Unification was an old wound in the further reaches of the North. There were some who thought with dreamy eyes of days of yore, when their fathers were what they called free. A curious kind of freedom, bought by blood and pillage and endless strife. This, though, was an obvious ploy. Surely, no one would be moved by such pandering?

But, to my dismay, the murmurs of assent that sounded here and there told me otherwise. Liss, beside me, groaned and shouted, “You speak for yourself, you fat bastard. You don’t speak for me.”

“Nor I,” a voice called out.

“Me either.”

“Same here.”

Another, though, with a vehemence that matched Liss’s disgust, answered, “Well he speaks for me.”

“And me.”

The argument might have continued, but Hagden seized the moment. “Therefore, on behalf of the people of Eerie, I dismiss you, Ingvild. I declare your investigation illegitimate, your charges illegitimate, your conclusions, illegitimate.

“I dismiss you, Aage, you and all your spellweavers. I declare you unwelcome in these borders. You are henceforth banished. You have until sunrise to be beyond the borders of Eerie, after which you will be considered outlaws. I’ll personally sponsor a bounty of twenty gold coins per spellweaver still in the jarldom when the sun has risen.”

“You are relieved of your position,” Ingvild reminded him. “You have no authority to make any such commands, nor offer any such rewards – even if they were not illegal.”

“Silence, hag,” he commanded. Turning now to the crowd, he seemed to be seeking out a face. Then, he nodded. “Sheriff: you have heard my orders. You and your deputies are to escort this mad old broad and her babysitters to the edges of the jarldom. See that no harm comes to them when they are in our lands. What happens after is their own business. But they are not to remain even a night here.”

I craned my neck to see the sheriff, and at last located him. He stood unmoving for a moment, and Hagden’s gaze grew fiercer. “Did you hear me, Sheriff?”

“I did, sir.”

“Then move.”

“No, sir.” Knut threw a glance around and raised his voice. “And I’m ordering my deputies to disregard any orders from the former Jarl of Eerie. You will assist Deputy Ingvild, at her discretion.”

Hagden’s eyes flashed, and his hand went for his sword. “If you’ll not save her life, then let her blood be on your hands, Sheriff.”

He turned, but now faced the blades of the two guards who yet remained at the old woman’s side. Behind him, his own troop began to draw weapons.

Knut’s voice rang out loud and clear above the bedlam. “You’ll draw a sword on an old woman? Is this the noble end of the once great house of Eerie’s jarls? To strike down a woman bent with age?”

He’d left the crowd, and now moved toward Hagden, keeping a wide margin between him and the armed men. “If you’ll not comply with the King’s law, then at least cross swords with an equal at arms. Unless you are too much a coward to draw a weapon except upon old women.”





Chapter Twenty-Four



The challenge made, Hagden had little choice but to accept. For a man of fighting years and capacity to do otherwise would have been worse than any charge the deputy might lay upon him.

The old ways, the ways of the Ancient North, still held sway here, or sway enough. And there was little worse than cowardice according to that old code. It was one thing to murder and plunder, to break oath and violate treaty. A man who did that was a rogue, sure enough, and heads would shake and tongues wag.

But even a rogue could acquit himself with courage, and so earn some manner of regard from the people.

A coward, though, had no such hopes. And so Hagden, whatever his own thoughts on the contest, turned to face Knut’s challenge.

They stood there for a moment facing one another. Hagden was the larger of the men, and he stood upon the high ground, making him seem taller yet. Knut was not so tall or so broad, nor was his face as fair and young.

I could feel Liss’s tension. I’m not certain how. She didn’t fidget much, and she made no sound. Yet I could feel it, as real and tense as my own heartbeat.

Trumpets sounded from the far edges of the field, signaling that the contest might begin. This was an ancient tradition, and though it held no sway in the legal ordering of things nowadays, its import was not lost on those present. Not even on myself, and I was a transplant from more midland reaches.

In olden days, before there was a king to resolve disputes and remove jarls who had forsaken their duties, a change in succession often happened at the end of a blade. To challenge was no small matter, for the best fate a man who failed could hope for was death on the field. If he lived, his end was the jarl’s to decide. And more than a few failed challengers were made to endure the most gruesome of ritual killings, the blood eagle execution; or were burned alive, or pressed under weights into the bog, or stripped of land and possession and banished to the wild with their families, to starve in the cold winter.

But the lure of winning was enough to drive some. The winner took the jarldom, and the old jarl’s goods and wealth were his plunder.

Nowadays, of course, those old rules held no sway. Nowadays, the only power a challenge held was in the minds of the challenger and challenged, and their neighbors. When a jarl had no heirs, the jarldom would choose his or her successor by vote. The new ways were not so bloody.

But neither did they hold the same sway in the minds of those who watched. I, who came from a gentler jarldom that had put away such practices long before Eerie, could not deny it.

There was something deep and dark and visceral in the challenge, and some part of my heart that responded to it with a thrill. I supposed it was a kind of blood magic, that enchanted and ignited the deepest set and most brutal instincts of our kind.

I did not think I was alone in feeling that pull. All around me, chants of, “Fight, fight!” and “Death, death,” sounded, blending with the noise of the trumpets.

Some called, “Kill him, Knut. It’s about time someone put that bastard in the ground.”

And others yelled, “Down with him, Hagden. Kill him!”

And then came the crossing of swords and clashing of steel upon the hillside. Ingvild and Aage stood, still as stones, watching the business unfold. The fire glinted red orange off the helms and flashing blades.

Hagden bore down on Knut with heavy blows. The chanting lessened, so that the crackle of flame and the clanging of steel was all that could be heard. The sheriff retreated a bit, angling to the side so that he came out about level with the jarl. Then he pressed his own attack.

For a while, they went back and forth, Hagden bearing down heavily, and Knut holding his own with, it seemed, less energy. His strokes were not as wide and heavy but seemed more targeted.

Then, all at once, he lunged for the jarl. Hagden caught the movement and raised his sword arm for an attack. But Knut moved quickly, catching him by the wrist with his one hand, and bringing the blade to his neck.

Hagden froze as the steel touched him, and Knut pressed it no further. “You are defeated, Jarl Hagden. Surrender, and go with the deputy that justice may be done.”

For a long, tense moment, Hagden made no move and no sound. Then, he nodded and said something too low to be heard. Knut released his hand and stepped backward, and the jarl lowered his sword.

It seemed as if the fight was over. A few voices began to chant, “Knut, Knut, Knut.” Hagden lowered his blade until the point dragged through the snow, and I thought he would drop it.

Then, all at once, anger flashed across his features. He cried in a loud, clear voice, “Men of Eerie: to me.” And he lunged a second time for the sheriff.

The jarl’s guard broke upon the scene, making for Knut. Some of the men stationed throughout the crowd, who answered to the sheriff, began to call out and run to his aid. Ingvild gave a command that I did not hear, but its intent was clear enough. Her own score of troops, including the two by her side, fell into the fray, crossing blades with Hagden’s men.

“Right,” Grethe snarled, “that’s my cue, then.”

“Mine too,” Liss agreed.

I was still too stunned by the sudden change to form a plan, but the pair of them raced forward. And that roused me from my lethargy.

On the hill, Aage was raining down balls of fire on anyone who tried to get near to Knut or Ingvild. I understood, in the moment, why so many feared men of magic. Because the truth was, with the red fire dancing beside him, his long, bristling brows casting dark shadows on his eyes, his mouth curled in grim determination, he looked quite terrifying.

But what he was doing, I could do too, though with less effect. Fire would not be my weapon of choice. Instead, I opted to use immobilization. It caused no damage on its own, and the splash effects would be minimal.

Njál and most of the wizarding school had the same idea, and before long wind and water, flame and ice, joined the fray.

Aage seemed to be doing more than enough to hold his own, so I searched the field for where my efforts might be needed. I found my eyes drawn toward my friends. Liss was carving a path through Hagden’s loyalists, but there were a lot of them.

I watched her for a long moment. She was a hell of a fighter. I’d seen that already. But, watching as she dispatched fighter after fighter, I felt a kind of respect for her akin to my respect for Aage. They were different in the methods, and though, once, I might have thought his the better one, I could not deny the results of hers. Nor, the skill with which she managed those results. She seemed to have sight in the back of her head. More than once I moved to immobilize an enemy that sprang up behind her, but she already had sensed and dispatched them without need of my aid.

Grethe, too, had no use for my magic. She was barreling through Hagden’s henchmen like a bull in a sitting room, smashing and breaking and crushing those who stood against her.

It was among the others of the sheriff’s men that I found a good use for my talents, such as they were. Separated as they had been, they stood largely alone, and more than one found himself surrounded by hostile villagers. Some carried weapons, some made weapons of stones and sticks and torches.

One poor devil wearing the badge of a deputy had been knocked over by a stout, red-faced man, and was half a second from having his brains battered in by a heavy rock when I intervened. The deputy stared for half a second in stupefaction as his would-be murderer froze in midair, the stone hovering inches from his head. But he recalled his senses and dispatched of the other man with a heavy blow of the hilt upon his head.

I didn’t think the hit killed him, but it would do him no favors. Of that I was sure.

I scanned the field, rendering aid when I could. It was bedlam all around: fire and fury and death. Helms and blades seemed to burn red as if with magic. But in most cases, it was only the glint of reflected light from the fires and torches.

Njál, on the other hand, carried a double-bladed axe that glowed with a hot, blue flame. Where he’d gotten an axe, I couldn’t say. He certainly hadn’t come to the moot with one, so I imagined it must have been taken from a slain enemy. In his other hand, he carried a sword that glowed red as fire. And where he went, the earth shook, tossing his enemies to their knees.

The battle was in full swing when, all at once, a cry sounded on the hilltop. My eyes flew to Knut, fearing that some harm had befallen him whilst my attention wandered.

But Knut stood tall, his tunic and cloak stained with crimson patches that seemed black in the darkness. Hagden stood before him, bowed over as if in pain. A great, dark stream ran from his side.

I shuddered. I’d not forgotten all the evil he’d wrought. I’d not forgotten that Hagden would have profited off my best friend’s suffering, and sent him to a hideous end. But that was a grievous wound – a kill wound, though, perhaps, not all at once. It ran from his side to his stomach, seeping blood all along the opening.

For a moment, it seemed the jarl would collapse. But in the next, he gritted his teeth and loosed a shout. I could not tell what he said. It might have been, “Eerie.” It might only have been a cry of pain and despair. But he leaped for Knut.

And the sheriff delivered a final stroke, swift and hard. His blade cut deep into Hagden’s neck. The other man shuddered, and then, quite soundlessly, collapsed to the frozen earth.





Chapter Twenty-Five



The battle died shortly after Jarl Hagden. A few holdouts fought on and earned a death in battle for their efforts. But as soon as it was widely understood that Knut had prevailed, the majority surrendered, or slinked off into the night. 

After arrests were made, Ingvild spoke again. “I had called you together to inform you that, as Hagden had no heirs or close relatives, you would need to begin the process of electing a new jarl. Well, the need to do so is now more urgent.

“It is not for the deputy of the king to decide who might best rule your jarldom. But I will say this: tonight we have seen many acts of bravery, and many honorable and noble men and women.

“But among all of them, there is one who took the charge of peacekeeping upon himself, and would have sacrificed his own life and limb to save the people of Eerie from Hagden’s wroth.

“Let that speak what it will. I depart now, to report these happenings to King Geir. Be at peace, sons and daughters of Eerie.”

The night being long, and the dead yet uncounted, the folkmoot disbanded. The call went out to reassemble three days hence, this time at the noon hour.

The days between were not idle ones, though. The dead had to be buried, and those who had raised swords against the king’s law found and arrested. Here, Liss took her leave. “Knut lost three good men. He needs all the help he can get. Anyway, there’s no reason for me to stay hidden away now. No need me being a burden on your university.” She smiled when I said I was sorry to see her go. “Well, you know where to find me. And – well, I hope you do.”

“I will,” I promised.

“Good. And good luck with that head mage of yours.”

Though she left early, it did not hasten Aage’s return. The three-day interval passed entirely before I saw him again, and that was only at a distance.

Now, we assembled at the folkmoot in the clear light of a noon day. Aage sat upon the hill, with many of the area’s nobles and ranking families. An old woman, whose proper name I did not know, stood. She was blind and toothless, and stooped low with age. I’d seen her face around Eerie once or twice and seen that she was regarded with respect and – sometimes – fear. She was called only Mother, or Mother Eerie, for she was older than any that yet lived, and was said to have the sight of the gods in place of her own, and the wisdom of all the generation she’d seen.

“For more than a century, I have seen this land ruled by Jarl Hagden and his forefathers. But the jarl is dead, without son or heir.

“So we of Eerie must choose again, of new line and lineage.” A quiet, sad murmur passed through the crowd, but she said, “Seasons come and seasons go. We do not fear the turning of winter to spring. No more should we mourn the passing of one jarl to the next, for if it be not Odin’s will, it would not happen.”

Another murmur sounded, this time of affirmation. “For three days and three nights, I have consulted the stars and the gods as to who should fill the seat that Hagden no longer occupies.

“And for three days and three nights, the answer has been ever the same: Knut, who has long served as sheriff and keeper of the peace.

“Then in following the wishes of Odin, mighty All-Father, of Freya, Great Mother, I nominate Knut Riversen to be Jarl of Eerie.”

Ingvild had strongly hinted that Knut should be the next jarl, and rumors had abounded that this noble person or that might nominate him. But no one expected it to be Mother Eerie. Now, a hush settled on the moot. Finally, Aage asked, “Are there any other nominations?”

The assembly exchanged glances, but no one spoke. If anyone had been planning a nomination, I supposed Mother Eerie’s froze their tongue. Who would challenge the wisdom of the wise, after all?

Thrice Aage asked, and thrice he was met with silence. “Hearing none, I call upon the moot to affirm or deny the nomination.”

Three times the vote was cast, and three times the result was the same: unanimous affirmation.

“Then it is done,” Mother Eerie called, her cracking voice carrying high. “May Odin smile upon Jarl Knut Riversen. May Freya bless his path, and Thor protect his house.”

Three days of feasting ensued. I saw less of Liss and Aage now than I had before, but Njál and Grethe were my constant companions, and so I could not complain, for we were as merry a party as ever existed. Grethe liked her mead and her meat almost as much as she enjoyed smashing the heads of her enemies. And, when in her cups especially, she missed no opportunity to regale listeners with tales of her feats.

Njál was more modest in both his consumption and bragging, but he loved the feast no less. “Many is the day since these halls were opened to the jötnar. Happily I will toast the health of this new jarl, who opens his hall to us.”

The days passed too quickly, and yet, not quickly enough. For all the merriment and feasting, ever in the back of my mind loomed the thought of my meeting with Aage. Danger and uncertainty had passed. Hagden had been deposed and killed, a new and better jarl put in his place; and Njál was safe and free and healed.

All that remained to know was where I fit into this new world. Some part of me dared to hope that Aage might be forgiving. If my victories and lucky breaks in the beginning would not persuade him toward clemency, perhaps my work upon the hill might.

And another part of me remembered only too well his words of our last meeting, and the way Alvis avoided me since his return. I might as well have been a plague-bearing rat for the sneers and scowls he turned my way.

No, my time with the university had passed. The longer I waited for that final affirmation, the longer I delayed the inevitable.

So it was with a measure of relief – relief that did nothing to ease the trembling of my knees or the quavering of my stomach – that I finally received a summons to Head Wizard Aage’s office on the second day after the feast.

He was waiting for me, and glanced up from beneath bushy brows that seemed, somehow, even fuller and less orderly than I remembered. His light eyes shone a cold and humorless blue. “Ah, you are punctual, at least.”

“Good morning, Head Wizard.”

He waved my greeting aside. “Save the formalities. I suppose you are in no doubt as to why you are here?”

I nodded miserably but could not quite find the words.

“Good. Then, that will save us time. You should know that Mage Alvis has withdrawn his sponsorship of you. He withdrew it the morning you disobeyed my orders, countermanded his directions, and deserted the university grounds. This morning, I officially accepted his withdrawal. You are no longer under his tutelage.”

I nodded again. There it was, then. The final shoe had fallen at last. “How long do I have?”

“What?”

“To get my things?”

His eyebrows rose a little. “Are you in such a rush to be gone, then?”

“No sir. Of course not. Only…I hope I may be allowed to collect my belongings before I must go.”

He snorted. “I am not done talking. Until then, at least, you are going nowhere.”

“Yessir.” I determined to be silent, to endure whatever lectures or invective he might hurl my way, so that I might be free that much the sooner.

“Alvis gave you a second chance, Idun. You don’t need me to tell you how rare such a thing is. It is a gift few receive, much less from the likes of him. And you threw it away.” A long and pregnant pause followed, and then he said, “Well? Have you nothing to say for yourself?”

“No sir.”

“So that’s it, then? You will not make an account of yourself?”

“What is there to say, Head Wizard?”

“You could start by telling me why you disobeyed my orders. Why did you throw away your career? Why did you go blindly into the wild, and risk everything – even your life – on a quest for which you were hardly prepared?”

I swallowed. He was determined to drag this out. Well then, I would tell him what he pretended to want to hear. It wasn’t like it could hurt me at this point. I was already out of the university. And even if he forbade me to collect my belongings, I didn’t have much that could not be replaced. “Respectfully, you know why. For the same reason that you defied Jarl Hagden’s orders: because you would not sit idly by and wait for them to murder Njál. Well, no more could I.”

“You could have been killed.”

“Yes. It was a risk I was more than willing to take.”

“You could have put them on alert and ruined our mission.”

“I did not know about your mission,” I reminded him.

“Because you were an apprentice, and that was the business of masters.”

His words were sharp, and I bristled at his tone. “Perhaps. But perhaps if you had shown a little trust – only a glimmer of it – in me, as you asked for my absolute trust where the life of my friend was concerned, I would not have meddled.

“But you expected me to sit idly by while Njál died, or worse, was hacked to pieces and sold off bit by bit.

“I do not make apologies for refusing to let that happen. I knew the cost then, before I took a step off of these grounds, Head Wizard. I knew it, and I’d do it all over again in the same circumstance.

“I’m sorry things must end like this. But I cannot apologize for refusing to abandon my friend.”

Aage’s eyebrows had nearly reached his hairline, or so it seemed to me, so great was his incredulity. Then, though, he barked out a long, loud laugh. “Well said, Idun. Well said.

“Well, I have not called you here to expel you. It is true that Alvis refuses to work with you. But it is as well, I think. After the accident, he has no love of you. And anyway, though he is a very competent mage, and at risk of perhaps sounding vain, I believe your skills deserve better than he could provide.

“So I have decided to take you on as my own understudy. It has been some years since I’ve had an apprentice, but I think, if you are amenable to the suggestion, we will both benefit from the experience. For you have great potential, though it requires some discipline to fully unlock. And long has it been since I’ve had an apprentice of your skill who could see past orders to answer the call of right.

“It will be hard work, and plenty of it. But I think this will work out well. Yes, very well.”





Liss







Chapter Twenty-Six



“Well, in all the darkest dreams I ever had,” I said, “can’t say you being elected jarl ever figured in them. Ragnarök? Sure. But you as jarl? Seems a little too dark.”

Knut pulled a face. “Funny, funny. But believe me, I didn’t want it either.”

“You know, I have a personal rule. ‘Don’t feel sorry for men who sit on thrones and cry themselves to sleep on piles of gold.’”

He laughed. “I do not sleep on piles of gold.” He shrugged. “Not good for the back. I prefer to stare at mine.”

I wadded up a sheet of paper and tossed it at him. “Bastard.”

“Anyway, what are you complaining about? You wanted a steady job. Well, now I can afford to pay you. I’ll bet this is the first time in your life you’ve had steady, honest income.”

I snorted. “I have literally never been so godsdamned bored in my entire life. Do you dream up forms just to make my life miserable?”

“It’s called recordkeeping. It’s important. And if you weren’t so damned illiterate, you wouldn’t have such a hard time with it.”

I laughed and threw another paper ball at him. “Me illiterate? I can barely read these scribbles of yours.”

“Like I said: illiterate.”

“Pretty sure a blind man would have better handwriting than this.”

“You know, I don’t know why I hired you. That is insubordination if ever I’ve heard it.”

“You’ve got enough ass kissers already. You wanted someone you could trust.”

He snorted. “More like, half the fighting men and women of the area are dead or in jail or in the hospital.”

I grinned. “So what brings you here, then? If not the sunshine of my company?”

“Just checking on things.” He shrugged. “You’ve been deputy for a few weeks now. Wanted to make sure you were settling in.”

“Ah bullshit. We both know I know what I’m doing. Why are you really here?”

He settled onto the desk, glancing through the papers I’d been working on. “I don’t know. I just…if I have to listen to another argument about livestock or border fences or tax rates again, I think I might lose my damned mind.”

“Remember my rule?”

“Yeah, yeah. I’m not asking you to feel sorry for me. But give me an update, at least. Your life has to have been more interesting than mine lately.”

It was my turn to snort. “My ass. I don’t know how you survived this hell.”

“What do you mean?”

“You want to know how I’ve spent the week so far? Three drunk and disorderly’s, one bar fight, a patron getting too frisky with the barmaid – and needing a reminder to keep his hands to himself.”

“Oh?” He perked up. “Tell me about that.”

“Aethel, two nights ago. Wouldn’t leave Matilda alone. Even after I told him he’d end up in lock up if he didn’t. He tried to put his hands on her.” I shrugged. “I broke his hand.”

“Ohh.” Knut nodded approvingly. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. You’re getting the good stuff, and I’m stuck mediating fences.

“You want to know the case I heard today? The wood fence on the eastern reaches? Eric One-Leg says it’s – get this – half a foot too near his property. Olga Hansen says it’s not. I spent three hours – three hours – listening to that, and to the surveyors they’d each hired, and to the testimony of neighbors who swore the fence used to be half a foot over, or else had always been there.”

I laughed, and he looked at me ruefully. “Laugh if you will, Liss. But this is hell.”

“I’m sure the piles of gold make up for it.”

He considered, then shook his head. “They don’t. But they’re a nice consolation prize, I’ll grant.”

I smacked him this time, and he laughed. “Hey, you hear from that mage? The one you were going on about the other night?”

I felt my cheeks flushing. “You promised you wouldn’t mention that again. I was drunk.”

“Yes you were.” He grinned. “Very drunk, and very talkative. You know, nevermind owing me for the job. If nothing else, you should be nicer to me for introducing you to her.” He batted his lashes and pulled his features into a ridiculous expression – one that, I gathered, was meant to be an affectation of my dreamy, if drunken, expression. “How else would you have found ‘the most beautiful eyes’ you’d ever seen, eh?”

I scowled, my cheeks burning hotter. “I didn’t say that.”

“You most certainly did. Her eyes were the most beautiful, and ‘her smile could melt steel.’ Your exact words.”

“If you don’t shut up, I’m going to kill you. You know that, right?”

“That’s got to be a crime. Threatening the jarl’s life and all that.” He grinned. “But, seriously, you heard anything from Brown Eyes?”

I shook my head. “Not a word.”

“It’s been how long?”

“Two weeks or so.” Two weeks and three and a half days. Not that I was counting.

He nodded slowly. “Well, you never know. I hear she’s back in the program. She’s probably busy.”

I laughed. “Don’t. I’m not a dumbass. I know exactly what it means.”

“Have you reached out to her?”

I shook my head. “Of course not.”

“Why?”

“Well, I left the invitation open to her. Look, why are we talking about this? I’ve got a week’s worth of paperwork to get through. And surely the jarl has something to do?”

“I’m doing it: checking on the morale of my people.” I rolled my eyes, and he put a hand on my shoulder. “Seriously, though, Liss, I’m sorry.”

“Ah, don’t be. That was just mead talking anyway. She’s cute, but that’s all it was.”

He looked dubiously at me, and then nodded. “Well, okay then. But, you should know, she’s going to be in Eerie tomorrow.”

I blinked, feeling my heart hammer in my chest. It had been two and a half weeks since Jarl Hagden had died, and I’d said goodbye to Idun. I hadn’t seen her except in distant glances since. “What? How do you know?”

“Aage’s going to be here. He told me he’s bringing her, and that giant you rescued.”

“Oh.”

He shrugged. “So, I was thinking, it probably wouldn’t be a bad idea to have a deputy on hand. You know, with things still being a little tense, and all the animosity Hagden’s death caused toward the jötnar. I’m not expecting trouble, but it wouldn’t hurt to have somebody there, just in case.” He grinned. “And it doesn’t sound like I’ll be prying you away from anything too pressing.”

I licked my lips. My mouth had suddenly gone dry. “Right. No, good idea. I’ll be there.”

“Good. They’ll be arriving at noon.”

“I’ll be there. And – thanks, Knut.”

“Of course. Can never be too careful, and all that.”

I arrived half a bell early. Knut glanced me over and smiled, and I felt my cheeks flush a little. It was true: I’d donned my best tunic and had put particular care into my hair and attire. I hadn’t expected it to be that obvious, though.

I mean, I wasn’t expecting anything. How could I be? I knew and had known that there was nothing between Idun and myself.

Still, the fact that I hadn’t heard from her in two weeks? Well, that stung a little. We were friends. Nothing more than friends, I knew. I wasn’t hoping for anything else. Of course not.

Why I’d paid such attention to my dress, or why I fidgeted so nervously as I waited, then, I couldn’t say.

And the thudding of my heart as she stepped into view was even harder to explain. But, dammit, she was beautiful. Her dark hair and dark eyes shone in the crisp winter light as it filtered in through the hall’s windows.

There was a peacefulness to her too, a kind of serenity that had been missing in the tense days of our earlier acquaintance. I’d told Knut my words had just been drunken ramblings. But the truth was, it wasn’t just her eyes. She was the most beautiful woman I’d ever seen.

She must have felt my gaze on her, for she glanced over, and flashed me a smile that put my heart in my mouth. I smiled back too, trying for some of my usual confidence. I couldn’t find it.

But then, she turned back to the wizards, and they in turn focused on Knut. They were here to discuss relations between the jarldom and the university. “They have degraded over the course of many years, but sharply in these recent times,” Aage said.

Knut agreed, and they fell to discussing the how’s and why’s. After a space, the jarl invited them back to his study. “Let us break bread and discuss how we may rectify this unfortunate estrangement.”

Now and then, as the conversation progressed, Idun would glance my way with a quick smile. But her focus was on the business, and she went with Aage.

A keen disappointment swept over me, and though I felt a bit of a fool for it, I could not shake the sensation. I watched her go, and the door close after her. And my heart sank.

Good gods, Liss. What did you expect?

I didn’t know. We were friends, and she had been friendly. What more could I want than that?

Again, I didn’t know. But a kind of sadness filled me, a feeling of loss that made no sense at all. I’d lost nothing. And yet – my heart did not agree.

The hours rolled on, when the third bell came and I saw no sign of the party’s return, I decided to go back to my own office. I had work to do. Moping about the mead hall, hoping for a glimpse of Idun – a glimpse that would only hurt me, if this morning’s had been anything to go by – was a waste of my time.

So I made my way back to the sheriff’s office. One of the prisoners called for food as I entered. It was Olesen, who had been arrested for pillaging the dead two and a half weeks ago. “You’ll eat at dinnertime,” I answered. “That’s not for another two hours.”

He howled for a bit, protesting that he was hungry now. But I ignored him. He’d eaten well at breakfast, and lunch would have been served in my absence. Instead, I turned to my paperwork.

There was almost as much today as there had been the day before, so I set to work. Somehow, my thoughts kept straying back to the mead hall, and Idun.

Sometimes, they’d stray to Holly. I’d meant to catch up with her. She’d dropped a few hints when we’d bumped into each other now and again that she’d missed me. But, somehow, it’d never quite felt like the right time. I was always too busy, or too tired, or just not in the right frame of mind. Maybe tonight, I thought. Nothing like a passionate tumble in the hay to take my mind off of…

And then I’d think of Idun, and somehow Holly, and the cold comforts I’d found with her, didn’t hold the same sway they once had. Godsdammit. I’d been so careful – so terribly careful, not to get my emotions tangled up in anything. And here I was anyway, tangled as could be, and not a damned thing to show for it.

The hours passed slowly, and I made little progress. Eventually, the dinner bell came, and for a while, I was distracted. “It’s about time,” Olesen protested. “You’ll starve a man, you know, feeding him so little and so late.”

“You should have thought of that before robbing the dead.”

“Come on, Miss Liss. Who’d I hurt, eh? The dead don’t need it. They’ve got all they need where they’re headed. But I’m not a rich man. I’ve more need of it than the dead.”

“And what of the widows and children they leave behind?”

“Well, I can’t be responsible for them. A man has to look out for himself, hasn’t he?”

I wasn’t in the mood to argue the point, and so I said no more. He went back to eating, calling for seconds and protesting when none came. But, eventually, he fell silent too. I worked by torch and candlelight now. It was sometime around sixth bell, I supposed, when the door opened.

I expected it to be Knut, come to see how his matchmaking had gone. I blinked in surprise, though, to see the woman who had been occupying the lion’s share of my thoughts these last hours. And I stammered, “I-Idun. What are you…I mean, it’s good to see you.” Remembering my manners, I got to my feet. “Have a seat.”

She smiled, and took the seat I indicated. “Hello Liss. How have you been?”

“Oh, uh good. Very good. How about you?”

“I have been well. You must have heard, or guessed at least, that I am not ousted from the university?”

I smiled. “I had heard. And that you’re working for Aage himself now. Congratulations.”

“Thank you. It’s not how I would have imagined things working out, but I am delighted. He’s a good teacher, if a little quick to annoyance at times.”

I laughed. “I can see that.”

“But he hasn’t cooked me yet. So I suppose I shouldn’t complain.” She smiled, but then her expression grew more serious. “We were looking for you this afternoon.”

“You were?”

“Yes. You must have heard what we were discussing? How to bridge the gap Hagden made, between the university and the town?”

I nodded. “I did.”

“It’s not just Hagden, of course. It’s been there for a while. But he made it worse. And now, with his death, there are some who blame the jötnar.”

I nodded again. “I know. I’ve heard the same things. ‘He was killed for giants,’ and that sort of thing. As if it was anything but his own crimes that killed him.”

“Yes. But it isn’t just Hagden’s fault. We – the university, I mean – have grown lazy and isolated. We’ve stopped reaching out and being a part of our community. We see ourselves, sometimes I think, as better.

“So we decided today on a way to bridge that gap that puts us out among the people, in a way that – hopefully – benefits the people.”

“Oh?” I asked. “And what does that have to do with me? I know nothing of magic.”

She smiled. “No, but Knut felt we needed a liaison from the sheriff’s office to work with us.”

I felt my heart sink. So that’s why she was here. Knut had volunteered me for something. I knew he’d done it with the best of intentions. But if it meant seeing her more regularly, I wasn’t sure I could thank him. I felt, at the moment, like the best thing for me would be some distance from Idun, until my head regained control of my heart, anyway. “Oh. You mean…me?”

She nodded. “That’s right.”

“What would I be doing?”

“Working with us. On the magical and supernatural investigations taskforce. Or, MASIT.”

I stared at her, and she laughed at my blank expression. “It’s a work in progress. The acronym might change. The point is, Knut thinks having Aage and the university on standby to help with cases will be good. The people will start to see we’re not that different – we’re all on the same side, anyway. And it will invest the university in the wellbeing of the jarldom.”

“That all makes sense,” I said. “But what does any of it have to do with me?”

“Well, you’ve worked with the university before. We trust you, and you trust us. You seemed like the best fit.”

“Oh.”

“And,” she added with a smile, “I rather hoped you’d take the job. It would mean I’d get to see more of you. And we’d probably get to spend time on the road again.”

I blinked again. Friends. We’re friends. Friends see each other. That’s all. “Right. Yeah, that…that sounds great.”

She glanced curiously at me. “You don’t have to, Liss. I mean, if you’d rather not, or if magic isn’t what you want to work with-”

“No,” I protested, “no, it’s not that. I’m just surprised. I wasn’t expecting it. But, no, I’d much rather do that than what I’m doing now.” I gestured to the stack of papers I still had remaining. “You have no idea how much paperwork I endure in any given day.”

She laughed. “Well, I can’t make promises about paperwork. But Knut did mention you were getting tired of drunks and pickpockets. This should be more interesting. But more dangerous, too.”

I nodded. “I’m still not entirely sure what we’ll be doing.”

“Well, let’s say a case like the last one, with Jens and Erle and them, came up. You know, where people are disappearing, and they suspect magic is involved. We’d be primary investigators.”

“Oh.” I considered. “How often do those come up?”

“Too often. But it’s not just murders. There’s plenty of boring stuff too. Witches who sell bad spells, and vengeful mages and errant curses.”

It was my turn to look askew at her. “I better not get turned into anything – much less anything unnatural.”

“If you are, we’ll unturn you.”

“Hmph. Cold comfort, that. But alright. I’ll do it.”

She grinned. “Good. I’m really glad, Liss.”

Something about the enthusiasm in her tone made me smile. “Me too,” I said, and in the moment, I meant it.

For a moment, silence settled on us. “Was that it? I mean, was that why they sent you?”

She nodded. “Yes. But…well, I wanted to catch up.”

“Oh. Well, uh, that sounds good.”

“And,” she added with another grin, “you still owe me a drink, you know. I asked Aage for the night off, and he agreed. And Knut said your shift ended at five. So, I was kind of hoping you’d take me somewhere. Maybe even for dinner.”

I blinked. “You mean…like, a date?”

“Unless you changed your mind.”

I laughed. “No. But…I thought you were just drunk when you asked.”

“Well, I probably was,” she admitted. “But I meant it anyway.”

“Well, umm, wow.” Hardly poetry, but in my defense, I was a little stunned. “I mean, of course. I’d love to. Where do you want to go?”

She laughed too. “Good. I was afraid you had changed your mind.” She reached out a hand and slipped hers into mine and smiled so broadly I thought my heart might stand still. “As for where, that’s easy: wherever you want to go.”

Thank you for reading! 
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