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Chapter One

I shook my head. “Alright, you’re going to have to explain that one. What is the difference between a witch and a wizard?”
Idun turned questioning brown eyes to the giant, Njál Frostborn, and the pair of them shrugged. “There’s not really a formal distinction,” she said in a moment.
“And it depends who is using the terms,” he added.
I groaned. “You damned spellweavers make everything as complicated as possible, don’t you?”
Idun Wintermoon was my colleague and girlfriend, and an apprentice mage with the Northern University of Arcane Arts. Njál was her best friend, and he’d become my good friend and colleague too. He was a journeyman wizard with the university. And all three of us were on the magical and supernatural investigations taskforce. Or, MASIT.
It was a temporary name until we thought of something better, for it seemed everyone hated it. I certainly did. It sounded like something you contracted from too long in the swamps or an ill-advised one-night stand. As of yet, though, no one had thought of anything more fitting, so here we were: still using it almost two months later.
Jarl Knut and Head Wizard Aage had created the task force to fill a need – no one could provide insight into magical inquires better than mages – and to help bridge the divide between the jarldom of Eerie and the university. I was the jarl’s liaison to the taskforce, and Idun – as Aage’s understudy and apprentice – was on the taskforce. Today, we were discussing a case she’d been assigned. At least, that’s where it started.
“So,” I said, “even though the words mean the same thing, I can’t call her a witch?”
“That’s right. It can mean the same thing, but, to a lot of people, it’s pejorative. Although there are some who embrace the term and use it to describe themselves.”
“But,” Njál put in, “Tanja is not one of them.”
Tanja was the old woman we were set to investigate, on charges of selling illegal bone charms. The sheriff’s office had had a report that the old witch who lived at the foot of Loki’s Falls was trading in human bones. This being a dispute that was magical in nature, they’d referred it to us. And so I was doing my best to learn the proper lingo.
I wasn’t myself a woman of magic, and the last thing I wanted was to wind up a pillar of marble – or, as would be my luck, salt – for saying the wrong thing to a crotchety old spellweaver. “So what should I call her?”
“Mage should be safe.”
“What in Odin’s name is the difference between a wizard and a mage, then?”
“Not much. Really, there aren’t distinctions,” Idun answered. “In the oldest legal definitions, a witch was a woman of magic whose province mostly lay in charms and potions. So, someone who would make magic to be stored or used for a later time, usually to sell.
“A wizard tended to be a caster more than a potion mixer or charm crafter. Although wizards can do all of those things too.”
I groaned. “And where does mage fit in?”
“A mage is, well, basically a catchall – a kind of umbrella, to refer to anyone who uses magic.”
“Odin’s teeth. What about enchanter, then? Or spellweaver? Or summoner or conjurer?” There were enough terms to fill a small book.
“Well, none of those have any legal definitions. And the old definitions don’t hold anymore. Like I say, there isn’t a real distinction now.
“But, usually, those titles are self-definitional. A spellweaver would be someone who uses spells. A summoner would probably be a mage who can summon spirits or creatures to their aid. A conjurer is a wizard who can create things, either short or long term. Treasures, creatures, whatever.”
“But,” Njál cautioned, “some people just use the terms interchangeably anyway. Especially if they’re not fond of mages. Everyone is a ‘damned spellweaver,’ or a ‘bloody conjurer’ then.”
“That’s true. There’s not much room for precision with invective,” Idun smiled.
I’d been guilty of that a time or two myself, before I got caught up in the world of spellweavers and wizards. So I decided to steer clear of that particular topic. “So for Tanja, it’s mage?”
“That’s right. I can do the introductions,” she said.
I nodded. “Good idea. That way if she tries to cook anyone, it’ll be you.”
She laughed. “So chivalrous.”
“You’ve got spells to protect you,” I protested. “I don’t. She launches a fireball at me, and it’s charbroiled Lissette. She launches a fireball at you, and you’re fine.”
Her brown eyes twinkled with mischief. “Well, it’s never too late to learn, you know.”
I scoffed. We’d had this conversation before. She thought it would be a good idea for me to learn a few healing and protection spells at least. And I resisted. “I’ve got about as much magical ability as a rock.”
“Rocks actually store a lot of magical energy,” Njál put in.
I brushed this aside with a sweep of my hand. “I don’t care how much magical energy they store. They can’t use it, can they?”
“No, of course not.”
“Exactly. When it comes to magic, I’m a rock: useless.”
Idun laughed. “I’ll convert you yet, you know.”
“Sure. When you can convince rocks to take up casting.” Now, I glanced at the giant. “What about you, Njál? You coming with us?”
He nodded. “Aage wants me to tag along, as an observer. But this is Idun’s mission, from the university’s perspective.”
Idun smiled in a nervous way, and I grinned. “First mission. Better not screw it up. Aage’s depending on you to get this right, Idun.” I laughed at the daggers she shot my way. “Don’t worry: we’ll be there to save you from yourself, if you are too out of your league.”
“You know, forget Tanja: I’m going to roast you myself,” she warned.
Grinning, I took her hand and squeezed it. “I’m kidding, dear heart. You’re going to kick ass.”
“Yes I am. Yours, if no one else’s.”
The giant shook his head, and auburn locks slipped out of place. “Look, I’ve got work to do. You two can have your lover’s quarrel on your own time. Is there anything else?”
“No,” Idun said. “Let’s leave tomorrow morning at day mark. I’ll make sure the stables have horses ready.” She glanced at Njál. “I don’t think we’ll be able to bring the carriage. The roads out by the falls aren’t in very good repair, or wide enough for it.”
He snorted. “I wouldn’t want it anyway. I prefer to go on my own two feet.”
“Well, lucky for you, your wish is granted,” she grinned.
He laughed at that. The carriage was an enormous, eight horse-drawn vehicle designed for use by giantfolk. In their own land, giants rode dragons much as we used horses. But the race of dragons had long been waning, and never had come to very firm terms with mortals. They were rare in these parts, and none resided at the university. And so giants had few means of conveyance, save by their own two feet.
“Alright. I’ll see you both tomorrow, nine o’clock sharp.”
We watched the giant take his leave. He was tall, even among his own race, standing twice as high as most humans, and he walked with a quick gait.
“Well,” I said, “he’s certainly looking better.”
Idun nodded. “Yes. Much better.”
Njál had been the reason for our meeting – or, more aptly, his kidnapping had been. Bone traders kidnapped him in the dark of night, intent on selling his bones on the black market to be used in illegal charms. The ordeal had been brutal, and not just psychologically. Njál was a powerhouse, with tremendous physical strength as well as remarkable magical abilities. To take him and keep him complacent, his captors had been far less than gentle.
So I liked seeing him amble about easily, with a light step and a cheerful glint in his light eyes.
“So,” she added, “are you. Not nearly so cross and grumpy all the time, now that Knut’s letting you out of the office.”
I laughed. I’d never admit it – not to these spell casters – but I was damned glad to be a member of MASIT. The work of a deputy seemed to revolve around an endless cycle of drunks, rascals and paperwork. A chance to stretch my legs and see the countryside – even if it did involve dealing with witches – was alright by me.
Not least of all because spring was in the fullness of her beauty now. Everything that flowered seemed to be in bloom, and the fresh, sweet scents of grass and herb wafted along the roadsides and perfumed the meadows. The mornings smelled sweetly of fresh rain, and the afternoons of warm earth. The rivers burbled and flowed with less energy than a few weeks ago, when the melted mountain snows raged through the lowlands. But they were full and blue and full of fish.
Life seemed very beautiful, and I was very keen on it lately. Of course, that might have had something to do with the brown eyed girl watching me now. She was grinning in the way she was wont to do when teasing me, with affection tinged with mischief.
I smiled too, studying her dark hair and the way the sun shone on it. I could see, now and again, the traces of her elven lineage in her delicate features, in the long, narrow cast of her face, and the sweet turn of her expression. The look in her eyes right now, though, was positively impish. “You don’t look so bad yourself,” I said.
“The honeyed tongue of a poet,” she smirked. “I see why I picked you.”
“Elves my ass. Are you sure there wasn’t a wicked goblin in your line somewhere? Anyway, little mage, you have no idea everything my tongue can do.”
Here, she flushed a deep crimson, and I grinned in turn, quite satisfied with her reaction. We’d been dating now for two months, and we’d been taking things slow. Painfully slow, by my reckoning. I’d held her hand and kissed her, but that was the extent of things. She needed time, and I respected that. But I wouldn’t promise not to tease once in a while, either.
“You know,” she said, “your usual room is ready. But I was going to say, if you wanted, you could spend the night in mine instead.”
Odin. She’d turned the tables, and rather quickly. I was now flummoxed and at a loss for words. “Oh. Well, uh, I mean…stay with you?”
“Yes. You know, sleep in my room?”
I nodded. “In your room? Like on the sofa?”
She pulled a face. “No, dunce. In my bed.”
“Oh.” I blinked. “Yeah. I mean, of course. But – only if you’re ready.”
“Ready?” She smiled innocently. “I’ve shared a room before, Liss. And a bed. You’ll have your side, and I’ll have mine.”
“Oh. You mean…just sleeping, then?” I tried not to sound too crestfallen. I didn’t want my disappointment to guilt her, but something told me I had nothing to worry about. Something told me that had been no accident.
“Of course. What did you think I meant?”
Oh yes. That had been very deliberate. And she’d got me. You beautiful goblin. I checked a smile, though, refusing to let her see her victory. “Nothing. That sounds good.”
She nodded, her eyes twinkling. “Really? Too bad. I was going to suggest we could see where things went.”
I groaned. “Alright, stop. You got me. But for the love of Freya, stop. I can’t take this torture.”
She laughed outright now, and got to her feet, her hand still in mine. “You know, I do have the rest of the afternoon off. To prepare for the mission. So I thought maybe, if you wanted, we could spend some time…conferring? In private.”
I scrutinized her carefully looking for a trick, and she laughed at my expression. “Yes, I’m serious.”
If my willpower had been stronger, I might have returned the favor, and made her suffer for a little while. But it wasn’t, and I didn’t. “You know my answer is yes. Of course. But are you sure you’re ready? I know I tease you, but I don’t –”
She lifted a finger to my lips then moved closer and kissed me. “I’m sure. I’ve been thinking about it all week.”
That sent a shiver up my spine. Freya. By now, I was counting the meters from the garden where we sat to the university interior, and from there to the mage’s quarters. Aloud, I said, “Then, I think you’d better lead the way, Beautiful.”
“Oh,” she said, her tone low and husky, “now she brings out the honeyed words.”
I kissed her again, nipping at her bottom lip. “Like I told you: you have no idea what this tongue can do.”




Chapter Two

We conferred until dinner, when Idun said we should go down lest our presence be missed. But after the briefest possible showing, we returned to the business we’d left.
She was exquisite, and everything I’d imagined she might be, and then some. I lost track of the time. I lost track of everything except the pleasure of exploring her, tasting, touching, teasing and pleasing her, and surrendering to her in turn.
Before we knew it, the midnight bell sounded. And, reluctantly, we agreed that we had better get to sleep.
It didn’t happen right away. Even as our pulses slowed and sleep called, I couldn’t quite close my eyes. The sight of her, the glow from the fireplace reflecting in her brown eyes, her long hair spread out behind her, dark and disarrayed and breathtakingly lovely, was too beautiful to turn away from.
She laughed as I studied her. “What? Have I grown warts on my forehead?”
I laughed too and pulled her nearer so that I could kiss her. “No. I was just thinking…I don’t know. I suppose, how beautiful you are.”
She flushed a little, running her fingers across my forehead and down the curve of my cheekbone. Then she fixed me with her dark eyes, and when she spoke, her voice was not much more than a whisper. “So are you, my beautiful Liss.” She leaned in and kissed me again. “Goodnight.”
Sleep came easily for her, but not for me. I hadn’t expected that the night would play out like this. Not that I objected. Gods no. It’d been perfect. Better than perfect. It had been awkward and sweet and gentle, and we had spent the night getting to know the feel and workings of each other’s bodies. It had been amazing, in the way that first encounters can only be with someone you truly care about.
I suppose that was the piece that took me by surprise. I knew I liked Idun already. Hell, I’d never have waited as long as I’d waited for her if I didn’t. I’d have moved on already.
But tonight had been more than sex. She had put her hands on my body, but I could feel the traces of her touch on my soul.
And that left me reeling. The truth was, no one had ever touched me like that. No one ever looked at me the way she did. And part of it terrified me. I couldn’t explain why. And, laying there, I tried to reason through it.
Was I afraid that she’d see through the haze of infatuation sooner or later, and see me the way everyone had done? My own parents had left me on a doorstep as a newborn, like a mangy pup that no one wanted. I watched her as she slept, studying her soft beauty, and a tightness formed in my chest. Would she feel the same someday, when the newness of this wore off?
And then, what was this feeling in the pit of my stomach at the thought of her leaving? I’d known her about three months. Surely, that was not enough for her to hold such a sway over me. I didn’t like that. No one had ever had that much power over me. And I did not care to let anyone have it now.
It wasn’t pride. It was armor. I’d grown up in an orphanage, run by Eerie’s priestesses. I’d watched families come and take my peers. The years rolled by, until I was one of the oldest children left. But no one ever came for me.
It hadn’t been a bad place. It was better than sleeping on the streets. But it wasn’t a home. The priestesses were kind, if overwrought and spread too thin for their duties.
But it wasn’t a home, and their kindness was only kindness, not love. I’d grown up learning how to survive without love. It had been a painful lesson, and laying here in Idun’s arms, my heart burned with the memories of that old agony.
The lesson had been hard learned, and paid for in years of tears and sorrows. I’d built armor, piece by piece, to protect myself from it. I’d lived for years safe, steering clear of danger the few times it reared its head.
And yet here I was, utterly naked before her. Not literally, though I was that too; but I didn’t feel vulnerable in my own skin.
No, I’d laid aside my armor. I couldn’t remember when. But I had, and I felt so utterly vulnerable, so utterly afraid, that I did something then that I had not done in more years than I could say.
I wept. I wept long, quiet tears into my pillow while she slept.
And then, somehow, miserable and confused and afraid, I faded into sleep too.
I woke when she began to shift. I’d not slept well or long, but I made no complaint. Her eyes were bright and clear, and she wrapped me in an amorous embrace. “Good morning, my Liss.”
“Morning, Idun.”
She was sweet smiles and bubbly laughter. And I, before too long, forgot the concerns of the night before. Or, rather, found myself distracted from them by her.
We breakfasted and discussed our plan for the day. “I have to have some plan, although I don’t think we need anything very complicated. Just enough so Njál doesn’t figure out we weren’t really busy last night.”
“Well,” I grinned, “we were.”
“Yes, but not that busy.” She laughed, then returned to the business at hand. “It’s a straightforward mission. We need to go to Tanja’s shop, and see what she’s selling. I’ll bring a potion Aage created, that’ll glow green in the presence of human bone.”
I shivered at that. “What is it with these damned witches and making charms of people’s bones? First Njál, and now people laying to rest quietly in their own damned grave plots?”
“Bone is a kind of well of magical energy. And everyone has it, even if they don’t know how to use it, or if they use it without meaning too. Like those people everyone says are ‘lucky’. That’s just their own magic, shaping their experiences – even if they don’t know it.”
“I know that,” I said. “I just don’t know what it is that possesses people to carve bones up.”
“The power. I mean, it’s illegal to carve human or giant bone. But even among our own order, many of us use animal bone charms.”
I wrinkled my nose. “Do you?”
“Sometimes.”
“Why?”
“Well, it depends on why I need them. But, for instance, when I was in the goblin caves, I carried a deer bone charm to help muffle my footsteps. Because deer are woodland creatures, quiet and hard to detect, and their magic is useful if you mean to be stealthy.”
I harrumphed. It all seemed a little too gruesome for my tastes. “Well, even so, using human bone is disgusting.”
“Yes. And illegal.”
“How will you know she’s got them there, though? I doubt she’ll just let you drop her charms in that potion.”
“No. It would probably damage the charms. Throw off the magic. But we operate under Jarl Knut’s authority. She’ll have to let us search. And I’ll dust her workspace with the powder. There’ll be residue, if she’s trading in illegal goods.”
“And if not,” I reasoned, “we won’t cause any property damage.”
“Exactly. Tanja isn’t a licensed mage, but she doesn’t offer her services as a wizard. So her business is legal – provided she’s not actually peddling bone.”
I pulled my forehead into a frown, concentrating on the facts of the case. “But if it’s not her…how does that explain the missing bodies?”
Three graves had been dug up in recent weeks, as soon as the snow had begun to melt. All of them were in or very near the borders of the jarldom. The bodies had simply vanished, and in their place remained nothing more than gaping earthen maws.
Knut’s first suspicion had been grave robbers. But sifting through the displaced earth, we’d found all of the non-perishable grave goods they’d been buried with. Whoever had stolen these bodies left golden cups and bejeweled rings and purses full of silvers.
They weren’t after any treasure. Which pointed to more sinister motives: the dark arts. Head Wizard Aage of the university theorized that our culprit was either a necromancer or a bone magician, or perhaps both. “There’s no other use for a dead body, except cannibalism. And these have been dead too long to be any good for that. No, these have been buried since last fall. They’d be quite putrid. All that could be salvaged would be the bone. And even that will have begun to break down.”
That was another feature of bone magic: the magic in bone faded over time, unless it was captured in a charm or spell. The degradation process was slower or faster by species. Giant magic was the most potent but faded the quickest. Animal bones lasted longer but were the least effective. Human bone – or so the mages told me anyway – was solidly in the middle, preserving its energies more or less intact for a solid few months to half a year, and storing a decent bit of power into the bargain.
That, and the fact that human bone was more plentiful and easier to acquire than giant bone, ensured that those charms were the most frequent on the black market. They fetched a pretty price, too – albeit, not so handsome a fee as charms carved from the bones of giants.
Idun had been considering my question, and now she shook her head. “That, I don’t know. But we’ll worry about it when we get there. For now, Aage wants me to investigate her.”
I nodded. “Right. Well, it’s a three-day ride.”
“Longer, since Njál will be walking.”
“That’s true. But Mother Eerie says the weather will be good anyway.” Mother Eerie was the jarldom’s oldest resident, and by all reckoning, the wisest. She wasn’t a mage or a woman of magic, but she was a diviner of the stars and skies. And her predictions were almost always accurate.
“Good. I’m actually looking forward to this, you know. I’ve been so busy I haven’t really had a chance to enjoy the spring.”
I smiled at her. “That can’t be healthy for you, my elven princess.” I meant it. Men built homes and cities of stone. Elves and giants lived among the trees and roamed under open skies. Being cooped up drove me near to distraction. I couldn’t imagine what it would do to her.
She rolled her eyes and laughed. “I never should have told you about that, should I? I’m not a princess. I don’t even know my elven kin.”
I leaned over to kiss her. “Well, you may not be a proper elvish princess, but you’re a princess to me, anyway.”
She flushed, a pink mixing with the deep tan of her skin. “You really are laying it on thick lately, aren’t you?”




Chapter Three

The country was green and lush as we set out, and the last lingering effects of my bad mood vanished in the bright sunlight. The air still smelled of sweet morning dew, and Njál had apparently woken in a musical frame of mind, for as soon as we were on the road, he began to sing.  
He had talent. Not the kind of talent that would find a seat in the king’s hall, but the kind that would draw crowds at a county fair, or bring the revelers of a tavern house to their feet. He sang of mountains far away, and fjords looking out into seas I’d never seen. I wasn’t sure he had, either. But there was something in the timbre of his voice that crossed time and space, until I felt as if I was standing on those far green slopes, staring into waters bluer than sapphires, or climbing snowy peaks that reached all the way to Odin’s throne.
Idun had told me before that she could feel magical energies. She could sense them, as real and tangible as sight or sound or touch. I didn’t understand that. It was a sense beyond my control.
But when it came to song? That was a magic I could feel. I could feel it in my heart, in my very bones. I could sense it, in the same way she described sensing spells. And as the morning wore on, the giant’s songs transported me to lands far away, and peoples strange and foreign to me. I heard of heroes and fair jötunn ladies, of conquests of the heart, of battles for land and air. He sang of wise dragons and evil ones, of games of riddles and heroes lost to dragon fire.
Idun sang too, songs of elves and magical adventures and lands lost to memory.  For my own part, I could offer our makeshift troupe of bards only tavern songs, for my repertoire contained nothing else. They seemed to enjoy them, though they were often strange and usually bloody songs. They were drinking songs, and nothing paired with drinking quite like toasts to heroes – be they victorious or fallen. It was all the same to the person holding the mead horn.
We had no mead with us, and we weren’t drinking. But lively tunes and crazy lyrics rarely go amiss, and they did not this time either.
Despite our ruckus, a few curious – or, perhaps, annoyed – woodland creatures peered out at us as we passed. Now and then a squirrel or chipmunk would dart past, or a rabbit would race from one side of the path to the other. The day was, in short, quite idyllic, and we passed a cheerful morning on the road.
By midday, the sun had got a little warmer, and we shed our cloaks. A gentle breeze played with the grasses and leaves, and by now we’d all tired of singing, so the song of birds and wind was the only one that accompanied our travels.
We turned off the main road by late afternoon, at the fork that led to Loki’s Falls. This was not so well preserved as the other had been. The old jarl, Hagden, had let the byways fall into disrepair, and it showed worse in some places than others.
The road to the falls happened to be one of the worse places, and before long Idun and I dismounted and walked on foot beside Njál. Neither of us wanted to risk our horses coming to harm – or ourselves, for that matter, if the horse stumbled with a rider on its back.
“Well, good thing the weather is fair,” she said.
The words must have carried some kind of curse, for not half an hour later, a storm sprang up. It didn’t come from anywhere in particular, or so it seemed to me. It just appeared overhead.
Nor was this a gentle spring shower. The wind howled and screeched, and rain fell heavy and cold. Not even our cloaks, now pulled fast about us, kept us dry. “I thought you said Mother Eerie predicted clear skies,” Njál grumbled.
“She did.”
“Well, I don’t know what skies she was reading, but she missed something.”
“Apparently.”
Our next three days – for on foot in the wind and rain, it took another full three days to complete our journey – were miserable. Idun and I shared a tent, but the tent did little to keep out the deluge.
So we lay, wet and cold and miserable, in each other’s arms night after night, too tired and sore and, in my case anyway, irritated to take advantage of the noise dampening gale-force winds outside for anything more amorous.
Njál was convinced that Mother Eerie had played a prank on me, and she’d sent us off into the worst weather yet this season. I was not so sure, though. Through the beating wind and driving rain, I could see sunlight in every direction – a warm, sunny day, just out of reach. And not just at first, but every day of our trek.
Indeed, the bad weather seemed to follow us, progressing along the road to Loki’s Falls at our pace. For when we rested, the storm stayed put. But when we moved, it moved too, so that we were ever in the worst of it. “It’s that witch’s doing,” I decided. “She knows we’re on to her, and she’s trying to cover her miserable tracks.”
“A fair and impartial investigator you’ll be,” Idun teased.
“You can’t deny it’s more than a coincidence that the storm tracks us.”
“It does seem odd.”
“Odd? It’s damned black magic is what it is.”
“Even if it is, that doesn’t mean she’s guilty.”
I snorted. “Then why do this?”
“We don’t know that she did,” Idun cautioned. “But maybe she just doesn’t like wizards.”
“There are many mages who detest licensed wizards,” Njál observed. “Although, if she is responsible for this, I’ve half a mind to turn her into a toad. Since she likes water so much and all.”
I didn’t argue the point further. I knew they were right. There could be – hell, probably were – tomes written about the rivalry between scions of the universities, who had their proper licenses, and the rest of the magic-wielding world. It put the bloody, brutal history of guild rivalries to shame, if only because the guilds and free agents had managed to work their problems out centuries ago. Sure, it might make for a good read in the history books. But you didn’t hear about cloth weavers bludgeoning other weavers over undercut prices anymore.
Wizards and mages, though? It seemed every few years you heard tell of a coven waylaying a wizard and turning him into a smoking column of ash, or a pack of wizards hunting down errant mages like rabid dogs. It didn’t happen much in these parts. But that didn’t mean it didn’t happen. And sometimes all it took was the thought of it happening elsewhere to enflame tensions.
Still, my skin had been in a constant state of wetness for the last three days. I was feeling about as generous as a rattlesnake. And, dammit, I was going to suspect that witch of something untoward until we proved her innocence.
At least some of my suspicions were confirmed when we reached the falls. The last leg of the road led downhill for several miles, at an easy, gradual slope. A mile or so before we reached the waterfalls, the rain abruptly ended. Runoff pursued us for a space, but shortly after we stepped out of the deluge, all was as clear and dry as the morning we’d set out.
All, except us and our poor horses, who were as miserable as we under their soggy packs. “Damned spellweavers,” I cursed, adding, “present company excluded.”
Njál paused to ring out his cloak, and said, “You might want to keep remarks like that to yourself. It takes a lot of magic to manipulate the weather like that. If she can do that to the clouds, and so far away from her own home, then I should not risk angering her. Not if you enjoy life.”
“I’m not enjoying much at the moment,” I snapped, “but point taken.”
Idun slipped her soggy hand into mine and smiled. “Hey, cheer up. We’ll be there soon enough.”
I harrumphed, but with less vehemence than I might have otherwise. “I’m probably growing mushrooms, you know. My boots are practically a swamp.”
She laughed. “Well, I’m sure Aage can fix us up a potion to take care of that.”
Despite myself, I cracked a grin. “You wizards have potions for everything, don’t you?”
“Not quite.” She leaned over and pecked me on the cheek. “But pretty close.”
Njál made a gagging noise, but we paid him no mind. And despite the fact that my wet clothes chafed and stuck to me and my boots sloshed as we went, some of the gladness I felt when we’d set out returned.
The falls rose high in the distance, over the trees and road, and the roar of the falling water carried far. And no wonder. It was a drop of almost a thousand feet, from high atop the grey rocks, down the nearly sheer cliff face, into a wide, deep pool below that ran into a river.
Tanja lived near this pool from which the river sprang, at the base of the waterfall in a little, thatched-roof cottage. It came into view not long after we left the storms, small and unimposing. To one side, she had a well-maintained garden full of plants already in bloom, and a little shed. Rowan trees grew along the way, and in a cluster just past the shed. Further down the way, she had a small orchard of fruit trees and berry bushes. And on the other side of the road, a short, fat pony grazed in a small, fenced pasture.
Were it not for the fact that a powerful witch – one who quite possibly dealt in the human bone trade – lived behind those walls, I might have thought this an idyllic home.
But the tension that came into Njál’s posture, the darting of Idun’s eyes here and there as she scanned the place, put the fear of the woman who lived here in my heart, more than any of their words so far had done. It was one thing to be told that she might be dangerous. It was quite another to see two powerful spellcasters cringe at the thought of encountering her.
No, I vowed inwardly, I would keep my mouth shut. I did not need to get us all killed over a little dampness and discomfort.
We approached slowly, keeping to the main road. “We don’t want to give her an excuse to start raining fire down on us,” Idun explained. “We’ll stay in plain view.”
I scanned the garden and the cottage windows, looking for some sign of her. A thin, sickly greenish smoke rose from the chimney, but it wasn’t much. If she had a fire going, it must be no more than smoldering coals now.
The little pasture was empty, though, and the garden unoccupied except by the hummingbirds that flitted in and out of it. I smiled at the sight of them, so tiny and delicate and colorful.
Again, I was struck by how pleasant the place would be – if not for the witch who surely lurked somewhere in the area.
Idun marched up to the door in a slow and deliberate manner, then knocked thrice. A voice, crisp and high, called, “Enter.”
I stepped up beside her. Whatever lay beyond that door, I did not want her to go alone. Njál, meanwhile, looked dubiously at the entrance. It was a tall door, but not that tall. “I’ll wait out here,” he said in a moment. “Call me if you need anything.”
Idun pushed the door open, and we stepped inside. I blinked as my eyes adjusted to the lighting. It seemed particularly dim after the brilliant sunlight beyond these four walls.
But while my eyes were blind, my nose was in fine form. And I rather wished it wasn’t. The air was thick and pungent with herbs. At least, I hoped I only smelled herbs. The odors blended and mixed until they were indistinguishable, and so heavy that I could almost taste them, sweet and bitter, mild and strong, all together in a heady, oppressive blend.
My eyes watered, which seemed to help clear my vision. I saw the fire first. Now that’s the queerest fire I’ve ever seen, and that’s a fact. It burned low, with thick, purple flames. A green smoke, just like what I’d seen trickling out of the chimney, wound its way slowly upward.
I turned to the woman. I half expected a crooked old crone, covered in warts and blemishes, like one of the troll dolls that we played with as children in the orphanage. Instead, a pair of keen eyes watched me, glimmering in the dim light. And, as my eyes grew accustomed to the light, the rest of her took form.
She stood tall, a mane of silver hair piled atop her head, studying us with violet eyes. Or at least, reflecting the firelight, they seemed violet to me.
Aside from her eyes, I saw at once her imperious cheekbones and nose. She looked nothing at all like I expected. On the contrary, she had a noble visage, like one of the ancient queens carved in stone on a mountainside somewhere remote and timeless, where great kings and queens had gone to their final, eternal watch.
She was old, as I’d guessed, but time had been kind to her. She stood tall and straight, and the sleeves of her simple apron dress were rolled up to the elbows, exposing muscular forearms dyed an oddly purple color.
She spoke before either of us, and there was the faintest hint of amusement in her tone. “I was expecting you.”
I found my tongue, and despite my earlier resolution, said, “Yes, so we gathered. That was quite the welcome you prepared.”
Her lips twitched. “I hoped, if you had sense, you would have turned back. But I forget that you university types are altogether without sense.”
“We only need to ask you a few questions, Mage Tanja. I am-”
“Idun Wintermoon,” the witch finished for her. “Yes, I know. And you are Lissette Forlatt. Or, as your friends call you, Liss. And the giant out yonder is Njál Frostborn. Yes, I am well aware of who you are, as I know why you are come.
“And you’re not here to ask questions. You’re here to accuse me of trading in human bones. Yes?”
“No,” Idun hastened. “No, not at all. We’re here to investigate, yes. We have had a report that you’re selling charms – illegal charms.”
“As I say: you are here to accuse me of trading in human bone.”
“No. We’re here to investigate. To clear you, if the claim is without merit.”
Tanja snorted. “You have a pretty way with words, Miss Idun. But answer me this, will you? What would you do if I refused to answer your questions? What if I refused to submit to your search?”
Idun hesitated. “Well, uh, by law we’re empowered to search, if we have reason to suspect-”
“Yes, yes. I know the law. I’m asking what happens if I refuse to comply.”
“Well…um…”
“Spit it out, girl. I won’t turn you into a toad for telling the truth.”
“Well, we’d have to search anyway.”
“Without my permission?”
“That’s right.”
“And if I resisted your search?”
Idun shifted in place. “The law says…that is, by law we’d have to search anyway.”
“How could you, if I was stopping you?”
“We’d-we’d have to stop you, from stopping us.”
“How?” Tanja’s eyes flashed, and I could have sworn I saw sparks of flame leap from them. I felt my hand move instinctively toward the hilt of my sword, coming to rest at a hang a few inches from it. “Come now. Stop dancing: if I resisted, how would you stop me?”
Idun licked her lips, and when she spoke, her voice was almost a whisper. “With force.”
Tanja laughed now, clapping her hands together in an almost merry way. “There it is, then. That was not so hard, was it? Or perhaps it was. Telling the truth is not so easy for you wizards, is it?”
“Mage Tanja,” I said, an edge I hadn’t intended to my voice. I didn’t much care for the way she was talking to Idun. “This really isn’t necessary.”
“I decide what is necessary in my own home, sellsword. And you might as well forget about reaching for your blade. I could melt it with a snap of my fingers. And I won’t hesitate, if you draw a weapon in my house. Whether your hand is upon it or not.”
I blinked, momentarily nonplussed. I thought I’d moved with discretion. Had she seen through me so easily, then?
“We’re not looking for trouble, Mage Tanja,” Idun pleaded.
She snorted. “You have a funny way of looking at the world, little girl. You enter my house, and demand to manhandle my property under threat of violence, and then say that you are not looking for trouble?”
“We are only following the law,” I put in.
She turned violet eyes my way, scrutinizing me. “Yes, sellsword, so you are. And though I’ve no love of that law, I shall comply with it, for I’ve a greater distaste of shedding blood.” She cocked her head. “Even the most insolent blood. You are free to search. You will find nothing illegal, for I do not traffic in illegal goods, nor do I engage in dark bone magic.
“But I warn you: if you harm my property, I shall exact every copper’s worth of damage from your hides.”




Chapter Four

I assumed that her threat was an empty one. But I took particular caution to watch my step anyway. Her hearth was littered in vials and bottles, and piles of herbs and powders lay upon tables. Stray papers written in a neat hand and dark ink, in runes I did not recognize, littered every free inch of her workspace.
A powerful witch she might be. But a slob she certainly was.
She watched us with amusement for a long while. I was doing very little, for there was little enough for me to do. Idun knew how to work Aage’s potion, not I. My best assistance was to stay out of her way.
“Well,” Tanja declared after a space, “I shall go out and talk to that great, gangly fellow you’ve left outside. I don’t want him scaring my pony. And anyway, I may have a job for him.”
Idun and I exchanged glances. “Njál is one of our investigators,” she said.
The witch laughed. “I know. But he’s not investigating at the moment. And I have a hornet’s nest behind the shed that’s beyond my reach. If you’re going to harass me, he may as well be of use.”
“Don’t you want to watch our investigation?”
She snorted. “I have no need to do so. I know what is in my own house. I know that you will come away emptyhanded.” She grinned now. “And I know that you did not bring any illegal charms to plant. Oh yes: you needn’t look so surprised. I checked as soon as you stepped foot on my property.
“You would have had an uncomfortable time of it, my dear, if you meant to frame me. But as you are fools only, and not blackguards, I shall leave you to your folly.”
“Well,” I muttered after she’d gone, “someone’s a little paranoid?”
“I may be old, but I’m not deaf,” the old woman called from her doorstop.
Idun laughed out loud, and I scowled at the door, biting my tongue a moment before I muttered, “Damned spellcasters.”
“Come on,” Idun said, “help me.”
“What should I do?”
“Take this.” She handed me a glass bottle full of clear liquid. “Pour some of this into your hand. Not a lot. As the oxygen hits it, it will crystalize into a powder. Then, sprinkle it on the desk over there.”
“Won’t it all crystalize once I open the stopper?”
She shook her head. “No. The glass has been treated to preserve it in liquid form.”
“Ah. How much should I sprinkle?”
“Hardly any. Like, if she hadn’t dusted in a few days.”
I threw a dubious look around the mess accumulated everywhere. “A few days? I’d be surprised if she’s ever dusted this place.”
Tanja’s voice carried into the room. “I can still hear you.”
“Bloody eavesdropper.”
“Bloody trespasser,” she shot back.
Idun laughed out loud. “Odin, Liss. Are you trying to get us turned into cabbages?”
Tanja poked her head into the doorway. “I wouldn’t do that, my dear.” She grinned. “I can’t stand cabbages. I’d turn you into a pair of pigs: fat, and plump, and ready to be butchered.”
She laughed at our mortified expressions. “Now, hurry up. I have a commission to finish, and I don’t want to be late.” She shuffled off, and I heard her say, “Well, come on then, Mister Njál. Let’s get those hornets.”
“Why doesn’t she just roast them?” I wondered, waiting until their footsteps had completely vanished before speaking.
“Some witches – err, mages – think hornets bring good luck. She’s probably going to have him move the nest.”
“Odin’s teeth. I hope you’ve got a spell in your repertoire for wasp stings.”
“I’m pretty sure Njál can handle himself.” She smiled. “But yes, I do.”
“Good.” I forgot the wizard, though, and set my attention to the work at hand. The drops did indeed transform as she’d predicted, turning to powder before they’d even reached my palm. When I tipped the bottle a degree further, and accidentally released more than I’d intended, liquid touched my hand. But before I’d had the chance to blink, it had turned to fine silver grains.
I suppose it was simple enough for wizards to concoct such a thing. But to me, and my decidedly unmagical experiences, it was something of a marvel. Not that I had time enough to marvel. Idun was making her way around the periphery of the room with a careful but determined speed. So far, I’d done nothing at all. So I began to sprinkle the powder as she’d directed.
At first, as I dusted a few books and stray pages, nothing happened. The substance remained its original silvery color, like the faintest layer of shimmering dust or the first falling of snow.
Then, as I neared a tray full of herbs and tinctures, the potion residue changed color. I almost yelped at the sight of it. Idun had told me what would happen, but this was another thing altogether. The silvers morphed from dull and dormant to a fiery red. “Idun,” I said, and then, hearing the volume of my own voice, in calmer tones, “Idun, I’ve found something.” It seemed that, for all her protestations of innocence, our friend the witch was guilty after all. And the last thing I wanted to do was draw her attention – not until we had some plan for dealing with her.
Idun glanced up and hurried over, her eyes fixing on the glow. The tension in her brow actually relaxed, though, as she saw it. “Oh, that’s only residue of animal remains.”
I blinked at the glowing particles, like tiny embers along the desk. “But I thought you said we were looking for a light.”
“I did. But a green one. This detects all kinds of residues. We are only interested in human. And that will be green.”
“Oh.” I felt a little foolish, I suppose, at my enthusiasm. For half a second, I thought I’d solved the case. “Right. Green.”
Alas, there’d be no solving the case. Not then, anyway. We dusted every work surface and shelving unit, delved into every cupboard and opened each trunk. We found dust that had probably been there for a hundred years, and more bone charms and spell scrolls and enchanted tokens than you could shake a stick at. Hell, we probably found things the old witch forgot she even had.
But we didn’t find so much as a scrap of illicit material, or any hint that it had ever been there. “Well,” Idun concluded, “we can have a look at the barn and shed out back, but the house is clean.”
I snorted, glancing at the clutter and dust. “Not hardly.”
She grinned. “You know what I mean.”
“I do. Let’s get this over with though. My lungs sorely need fresh air. I’ve inhaled enough smoke and dust for a lifetime.”
The search outside turned up nothing more than the interior had done. Tanja followed us this time, insisting that we proceed with caution. “So help me, if you trample my sprouts…” she’d warn one minute, and, “Be careful, you fools. That’s no ordinary pitcher. That’s imbued with the magic of the stream.” Another time, she cautioned, “Careful, Old Henry likes to kick.” Henry was a mule, who eyed us with suspicion as we neared. And then, “Hurry now. That Njál will be back soon. And I promised him I’d have a warm meal waiting.”
I frowned at the warm tones she reserved for the giant, but then glanced around. I hadn’t noticed it before, but he was gone. Some investigator I am. Fuck. Out loud, I demanded, “Wait a minute. Where the hell is Njál?”
She frowned at me. “I told you: I was going to put him to work.”
“Put him to work how? You said something about hornets.”
“Yes. He already took care of those. Moved the nest.” She pointed to a tree some ways down the road. “But I needed help by the riverbank. Loki was at work this spring, and the river washed away much of my retaining wall. Your friend is putting back what the imp god knocked out of place.”
Idun blinked. “You have a journeyman wizard shifting rocks?”
She nodded. “He’s got a strong back, and sturdy legs. And sometimes that’s a better magic than anything I can cast.”
I shook my head. “He’s an investigator, Tanja. You can’t just order him about.”
She scoffed. “No, that’s your role, even on other people’s land. But I didn’t order him. I asked him. And promised a meal in return. Which you are delaying.”
“Don’t let us stop you,” Idun said, waving her away. “Go on: make your meal. We’ll keep searching.”
The old witch studied us carefully for a long moment, then nodded. “Alright. But remember what I said about breaking things.”
Njál returned a good hour later, his boots covered in mud, and his clothes not much better. I shook my head at the sight of him, thinking – not for the last time – that it was a good thing the days of Jarl Hagden’s rule had come to an end. The old jarl would not have looked kindly on his investigators making such a showing of themselves as we did now, still wet and musty, and covered in grime and dust and mud.
We’d turned up nothing and were poking around the yard more out of nosiness than anything else. We’d seen what we came to see, after all.
Tanja must have heard the giant approach, because she practically materialized in the yard as he reached it, carrying a platter full of meat. “It’s cold, but I’ve got biscuits baking. And I’ll bring out some cheese and coffee.”
Njál took the tray and thanked her. She nodded briskly. “I need to get back, so those don’t burn. But how did that go?”
“Well. I shored up the wall and fortified the base. You should be alright for a few years. But you might want to have someone take a look at that section downriver. It looks like it might come down sooner rather than later.”
The old woman nodded, her brow furrowing. “I know. I keep meaning to ask Halnord if that son of his would like to earn a few silvers. He’s a strong boy. I don’t think he’d have much trouble.”
For a minute, the pair fell into discussion about the offending section of wall, and the young man who lived on a farm a few miles downriver, who might be able to make it right again. I tried to suppress a yawn. I’d slept little the night before and had no interest at all in this conversation.
Then, I saw Idun’s nose twitch. And a moment later, my own did the same thing, quite involuntarily. An acrid kind of smell, like smoke, hit my nose. “Is something on fire?”
Tanja loosed a yelp. “The biscuits.” Without another word, she flew toward the cottage. A minute later, she returned with a wooden tray littered in what, I supposed, had been biscuits at one point. “They’re a little dark,” she said, “but I think they’ll be alright.” She paused to flip one over and revealed a dark black bottom. “You’ll want to scrape that off. But they should be fine.” She thrust the tray into my hands. “Hold this, will you? I need to get the coffee.”
Again, she disappeared, and again she returned, this time with a pot in one hand and glazed earthenware mugs in the other. “There we go. Well, have a seat. I’ve nothing large enough for giantfolk, but the earth should do well enough.” She glanced us over and nodded, more to herself I thought than anything. “Yes, that should be fine.”
I flushed. She wasn’t wrong. Indeed, were she a better housekeeper, I would have hesitated to sit on her furniture attired as I was, in wet and dirty clothes. Then again, if you get mud on something, it’s liable to stay there for the rest of time. “It’ll be just fine,” I decided.
“Indeed.” Njál plunked himself down, patting the grass with a smile. “Quite comfortable.”
Idun sat too, and so did Tanja, placing the coffee and mugs between us. Then, she sighed. “Oh for the love of Odin. I forgot plates.”
Idun moved to get up. “I can get them.”
But the old witch raised a hand. “No, no – I’ll do it.” And she bustled off again, for what I hoped would be the last time.
She returned with a stack of dishware and silverware in hand. “There we go. I think we’re ready now.”
The meal did not impress. The meat seemed to have been overcooked, or else cooked by someone who was not well-suited to preparing venison, for it was dry and not terribly flavorful. The biscuits were flavorful, alright, but the flavor was that of smoke and ash. The coffee was deep and dark and bitter, and at the bottom of my cup I found a layer of grounds.
But she grew by degrees merrier as she ate. “You know, I’m not entirely sorry you passed this way. Although I would have preferred more pleasant circumstances. Still, I am happy to have that wall shored up. And it’s been awhile since I’ve broken bread with fellow mages.”
She glanced at me now. “Although you are not one of us, I think.”
I nodded. “True enough.”
“A sellsword I called you earlier. Is that so?”
I puffed out my cheeks, exhaling a long breath. “Well, it was. Now, I suppose I’m one of the jarl’s men. Steadily employed, and all that.”
Her violet eyes scanned my face. “And how does a mercenary like that work?”
I frowned at the question. “Well enough. I’m an investigator, and that’s worthy work.”
She smiled. “Ah yes. Harassing old women over baseless rumors: very worthy. I’m sure the people of Eerie are that much the better for knowing how their taxes are spent.”
I could feel my cheeks flush. “It’s my job to investigate.”
“Yes it is. But would you have investigated if the charge had been made about one of your friends here?” She pointed to Njál and Idun.
I blinked. “Well, of course not. I know they’re not trading in human bones.”
“It seems some are exempt from the reach of your duties. Those of us outside the wizarding school are fair game. But those on the inside are above suspicion?”
“I didn’t say that. I only said I knew Njál and Idun aren’t breaking the law.”
“No, you didn’t say it. But we both know it’s true. You take your orders from Aage as much as the jarl.”
I snorted. “Aage is a partner. We both take our orders from Jarl Knut.”
Tanja laughed, a high, clear, musical laugh. “And I’m nineteen again.
“No, Miss Lissette. I’m not sorry that magic is respected again in these parts. And I don’t resent you for doing your job.
“But I do resent your job. I do resent that affiliation with the university puts a mage above suspicion, but mere whispers open the rest of us up to investigation.” She smiled, and it wasn’t a happy smile. “I do resent that, very much, my dear.
“But come: eat your food. You should be on your way before the day’s end.”
We ate in silence after that, and a strange, awkward silence it was. The sound of my own chewing seemed loud in the stillness, and I was grateful when the meal concluded. Tanja took away our plates and cups, again refusing our aid.
Then she returned to bid us farewell. “Well, I suppose I’ve said my piece,” she told us. “Go on your way in peace. My ill will, such as it is, is not for you.”
Idun and Njál made some attempt at politeness. I did not bother. I did not know what to say to this, so it seemed better not to try.
“Thank you for the meal, Tanja,” Idun said. “And for your cooperation.”
“For the cooperation, that was coercion. But for the meal, you are welcome. Now go, and tell your Aage to leave me in peace.”
Idun smiled. “We shall, Mage.”
The giant took his leave next, and he and Idun turned to leave as I said, “Farewell, then.”
But Tanja took hold of my wrist, saying, “Hold a moment, Sellsword.” I frowned, trying to pull my arm from her, but her grip was firm as iron. To free myself, I would have had to truly fight, and I did not wish to injure the old woman. So I waited as she fished through the bag at her hip. She pulled out a stone wrapped in cord and wire, from which little pieces of bone hung. “Take this. The wind and earth tell me that you will have need of it ere long.”
I scoffed. I knew well enough that she had powers, but I didn’t put much stock in supernatural divination. It was one thing to tell the weather from the stars. But to pretend to know another’s future? Not even the wizards of the university tried that trick. “Thank you, Mother, but I’m fine.”
She released my arm but pressed the amulet into my hand all the same. The violets of her eyes seemed to blaze when she spoke again. “You are a child of steel and stone, who walks on mossy paths under starlit skies. Do not walk blindly, or you will lose your way.”
She said no more and turned abruptly for her cottage. I stood there for a long moment, blinking into the empty space she’d occupied a moment before.
“Liss?” I heard Idun’s voice behind me, and it called me back to the moment. “What was that about?”
I glanced at the stone, and the strange markings upon it. For half a second, I hesitated, and thought of tossing it on the earth beneath me. But, for reasons I couldn’t fully explain, I didn’t. I slipped it instead into my pocket and turned to my friends. “Nothing.”




Idun





Chapter Five

“Well,” I said with a sigh, “this whole trip was a waste of time.”
Liss nodded, but Njál shrugged his massive shoulders. “Oh, I don’t know. We set out to investigate the charge. We did.”
“We found nothing,” Liss protested.
“But that’s something. It means she’s innocent.”
“No it doesn’t. It only means we didn’t find anything.”
I smiled. Liss hadn’t quite gotten over the downpours. It had been two days since we’d left Tanja’s cottage, and we’d traveled under clear skies and in bright sunlight. But I had the faintest suspicion Liss still hadn’t forgiven her. “True. But in this case, that’s basically the same thing.”
She snorted, and Njál nodded. “If there was something to find, we would have found it.”
“What’s this ‘we’ business? You were too busy cozying up to the witch to do any searching. For all you know, she could have been destroying the evidence while we were busy inside.”
The giant glanced askew at her. “I got to freely walk up and down the length of her property without her eyes on me. Can you say the same?”
Liss chewed on a piece of hardtack, but said nothing.
“I thought as much. No, Liss, I wasn’t cozying up to anyone. I helped her, sure. She’s an old woman – and an innocent one at that, as we’ve just proved.”
She scoffed again, and this time did speak. “Even so, even if she is innocent – and I still maintain that we only know that we didn’t find evidence to link her to the crimes, not that we exonerated her. But even if she is innocent, you’re an investigator, not a handyman. What if she decided to murder us, or cast some hideous spell and turn us into toads or pigs or something?”
I laughed, remembering the old woman’s words. “She did threaten that.”
“Exactly. What if she’d meant it? You would have been too busy playing at being a mason to help us.”
“I remained within earshot. And, anyway, it wasn’t as if I could go into her house or buildings to aid with the search. That would have been close quarters. So if I can’t do anything inside, I might as well be of use outside.”
“Of use.” She shook her head. “What a sorry bunch of investigators we are. Rebuilding the suspect’s home. Having dinner with her. Chatting and…”
She trailed off, and I laughed. “We did basically accuse her of breaking the law. It was nice of her to share a meal with us. Make peace and all that. You don’t want powerful witches holding a grudge against you.”
“Nice? She practically drowned us on the way down.”
“Well, we were uninvited.”
“Odin. You’re just as bad as him, Idun. You’re investigators. You can’t be making friends with suspects.”
Njál frowned. “She’s not just a suspect, Liss. She’s practically a neighbor. We investigated. We cleared her. Being friendly isn’t a crime.”
“I didn’t say it was a crime. But it’s not smart.”
I frowned. “Why?”
“Because we don’t know that she was innocent.” I went to speak, but she interrupted. “No, listen to me. We think we know, but we don’t know. Maybe she’s innocent, and maybe she’s not. But now you’ve got ties to her. Suppose another question about her comes up? You’ve gone and made friends with her. You’ve rebuilt her old wall, and broken bread with her.
“You won’t hear the complaint like you would have if you hadn’t sat down with her. The same way I wouldn’t if someone started spreading rumors about one of you. Which means your judgement is compromised.”
We sat and considered that for a moment. Njál spoke first. “Maybe you’re right. But maybe, this job isn’t that black and white. We’re not strangers from the capital, Liss. We live here. Just like you do. We’re not investigating rumors about people we may never see again. These are our neighbors.
“And if they haven’t done anything wrong, well, don’t we have a duty to be neighborly?”
Liss sighed. “I don’t know. I don’t know why I took this damned job.”
I frowned now. “Hey,” I said, slipping my hand into hers. “What’s the matter, dearheart? You’re not…well, you’re not mad that we didn’t find anything, are you?”
She glanced sideways at me. “Of course not. I mean, I’d like to know who is digging up graves all over the jarldom. But that’s not it.”
“Then what is?”
She glanced up at me, and for a moment met my eyes. Her gaze was troubled, and a great furrow creased its way across her forehead. “I don’t know. I just…I have a bad feeling.”
“About what?”
She scoffed, this time at herself. “I don’t know. That’s the thing. I’ve been trying to figure it out, but I just don’t know.”
“We’ll be back at the university soon enough,” the giant nodded sagely. “A good rest and a real meal will do us all good, I think.”
She smiled, but it was a wan expression. “Maybe. I haven’t slept well lately. So maybe that’s all it is.”
I squeezed her hand. I’d felt her tossing and turning and muttering in her sleep the night before. “Well, let’s get to bed early. This is as good a place to camp as any.”
She nodded. “I suppose.”
We did turn in early, and Liss fell quickly into a deep sleep. I lay awake for a while longer but drifted off soon enough.
I woke some hours later to a sound that was at once sharp and soft. I sat, throwing a wild glance around our tent. We were utterly alone, and the moonlight beyond showed no signs of anything outside either.
Then the sound repeated, and this time I heard it in full. It was Liss’s breathing, a kind of strangled gasp. Odin. “Liss?” I shook her gently. “Liss, are you alright?”
She started to wakefulness, and I only just dodged a fist. “Mother of Thor,” I said, ducking out of the way, “it’s me.”
“Idun?” she gasped. Then, seeming to realize what had happened, she wrapped me in her arms. “Oh gods, I didn’t hit you, did I?”
“Very nearly,” I said, “but no.”
“Gods.”
I pulled back so I could see her, and the dim light was enough to make out her features. “What’s wrong? You were – well, crying almost. In your sleep.”
She passed a hand across her brow, and I realized her breath was still coming in long, heavy pants. “I…I think I was having a nightmare.”
I reached a hand to her and felt her tremble under it. “Oh, my heart, it must have been a dark dream.”
She nodded in the dimness. “I…I was still in the darkness. I couldn’t move. I felt the night around me, closing in. Like…like it would suffocate me. And I could hear a chanting, cold as ice. I could feel it, Idun, in my heart. I…I thought I would die.”
“Oh, my heart,” I said again, and squeezed her arm. “But it was just a dream. You needn’t fear anything.”
“Yes. But it didn’t feel like a dream. It felt real – as real as you touching me right now.” She ran a hand through her hair, tousling it. “So real. Like nothing I’ve ever dreamt before.”
I squeezed her arm again. “It’s only a phantasm of sleep, Liss. They’re not unheard of. Aage and some of the others prepare potions for those afflicted often. But they’re not real. It’s never real.”
“I know. I know it’s not real. Only…”
She trailed off, and for a long moment silence settled between us. “Only?”
“Only it felt so real.”
I wrapped my arm around her. “Come, my love. Lie down again and forget the dark dreams.”
She didn’t argue, and we settled down, with my arms around her, and her warmth against me. “Goodnight, my sweetest.”
“Goodnight, Idun.”




Chapter Six

I slept soundly again, and Liss settled down quietly beside me, though I could not be sure if she slept at all. She seemed more tired and haggard when we rose than she had the day before.
Njál woke in a cheerful mood. Indeed, it was his whistling, and the smell of food cooking over an open fire, that roused the pair of us. “I’ve got coffee there,” he said, pointing to a pot sitting on the edge of the fire. “And food will be ready soon.”
He cooked very much like a giant, preparing more than enough to feed half a dozen of us. But we were only a day’s ride from the academy, so we had no cause to horde the rations. Plus, we’d been unable to light a fire for much of the first half of our journey, so we’d been surviving on those foodstuffs that didn’t require cooking.
So I downed several eggs, and more bacon and silverweed tubers fried in bacon grease than I probably ought to have. But the food was good, the morning bright and cheering, and my appetite hearty.
Liss ate more reservedly, but by the end of the meal she laughed and smiled as readily as either of us.
We set out after washing the pans and plates. A fine morning became a bright, warm afternoon, and, finally, a cool, colorful evening. We traveled with not many rests, except to eat a second meal.
The tall parapets and stark gray walls of the university rose against a fiery backdrop, and the orange hues of the setting sun cast it in an inviting light as we reached the gates. The windows twinkled with light, and here and there voices carried from courtyards and gardens, raised in laughter or mirthful conversation.
Liss yawned. “I’ll be glad to sleep in a warm bed. This working for the jarl is making me soft, I suppose. But dammit, if a real bed doesn’t sound good about now.”
“You’re telling me,” Njál snorted. “I found a squirrel in my boot this morning. A squirrel.”
Liss laughed. “In your boot? The poor thing. I assume he died of asphyxiation?”
“I see your sense of humor is as remarkable as always.” He turned to me now. “You know, you could do so much better. You know that, right?”
She elbowed him, and I laughed. “Don’t pick on my lady now. She has many fine qualities. Even if a sense of humor is not among them.”
Njál shook his head. “I don’t know. I mean, do you really want to put up with this for the rest of your life?”
It was her turn to snort. “Odin. Aren’t you getting a little ahead of yourself, giant? We’ve only been courting for two months. That’s a little early to be making lifetime plans, isn’t it?”
There was an edge of humor to her voice, and I tried to laugh along. I wasn’t sure why, exactly, but the words hit me hard. It didn’t make sense. Of course it didn’t. She was right. We’d only been dating two months. That was nothing, in the scheme of things. And we hadn’t really talked about long-term commitments or future plans.
And yet, somewhere along the way, she’d started to become a feature of the future I envisioned anyway. Njál flushed and managed an awkward laugh. “Of course. I’m just teasing you, sellsword.”
A tense silence settled, and Liss seemed to notice it too. She glanced between the pair of us, but I did not meet her gaze. “Well,” I said, staring ahead at the university, “we’ll have a proper meal and real beds soon enough.”
Head Wizard Aage came down from his office to greet us when we returned. “There you are. I wondered if some evil had befallen you on the road.”
“Just a few storms. Tanja was not happy to have visitors.”
“I should think not. Not with the accusations flying around. What did you find?”
“Nothing. Nothing at all.”
If Aage was surprised by the intel, he didn’t show it. “I see. Well, I suppose you will want to rest.” He wrinkled his nose. “And bathe. You can give me a full report tomorrow. Tell me, is there anything I should know now?”
“No, nothing urgent. I can give you the full account tomorrow, as you say.”
“Good. Well, go on then. Dinner is still being served, I think. And if not, I’m sure you can find something in the kitchens.”
“You know we will, sir,” Njál said with a grin.
“I do. I’m trusting you two…” He glanced at me and Liss, a twinkle in his ice blue eyes. “To make sure he leaves some for the rest of the university.”
I grinned too. “You can count on us, sir.”
He nodded and took his leave, and we headed for the dining hall. “Well,” Liss said, “it seems Greybeard has a sense of humor.”
“You shouldn’t call him that,” Njál declared. “A sense of humor, perhaps. But I wouldn’t push my luck.”
She laughed. “I didn’t say it within his hearing.”
“And a good thing. I’m too hungry to clean up your ashes.”
We ate as greedily at dinner as we had at breakfast. At least, they did. I found I wasn’t terribly hungry. Or, rather, I was hungry, but food didn’t sit well with my stomach.
Still, I felt better after a little food and a glass of hot milk. And, when dinner concluded and I drew a steaming hot bath, I felt better yet.
Liss took a bath too, and she was waiting for me when I got to bed with a broad smile. “Hey. Now that we don’t have your friend a tent over, I was thinking…we could pick up where we left off the other week.”
My first inclination was to say no. Even after a long soak in hot water, my back hurt. The week had been long and wearing, and sleep was what I needed.
But glancing over at her, her slim form sheathed in a shapeless nightshirt that somehow managed to highlight her stunning curves, I hesitated. Then there was the smile – enticing, with a little bit of challenge, as if she dared me to say no, and then lie down beside her.
Or maybe that was my brain cautioning me. It didn’t matter how tired I was. There’d be no sleeping once I laid down beside her, even if we kept our distance. Even if we never laid a finger on one another. No, that smile, the desire in those blue eyes, had stirred my imagination far too much for sleep.
Seeming to sense my hesitation, she got to her feet. I watched her move. It was a treat I’d rarely been afforded, to see her so nearly naked. I watched her take one step after another, the curves of her muscular legs flexing as she moved. Her hips swayed a little, and as my eyes traveled upward, toward the curve of her breasts and the plunge of her neckline…
Odin. No, there’d be no sleeping tonight.
I cleared my throat. “What, uh, did you have in mind?”
Her grin broadened, but I couldn’t resent her triumph. I had way too much on my mind already. “I don’t know…a little bit of this, a little bit of that.”
“I’m pretty tired,” I tried, determined to preserve a little bit of my dignity.
She stood beside me now, our bodies brushing each other as she leaned in to whisper, “Well, you just relax then. I’ll wake you right up. I promise.”
I shivered so violently as her breath touched my ear that she laughed. “Pace yourself, my heart. I haven’t even started yet.”
Godsdammit. So much for dignity.




Chapter Seven

We did end up sleeping, but not until evening had turned to morning. And we continued sleeping until the sun was high in the sky. Finally, an hour after day mark, the bells roused us.
“Odin’s teeth. It’s ten o’clock,” I hissed, pushing to a sitting position.
My movement roused Liss, and she stirred lazily, wrapping an arm around me. “Who cares?”
“I’m supposed to report to Aage.”
“Hmm,” she said, opening one eye to look at me. “Or you could stay here, where it’s warm.”
I peeled her arm off me. “I’m serious, Liss. I have to get going.”
Now, she groaned and opened both eyes. “Dammit, it’s too early to be up.”
“It’s ten o’clock,” I reminded her.
“You shouldn’t have kept me up so late.”
I gaped. “Me, keep you up? It was your idea.”
“Yes, but it’s not my fault you’re so godsdamned gorgeous.”
My annoyance with her melted, as I’m sure she intended. Still, I pulled myself out of bed. “I don’t have time to argue with you. And I don’t have time for your flattery.”
“That’s too bad. I had more.”
I rolled my eyes, pulling fresh clothes out of the dresser. “We missed breakfast, you know.”
She pushed herself up onto her elbows and watched me dress. “Odin. I’m sure I can find something around here to snack on.”
“Oh gods,” I said. I was pretty sure I was blushing from the top of my head to the tips of my toes. “You’re outrageous.”
She cracked a grin. “Maybe. But don’t be gone too long, beautiful. I have to get back to Eerie and make my report to Knut. And I want to say goodbye to you first. Properly.”
I felt the color rise to my face again at the suggestiveness in her tone. The words were innocent enough in their own right, but her tone and expression were anything but. “If you’re not good, I’ll have them throw you out.”
She only grinned the broader at that. “I mean it. Come back soon.”
“We’ll see. Aage might have work for me. And if he does, well, I’ll have to tend to it.” Or so I said aloud. Inwardly, I wondered how much I dared push my luck if the wizard did have an assignment. Would it be impertinent to ask for a delay? Or would I be better off trying to stall? I could always offer vague allusions to MASIT business.
Turning these musings over in my mind, I took my leave from her, and sought my master.
I would never have imagined myself apprenticing for the old wizard. That was a twist of fate I still marveled at. But, almost as surprising, he was a remarkably easy wizard to apprentice to.
Aage was brilliant, having more knowledge than half the senior faculty put together. Or so it seemed to me. He had the reputation of being irritable, unreasonable, and quick to wroth when provoked.
Some of it was true. His patience seemed to be in short supply some days. But the longer we worked together, the more generous his reserve of it became.
There had been a time, not so long ago, when I trembled to approach his office. Now, I strode with confidence to the door, and knocked lightly. A moment later, Aage’s voice called, “Enter.”
I did, deciding to launch immediately into my report rather than mentioning my absence, even to excuse it. But I stopped short when I saw he wasn’t alone.
A tall man with sandy blond hair sat across from him, his back to me. But he turned as I entered.
“Jarl Knut,” I said, my tone conveying a little of the surprise I was feeling. I imagined he was here for a report as well, and the idea that both the jarl and the head of my university had been waiting while I dozed rather put me off balance. I hadn’t supposed this case was as important as all that.
“Mage,” he nodded.
Aage waved me to a seat. “Your timing is perfect,” he said, and I didn’t detect any sarcasm in his tone. “Jarl Knut arrives with news.”
The visitor smiled in a rueful way. “And not the good kind, I’m afraid. Is Liss still here?”
“I…uh…believe so.” Odin. I didn’t want to show her up in front of her boss by letting on that she was still asleep. But I couldn’t lie either. I hoped this would suffice.
“Good. Well, I’ll find her later. I may as well tell you now.
“There’s been another cemetery raid.”
I groaned. “In Eerie?”
“No. This one was in Riversgard, right on the border with Eerie. Close to the others. But – and here’s where things get really sticky. It was in the old barrows. Someone got into one of the burial mounds. There was a door, apparently, under the turf. The robber found it and got inside.”
“Did they take anything?”
Knut spread his hands. “No one’s been in there in a thousand years. So it’s hard to know, because no one knows what was buried there. But they did find the treasure had been disturbed.”
Here, my ears pricked up. “Treasure? Then do we know it’s the same person? Our robber was after bones, not gold.”
The jarl nodded. “True. But they left the gold. And the gems. As I say, it was disturbed, turned this way and that, as if they had been searching for something, and in haste. But piles of golden goblets and bejeweled rings and great crowns remain, dented and scratched and tossed haphazardly. But very much there.
“So either they took some but not all, or they were looking for something other than gold.”
“What about the bones?” Aage asked from behind steepled fingers. “Were they disturbed?”
“There were none left, if that’s what you mean. But as to whether they were disturbed or not, I cannot say. As our history has it, those bones were laid to rest over a thousand years ago. So if any survived to be disturbed, I don’t know.”
“Which barrow was it?”
“The easternmost one.” Knut sighed. “The sorcerer’s barrow, or so it’s called. If a sorcerer actually lays there, or did, I don’t know. But that’s the rumor.”
Aage nodded. “So I’ve heard. I don’t know much about him, except that he is said to have been a man of great magic, and the friend of a powerful and ancient king. Which is why his is the greatest barrow there.”
“Yes. There are many tales, some less believable than others. Some say he lived the lifetimes of ten men. Others that his spirit still stalks the mounds at night. And others that, when the sun rises and the first beams of light hit his barrow, he blesses those who have spent the night warming his cold grave.”
The jarl shook his head. “That’s actually how we know his barrow had been defiled. A boy called Björn had spent the night there. Something to do with a romantic pursuit. Apparently, he wanted the old sorcerer’s blessings before he approached his young lady.
“But when the sun rose, he saw the shadow of the upturned turf, and went to investigate.”
“And do we know the ransacking had occurred already?” Aage asked. “Is it possible that the young man, coming suddenly on more wealth than he’s probably ever seen in his lifetime, might have had some hand in that?”
“Possible, yes. Likely? I don’t think so. I spoke to him. Björn is young, and mortally afraid. He must have said a dozen times over that he hoped the sorcerer would forgive him for trespassing.
“I don’t think he made it ten steps inside the barrow, much less to the treasure.
“But of course, I may be wrong. And that’s why I’ve come.” He turned now to me. “To talk to my investigators. To find out if you think the witch Tanja is involved with the grave disturbances, and to send you, if I may impose on you again, to the new site.”
“Of course,” Aage said. “We are at your disposal. But, as I say, we did not find anything to link Tanja to the crimes.”
Knut nodded. “Well, that’s good I suppose. Still, I rather hoped we might be able to wrap this one up sooner rather than later.
“Jarl Svein is none too pleased, I can tell you. He thinks it’s the same robber, and that the thief must spring from Eerie somewhere.
“Whether that’s true or not, I don’t know. And neither does he, for all his talk. But the sooner we find out, the better. If only to stop something unpleasant.”




Chapter Eight

I relayed all we’d done and seen in our investigation to Knut and Aage, though I did not mention the assistance Njál rendered the old woman. Liss’s words still rang in my ears, and though I was convinced of her innocence, I did not want to give the impression that the investigation had been in any way compromised. Not least of all in light of these new revelations.
Robbing the barrows was a capital offense. It would not do to have the jarl second guessing our work. No, whoever the real thief was, we needed to find them, and find them soon. We also needed to figure out if the barrows thief was the same grave robber who’d hit the more recent burials.
We’d already ruled out Tanja, which left us not much in the way of suspects. Certainly, there were men and women of magic in the area. But that alone was not reason to suspect they had a hand in this. Tanja had been the only one implicated by rumor, and that, in the end, proved to be false. It seemed like we had hit a dead end. “I think we need to visit the barrow and see if we can find something there.”
“I think we should speak to suspects,” Knut said. “Svein had men combing the burial mounds, and they didn’t turn up anything.”
“Perhaps not, but they were not men of magic. No, I think we must do both,” Aage decided. “We should divide our efforts. I’ll send Njál to interview anyone in the area who dabbles in magics. It’s doubtful that we’ll find the robber that way. But we never know who might have heard what, and where.
“And as for the barrows, I don’t expect we’ll find anything obvious. But we can search for magical residue. Idun, you and the jarl’s investigator should go there.”
Knut nodded. “Good. I don’t think Svein would appreciate a mage by herself. He’s already ill-disposed toward us.”
Aage nodded too. “But I’ll join you this time.” He must have seen my crestfallen expression and understood my assumption – that this was some subtle criticism of my ability – for he added, “There’s more, perhaps, to be gleaned from this than interviews, and I’d rather not spend my days interrogating hawkers of second-rate charms. Anyway, I should like to see the interior of the sorcerer’s barrow. And I don’t suppose I’ll have many chances of that.”
“No. My understanding is that Svein means to seal it up again, as soon as priests can be had from the capitol to reconsecrate the ground.”
“Then we had better not delay. Idun, I’ll leave finding Lissette to you. I’ll send to the kitchens to have food prepared, and to the stables for the horses to be readied. Be ready by the noon hour, for then we’ll ride.”
I took my leave, practically racing for my chambers. Liss smiled at the sight of me. “Well, I was beginning to think you’d forgotten…” She trailed off, frowning. “What’s wrong?”
I ignored the question. “Well, my dear Lissette, I hope you’ve enjoyed sleeping under a roof. Because you won’t be doing that for about two weeks.”
She groaned. “You’re kidding?”
“I am not. We’re headed out to the Riversgard barrows at noon.”
“For the love of Odin. We only just got back.”
I laughed. “You are getting soft in your cushy job, my love. What happened to the woman I met in the forest? The one who built fires in the snow and slept under the stars? The one who called me pampered?”
She tossed a pillow my way. “I was younger then.”
“That wasn’t even three months ago.”
She grinned. “See? You admit it. I was younger. But what about the barrows? Why there?”
“Get dressed, beautiful. I’ll tell you as we pack.”
The journey to Riversgard took nigh on a week. Once or twice, Liss’s dreams woke her. They were always the same: dark, and of some strange place of stone and earth. Sometimes, she would hear chanting. Others, she could make out nothing but haggard breathing, and the faraway dripping of water.
I would have spoken to Aage of it, but she stayed me. “It’s only dreams. I don’t need anything magical for them. Sun and good air: that’ll cure me soon enough.”
She had both for a time. The weather held for the first three days, but on the fourth a series of storms rolled in. The day brought gray drizzle, the kind that was heavy enough to get through woolen cloaks, and cold enough to send a shiver down your back when errant drops reached skin. The next dawn heralded heavy thunder and fierce lightning.
We rode for some of the day and took shelter for the rest. The seventh day began as the preceding had, but eventually the lightning stopped. By time we reached Riversgard, the afternoon had grown hot and the air was heavy with moisture. Now and again, rain fell. But most of the time passed in a wet, sticky state, not quite raining, but certainly not dry.
We reached the barrows by nightfall on that seventh day. Heavy mist shrouded the base of the burial mounds. But the tops rose out of the gloom, like row upon row of dark crowns upon silver heads.
I shivered at the sight. Knut hadn’t misspoken when he’d said there were plenty of stories about the barrows. I didn’t know the ones surrounding these ancient resting places, but I’d heard enough about the midland barrows near where I grew up to chill my blood.
Elders spoke of days gone by when warriors of bone, risen from their long sleep, patrolled the hillsides. Children whispered tales their parents had told them, of disappearances among the mounds and deaths on those silent green hills.
They were old wives’ tales. Of course they were. There were no barrow wights, no ghosts of the greens, no murderous phantasms that ruled the night in these strange and ancient places.
And yet, some part of me trembled as we approached those quiet rises. Liss seemed to feel it too, for she reached a hand to the hilt of her blade.
But Aage only laughed. “Blades will do you no good against what you fear here. But you fear in vain. It is many moons since the undead walked these sacred grounds. Although, if we fail at our task, who knows what may happen.”
Though I tried, I could pry no more from him. He’d been remarkably tight lipped about the barrows and the legends surrounding them. We had spoken of many things on our journey, but he would not speak of that. “I do not entertain speculation when I have no facts. Nor should you, Idun. It is a good life skill to adopt, not only for the matter at hand, but in general.
“But come: there are torches near the easternmost barrow. Guards must yet be posted there. Let us find them.”
The horses snorted and whinnied now and again. But they went where we urged, and we wound our way by the old stone path through the mounds. The mist lay heavy upon us, and the cobbles lay at the best of times under a thick veil of moss and bracken. Now, as we snaked through the rises, the brume was so thick that we could not make out our horses’ hooves, much less the path.
The animals followed it as if by instinct, though, and Aage seemed to be guided by some distant memory. He’d rein his horse to a halt now and then, glancing when we came to crossroads. Then, he’d nod, or harrumph, or say, “This way.”
The red glow of torches came and went, vanishing as the barrows stood between us and the light, and reappearing when we’d moved on. I thought they grew brighter, but the truth was, I could hardly be sure. Our way curved round and round the borders of the mounds until I was altogether turned around.
Now and then a whisper of wind or a rustling of grass caught my ear, and my heart would leap into my mouth. But there were no barrow wights peering out from behind crumbling cairns, no ghostly shadows taking form among the mists.
We rounded a bend, and very abruptly, or so it seemed to me, found ourselves at the easternmost burial mound. The torches were still a ways away, surrounded by a kind of halo of glistening moisture. But I could see them and the path clearly now. And I could see two sturdy guards, decked out in mail and wearing helmets.
They spotted us, too, for one nocked an arrow, and the other grasped the hilt of his sword. “Hallo. Who goes there, now, and what be your business?”
“State your name, quick like. This is protected ground.”
“I am Head Wizard Aage, here by leave of Jarl Svein. I am come from the Northern University of Arcane Arts. With me travels Lissette Forlatt, who is in Jarl Knut of Eerie’s service, and Idun Wintermoon, a mage of our university and my apprentice.”
“Wizards, eh?” one of the voices called, not altogether easily. “Right. Well, we were told there’d be a wizard coming this way from Eerie. But not two.”
“And yet, here we are, by our jarl’s leave. This matter he deemed of great enough importance to spare the pair of us.” Aage smiled, a grim, thin-lipped smile that probably could not be seen at such a distance. And all the better for it, as it was somewhat terrifying – as were most of his expressions of annoyance, however he tried to veil it. “So highly does he respect Jarl Svein, that one would not suffice.”
“Oh,” said the first voice.
“Well,” said the second, “I, uh, suppose you’d better approach.”




Liss





Chapter Nine

A sheen of moisture ran up and down my spine, and I was quite sure it wasn’t from the mist. This place gave me the shivers and the sweats all at once. And that was before I’d stepped a foot inside.
Now, we hovered at the gaping maw of the ancient tomb. The guards – Tollak and Edvin – had rolled back the great stone that served as its door. “Shouldn’t we wait until first light?” Tollak asked.
“To what end? There are no windows inside.”
“No sir. Only, I’m sorry, milord, but I’ll not go further than this. I’ll give you a light, if you must go in tonight. But I will not step foot in there. Not with the sun set gone to sleep. It’s an evil place after dark.”
“Stuff and nonsense,” snorted Edvin. “There’s nothing evil in these barrows, except what men of flesh and bone bring in with themselves.”
“Well, you go on then. I’ll stay here.”
“My orders were to guard the door,” Edvin said, a bit too quickly in light of his bold words of earlier. “And I can’t do that from inside.”
“That’s quite alright,” Aage told them. “The fewer feet tramping around inside, the better.”
“True, that. The dead have no love of visitors. That’s what my pa always said.”
The wizard’s eyebrows rose a little. “True as that may be, I meant only that I should like as little disturbance at the scene of the crime as possible.”
“Oh. Well, I shouldn’t hold up too much hope for that. There’s been investigators up and down these barrows, ever since the word came in.”
“You may be right. But we must work with what we have. If you would be so good as to get that light?”
“Oh, right.” Tollak disappeared, and in a moment returned with a flickering torch. “Here you are then.”
“Excellent. I trust you gentlemen will ensure we are safe while we investigate?”
“Oh, aye.”
“You can count on us, sir. Nothing will get in at you.”
“Although what’s inside, I make no promises, if you understand me.”
“Fair enough. I do not dread the dead. And with you men watching for the living, we shall turn our minds to the work in peace.”
There was an element of sarcasm to the words, I would have sworn. But his tone did not betray him. He took the torch, and said, “Well, Idun. Well, Liss. Are you ready?”
I ignored the way the hairs on the back of my neck stood on end and tried to muster a steady tone. “Ready.”
“Me too,” Idun said, with not much of a tremble in her voice. I think she managed a better job at suppressing her unease than I did. “Lead on.”
Aage chuckled. “Me? I was going to give you the torch.”
He didn’t wait for a reply, though. Instead, he plunged into the darkness, leaving Idun shuddering behind him.
I drew in a long breath and went in after him. We stayed close, almost upon his heels. The barrow was deep and dark, and our boots rang out on stone floors. Shadows danced along the walls, and for the first half a minute, every flicker of light or movement of dark put my heart in my mouth. I clung as if for dear life to the hilt of my sword.
But in a while, I began to relax. The space was large, and the ceiling full tall enough for the tallest of our party to pass with ease. Njál might have had a hard time of it, but I suspected that even he, if he stooped low enough, would have been able to traverse the passages.
And though my fear of the shadows lessened, the barrow was still in a way that I could not easily abide. It was, in the truest sense of the word, sepulchral. The deeper we went, the quieter it got, until we heard no sound at all, except the intake of our own breath and the falling of our own footsteps.
The air, too, was heavy with years. There was a kind of mustiness that oppressed the senses and settled behind my eyes like a weight with each breath.
The structure itself was curved, in a half circle shape. A great, arching ceiling rose high, supported by a vast network of stone pillars. The ceiling curved downward until it met the floor. The shadows hung long and dark in those nooks and far places.
But we stuck to the central path, moving slowly. Aage took time to examine every clump of mud, every wisp of disturbed cobweb or blade of imported grass.
We passed a great many artifacts. The first passage seemed to be a kind of hall of pillars, like a great entryway. From here, we passed to a room laden with furniture and household goods. Much of it had crumbled into dust, and what remained seemed in very poor condition. Once, Aage reached out a hand to the back of a gilded chair, and the wood crumbled at his touch. The gold plating clattered to the stone floor, and reverberated off the ceiling in a long, terrible ringing noise.
He did not touch the furniture after that, nor did we, having learned from his mistake. The pottery was another matter. This, he did examine, reaching out to a solid looking piece.
I think Idun and I both caught our breath, waiting for the inevitable collapse. To our relief, it did not come. Clay is sturdier stuff after a thousand years than wood. The pot held up to his examination, even after he lifted it.
“Look at these runes. By the raven, such spells have not been seen in ten generations of men. What magic is buried here, I wonder?”
I exchanged glances with Idun. As much as the greybeard was enjoying this, I would have preferred to be just about anywhere else. I cleared my throat. “Do you, uh, think the grave robber came here for the pots?”
I knew he didn’t, of course. But I was hoping to gently urge him back to the point. He could play among moldy ruins tomorrow, when the sun was up and bright, and the dead were asleep in their holes.
He didn’t deign to answer me, except with a grunt. In a moment he set the earthenware down. “If my knowledge of these burials is true, the great treasure room will be just beyond here. And it is there that his body would have been laid. Unless they burned it. Which sometimes they would do and bring the ashes down to rest among their goods.”
He moved on, pausing to examine trinkets and treasures along the way, but with more focus than before.
Finally, we entered a large chamber. It was greater than any we’d been in so far, but large by most measures, too. The ceiling rose a good eight or nine meters tall, and the cavern stretched so far that the edges retreated into utter blackness, unpenetrated by the light of the torch. “We must be at the center of the barrow,” I realized.
“Yes. I’m sure we are. And over there…” Aage gestured to the opposite end of the room. “That’s probably the armory. There will be swords and spears and armor there. And quite possibly some of the sorcerer’s most trusted fighters.”
I blinked. “You mean…he was buried with people?”
“Oh yes. I would not be surprised at all. His wife certainly, though she would have been laid to rest at her natural death. But the other members of his household – the slaves and fighters – would not have had that luxury.” He shook his head. “They would have taken poison or fallen on their swords.”
“You mean…it was voluntary?” I tried to process that. I couldn’t imagine men killing themselves in one life to follow someone to another.
Aage laughed. “Voluntary? Well, I suppose, in a sense. The alternative would have been much worse. A slow death, cruel and painful. To refuse such an honor – for it was seen as an honor, you understand – would have been to disgrace one’s master. So, yes, I suppose most willingly killed themselves rather than submit to that.
“But there are stories of a few who resisted. And fewer yet who escaped their fate. But – well, those are not good stories to tell in the presence of the dead.”
I shivered, and felt cold sweat forming anew. “Right. So, uh, what are we looking for?”
“To begin with, anything that might tell us who has been here.”
“And after that?”
“Well, we will deal with after, after.”
I rolled my eyes. Wizards and their damned riddles.




Chapter Ten

Edvin’s words proved prophetic. We found dozens of prints and half-prints. The hordes of visitors since had tracked in mud and disturbed dust aplenty. They’d left behind impressions of large feet and small, of men who walked with limps, and men who strode with bold confidence.
But what was missing from all of this was which prints – if any – belonged to the grave robber, and which belonged to the investigators and busybodies who followed. That, of course, we had no way of knowing.
Nor could we say who had tracked in the stray grass and old straw, or the twigs or thorns we found scattered here and there. “None of this is foreign. Any of it might have come from the barrows themselves, or the country hereabout,” Aage sighed. “There’s not much use in it.”
“What about the treasure?” I wondered. “Can you find anything there?”
The treasure consisted of more housewares – but of gold inlaid with precious gems, rather than the common clay that lay in the chamber beyond – and ornaments. Silvers and golds, rubies and emeralds, blue sapphires and white diamonds shone in the torchlight. The whole room seemed to glisten when Idun cast an illumination spell.
“I thought he was a sorcerer,” I asked, “and not a king.”
“He was.”
I lifted a heavy crown of wrought gold, encrusted in gems of many colors. “Then why does he have a crown? And not just one. Look, there’s another. And over there, a circlet.”
“Tribute,” Aage said. “He was a powerful sorcerer. Very powerful. The neighboring kings and queens and jarls would have paid him great tribute. And plunder, too. He was not a man of peace. Or so the runes say, anyway.”
I shivered, looking at the amassed wealth. This was only what he’d been buried with. I wondered how much had been passed on to his heirs and his friends. How much had he accumulated in his lifetime of plunder and murder?
Idun tapped my shoulder, and I nearly started. “Look,” she said, her voice low and almost reverential. “An urn. Do you see the runes?”
I stared at the strange pictographs. I did not read the old language. To me, it seemed nothing but lines and squiggles. “Yes. Do you know what they say?”
She nodded. “‘Elise, best beloved of Tore. Fairest of women, sweetest of Freya’s daughters. May her rest be undisturbed until the day of reunion.’”
“Tore? Was that the sorcerer’s name, then?”
“Yes,” Aage said. “But do not utter it here. It is not wise to name the dead in their halls of resting.”
I shivered again. I did not know if Aage was pulling my leg, or if there was truly something to fear in this place. But if it was a prank, well, he was doing a damned good job of putting me on edge. I think I would have jumped out of my skin at an unexpected noise.
“Sorry,” Idun mumbled.
“It is no matter. We are three in number, which is more than the two of them. I do not think we need fear trouble.”
“Can you really summon the dead by using their names?”
“That is necromancy, and I am no expert. But there are some spells that allow souls and even bodies to remain in this plane. And, yes, if such a spell has been cast on a place, either where the dead rest, or where they died, it is possible that they will return.”
I passed a hand over my brow, wiping away the sweat that beaded along it. “Oh. Do you…well, do you think that spell has been cast here?”
“I do not know. But he was a very powerful sorcerer. And in his day, the laws forbidding necromancy were hundreds of years from being passed. Not that, I think, anyone would have dared to stop him anyway.
“The old world was a very different place, Lissette.”
I nodded, feeling glad that it was the old world, and not the new. I rather liked knowing that the dead would stay where they’d been buried, and the living need not fear them. These thoughts, of course, I kept to myself. if there were restless spirits in this place, the last thing I wanted to do was insult them. “Do you see anything, among the treasures? Anything that might have brought someone here?”
“I think we will not know what brought our thief here, unless it is that we notice its absence. I suspect that whatever it was is now long gone.”
“Ah.”
“But I have an idea, if that’s what you mean.”
It wasn’t, but it would do. “What kind of idea?”
He gestured to the room around us. “All of these things, all of the pillars and the furniture, the urns and the statues: they’re covered in runes. Some of them, as with the one Idun read to you, are runes of remembrance. But others – they are spells. Dark spells. Powerful spells.
“I cannot tell you, Lissette, exactly what our thief came for. But I can hazard a solid guess: he or she came to find magic that is no longer in our world.”
“Do you think he found it?”
Here, Aage shrugged. “I cannot say, of course. There is, I think, much magic here that is no longer in our world. But if he found specifically what he was seeking…well, I cannot know that until we find the thief.”
Aage went through the pieces we found, scribbling runes in a small book he had brought with him. I half suspected that he’d given up on finding anything about the tomb robber and was now simply making a study of ancient magic.
Idun fell into this with him, murmuring or commenting now and again at something she’d find. “Odin’s teeth. Did you see this one, Liss? ‘Trolls take he who robs the dead, and goblins chew upon their bones.’” Another time, she read, “‘Take the speech of he who utters false charges against he who is here interred.’” And, “‘May the armies of King Haselsen ride swift and hard against enemies of –’ well, his name. The sorcerer’s.” The curse that fascinated her most, however, read, “‘Bar the gates to Valhalla, and cast his ashes upon the wind. Carry him to suffering. Let his wife be barren, his fields plowed in salt. Let his sons wither and his daughters die. Let no good come of his house, or to it. So be the fate of all who meddle in the affairs of –’ His name again.”
“Do you think he had the power to do any of that?” I wondered. “Or, has the power?”
“I don’t know. It seems a little…well, unlikely.”
“Unlikely now, perhaps,” Aage answered. “But these are the elder days of magic, my apprentice. When the earth was young, and men like this one walked its face, magic was young too. And they knew how to wield, without laws like those that govern us today.
“They learned quickly, and let no concern stop them. So perhaps it was only words. Or perhaps he knew well enough what he was doing. I shall not be the one to test the strength of his curse, I tell you that much.”
“Nor I,” she hastened to agree.
“Nor I either,” I added, just in case there was a malevolent spirit listening in. It seemed rather a silly proposition to me. Tore had been dead for a thousand years. He couldn’t possibly still have business here. Then again, he might consider the barrow his business. And I certainly had no intention of meddling with that. We were here only to find out who had disturbed his sleep, and then to be on our way.
The hours dragged on. I settled down against a pillar, and, despite my unease in this place, fell into a half sleep. Idun’s voice roused me all at once. “Aage,” she hissed. “I think I found something.”
I leaped to my feet, hurrying over to her. So did the old man. “Look,” she said, pointing toward the ground between a set of pillars. There were stray pieces of gold pulled from a great chest strewn here and there, and the stumps of ancient wax candles melted upon the stones. But in the center, smudged here and there, sat a circular impression. This was clean stone, free of the long years of dust that covered the rest of the floor. Nor did it seem to have been disturbed in the same way the footprints disturbed the ancient covering. This stone was brighter and cleaner, as if it had been hewn only yesterday.
Aage laughed out loud. “Odin’s teeth. I think we know what he was after. Or part of it, at least.”
“We do?” I wondered.
“Tore’s urn. You see the circular shape? And the dust around it? That has been here some years. Probably since this place was sealed. And it sat there undisturbed, until the theft.”
I pointed to the faint markings I had seen, the trails of dust and smudges that traced across it. “What’s that?”
“The ring was covered,” Idun explained, “with fallen treasure. It must have displaced some of the dust.”
“Ah. So then, they took – well, you know who’s – ashes?”
Aage nodded. “They did. And I think it is safe to say his name, now, for he no longer rests here.”
“But why? What good would ashes do them? Surely, he can have no enemies now. So who would want to desecrate his grave?”
“I doubt very much that they were here to desecrate. The ashes of a sorcerer as powerful as Tore could be very useful, to the wrong kind of mage. I think they came to collect what power he had here.”




Chapter Eleven

We made camp at the far edge of the barrows. I would have preferred not sleeping in the shadow of the dead, but Aage waved my concerns away. “It has been many long years since wights have walked these hills. You may sleep in peace, Lissette.”
That, somehow, did very little to reassure me, and I did not at once fall asleep. Indeed, I didn’t notice that I had fallen asleep. I’d been listening to Idun’s slow, steady breathing. Her rest was easy and untroubled, and there was something peaceful in knowing that.
But after a space I became less aware of that, and more aware of something else. I couldn’t at once make it out, but it seemed to be a watery sound.
Splosh. Splash. Splosh.
I tried to look around, to see where it was coming from. But the world around me was dark. Very dark, the kind of pure blackness that comes on starless nights. But, somehow, darker yet.
Fear began to rise in my chest: the same chilling dread I’d felt when we first entered the sorcerer’s tomb. I couldn’t name it. I didn’t really understand it. I only felt it, like instinct. I was in mortal peril, and I knew it.
I tried to call out for Idun and Aage, for the guards who were – or should be – only a short distance away. But my mouth would not work. And as I struggled to move, to figure out what was wrong, I understood.
A fabric gag, coarse and unyielding, cut into my lips. Rope bound my hands and legs. I struggled harder, screaming and crying for help. I managed to wriggle a little, but nothing more than muffled cries escaped.
For a long minute I struggled, trying to understand what happened and how I’d come to this. I could remember nothing, nothing at all. We’d gone to bed free and relieved and eager for the sunrise.
And yet here I was, bound and gagged in the deep darkness.
Don’t panic, I reminded myself. Stop and think. Listen. I need to know where the hell I am.
Thinking didn’t yield much of use. I had no memory at all of the interlude between drifting to sleep and waking up here. Whatever happened must have happened after I fell asleep.
Had I been kidnapped? Was it something to do with Tore, and his terrible curses? Was I alive at all, or had I been dragged down into some hideous spirit realm? Was this the old sorcerer’s punishment to those who trespassed in his final resting place?
Splosh. Splash. Splosh.
The sound came again to my ears, but it seemed nearer now.
“Hello?” I called. “Who is there?” It came out again as a stifled murmur.
The noise grew louder and louder, until it seemed very near at hand. A faint glow lit the darkness, though bound as I was, I could not make out its source. I struggled at its approach, though.
I’d hoped earlier for rescue, but somehow this mystery light boded ill. I felt it in my bones. Whoever – whatever – this was, had not come for wholesome purpose.
Then a voice, sharp and cruel, cut through the night. “Oh shut up already. It’s time for you to answer for your meddling.”
I sat up, gasping and screaming. My brain reeled as visions of Idun and my tent flooded it. I threw a wild glance around me.
I was back in our tent. Or rather, it seemed I’d never left. Idun lay beside me, though my terror had roused her. “Liss? Odin, what is it, Liss? The dreams again?”
Dreams. That’s all it was. Just dreams. And yet, I’d been there. I’d felt the cold stone under my back. I’d heard the voice, that voice…
“Tore,” I said. “My gods, Liss. I think it’s Tore. I think it’s him I’ve been dreaming about.”
Aage heard my dream, listening intently as I told him, and then peppering me with questions. He wanted to know about the dreams from prior nights, and all that I could remember of them.
It wasn’t much. The dream was always the same, or very nearly the same. I was lying, bound, upon cold stone, with a splashing or dripping sound nearby. The darkness was deep and impenetrable with the unaided eye. The air felt heavy, as if I was in some long-forgotten place, where ages had passed without disturbance.
Some nights, there had been chanting, a deep and evil-sounding chanting. Others there was only stillness, more oppressive even than the incantations.
Tonight was the first night I’d had any interaction with my spirit tormenter. And I’d woken before I’d seen it. Or rather, him, for the voice sounded masculine.
“Do you think it’s Tore?” Idun wondered when I’d wrapped up.
“It is possible. Although the dreams began before we had even set out for the barrows. But his tomb would already have been disturbed. Perhaps it is his way of reaching out for justice.”
“It did not feel like justice,” I observed. “It felt cruel and cold and malevolent.”
“Perhaps it was. But the barrier between the spirit world and ours is not easy to cross, or so I’ve read. I have never attempted it myself. But who can say how that would feel to one on our side?”
Idun wrapped an arm around me. “Are you alright, Liss?”
“Fine,” I lied. The truth was, I felt shaken through, and more than a little sick to my stomach. But what was there to do, except collect my nerves and move on?
“I wish you had come to me with this earlier,” Aage said. “But, no matter. I will prepare you something to prevent the evil dreams. It is a kind of block, so that any magical attempts at reaching your mind will fail.”
I nodded. Idun had suggested that already, and I’d been too proud to accept. But after tonight? Well, I’d take a magical cure. I’d take any cure. “Thank you.”
“Of course. Well, I suppose none of us will be sleeping anymore tonight. So we may as well begin our day.”
And a long day it proved to be, not the least of all as I felt weary to my bones – wearier even than when I’d laid down to sleep, I think.
We had to present to Jarl Svein. This was more a courtesy than otherwise necessary to the investigation. But, of course, courtesies to jarls were necessities in their own right, and so could not be overlooked.
So we rode to his mead hall, across fair meadows and by singing streams, and reached the city of Great Riversgard by sundown. The day proved sunny and warm, and the rains of the preceding days gone, so our journey was easy, or as easy as an eighth day in the saddle might be.
The jarl’s hall sat on a high hill overlooking a great fjord. The sun hung low in a fiery sky of red and pink as we approached, and the still surface of the water seemed to blaze with flame in its reflection.
The long hall was dark against that brilliant backdrop, save for the windows which glowed with red hearth fire. “If we are lucky, the jarl will hear our news and put us up for the night. But Knut did warn that he is not overfond of mages. So we may have to look elsewhere for shelter. If it comes to it, we may pitch our tents on the side of the road somewhere. But hopefully, it will not. I cannot think that all the inns will be full, even if Svein’s home is closed to us.”
We rode through the town, which stretched long and far and without much order, like a patch of wildflowers that sprouted up in clusters here and there, thicker and thinner as it willed. In some spots, the homes ran one into the next with scarce an alleyway between them. And not far down the road, great runs of green grass or tilled gardens stretched out. The byways seemed to run off this way and that without any particular order to them, either. Some sprouted as full sideroads just to dwindle into muddy little footpaths that led to nowhere in particular. Or so it seemed in the dusk, anyway. Others ran behind homes, and onto bustling secondary town fronts, crowded with throngs of people and brimming with the sounds of enterprise and merriment.
I’d been to Great Riversgard more than a few times, on my own and for my work, back when I collected bounties as a sellsword. I’d tracked down a few brutes in these streets who’d been wanted for crimes ranging from theft to murder. Some had come away willingly, and some had taken some convincing. I still had a scar beneath my ribs, where one particularly stubborn cutthroat’s knife very nearly ended me. The man had left a trail of dead women all over the North, but he didn’t get to add another to his list that night. Sure, I’d needed stitches from the encounter. But a few weeks later, he wound up drinking his last meal from a straw before his execution.
Not all of my time here had passed so grimly, though. I’d caught up to a couple that had eloped and taken back proof to the girl’s scandalized parents that they were indeed wed. They’d paid me well knowing that the family honor remained intact. And I didn’t much wonder why their daughter had run off to be married rather than stayed to get their blessing.
I’d also tracked down a scamp called Ivar the Toothless who’d run up tabs in taverns up and down the Eerie river. I found him, quite predictably, doing the same in a quiet little bar off the main way. He hadn’t been a dangerous man, but he’d probably been my wiliest catch. Thrice he slipped away on the return trip, and only by good fortune did I recover him. After the third time, I barely dared to sleep until we reached the capitol, for fear that I’d lose him for good.
I grimaced at the memory. Give me a dozen cutthroats over an Ivar any day of the week. Cutthroats at least I knew how to handle.
But tonight, at least, neither cutthroats nor sneaks were my concern. Hopefully, anyway. Tonight, we had only to address the jarl, and get some rest.
So I observed the city as a visitor, and not a hunter. It was not a place that never changed, but nor did it change quickly. Great Riversgard changed in the same way shorelines changed: slowly, and with much constant effort.
Roadbuilding took years. Potholes remained for season upon season. Bridges fell into disrepair and remained there until the wood underfoot swayed and groaned with so much vigor every step seemed a mortal risk.
When new homes were built, the fresh thatching and new paint seemed out of place alongside the gray walls of the old buildings. And new, in Great Riversgard, was a distinctly relative term.
Cartwright’s Pub was new, by local reckoning. It had been built five decades earlier, when old Jan gave up cart making to go into the pub business. He’d been barely a man then, and now he stooped with age and had sons and grandsons who managed the business. And still, the locals would say, “I don’t know about that new pub. I miss old Anja’s place. Never been a house like that one in these parts.”
And someone would nod sagely. “I don’t suppose there ever will be. Not that Jan doesn’t do a fine job, mind.”
“Aye, better than fine.” And before the unwary listener would know what had happened, they’d be subjected to an entire history of Jan’s family, and the cartwrights of this place, and Anja’s history, and the sad business with her husband and son, and so on.
I’d learned that the hard way. Indeed, I’d fallen for it twice before I got the hang of things. There was no changing the topic. The men and women of Great Riversgard had firm minds that could not be shaken from their task. No, the only safe course when cornered by a reminiscing elder was a hasty retreat.
I leaned in toward Idun. “If we do have to lodge in town for the night, there’s one very important thing to remember.”
“Oh?”
“Do not, under any circumstances, ask if there is another pub in the area.”
She glanced sideways at me, as if trying to ascertain if I was joking. “What?”
“Trust me on this one, my heart.”




Chapter Twelve

We reached the hall unscathed. Only twice had we been approached by locals, and they were hawking goods. An old man, Andor One-Eye, called out to me from a porch as we passed. We’d shared ales once or twice, and he’d been only too happy to fill me in when I was seeking intel. Now, though, I waved back but did not stop.
“Will I see you at Cartwright’s?”
“Not tonight,” I called. “I’ve business with the jarl.”
“The jarl? Well then. I won’t detain you, of course.”
My last glimpse of him as we ventured further down the lane showed his form stooped with years and haste, his cap pulled over his ears and his feet moving with remarkable speed toward the pub. No doubt, I thought, to bring the latest news. I had a pretty good idea of how it would go down. I’d overheard similar tidings before, about others. That sellsword’s back in town. And can you guess who she’s working for this time? The jarl himself, as I live and breathe.
“Well,” I said, “we might not know who the robber is. But at least we’ve done our good deed for the day.”
“How’s that?” Aage asked.
“We’ve given the rumor mill something to talk about. And rumor is about the greatest gift you can give Riversgard.”
Idun laughed, and the head wizard went so far as to crack a grin. “Well, we live to serve, I suppose.”
We climbed the hill in silence, leaving the twinkling lights of the city below us. Our horses we parted with at the jarl’s stables.
“I hope Jarl Svein has lost his sense of smell,” Idun sighed. “Otherwise, we’re not bound to make a good impression. We smell of travel and horse and barrows.”
Aage snorted. “I dare say his eminence will survive, seeing as how any stink we’ve picked up has been had in his service.”
Idun and I exchanged glances, and smirks. Something told me it had been a long time since anyone had dared to criticize the head wizard of the Northern University of Arcane Arts. And he wasn’t particularly fond of the suggestion that someone might.
The hall, now, was dark against a darker sky. Lights twinkled and reflected on the fjord below, and the great water beyond. The moon had risen just behind the mead hall, and shone silver on the water.
A pair of guards stood on either side of great, carved doors, spears in hand. They might have been ancient statues carved in stone, for they flexed not a muscle as we approached. Our weapons we had left with the horses, and we’d had no use for cloaks as the day had been so warm. So, clearly being unarmed, we attracted no attention, and passed through the doors without incident. I supposed that we might have had another reaction altogether if we approached their lord’s hall armed, or with concealing cloaks drawn tight around ourselves.
As it was, though, we stepped into a great, smoky hall. Long tables lined the way, and rooms ran off to the side this way and that. Some would be kitchens and wine cellars or living quarters for the household staff. Others would be libraries and offices and rooms where business might be conducted in a more private setting. At the back, with doors that might be shut and locked, would be the jarl’s residence and private offices.
I’d never been in the hall at Great Riversgard before, but I’d been many times to Jarl Knut’s hall since he’d been elected. The layout was standard enough, and as my eyes roved the space here, I saw little divergence.
An open fire blazed in the center of the room, over which hung an animal of some kind, roasting in its own juices. Woodsmoke, heavy with the scent of meat and fat, filled the air. An opening in the roof overhead provided an outlet for it, but its acrid tendrils wandered around the room, casting a kind of haze over everything.
My stomach growled. We’d not eaten since midday, and that had been a quick meal of waybread and dried meat. But we were not here as guests to share food at the jarl’s table, and I reminded myself of the fact.
Aage seemed to suffer from no such distractions. He pushed on, and we followed, until we had passed the tables and their laughing men and women. We passed the fire and its roasting meat, and the children that played together on the floor a ways from the jarl’s high seat.
We stopped just below the dais upon which the jarl sat. Jarl Svein was speaking in hushed tones to another man, and for a long while they continued to converse, laughing now and exclaiming then. At length, the retainer bowed low and left his lord’s side. Only then did Svein deign to glance at us.
He was an older man, though not old. His hair had begun to gray, and lines set in by his eyes and the corners of his mouth. Age left its mark on his forehead, too, tracing chasms along his brow and on the ridge between his eyebrows.
But there was a youthfulness to him yet, in his bearing and in the way he moved, seated though he was. He had a warrior’s frame, broad-shouldered and thin-waisted, and his beard he trimmed and braided with silver beads. He sat up straight now as studied us, and he looked the more imposing.
Aage bowed low, and we followed suit. “Jarl Svein,” he said, “I am Aage, Head Wizard-”
“Ah,” Svein interrupted, “I knew that already. Not often do wizards walk in my hall. And Knut warned me that I should expect you. So here you are at last, then.”
“Yes, Jarl. Here we are at last.”
“I had begun to think we should never see you at all.”
“You must forgive us, Jarl. Our horses are, sadly, of the ordinary variety, and can travel no faster than any other. Thus we are bound by the same laws of speed as other men. So an eight-day journey is an eight-day journey for us as well.”
Svein’s gray eyes turned very cold for a moment. But in the next, he barked out a laugh. “Well spoken, and well met, Wizard. Well, well. Tell me your news, then.”
We told the jarl our tale, and our suspicions. He listened, shaking his head at the mention of spells and runes. But whatever his thoughts on the topic, he reserved them to himself. “Knut told me you had a suspect,” he said when Aage had wrapped up. “A woman, an old witch.”
“Yes. But that proved a dead end.”
“Oh?”
“She had no illicit goods on her property.”
“But she’s still a witch, yes?”
“Yes. But there is no crime in that.”
“Perhaps not. But someone reported that she sold them a charm made of human bone. Why would he lie?”
“He reported that she was selling them, not that she’d sold them to him. As to why he lied, well, I cannot say. Some men lie for revenge, some for reasons all their own that we may never guess.
“And he might not have lied, but merely been mistaken. Human bone is very like any other.”
The jarl harrumphed, as if the answer didn’t quite satisfy him. “Well, if it was not her, then who?”
“I wish I could give you the answer, Jarl Svein. But as of now, I am no better situated than you to supply it.”
“This is ill news, Wizard. Ill news indeed. It is bad enough to have graves dug up. That puts fear into hearts.
“But to have the barrows disturbed? To have the rest of ancient sorcerers interrupted? My father’s father’s father was a boy when wights walked those hills. Those were evil times. I should not like to see them return.”
“Nor I, Jarl. We are doing what we can to find the culprit. We have a man interviewing all known practitioners of magic.”
“Good. Good, round them up and put them to questioning. That is the way to find this blackguard. Sooner or later, someone will break.”
A great, bushy brow crept up Aage’s forehead. “We are only asking questions. I know you jest, my lord, but of course it is illegal for any but the king’s investigators to employ such methods.”
Svein nodded, a sullen shake of the head. “Of course. As you say, I jest.”
“Of course.”
“But an evil day it is when these witches and spellweavers can cause havoc in my jarldom, and I can do naught about it.” Now, he glanced at the lot of us. “Not that I hold you university types in the same light, of course. You are all educated and licensed and by the book. You have standards and follow codes.
“But these wandering peddlers and village shamans? They’re crooks and thieves and conmen, as much as anything else.”
“Some, yes,” Aage agreed. “But many practice as honestly as any craftsman or tradesman.”
Svein harrumphed again. “Well, if you say so, I’m sure it is so. But I should not be sorry to see them off the streets once and for all. And that’s my mind on the matter.”
Aage bowed and let the topic die there. “May we interview the boy who discovered the barrow disturbance?”
“Yes. I will send for him. But he will not arrive until tomorrow. He lives half a day’s ride from here, by the fens. Have you lodgings in the area?”
“Not yet.”
Svein nodded. “Good. Then you must stay here, as my guests. And you must eat. I suppose you have not eaten yet?” We shook our heads, and he nodded again. “Excellent. Then find a spot, my friends, and join us. For tonight at least, forget Tore and his old bones.”




Idun





Chapter Thirteen

We slept undisturbed in Jarl Svein’s home. Aage prepared the draught he’d promised, and Liss’s evil dreams did not return. She rose, looking more rested than I’d seen her in almost two weeks.
We breakfasted with the jarl, whose acerbic comments about spellweavers were fewer in the morning light. “Well, good luck to you. I should not like to tangle in the business of sorcerers and witches,” he said when he took his leave. “Björn will be here by midmorning, I should think. In the meantime, my home is yours.”
His prediction proved accurate. The boy arrived shortly after the eleventh hour. He was lean, with a nervous manner and quick eye that roamed from side to side. He seemed half terrified that we would cast some evil spell on him, for he bowed so often and so vigorously that I feared he might throw out his back.
Aage insisted that he took a seat, which he did, confining his movements to a bouncing knee and a persistent picking at the edge of his cap, which he held tightly in his hands. “I swear, sir, I didn’t see anything. If I had, I’d have told the investigators.”
Aage smiled, and I offered the boy a glass of mead. It might be too early to drink, but I had the sense that it would help calm his nerves. He took it, downing half the tankard in one gulp. “Thank you, miss.”
“Of course. We know you’re not withholding anything, Björn. We just want you to tell us what happened. Any details you can remember at all, even if they seem minor. They could be important.”
He nodded. “Well, it’s like I told the investigators. I was there for the sorcerer’s blessing.”
“And did he give it?” Aage wondered.
Björn smiled now, and for the first time he seemed to un-bunch himself. His shoulders relaxed, and he stopped fiddling with the cap. “Yes sir, he did. My Anna, she said yes. It wasn’t about that, but her pa gave his blessing. And…well, I wasn’t so sure that would happen, if you understand.”
Aage smiled. “Only too well. I’ve been married myself, and I’d have rather faced any sorcerer than her father.” Björn laughed, and I frowned. I had no idea Aage had been married. He never spoke of a wife or family.
“I’d wrestle a bear first. But he was very good about it.”
“Exactly. But old Tore must have thought you did the right thing, if it went so well.”
He nodded. “That’s what Anna said: we had his blessing.”
“I would say so.”
Björn nodded again. “I’m glad of that. I was afraid he might have taken it wrong that I peeked inside. But I thought I heard something, you know? So I looked inside. But I had no torch, and – well, I was afraid. Afraid that it might have been the sorcerer himself, you know?”
Aage nodded solemnly. “I do.”
“So I left, quick as my feet would take me. I ran to Thorstead.” Thorstead was a village a few hours’ ride from the barrows.
“You ran?”
“Yes sir, on my honor, every step of the way. I didn’t want the sorcerer to think I hadn’t done all I could.”
“Ah.”
“So I got there and spoke to the magistrate. And he sent riders at once, here and to the barrow. And then the investigators came, and I told them what I’m telling you.”
Aage nodded slowly. “Tell me how you knew the tomb had been disturbed.”
“It was after the sun rose. I’d stayed on the brow of the hill, as you’re supposed to. So the sun touches you first.”
“Right.”
“Well, the sun rose, and I was powerfully cold. I thought I’d head directly home. So I got up and stretched. But I noticed a shadow, a queer kind of dark patch to the west. The sunlight hadn’t reached there yet, but it was too dark to be natural. Too dark to be a stone or cairn. Anyway, there’s no cairn on the sorcerer’s barrow, and no one puts a cairn at the base of a barrow.”
“No, they don’t,” Aage agreed. I was listening to the conversation intently, but his soothing manner of speech did not escape my notice. He seemed to understand the boy’s nervousness and responded with a comfortable agreeableness.
It, in turn, appeared to be working. Björn nodded again. “Exactly my thinking, sir. So I hallooed, thinking it might be another traveler or blessing seeker still asleep. But when no answer came, I scrambled to the bottom of the barrow. And then I saw it: the earth had been torn up, the turf laid this way and that. And the shadow…well, I suppose you saw it: a great hole in the side of the hill.”
“What did you do then?”
“I called first. ‘Hallo, anyone there?’ and that sort of thing. Then – well, I stepped inside. Not far, mind you. Just a few steps. I heard a noise, like I told you. Like the scurrying of feet, but if it was man or rat or something worse, I don’t know.
“Then…well, I was in a proper fright, you know?”
“I can imagine.”
“So I left, as I told you, as quick as my legs would take me.”
Björn had nothing more to tell us. I was disappointed, but Aage seemed unaffected. “I did not imagine he’d have anything more than we already knew. Still, it is curious about the steps.”
“You think our thief was still inside?”
“I do not think it was rats or wights.”
“Ah.” I frowned. “Then, how could the boy have missed the digging?”
“I suspect that happened already. He arrived at sundown. He only saw the entrance the next morning because of the shadows of the upturned turf. My guess is, the barrow had been open for a day or two at least.”
“You think the thief was there all that time?” I asked incredulously. The risk of discovery seemed staggering.
“No. I don’t think anyone, no matter how powerful they are, would linger in the barrow of a sorcerer they mean to rob. No, I think our thief didn’t find what he – or she – was looking for the first time. I think he came back to find it. And that’s when Björn found him.”
Beyond this, though, we could come up with nothing more. So we took our leave of Svein, and he in turn sent us on our way with packs of food for our return trip. “Find this robber, Aage. It’s bad enough to have cemeteries torn up, but the whole county will be in a panic if this isn’t resolved soon.”
“We will find him,” Aage promised.
And with that, with fresh meat and bread in our bags, and ourselves and our horses well rested, we left Great Riversgard. We took the road past the barrows, though we did not stop this time except to interview the guards. Tollak reported that all had been silent from inside the tomb, and Edvin told us that they’d turned away half a dozen pilgrims. “But none of them gave any trouble. Went when we told them, and that was that.”
We rode on for another hour or so, until we were beyond the barrows. None of us, I think, desired to sleep in the shadow of the dead. Not even Aage, whose powers probably put him out of harm, or protected him better than we could protect ourselves anyway.
Again, Liss slept well, and rose cheerful and bright-eyed. She had kisses aplenty for me and smiles too. It was good to see her old self returning, and I told her as much.
“Well, I’ve got your wizard to thank for that. I wish I’d listened to you sooner, my heart, and taken the sleeping draft.”
“Oh, my stubborn dearest. I should have wondered what was wrong if you did the sensible thing, instead of being stubborn first.”
She laughed. “Be nice, my beautiful goblin.”
I pulled her to me, whispering, “Oh, Liss. I make absolutely no promises of the kind.”




Chapter Fourteen

Our trip back was long, and, perversely, the good weather and easy conditions made it harder in one respect. And that was that I went to bed every night beside a beautiful woman for whom I had nothing but desire and ardor. But my tutor slept a tent over, and there were no solid walls that might block sound.
So we slept chastely beside one another. It was torture of the acutest variety.
It had taken me awhile to be ready for that level of intimacy. But once we’d crossed that bridge…well, I didn’t want to go back. I didn’t want to bottle those desires back up.
And yet, here we were, unable to act on them. “Next time we go on a mission,” she teased one evening, “we need to make sure it’s alone.”
I groaned. “Yes we do.”
“I don’t think I can survive too many more of these.”
“Me either.”
But, somehow, we did survive. We reached the university alive and as well as could be expected, given the circumstances. Dusk had settled in, and dinner, a warm bath, and a soft bed were our sole topics of conversation.
“My bones are not so young as they once were,” Aage sighed. “All this riding and jostling about in the saddle…I feel like a sack of potatoes, beat this way and that.”
But our happy visions of rest – and, in my and Liss’s case, better things – were put on hold. Njál came out to meet us at the stables, his normally gregarious features grim and drawn. “Journeyman?” Aage asked. “What is it?”
“It’ll keep until tomorrow, sir. You must be exhausted.”
The old man bristled, though. “It’ll keep my foot. Come on, spit it out. What’s got you looking like your cat peed in your favorite slippers?”
Njál passed a hand through his auburn hair. “It’s Tanja, sir. She’s disappeared.”
The words weren’t a banishing spell, but they might as well have been, for any thought of sleep or food or anything else was banished from our heads.
“Disappeared? What do you mean?”
“How?”
“Does anyone know where she went?”
He did his best to answer our questions, but his own knowledge was limited. “Her house is empty. A grandmother from Eerie, Elsa Evandatter, had gone to pick up a charm she’d made for her. But she wasn’t there. She waited for a day, and when she didn’t show up, returned to town. Apparently, in quite a fury. That had been the appointed day, and Tanja had already taken payment. She reported it as a theft – saying the witch had stolen her money.
“But Knut sent men to investigate. They found the place ransacked.”
“Ransacked? Then she came to some violence?” Aage interrupted.
Njál shook his head. “No sir. This is where it gets complicated. See, Elsa says she didn’t ransack the place. Only ‘looked for what was hers.’ But the deputies reported it was gone over, and then some. Things pulled out of place, smashed pots, and so on. A lot of destruction.
“From what they can tell, it was Elsa. She doesn’t deny it, although she does say she didn’t cause much damage. And that what she did cause wasn’t her fault, as she was only looking for what she’d already paid for. She says it’s Tanja’s fault for robbing her.
“They’re charging her with destruction of private property. She’s in a proper furor, of course.
“But as to Tanja, and where – and why – she’s gone, no one knows. Knut kept his men out of there as much as possible. They glanced the place over to see what had happened, and now they’re standing guard. To apprehend her, if she returns, and to stop anyone else from getting in there.”
“Apprehend her?” Liss asked. “For what? Has she committed a crime?”
“Does he think she’s fled, then?” Aage wondered.
“No one knows. But…well, it does look like it. She’s up and gone. And they did see a dresser with drawers open, and missing clothes. But they didn’t rifle through any of her belongings. They left that for us.”
“Then, I suppose, Knut wants us to go there?”
“As soon as we can, yes. I was stationed here to wait for you.”
Aage sighed, patting his horse’s neck. “Well, so much for a rest for us, eh, old girl? Enjoy your oats. We’ll be on the road bright and early tomorrow morning again.”
And so we were. Instead of our plan to go alone on our next mission, Liss and I found ourselves with not one but two companions.
Njál heard of our investigation and told us of his. He had not much more to report than we did. He’d spoken with dozens of people, and no one had had anything of use for him. There’d been a few rumors about traveling mages and itinerant witches, but nothing solid. And such rumors always persisted and were only the more prominent in times of strife.
When beer soured, or crops withered, or folks died, people would whisper about magic. The university, with its long presence in the area, and wizards, with their close association to the king, were usually exempt from such baseless speculation.
But witches and mages and those without the backing of the university or the friendship of the king found themselves more often and more easily the target of suspicion. And when such witches didn’t exist in actuality, well, it was easy enough to invent them.
So Njál’s time abroad met with about as much success as ours: none. Or so I saw it, anyway. Aage had a different view. “We learned much, in learning nothing.”
Liss caught my eye, with a skeptical expression of her own. “Is that a riddle you care to expound upon, Master Wizard?”
“It is obvious enough, isn’t it?”
Again, she caught my eye, and again spoke. “Not really, no.”
Aage raised an eyebrow. “Well, surely you understand, Idun?”
I flushed. “Uh…well, umm…”
“Njál? You’re the journeyman among them. Can you shed light upon my meaning?”
The giant cleared his throat. “Well, sir, some wisdom is beyond my understanding, even.”
Now, Aage laughed. “Well put, Njál. Your diplomatic prowess grows by the day. But what I meant is simple, though perhaps it is I who could stand to improve my communication skills.
“But be that as it may: we have learned much in that we have learned that all the usual avenues of inquiry led nowhere. This is no common scheme, no conspiracy of corrupt mages.
“This is clandestine work, careful and well-hidden. There are not even rumors of it. And how often can that be said, of anything?”
We mused that for a long moment, and he shook his head. “No, this is an uncommon situation, and our thief or thieves are uncommonly careful. That is what I mean, when I say we have learned much.”
“And yet, for all we’ve learned, we are no closer to learning who the culprit is.”
“No. But I suspect Tanja’s disappearance will tell us much.”
“You think she is involved after all?” Liss asked.
“But we found nothing to implicate her,” I protested.
“True enough,” Aage said. “But that does not mean she isn’t involved. You didn’t find human bone. We thought that cleared her. What we didn’t consider was that she might be a player in a larger scheme.”
“You think someone else stores the bones?”
“Quite possibly. She could enchant them and carve the runes. She could even sell them, if she doesn’t mix them with her stock.”
“Surely we would have found some trace?”
“Maybe. Maybe not. And maybe her disappearance has nothing whatever to do with the barrows or the bones. But I should be surprised if that were the case.”




Chapter Fifteen

The weather held, and we rode at a quick pace, arriving two and a half days after we set out. The cottage and grounds were much as we’d left them a few weeks prior, except that everything seemed greener and fuller. The fruit trees were in full blossom, and more flowers had sprung up around her yard.
Every shade of orange and red, blue and green, yellow and purple, dotted her yard. I found my eyes wandering to the rowan trees, and their swaths of creamy white flowers.
“The pony,” Liss said. “It’s gone.”
I glanced to the pasture, and the stables nearby. Both stood empty. “It is.”
“Then she didn’t come to harm,” Njál said. “She was going somewhere.”
“So it would seem,” Aage agreed. “But come, let us find what we may inside.”
“I will search the grounds,” the giant offered, “for it would be a tight squeeze to get inside her house.”
“True enough. Look to the stables, and see if you can find a direction that the pony might have gone”
“Yessir.”
With our tasks thus divided, we split up. The men at the door greeted us with deferential nods. To Aage’s question if anyone had been spotted on the grounds, they answered in the negative. “It’s been quiet as a tomb, sir.”
“I hope not. I’ve had quite enough of those these last weeks.” And, leaving the guards to ponder that, we went inside.
The cottage might have looked the same on the outside, but here it was another matter altogether.
“Odin’s teeth,” Liss hissed. “And I thought she was a slob. It looks like the hounds of hell have been through here.”
It was an accurate description. Every drawer had been pulled out, every stack of papers shoved aside, some fallen from the desk to the floor. Vases had been knocked over and some smashed, and broken glass littered the floor.
“No wonder they arrested her,” Aage commented. “This was no search. It might have started that way. But it ended a proper rage.”
I headed to a chest, the contents of which had been strewn this way and that. I’d searched that chest a few weeks ago. “Either Tanja packed everything up and took it with her, or Elsa made her own restitution, and helped herself to whatever she felt like. There used to be half a dozen bone and rowan wood charms here. They’re all gone.”
“Same here,” Liss said. She was searching through the drawers of the desk. “There were charms in here, and amulets too. And little scrolls.”
“Those would have been scrolls of enchantment. Kind of like blessings, or portable spells.”
“Well, they’re all gone now.”
“Interesting. I think a search of Elsa’s home is probably merited.”
Liss laughed. “I would certainly concur.”
It seemed to be a pattern in our investigations so far, but here again, what we found seemed to be a product of what we did not find. The missing items told their own story. Someone had cleared out anything that was portable and valuable. Whether that was Elsa, in some misplaced scheme of getting even or taking what was owed her, or Tanja, in clearing out before the jarl’s men returned, we couldn’t say. But someone had certainly cleared the place of its valuables, and hastily.
There was one other revelation that the jarl’s men’s earlier searches had hinted at. Tanja had packed a case, but she had not taken all of her clothes. This was a point Liss found particularly interesting. “She left behind good stockings, and look: a frock that looks almost new. And all these undershirts and skirts. No, she was coming back.”
“Maybe she didn’t have time to pack everything,” I pointed out. “Maybe she had to leave some of her clothes behind.”
But Liss shook her head. “This isn’t a big dresser. It didn’t hold much to begin with, so she doesn’t have much with her. Look: this drawer is half empty, but this one is full. I’m guessing she packed an extra pair or maybe two of clothes. That’s enough for a short trip.
“But if she’s planning to flee, and start over somewhere? No. She could have packed all of these things in another sack. And she has a pony. That’s a light burden to add to a pony’s back, even with others supplies.”
The kitchen bore out her suppositions. Here, again, the shelves were full, with only a little picked from them. Aage stared at the pickled vegetables and dried meats, the cheeses and preserved fruits, and harrumphed. “Well, this does throw a wrench in the works.”
“How’s that?”
“I had very nearly concluded that this Tanja must be a part of the scheme, somehow. Her disappearance seemed an admission of guilt.
“And yet now it seems her disappearance was not planned, at least, not by her.”
“Perhaps she wanted us to think that,” I theorized.
“Perhaps. Although it’s a longshot. And not, I would think, worth the risk to venture into the world with few supplies or clothes.
“No, Idun, I’m afraid I must own that I was wrong.”
I blinked, and Liss’s eyes widened. “Well,” she said, “I don’t know about that, sir. It may be that we’re missing something, or overlooking it. You may be right yet.”
“Yes. I may indeed. But I don’t think so. My gut tells me that you are right, and it is not possible for us both to be correct. And so, I must be wrong.”
We stood in awkward silence for a moment, the great wizard staring daggers at a wheel of cheese. Or so it seemed, though I suppose he was lost in thought and staring past the food, into his own musings.
“Well,” he said at last, and quite briskly, “there’s nothing more to find here. We must search the grounds, and then see about searching Elsa’s property. If she has these missing amulets and spells, I think we can take that as our final confirmation that Tanja did not leave with the goal of disappearing.”
He stepped outside, and Liss mouthed, “Wow.” Taking my hand and whispering in low tones, she said, “I didn’t think wizards did that.”
“What?”
“Admitted to being wrong,” she returned with a grin. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen it before.”
I elbowed her playfully. “That’s just because we’re usually right.”
We stepped into the sunlight now, blinking to get our bearings. The guards were there still, and they glanced our way, but without much interest. Njál, on the other hand, was halfway across the yard, but returned at a sprint. “Did you find anything?”
“Eh, it’s more of that learning much in learning nothing stuff,” Liss said.
“Oh?”
She proceeded to explain what we’d found – and not found – and our suppositions. When she’d wrapped up, Aage asked, “What of you? Did you learn anything?”
Njál shook his head. “No. If there were pony tracks outside the pasture, the rain washed them away. All I find now are the mule’s steps. And he’s been up and down the yard, wandering where he liked.”
“What of her tracks?”
“I cannot tell. There have been many feet out this way, but none of them seem to be a woman’s prints. I would hazard a guess that the rain obliterated them too.”
“Then we are no further than we started,” I sighed. “Which is nowhere at all. And we’ve run out of places to look.”
“Oh, I don’t know about that,” Aage mused. “It’s true we don’t have much to go on. But I don’t think we’re done searching.”
“We could launch a search party,” Liss offered. “I know Knut would approve it. Comb the woods, to find the witch if she’s come to harm or been waylaid. Or to find evidence of her, if she has fled.”
The head wizard nodded slowly, his winter-blue eyes focusing on some distant point. “Hmm…” I followed the direction of his gaze, but he seemed to be looking at nothing in particular.
“I’m open to other ideas,” Liss said.
He glanced up. “Oh, no I think that is a good idea. But before we do that, I would like to have a look over there.” He gestured, and he pointed in the same direction as he’d been looking.
I frowned. It was the center of Tanja’s yard, but there were no structures there. There was not even a glade. There were only trees. “Where, master wizard?”
“Among the rowan trees.”
Njál frowned too. “Look for what, sir? Do you think you will find prints?”
“Prints? Oh, no. I don’t know what I’m looking for. Only…I don’t know. Call it intuition. It seems a strange place for a cluster of trees, much less those trees. Her orchard is that way. Why not plant them among the other berry trees?”
“Perhaps to ward off evil?” Liss ventured. “That’s the reason most people plant rowan trees, isn’t it?”
He scoffed. “Not mages, Lissette. If you must rely on a bit of tinder for your protection from evil, well, you’re not much of a mage.”
“She does harvest them,” I pointed out. I saw charms of rowan wood in her house. And pitchers too.”
“True. But often enough that it would make much difference?”
I shrugged. “I cannot say.”
“Nor I. In truth, Idun, I do not have a rational reason. Only a feeling, and it is very strong. I can see much here. I can feel much. I can sense her magic. I can tell that she has enchanted the entry to her home with protections, and the doorstep too. I’m sure you can too.”
I nodded. The witch’s entire yard was imbued with powers. “I can.”
“But what about over there?”
“I can only sense the power of the trees.”
“Exactly. You see, the rowan acts as a barrier. It dampens our abilities. Anything hidden among the rowans would be all but invisible to us. Even to me.”
I blinked. “You mean…you think she might have some kind of magic among the trees?”
“I did check, sir,” Njál offered. “I walked among the rowans when we were first here. And I saw nothing amiss.”
Aage nodded slowly. “And you are probably right, Njál. Still, I must see it for my own eyes.”




Chapter Sixteen

Aage wandered among the trees for many long minutes. At first, I followed him eagerly. His theory was sound. Rowan wood carried powerful magical energies. Its power was not so versatile as some, but it was potent. And as a consequence, it was loud among other energies, like a tone that stands out to the ear. It could cover the presence of some other, subtler power, in the same way that one note in a song could hide another.
But as half an hour and then an hour passed, my hope waned. It had been a good theory. But here we found only trees, and the shade of their long, thin leaves, and the fragrance of their flowers. The most exciting moment of our search was when a fox hurried from a thicket toward the river’s edge. The suddenness of its movement almost earning it a fireball.
And sighing as my blood pressure returned to normal, I gave up the search, settling instead onto a shaded patch of grass. Liss plunked down beside me. “Hey,” she said, “don’t worry. We’ll figure this out. I’ll talk to Knut and get a search team going. We’ll search the forest. Hell, we’ll drag the river if we have to. We’ll figure out what happened to her.”
I nodded. “I guess.”
She slipped her hand into mine. “What’s wrong, dear heart?”
I shrugged. “Nothing.” That, of course, was a lie. I’d come to a realization as I wandered that little wood aimlessly. My first big case was headed for a stalemate at best, and a failure at worst. If the grave robber continued to raid tombs and disturb the dead, panic could ensue.
Panic, and worse things. What, my mind wondered, happened if the old stories of wights and barrow ghosts proved true? What if robbing the sorcerer roused him, and an angry, ancient and long dead sorcerer prowled Riversgard? What if the robber disturbed other barrows, and roused others among the dead?
She squeezed my hand. “These things take time, Idun. It would have been nice if we could have wrapped it all up right away. But that doesn’t usually happen. Usually, cases take weeks, or months. It takes hard work; careful work. And lots of it. And then, when you least expect it, you get your break.”
I sighed. “I don’t know, Liss. This isn’t what you’re used to. This isn’t tracking down fugitives or collecting bounties.”
“No, but it is very similar. We’re trying to find someone. And if she’s trying not to be found, we’ll find her the same way I always found my marks. And if someone else is trying to stop us from finding her, well, I’ve pursued kidnap victims too. And I always get my mark.”
“Yeah, but how often does it involve magic?”
“Not often,” she conceded.
“See? That’s beyond your expertise. And this – all of this – is beyond mine.”
She lifted my hand to her lips. “Oh, love. That’s why we have a team. To fill in the gaps for each other. You’re right: I don’t understand the magic the way you lot do. And you don’t understand the work of tracking a fugitive the way I do. But, together, we understand magic and we understand tracking.”
She was right. Of course, she was right. Still, as I looked back on three weeks of failure, it was hard to see that. “What if she is the robber? What if I missed something?”
“What if you did?”
I scowled at her, and the steadiness of her tone. “What do you mean, what if I did? It’ll be a disaster.”
“Will it?”
“Of course. Knut was depending on us to solve this.”
“If it was as easy to solve as wanting to solve it, he wouldn’t need us. Knut was sheriff long before he was jarl. He knows how this goes, and he knows all that goes into solving a case. If Tanja is our thief, we’ll figure it out. And that’s what Knut expects.”
I ran a hand through my hair, loosening the tight braid. “You’re right. I just…I don’t know what we’re going to do after this. What if the search doesn’t turn anything up?”
“It’ll depend on the manner of not finding her. And we’ll figure that out when we get there,” she said. “Just like we’ll know what to do if we do find her.”
Groaning, I shook my head. “I swear, I’d like to just find something. No more finding things through the absence of other things, or by guesswork. But just find a single, solid clue. No guessing, no deduction. Just evidence. Solid evidence.”
It was at this precise moment that Aage’s voice rang out, “Aha.”
We both leaped to our feet, and Njál called from the other side of the patch of trees, “Sir?”
“I’ve found something,” he said. “A door, I think.”
That was all we needed. We raced for the sound of his voice and reached him at about the same time Njál did. He was hunched over a dark hole.
“Where in the hell did that come from?” Liss demanded.
“I swear, that wasn’t there the other day,” the giant added.
“No indeed,” Aage agreed. “For I just found it. There was a door. See?” He drew a plank door shut over the darkness.
“What?” Njál gaped. “Sir, I swear, that door wasn’t there.”
“Then you swear wrongly. But do not look so astonished, Njál. It was hidden with an enchantment. I must have walked past it a dozen times myself.”
“An enchantment? Then how did you find it?”
“I have been casting enchantments of my own all over these woods.” He shrugged in a self-deprecating way that was decidedly at odds with the satisfaction in his eyes. “I figured, if there was something to find, it would be well hidden. But persistence, you see, has saved the day.” He grinned at me. “And this, I believe, may well be that solid clue you were looking for, Idun.
“I shall go first, for I cannot say what traps may lay below. If I disappear into a puff of smoke…well, follow at your own discretion.”
Then, still grinning ear-to-ear, he opened the door again and lowered a foot into the blackness. I held my breath, waiting for something awful to happen.
It didn’t. Aage hesitated, apparently expecting the same, and then cast a great ball of white light in front of him. It illuminated a long series of stone steps, descending into a chamber that was still shrouded in darkness.
He followed the stairs until he was about waist deep in the hole. Then he turned. “Njál, you probably won’t be able to fit down here either. I’m sorry. But, if we make it down without issue, will you fetch the supplies? It looks like a secret laboratory. I’d like to dust it for illicit goods.”
“Of course.”
He turned back to the darkness, following the stairs downward. Liss hovered at the edge of the stairs but went no further. I swallowed and forced my legs into motion. I paused by her, catching her eye. “You ready?”
She nodded, and we descended together. I could feel the energies coursing through my fingers. I hadn’t summoned any particular spell, but it seemed wise to be prepared. It seemed wise to have magical powers on standby.
Liss seemed to have the same idea, although in her own way; her hand hovered over the hilt of her blade.
One step after the other, we descended into the dimness. Aage had not paused. On the contrary, he’d reached the bottom already, and was disappearing into a far corner of the chamber. I could see the glow of his illumination spell, and the silhouette of his back, black against the light.
I picked up my pace, and Liss matched.
All at once, the blackness vanished. I stopped short, sucking in a great, startled breath as brilliant light bathed the entire structure.
“Everything alright down there?” Njál called.
“Quite alright,” Aage answered. “I merely found the light. And what a light. She’s got mountain light crystals down here.”
I gaped, but for an altogether different reason this time. Mountain light crystals were rarer than diamonds. They were a gem prized in the elder days by elves and dwarves alike, mined from the depths of the mountains. They glowed as bright as starlight, and only came from the depths of the mountain mines.
I’d only ever read about them. I’d never seen one in real life. Not even the university had any left. The last ones had been sold off or stolen hundreds of years ago.
If Tanja had laid a trap for us, I would have walked blindly into it at that, so eager was I. Fortunately, there was no trap. I joined Aage at the side of a kind of brazier, but rather than holding fire, it housed the gem in an ornate wrought iron stand.
From the depths of the crystal, a clear, cool blue light radiated. It was brilliant, but not dazzling. Bright, but not blinding. It lit the room clearly, but without the shadows and color of a torch. It was like sunlight, but it cast no shadow. It was a sight like nothing I’d ever seen.
And in the view of such beauty, such wonder, I managed an utterly non-profound, “Wow.”
Aage laughed. “I could not have said it better myself.”
Liss reached our sides, and I realized I’d sprinted on without her. “What is that?”
“A mountain light stone.”
“But I mean, what is it?”
“A magical gem. It channels magical energies into light, if you know the spell anyway.”
“It is a very simple spell,” Aage explained. “Any novice may cast it.”
Liss studied it for a moment. Then, she said, “Does it tell us anything about the witch’s whereabouts?”
It seemed to rouse Aage from his reverie. “No, though it does raise questions as to where she got it. They are very rare, and very valuable. Probably worth more than everything in her cottage combined.”
“No wonder she hid it in this place, where no one knew she had it.”
Aage nodded. “I suspect it was not her who hid it. This chamber looks old. I would not be surprised if it was carved out of the bedrock many decades or even centuries before her birth. I imagine this was a secret passed down from witch to witch among her family.
“And, probably, the stone too.”
“Hey,” Njál called down again, “what’s going on down there?”
“We’re quite alright, Njál. You can get the supplies. We will wait for your return.”
“Alright. I’ll be back soon. Don’t go getting yourselves killed.”
I turned now, reluctantly, from the light, and cast a gaze around the room. The chamber was large. That came as no great surprise, for we’d descended quite a few steps to reach the bottom. But it stretched high overhead, carved into the rock.
“We must be by the riverbed,” I said. “This looks like the same rock it’s made from.”
“Yes,” Liss nodded. “And this door, it was by the edge of the trees. I suspect the turf only runs so deep here.”
“And underneath, it’s the rock we see around us,” Aage agreed.
“Well, so this is what the witch was hiding. I should have known she was holding out on us.”
“I will dust for evidence of human bone,” Aage said, “as soon as Njál is back with our supplies.”
She nodded, saying again, “I should have known.”
“You would not have been able to tell. None of your party would. The magic she used to conceal the door was very powerful. But invisible, underneath the rowan trees. No, if this was an oversight on anyone’s part, it was mine in letting you go by yourselves. I did not anticipate such a cunning suspect. And that – that is my failing, not yours.”
Njál’s voice reached us. “I’ve got the bags. What do you need?”
“The dusting powder.”
“I’ll get it,” I volunteered. It seemed the least I could do, after abandoning Liss on the step to stare at a pretty trinket.
So I raced up the steps. Njál had the bottle waiting. “Did I hear you right? That there’s a mountain light stone down there?”
I nodded. “You did.”
He whistled. “Damn. I’ve half a mind to crawl down there just so I can see it for myself.”




Liss





Chapter Seventeen

A sneaky witch Tanja might have been, but she was an honest one. Or so our second search of her workspaces seemed to prove, anyway. We found every manner of root and tuber, seed and flower, stem and vine imaginable. We found the bones of quiet, creeping things, and terrible, strong beasts. We found plants that healed and plants that killed.
But we found nothing illegal, and nothing that could not be used for some legitimate purpose. Aage seemed confused as to why she would hide a workspace like this.
But to me, that was less of a mystery. The fact that we were here, poking about in her private business, seemed pretty good justification for her secrecy. If the big glowing rock that Idun and he marveled over was really worth as much as they thought, that only made concealment more pressing.
Not only that, but just last winter Jarl Hagden had ruled Eerie. His distaste for mages, bordering on the hostile, was well known. Jarl Svein in next door Riversgard might have less open hostility toward spellweavers. But the truth was, men and women of magic were oft regarded with suspicion and contempt.
I’d certainly harbored my own share of those thoughts over the years, and probably still did, though I did my best to check them.
It made sense that anyone in similar circumstance would want a safe location to hide away if the need arose. Aage had his university. It would take an army of men and wizards to pull him from those enchanted towers.
Tanja’s resources were more limited. And so, here we were, in her backup plan.
And even in secret, where no eyes were ever meant to pry, she’d done nothing illegal.
Something about that sat wrong with me. If the first search had been an intrusion, a violation of her privacy, what was this, then?
But it was more than that. With a space like this, Tanja could have done anything she liked. If she was working in an illegal trade, there’d be no reason not to bring her work home. And its absence felt very much like confirmation that she had not done anything illegal.
So where is she? And why did she leave in such a hurry? And why wasn’t she back when she knew she had a buyer on the way?
Aage was busy casting spells to undo concealment enchantments. Idun seemed to be trying to emulate him.
I stared around the room, glancing at the books and papers, the maps and charts, the vials and bottles. She had many times the goods I’d seen in the cottage here. And yet, this space was far more orderly.
I wondered, now, how much she worked in her cottage, or if that was all for show. Lost in thought, I turned toward the papers on one of her desks. I wasn’t looking for anything in particular. I suppose I was just looking.
She had pages of runes and strange diagrams of the human body that sent a shiver up my spine. I turned quickly from these.
It was the maps that caught my eye. She had charts of all the waterways nearby, and all of those in the North. She had an ancient, yellowed parchment with the topography of a land far above the northernmost mountains. I stared at it in wonder. Was this, I wondered, a map of the realm of giants?
And, if it was, how much of it was accurate, and how much of it is the fancy of the cartographer? No one, in these days, really knew.
I lifted it carefully, almost reverently. It radiated age, from the fading inks to the crumbling corners. I was making up my mind to bring it topside, to show it to Njál, when something else caught my eye.
It was a new map, drawn recently in fresh, dark ink on clean, new parchment. It seemed to show the dividing line between Eerie and Riversgard. There were three marks along the border, placed in a pattern that rather gave me pause; and a fourth just inside the Riversgard line. I felt my heart skip a beat, and I peered at the captions.
Barrows.
Elm cemetery.
River’s Edge cemetery.
Freya’s Glade cemetery.
“Well fuck.” This changed everything, didn’t it? These were the sites that had been hit by the tomb robber, two in Eerie and two in Riversgard. My eyes roved the paper.
She’d drawn the general features of the land, but not the towns or settlements. On the contrary, the only dwellings represented here were the dwellings of the dead. And she seemed to have every cemetery within ten leagues marked down.
Among those nearest to the sites that had already been raided, she had scribbled notes.
Temple Cemetery. Abandoned, no recent burials. No magical internments. She’d marked an ‘x’ here.
Near another, she’d noted:
Thorstead cemetery. Last death: autumn of last year. Beside this, she’d put a question mark.
In this manner, all the local cemeteries had been listed and evaluated. “Well fuck,” I said again. I don’t know why, but I felt disappointed. We’d wanted to solve the case. Well, here was our solution.
I slipped my hand into my pocket, finding the charm she’d given me. I had only vaguely remembered I’d taken it with me. I didn’t even know why I still had it. But I suppose, for all my chastising the rest of the group about keeping a professional distance between themselves and our suspect, some part of me had wanted her to be innocent.
And, despite all the evidence that had seemed to bear that supposition out, now I knew better. This was a confession, or as good as. She’d been scoping out cemeteries to raid, tracking deaths and bodies of notable persons with magical abilities.
What more evidence could I ask for? Tanja was guilty. She was our culprit. And I’d let her slip right out from under our noses.
Aage surveyed the map with a critical eye, and a plethora of hmm’s and humm’s. At the end of his examination, he declared, “Well now, this does rather change things.”
“Well,” I said, “the good news is, we know who we’re looking for. The bad news is, she’s got at least a week’s head start on us. She could be anywhere.”
Aage hmm’ed for a moment longer, then said, “I don’t know about that. This find certainly casts her in a new light. But it doesn’t change what we learned earlier. I think our reasoning on that front at least was sound. I do not think she intended to be away for long. And I think, once we make a search of Elsa’s house, we will find where the missing charms have gone.”
I frowned. “Then where do you think she was going?”
He tapped the surface of the map. “To one of these cemeteries. You see these question marks? The ones she’d already hit she’d marked with a check. The ones she ruled out, she marked with an ‘x’. But the others, the ones with the question marks? I think she was evaluating them for her next hit.”
Idun’s face lit up. I suppose my own expression mirrored hers. “So, you think she was going to one of these?”
“Yes, either to scope it out, and evaluate it for her next target, or to raid one of the graves. But the question is, which one? There’s half a dozen at least that it could be. Maybe more.”
I grinned. “That, Master Wizard, is where old fashioned investigative skill comes into play.”
“Oh?”
“We know when she was last seen, by us. We know she expected Elsa within a week. So we know she had to leave sometime after we left, with the intention of being back from wherever she was going within a week.”
He smiled, and Idun clapped me on the back. “Well now, that does change things. That leaves one…no, two, possible sites.” He tapped the map at two points. “Here, and here. This one is an old cemetery where once there was a farming village. But the bones of a long-dead witch are supposed to be interred there. At least, according to her scribble.
“And here. Now this one is very interesting. ‘Goblin catacombs. Rumored to be the resting place of a powerful goblin shaman, deep in the caves. By the black water, according to runes.’” Aage read and reread the line. “Fascinating. I have never heard of goblin catacombs in these parts, much less a goblin shaman. She must have some source she’s working from, something she was translating.”
“Goblin catacombs?” Idun said, shivering visibly. “Where are they?”
“In Loki’s Carucate.”
I grimaced. That was a bad stretch of land, full of deep ravines and endless caverns. The river flowed through the center, and in springtime would sometimes flood the caves and channels. In wilder times, it had been the haunt of outlaws and robber barons. I didn’t doubt that, in years beyond that, it might have been a stronghold of goblins too. Rumor had it that it was – though rumor usually held that all evil places had once been home to goblins.
The name itself was something of a pun, as the measure referred to plowable land. This was anything but workable. Which, doubtless, is where the reference to the trickster god came into place.
The measure, too, was wrong. A carucate was roughly one hundred and twenty acres. This barren stretch was hundreds of acres wide and long. But, of course, Loki was a god. A god’s carucate was probably measured more generously than that of mere mortals.
“I’d rather not go there, if we can avoid it,” I said.
“Nor I,” Aage agreed. “But I don’t think we can avoid it. I think it the likeliest destination.”
“Why?”
“Two reasons. The first, it’s easy to access. She would have had to follow the river, and she would be there in a day and a half. Whereas if she went in search of the witch, she would have had to go through the elder wood. And the trees there are close together, and the paths treacherous. So bringing a pony would be a tricky business.”
“That could explain why she isn’t back yet. She might have come to some harm,” I ventured.
“Perhaps. But I think it more likely the pony would have come to harm than her. And there’s nothing to stop her from returning in that case.
“Whereas in the Carucate, the terrain is treacherous for man or beast.”
I grimaced. His reasoning was solid, which was far worse than if it had been poor. “I wish I could argue,” I said in a moment, “but I’m afraid you’re right.”
He smiled. “Well, I’m disappointed. I half hoped you had a better counter argument.” He glanced at Idun. “What about you, my apprentice? Can you give me a reason not to venture where goblins lie?”
She shook her head. “No, although I too wish I could.”
“Well then…let us talk it over with Njál. If we’re lucky, he’ll see something we have missed.”




Chapter Eighteen

To our collective disappointment, Njál did not. So we agreed that the goblin catacombs would be our target.
Aage was taking no chances, though. He dispatched one of the guards to Eerie, and the longhouse of the jarl, with news of our discovery and a request to send men to back us up and explore the other sites she’d listed.
“It will take them a week at least to get the message and then muster forces. We will head out tomorrow morning.”
So we camped that night on the witch’s property. Aage spent the remaining hours of the day perusing Tanja’s papers. “She has many ancient texts, many of them in runes of the old language. She’s made quite a study of necromancy, though I cannot understand why. I have found nothing to indicate her intentions.
“She has lists of those who have died, reaching back five years. But none of them, as far as I can see, have any ties to her.
“But all of these notes point to needing human bone to sustain a dead body. And she’s been translating something I’ve never seen before. Something in runes so old I can barely read them. But her translation talks about tapping the power of dead sorcerers to sustain the re-risen.
“So I haven’t a clue who she’s trying to raise. But I’d warrant that’s what she’s doing.”
This new wrinkle was at least as damning as the map, and again my dreams were troubled. But they were not so vivid, so all encompassing, as the dreams of the day before, and I did not remember them well when I woke.
We set out at first light, riding single file along the riverbank. Now and then we dismounted to lead our horses, when the terrain grew too rough for riding. The day passed slowly, in the way time did after too many days in the saddle.
We’d replenished our food supplies from the witch’s larder, so we had different food at least than what we had been eating. That was our primary source of relief on the long trek: brewing coffee when we paused and eating our pilfered cheese and meat.
We pitched our tents by the riverbed at dusk, not daring to risk our horses’ limbs in the uneven terrain without light. Idun started a fire, and Njál got the food cooking. I collected firewood, and Aage pulled out a stack of papers he’d taken from the witch’s desk.
He paused from his reading when supper wrapped up, but returned to it after he finished, leaving the cleanup to us. “You know,” he said at length, “there’s something curious about these deaths she’s recorded.”
“Oh?” Idun asked.
“Yes. I’m surprised I didn’t see it before, actually. They’re all female.”
“What do you mean?”
“I mean, she’s only recorded deaths in the last five years of women. There have been many men who have died. Not least of all, Hagden. But he’s not on her list.”
I frowned. “What do you think that means?”
“I’m not sure. But, if I had to hazard a guess, I’d say it had something to do with the magic she’s using. Either that she is trying to raise or has raised a dead woman, and she needs the bones of other women to sustain her; or else the opposite: that it’s a man whose died, and she needs the bones of women to restore him.
“I don’t know the magic well enough to know how it works, whether it’s by the principle of same or opposites. It might vary by spell, too.” He shook his head, rubbing the bridge of his eyes between his fingers. “I wish Mage Bjornar was still with us, Odin rest him. He was an expert on the dark arts, and necromancy in particular.”
“Well,” I ventured, “does it matter much? We know what she’s up to, more or less. We just need to stop her, don’t we?”
He sighed. “Yes, I suppose so. But…well, in this business, Liss, unknowns are never good. You don’t want to leave things to chance.”
“I suppose not.”
He turned his eyes back to the list and sighed. “Bodil Isakdatter: that’s the first name on her list. Now let me think. She passed away five springs ago.”
“Who?” Idun wondered.
“She was before your time here,” he explained. “She was an old woman. I don’t remember the details. She took ill over the winter, I believe.”
“Ah.”
“And then there’s Helga. That was a sad story: not even ten years old. She drowned in the Eerie.”
“I remember that,” Njál said, nodding soberly. “A bad business.”
“Yes. But there was a boy who died that spring, Tom Hedvigsen. He’s not on the list.”
“That’s right,” the giant nodded. “He fell, didn’t he?”
“He did. Another sad case. But he didn’t merit a mention.”
“So she’s interested in the bones of the girls and women. Not of the boys and men.”
“Exactly. But why? And why five years ago?”
I frowned in concentration, thinking of everything I’d ever heard about the witch. “She didn’t have any family, did she?”
“She did once, but that was a long time ago.”
“So she isn’t trying to bring back a dead child, or anything of that kind?”
“No. Her children died many long years ago, or else moved away. I do not know which. But if it was that they died, if she tried to raise them now, she would restore a putrid corpse.”
I shivered. “Is there no magic to bring someone back as they once were, then?”
“Not that I have ever heard. Bjornar said that it had to be done at once, or the deceased would begin to decay like any body. There are stories – very grim stories – of necromancers who raised the dead too late. Armies of rotting corpses and bone men coming out of their graves.” He shook his head. “It is an evil magic in the best of times, but when it goes awry…well, it is even eviler.”
Idun had been silent for a while, her brow creased in thought. But now she spoke. “Perhaps she’s not trying to raise anyone at all.”
“What do you mean?”
“She is an old woman. But surely you noticed how young she looked?”
I blinked, the obviousness of the statement hitting me like a ton of bricks, as the saying went. “My god…she’s using the dark arts to extend her own life?”
Njál whistled. “Odin. I hadn’t thought of that. But it would explain much. She did look young – unnaturally so, perhaps.”
“And it would explain what she’s doing with the bones. And why they’re female bones: to restore her own vitality. She’s using the principle of kind and taking the power of like for herself.”
“So do you think she’s been doing it all along? For the last five years? Do you suppose she’s been digging up all of those graves on the list?”
“Perhaps. Or perhaps she’s been hitting the ones she could without getting caught.”
“But wouldn’t someone have noticed before now?”
“Maybe. If she was careful, and hit the freshly dug graves, who knows? And, don’t forget, she is more than capable with her concealment spells.”
“So what changed? How did she get caught these last times?”
This proved a poser, and Aage had no answer. “I don’t know. Something must have made her less careful, and more desperate. But what? And why? I cannot say.”




Chapter Nineteen

The terrain changed by midmorning. By afternoon, we were in the thick of Loki’s Carucate. The green fields and lush forests were long gone. Here, the grass was sparse, and the horizon gray. Great, grim rocks pocked the surface of the land, and dull grasses fought to find a hold on the gravel-covered slopes. A few scrubby bushes dotted the hillsides, and deep, dark crevasses snaked this way and that between the rises.
I’d pursued a few fugitives out here, too, and I’d almost lost my life more than once among these hills and hidden drops. I wasn’t a particularly superstitious person, but the presence of evil was heavy in this area. Or so it seemed to me, anyway.
Freya, let us find that damned witch and get out of here in one piece.
We rode for another hour before Aage reined his horse to a stop, by an aged cairn that marked a long disused path. “I think, if my knowledge of the area still holds, this is where we must turn aside from the river.”
I nodded. “The caves are about two hours walk from here. It’s slow going, though, and perilous. The road – or what remains of it – is treacherous. We will reach the caves by dusk.”
“Will we proceed in the dark, or make camp?” Njál wondered.
“A good question. My heart warns against camping at the mouth of those caves. If she is in there, I do not think that would be wise.
“I think we must proceed.”
“In the dark?” Idun asked, her tone heavy with trepidation.
“It will not long matter. Not when we are in the caves. If you thought Tore’s barrow was dark…well, it was nothing to these caves.”
I nodded. “It’s a blackness like night itself.”
She threw a glance my way. “You’ve been inside before?”
“Twice. Though not of my own volition, either time. And it seems this will be the third time, and for the same reason.”
“Well, I suppose we should get underway,” Njál suggested, “if we mean to make the caves by dusk.”
Aage nodded. “Since you know the country better than any of us, will you lead, Liss?”
I snorted. “I should have known better than to open my mouth. We’ll need to secure the horses here. The path won’t be safe for them.” This we did, and then we moved on.
We started down the path, though that is probably too generous a term. It was not much more than a half-forgotten animal trail now. Here and there, a brick remained. But mostly, they’d crumbled into dust, or been buried under fresh turf and perpetually brown grass.
We walked without pause, picking our way carefully through the holes and sinking ground. Now and then a footfall would give out beneath us, and we’d catch ourselves before plunging into a deep hole.
We’d gone for a few minutes when we rounded a pile of rocks and found ourselves standing face to face with a pony. The sudden appearance of another creature sent my hand flying to my sword, and I saw magic blaze in the hands of all of my companions.
The poor pony whinnied in terror and pulled on his tether. It was then that I saw that he was secured to the rocks by a rope. The little grass that surrounded him had long been picked over.
“Tanja’s pony,” I realized. “Odin. He hasn’t been out here all this time, has he?”
“He’s looking rather lean,” Aage observed.
“Where’s Tanja?” Idun wondered. “If her pony is here, where is she?”
“Not here. She must have left him behind, realizing the path was too dangerous.”
“And left him for some days at least. Come, we must take the poor beast back to our own and feed it.”
“We won’t reach the caves tonight if we do.”
“Well, so be it. We can’t leave an animal in this state.”
We searched the pony’s pack and turned up little. If she’d taken anything incriminating with her, she had carried it to the caves.
So we led it back to the water and shared one of our own horses’ feedbags with it. It ate greedily and drank from the stream with as much gusto.
“She must have assumed she’d be back already,” Idun said. “She loves that pony. You remember how she didn’t want Njál frightening it?”
The giant frowned. “Wait, what?”
I ignored the question, recalling the old woman’s words. “That’s right. So something must have happened to her, either on the road or in the caves.”
Aage glanced at the sun, turning the sky red and gold, and sighed. “Well, there’s not much we can do about it tonight. Let us get some sleep, and we’ll set out at dawn.”
We made camp, but I did not sleep all at once. My mind was on Tanja. I found myself studying the amulet she’d given me in the moonlight, considering its creator. How, I wondered, had I missed the signs of her treachery? And did she really think she’d fooled us? Did she really suppose we’d just give up the search, and let her continue on her wicked way?
I stared at the charm, with its runic markings and strange wrappings, at the little shards of bone that hung from it. I supposed I’d never understand magic. I’d never see the appeal in all of this or comprehend the power in it.
But would people really kill for these objects? Would they really defile the resting places and bones of the dead?
I shook my head and sighed, resolving to sleep. We were starting early. I needed my rest. I should put the amulet away, I decided, and try to sleep.
That was the last thought in my mind before I felt the darkness again. Then, all at once, I was aware of it again, as real and terrifying as it had ever been. In the distance, I could make out a glow, but I was tied too tightly to see more than a reddish aura.
The gag bit into my mouth, dry as parchment and coarse as sand. The binds on my wrists and ankles dug into my skin, and every time I struggled or pulled, they cut deeper.
A laugh sounded faraway, harsh and mirthless. I tried to pinpoint the sound and where it was coming from, but it seemed to boom and echo all around. “Why do you struggle, busybody? You wanted to be here so badly, and now you are. Can you not see that your death is at hand?”
I pulled fiercely at the binds, and a sensation I did not recognize flowed through me. It felt like warmth and light, cold and darkness, and it sounded like song and sobbing all at once.
A blinding flash split the darkness, and for a moment, as I blinked into the endless white, I perceived something beyond the light, something far overhead. Stalactites.
Then the darkness returned, and the laugh sounded again. “Do you think that did anything to me? You’re only making this harder on yourself.
“Well, struggle if you want. You will break soon enough. And all your pain will be for naught. But if pain is what you desire…”
A wracking agony, like the touch of a white-hot poker, shot through me, and I writhed and screamed into the gag.
Hours passed in pain like I’d never known. Or perhaps it was only minutes. It seemed an eternity. The light I’d seen far off faded. I did not notice its return until the same voice sounded again, but much nearer now. “You suffer needlessly, you know. Your surrender is inevitable. You cannot hold out forever, and already you have lasted longer than most. Think, you faithless witch, of what it will mean for poor Bodil.”
I screamed something into the gag. I think it was, “Hell take you.” But I wasn’t sure.
A hard, swift slap jarred my face, and for a moment my senses reeled. A voice, low and sinister, hissed in my ear. “So far I’ve been gentle with you. But every minute you resist, every ounce of energy you expend, is damage to her.
“Do you think you suffer now? I swear to you, the things I will do to you if you do not surrender will make you remember these hours with longing.”
Tears stung at my eyes, but I blinked them back fiercely. I tried to pivot to get a look at the speaker, but I could see nothing but his back as he paced around me. Then, he was gone. “I have waited too long already. You saw her. You know your own life is at an end. Will you not take mercy on her?
“Curse me, if you like. Curse me to hell, to darkness, to any fate you can imagine. None of it, I promise you, no suffering you have ever known or could dream, will be as acute as what I’ve endured watching her fade.”
I said something again, muffled though it was. I think it was, “You’re a madman.”
“Your power could deliver her years. Yours with that sorcerer’s might even reverse the damage. Why do you struggle?
“You have heard her cries, her moans. You know how much she suffers as she is.
“Will you not let your death be meaningful? Will you not save an innocent, since you must die anyway? She has no part in this. Whatever you think of me, this is not her doing.”
Two hands seized my shoulders, and a face appeared over mine. It seemed dark, a silhouette against the light behind him. “I have been merciful for her sake, for she weeps to know that you suffer. And what damage I do to you subtracts from what good you might do for her.” Now, the voice became almost a growl. “But you are destroying yourself a day at a time. And destroying yourself means prolonging her misery. Now I must do what I must do. And you have no one to blame but yourself, witch.”
Then the face was gone. I felt my body – this strange, bound body that I inhabited – tremble with fatigue and fear. And energy too. That same energy I’d felt earlier. It flowed like water and blazed like fire in my skin.
And then, all at once, a kind of fire enveloped me. It was not of flame, exactly, but it was the nearest thing in my own understanding and experience. It burned and crackled, and the flowing water in my own body struggled with it, hissing and surging and striving for dominance.
I didn’t understand it, and yet I knew what was happening, as if some other consciousness informed me. This was a contest of magic, my own – or, this body’s – and this stranger’s.
On and on we struggled. My strength began to fail. The fire of his onslaught burned at me like the heat of a thousand torches. But whenever it seemed my will would break, I’d find the strength, somehow, to forge ahead.
For how long this contest continued, I do not know. But I heard the voice speak again. First came a shout of pain, and I felt satisfaction at that. Something I’d done had reached him, some spell I supposed. Then, he said, “You think you’re clever? You’ll pay for that, you bitch.”
And all at once, I felt something pierce my side, something thin and sharp. I twisted, pulling as hard as I could at the ropes until I could contort myself enough to see.
A long, wooden spear stuck out of my side, and blood streamed from the wound. The man laughed, as cruelly and harshly as before. “I told you, it’s not what I want to do. But I’ll break this body if I have to.”




Chapter Twenty

I woke up gasping, sweat beading my brow. I threw a frantic glance around the tent. I was exactly where I’d been when I’d closed my eyes.
The moon shone outside, the stars glimmered, and Idun lay beside me. I’m alright. It wasn’t real. It wasn’t…me.
I realized I was clutching the amulet hard, so hard that the little bone charms bit into my fingers. Still gasping, I slipped it into my pocket.
My movement roused Idun. “Love? Are you still awake?”
“Idun,” I said, “wake up. I’ve had another dream. Only, I don’t think they’re dreams.”
The words roused her, and she blinked into the dimness. “Another dream? Oh no. Did you take Aage’s draft?”
I shook my head. I didn’t remember. I thought I had, but now the night before – everything that transpired before I’d gone to sleep – was a blur. “The dreams: I don’t think they’re dreams. I think they’re…I don’t know how to describe it. But visions, almost.
“The witch, Idun: I think she’s in trouble.”
This required further explanation, and our talking roused Aage and Njál. I told them all what I had dreamt, and what I’d heard, or as best as I could remember it. Idun took my hand, squeezing it gently and murmuring in alarm at the grimmer points of my story.
When I wrapped up, I said, “I think Tanja is in peril. I think the dreams have been from her, reaching out to me.”
“I don’t understand,” the head wizard said, his brow furrowing. “You drank the elixir. Even if her powers are great indeed, getting past that block could not have been easy. I would not think it would be possible at all.”
I blinked, a thought occurring suddenly to me. “The amulet.”
“What?”
I retrieved the piece from my pocket and laid it in my palm for him to examine. “The amulet.”
“What is this? And where did you get it?”
“The witch: she gave it to me the first time we visited.”
Aage frowned. “She did? Why did you not mention it?”
“I didn’t think of it. She said something about seeing danger in my future. I thought it was – well, stuff and nonsense. I suppose I just never got around to throwing it out.
“But last night, before I slept, I was looking at it.”
“Why?”
“I don’t know…just thinking, you know? And toying with it absently. But the point is, I went to sleep with it in my hand.”
Aage’s eyebrows did a kind of dance on his forehead, first pulling together in a worried way, then rising on one side and lowering on the other with skepticism as he surveyed the rock, then pulling apart with surprise. “Well, our witch is multitalented, it would seem. Not only is she a necromancer, but also a crafter of very potent charms.”
“I don’t think she’s a necromancer.”
Now, his brows rose at an even sharper angle. “Well, that is going to take more explanation, I think.”
I nodded. “But tell me first: do you think the charm is how I saw what I did?”
“I do. It seems to be a link, between this and the witch herself. If she meant what she said, I think the idea was that if you were in trouble, she could reach you via this amulet, and render aid. But it works both ways, and so you are able to reach her in her time of need. Yet – and here is where it showcases the woman’s talents, devious though they may be – I can sense what it does. But it seems to be coded for your use only. The enchantment does not work for me. I tried to reach her and hit only a wall.”
I nodded. “So when I held it in my hand…”
“Then the link was stronger than any telepathic block I could concoct. I wish you’d told me of this amulet before, Liss. It might have saved us much searching and scouring the countryside.”
I nodded at his reproach. “If I had thought of it, Master Wizard, I would have. But I thought it nothing but a trinket.”
He sighed. “Well, what’s done is done. Come now, tell me why you think she is not a necromancer, despite the evidence we have that she is.”
I ran my hand through my hair, collecting and arranging my thoughts. “Someone is holding her captive.”
“The dark arts attract the most treacherous of our profession. It is likely she was double crossed by some old partner, or perhaps tried to double cross someone, and came out on the wrong end of it.”
I shook my head though. “No. He called her a busybody. He said something about her wanting to be there, as if she was intruding.”
“Well, perhaps she was. Perhaps she learned of this necromancer, whoever he is, and meant to rob him of his powers, or even to learn from him.”
“No,” I persisted. “It wasn’t that.”
“How do you know?”
“I don’t know. I just…felt it. She feared him. She hadn’t come to join him. I think…I think she came to stop him.”
Again, Aage’s eyebrows spoke before his mouth. And they told a tale of disbelief. His actual words came more measuredly. “In a dreamlike state as you describe, it is easy to be confused, to mix up one’s own emotions with the emotions of the person reaching out to your mind. It’s possible to project –”
“This wasn’t projection, Aage. I’m telling you, she wasn’t there to practice necromancy.” Then, I remembered something else he’d said. “The names – the names on that list of women who died in the last five years.”
“What of it?”
“What was the first name?”
“Bodil Isakdatter. But what has that to do with this?”
“That’s it,” I nodded. “That’s the name: Bodil.”
“What name?”
“He mentioned her name. He called her an innocent and said Tanja’s suffering would stop hers.” I was growing more excited by the moment. It seemed a veil had lifted from my mind, and I could see everything clearly now. “That’s what’s happening, Aage. The necromancer is trying to save Bodil. He’s trying to use Tanja in some way, and Tore’s ashes too.
“Don’t you see? That’s what he was talking about.”
“Who do you think he is, then?” Idun wondered. “Was Bodil a mage?”
“Not that I remember,” Aage answered. “Though, to be honest, I took not much notice of her passing. She lived some hours from the university, and was, as I say, an old woman who died of natural causes.”
“You said the necromancer was a man?” Njál asked.
“I did.”
“Might it have been Bodil’s husband. She was married, I believe. And he was still alive.”
“Yes,” Aage said. “She was survived by a husband. I remember that. But I know nothing of him. Not even his name, I’m ashamed to admit.”
“Nor I,” the giant agreed. “Still, what did he look like, Liss? Was he an old man? I imagine Bodil’s husband would be very old now, for she was old when she died five years ago.”
“I don’t know,” I admitted.
“I thought you said you saw him?”
“I did. But only with the light to his back. I could not see his features or make out his age.”
“Hmm.” The elder wizard considered, then shrugged. “I suppose it does not matter. We will learn his identity once the sun rises, be he old or young.”
I frowned, though, at this pronouncement. “We can’t wait for sunrise. It will take hours for us to get to the caves, and find her, wherever she is. I don’t think Tanja will last that long.”
Njál and Idun exchanged glances, and Aage watched me for a long moment. “Perhaps not. But this place is dangerous. You yourself have warned us against traversing it in the dark. And it will be four hours at least before sunrise. So we may hope that the witch holds out, but we cannot do much more than that.
“No, we are better off sleeping, and getting as much rest as we can for the trek tomorrow. If this necromancer is as powerful as he seems, we may have a very bloody battle on our hands.”
I protested for some time, but Aage would not be budged. I argued that he could cast one of his magical lights, and we might walk by it. But he countered that sunlight was a better guide, and that he would not risk us getting pulled into a bog, or tumbling into a ravine, or breaking our legs in holes in the path. “We will wait, Liss. We’ll be no good to her dead or too broken to come to her aid.”
Idun took my hand and squeezed it gently. “He’s right. You should sleep. It will be time to set out soon enough.”
And Njál sighed. “I wish it were later. But we can do nothing but wait. Hopefully she will prove stronger than the necromancer believes.”
“And he does not know that help is on the way,” Aage reminded us. “But she likely does, because of that amulet. If it is within her power – and her power is very great, it seems – she will hold on.”
So they, one by one, slipped into sleep. I heard the soft intake and outlet of Idun’s breath beside me. I heard Aage’s louder snores, and Njál’s softer ones from the tents beyond our own.
And all the while, sleep eluded me. All the while, I thought of Tanja, gagged and bound and bleeding. Certainly, she’d resisted so far. But she’d been a captive for how long? A week? Longer?
She’d been tortured and bound, gagged and probably deprived of food and water. And now, she’d been stabbed too.
I toyed with the amulet, remembering the fear and pain I’d felt when I occupied the same space as her. An idea began to grow in my mind. A mad idea, perhaps.
But the longer I lay there, the minutes passing slowly, the firmer it became. It would take us half a day to find her, and longer if she was too deep in the caves. She would not last that long.
I listened again to the quiet, sleepy murmurs and snores of my companions. They would rest. But I could not rest. They would wait until morning to set out. But I?
I could not wait.




Idun





Chapter Twenty-One

My sleep was deep and troubled with a sense of dread, but if I dreamed, I could remember none of my dreams. I woke slowly as the first rays of sunlight lit up the morning sky. It seemed a chill morning, and I shivered and reached for Liss to draw nearer to her.
My arm found only empty air. Now, I opened my eyes and glanced around. She was gone. Probably a call of nature, or perhaps she’d gone to get breakfast ready. She was eager, I knew, to start as soon as possible.
I poked my head out of our tent, and whispered, “Liss?”
Silence answered my call, and I did not see her milling about our campsite. I yawned, reaching for the blanket to drape over myself like a makeshift cape. Then, I stepped out. “Liss?”
Outside of the tent, I had a clear view of the area. I saw our horses, and Tanja’s pony. I saw the river stretching in both directions, before and behind us, and the path to the left.
But what I did not see in all of this was Liss. And my heart sank. She’d gone alright. But she hadn’t gone to get breakfast ready, or to prep our packs.
How had I missed that, I wondered? She’d been so adamant that we should set out, that Tanja’s life was in peril. How had I missed that she was desperate enough to strike out alone?
I didn’t linger to ponder the thought. I could berate myself later. Now, I roused the camp. Njál emerged, bleary-eyed and disheveled. “What are you making that infernal ruckus for, Idun?”
Aage groaned too. “The camp had better be under attack from goblins,” he muttered.
“Liss is gone,” I answered. “Come, get up, now. We’ve got to go. Liss is gone!”
It took a few moments before they could get anything like a sensible explanation from me. The idea of Liss venturing alone into goblin tunnels, to face a necromancer all by herself, sent my senses into something of a spiral.
But Aage pried the story out of me, and Njál groaned as I explained. “Odin’s teeth. I should have known.”
“So should I,” I said miserably.
Aage had no time for our self-recrimination, though. “Dammit. Damn the stubbornness of sellswords. Well, there’s nothing for it. Grab your packs. We’ll eat on the way. We must be off, at once. If that damned foolish mercenary gets to the wizard before us, he’ll turn her into ash.”
They were hardly comforting words, but they were true – which only made it worse. So off we went, as quick as we could. The path was as treacherous as the night before, and we had to proceed with caution.
The trip took probably two hours, or thereabouts, but it seemed an eternity to me. Every time we had to slow down or find a way around some collapsed portion of road, my heart would tremble with fear that we would be too late, that Liss would find the necromancer and come to some horrible and evil end.
But at last we reached our destination. The mouth of the caves sat in a rock outcropping deep in the Carucate, with desolate stretches of brown grass and gray rock reaching out on either side. It rose dark against the light sky as we approached, and seemed, somehow, more daunting than I’d imagined.
We spoke little, as the atmosphere of the land and the weight of Liss’s peril seemed to lay heavy in all of our thoughts.
Njál broke the silence as we neared the mouth of the caves. “So, will I be able to move around inside there, do you think?”
“You should,” Aage said. “I’ve never been here myself, but by all accounts, the caverns are huge. Though there might be some tight squeezes between chambers. As I understand it, this is a network of caves, connected by tunnels and rivers in places.”
“Lovely. Just what I want: to be wedged between rocks in a goblin cave while a mad necromancer is on the loose.”
“Speaking of goblins,” I said, ignoring his grumblings, “they aren’t still here, are they?”
“Not in many years, long before my time.”
Njál glanced at Aage, a grin tugging at his lips. “This place must be ancient.”
A bushy brow arched up the wizard’s face. “You forget yourself, Journeyman. Don’t make me turn you into a goblin to teach you some manners.”
I had no time for jesting, though. Liss was in danger. We’d found her footprints in patches of sand, and we’d seen upturned gravel where she’d passed recently. And we hadn’t come across her, so she must have continued on her way.
Not that I thought she would come to her senses and think better of this madness. No, I might not have known her long, but I knew her well enough. Once she got a scheme in her head, well, there was no dissuading her.
It was one of the things I’d found so damned charming about her when we’d met. But then it had been in the service of freeing Njál from murderers. Now? Now she seemed bent on risking her life to save a witch who might well be a necromancer herself.
At the moment, nothing at all about her stubbornness struck me as charming. Pigheaded. That’s what she is. Pigheaded. Won’t learn magic but runs off to fight necromancers. She’s going to get herself killed.
Aage cast a light spell and urged us to follow him. I was running through the lecture I’d give her as we stepped into the great abyss. She’d turned her back on her team, ignored the vote of the majority and the orders of our leader. She’d plunged into danger, heedless of the perils to herself and our team. She’d –
My mind cut off when I heard something, something faint and faraway, like a rustle of pages turning. “What’s that?” I hissed.
“That’d be wind,” Aage said. “There are many openings in these caves. Not all of them are big enough for men or giantfolk to pass through. Some, the goblins could make use of. But these caverns were called the singing caves, back before the goblins infested them.”
I shivered. It sounded nothing like any proper song. It was an evil, whispery melody, soft and sinister. The kind that made your hairs stand on end. Mine certainly were.
“I suppose it must be this way,” Aage decided, calling me back to the moment. He was gesturing at a great passage that sloped downward. “From what I’ve read, the catacombs are supposed to be deep in the bottommost caverns.”
I shivered again but followed without protest. Njál walked slowly behind us, stooping now and then to avoid a stalagmite or a low ceiling. But for the most part, he was able to pass unimpeded.
Our footsteps rang out in spots against the stone. In others, fine, white sand muted the sounds. The caverns seemed endless, and far more varied than the terrain overhead. Here the stone ranged in color from black as night, to soft grays so pale they were almost white. In some chambers, little pools reflected the light Aage cast, and slimy pale fish slithered behind rocks to hide from it. Stalactites and Stalagmites lined the way, and more than once Njál stubbed his toe on an offending protrusion.
Other caverns were dry as bone – or, more horrifyingly, littered in bones. Some seemed ancient, and others newer. Some had belonged to men, and others were of woodland or meadow creatures, dragged down by I knew not what to a dark end in these lonely caves.
“There have been goblins here, alright,” Njál said when we entered one room that was particularly heavy with remains. “These skeletons are probably hundreds of years old. But look: there are quite a few men and women, and even children.”
“Cursed creatures,” Aage said. “May Odin take them all to fire and death.”
Another chamber housed a great skeleton, reeking flesh still clinging to its bones. I nearly lost what remained in my stomach of last night’s dinner. “What in Freya’s name is that?”
“A troll,” Njál said. “Or, it was.”
“How did it die?”
“I don’t know. I don’t see any wounds. Then again, it’s so far decayed, it’s hard to tell.”
I turned away as he examined it, pressing my hand to my nose and mouth. The stench was enough to make me gag from halfway across the cavern. I didn’t know how he could stand to be so near it.
“If it was old, it might have come here to die. They do that, like wounded animals,” Aage said, “holing up away from men and beasts to pass in peace.”
“Still, this doesn’t help us find Liss,” I protested. “We must move on.”
“She’s right,” Aage agreed. “We can return to the troll later.”
Njál could, I decided. I certainly would not. Instead, I pressed on ahead even of Aage, walking in the outward perimeter of his light spell. The mettle of the air began, at last, to change. A gust from somewhere – I couldn’t tell where – wafted down clean, fresh air from the surface. And stuffier, older smells carried up from below. But none of them were the odor of decaying troll, so in the moment they all seemed pleasant.
We walked on and on, our path leading downward. Now and again we’d find recent mud that had fallen from a boot, or an impression in the sand that told us feet had passed this way. Some of the prints looked like Liss’s, though I was no tracker so I could not be sure they were hers. But others were larger and seemed to have been made by a heavier person – a man, I supposed, and the necromancer at that.
Of course, that was supposition. All I could know for certain was that another person had passed this way, a person larger than whoever had made the small prints.
The shafts of light we’d seen at first, tracing down from holes far overhead, vanished. We still heard the whistling, but now it was far overhead, from unseen places. The smell of the caves grew danker and mustier. The air was closer here, and heavy sometimes with moisture, and others with dust.
“How much longer do you think?” I ventured at length, and my whisper echoed through the chamber, seeming loud and disruptive in the stillness.
“I cannot say. I have never been in the goblin catacombs. I only know that they are supposed to be in the belly of the caverns, deep underground. Which I take to mean, we must keep descending until we find what we are seeking.”
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Chapter Twenty-Two

I’d reached the caverns well before sunrise, travelling by the light of a torch I lifted from our supplies.
Then I’d ventured into the caves. I had a passing familiarity with these caverns, but that was not the same thing as knowing them. Yes, I’d ventured into them before, and emerged alive to tell the tale.
But I did not know them. I’d spent as little time as possible among the bones of the dead. And those were everywhere and seemed to increase with the passage of time.
It was, I suppose, the only thing that really changed here. Some landscapes would vary season to season, year to year.
The caverns were timeless. They seemed the same day to day, month to month, and year to year. I had the sense that they were much as those old goblin lords had left them centuries before.
Except that, in addition to the bones of the victims they’d gnawed, alongside the bone of their own that they’d buried, were new bones. Some were animals, dragged down to the tunnels by other beasts. Some were human pulled down here by dark things. Some were the bones of children who had wandered down here and lost their way, never to see the light of day again.
To my surprise, a troll had joined the mix. A dead troll was, on balance, a net positive. But a dead troll meant once a living troll had been in these caves. And it might mean that were still living trolls here.
And that was not good news. I already had a necromancer and the shade of a long dead sorcerer to worry about. I didn’t need trolls added to the mix.
Still, there was no turning back. Tanja needed me, and, troll or not, I was going to find the old woman before it was too late. So I trudged onward, down the long, slow slope toward the catacombs.
The hours fell away. It was, I supposed midmorning when I paused to eat. I could make out no sign of the hour, of course. The caves were dark as a starless sky. But based on how far I’d traveled, I supposed it must be around the tenth hour.
I chewed my bread and jerky as quickly as I could and followed it with water. Then, a little refreshed though no less footsore, I set out again.
In my mind, I could hear the stillness, and the drip drip of water. I remembered it distinctly.
What I didn’t recall, though, was the whistling of the wind. Which meant I had a long way to go yet. The caves sang deep into the rock. It was only when you reached the lowest, darkest depths – the heart of the underground – that the wind was beyond hearing. I’d been there once before, though not for long. It was not a place conducive to lingering. The air was stuffy, the tunnels darker than night. It felt like being buried alive, and not without reason. Ton upon ton of stone and earth lay overhead. One wrong turn down there, one unlucky foothold, and…
As if I’d conjured a self-inflicted curse, I was torn from my thoughts by the very thing I contemplated: an unlucky step. A stone rolled out from under my foot, and the leg flew upward. My other knee buckled, and I clattered backward. By some miracle, though I landed hard, nothing broke.
But I continued to fall. The slope of the floor and the energy of my plummet propelled me downward, over rock and sand alike. I felt as if every surface of my body was being beat upon by hammers.
My knees, my elbows, my arms and legs, my feet and hands were all pummeled. I drew my arms around my head, and so spared it from the worst. But a chunk of rock grazed my forehead as I spun downward, rolling faster and faster despite my efforts to stop my descent. I could feel the hot trickle of blood running down my face.
Fuck.
I stuck a leg out, grinding my heel against the rock underfoot. And, at last, I skidded to a halt. My head reeled, and I searched for my torch. It was a few meters behind me, bouncing and sputtering as it danced down the slope. “Fuck,” I said, this time aloud.
As deep as I was in these caves, losing my light was a death sentence. I tried to push to my feet and found that my head didn’t cooperate. Perhaps I’d hit it harder than I realized. Either way, my vision blurred and dizziness swarmed me, and it was some seconds before it cleared enough for me to dare to move.
By then, the torch had hopped from stone to sand to stone again. I saw that the floor leveled out a few meters down and realized with relief that its journey would be arrested at that landing.
But then something I hadn’t seen, and hadn’t anticipated, interfered. The torch landed as I thought it would on the level surface below. But it bounced once, rolling to the side before coming to rest with a hideous sizzle.
All light vanished, as if at the snapping of fingers. For a moment, I didn’t understand what had happened. I’d heard the sizzle and seen the glimmer of something – I couldn’t say what.
I scrambled down the slope, grasping at the rock wall to make my way, heedless of the ringing in my head. I reached the landing, and now I got to my hands and knees, groping around for the torch.
I did not at once find it. But I found the source of the glimmering, and I comprehended. My hand landed with a splash in a puddle of icy cold water.
“Oh fuck.” A few more moments of grasping about the slimy pool confirmed what I feared: I seized the torch handle. It had landed in one of the cavern pools. My light was extinguished.
I was utterly lost to the dark.
I sat for a long moment nursing my wounds in the blackness. My mind reeled, but for altogether different reasons than before. I hardly noticed the pain, now. It was my circumstance that occupied the lion’s share of my thoughts.
And what a circumstance it was. I’d left my friends, I’d abandoned my team, to come down here. And now I was stuck. The likelihood of groping my way back, and taking no wrong turns along the way, was slim indeed. The thought of finding my way forward was even less likely.
The only thing I could do at this point was hope that Idun and Aage and Njál were behind me – and not too far behind, at that.
What were the odds that they’d follow the same path as I did? I could not say. There were many turns and sideways to take here. I’d sought out the straightest way, but might they not take an easier path, or detour somewhere for Njál’s sake? I tried to recall if any of the passes I’d followed might prove too small for a giant to pass.
I could not remember. I had not chosen my way with him in mind.
They might see my footprints, I thought, for I’d stepped in sand along the way. Then again, there had been long stretches of barren rock, upon which I’d left no prints.
“Oh Freya,” I murmured in the darkness. “I’m lost.” At best, they would find me and rescue me. But by then, it would be too late for Tanja.
And at worst? Well, my bones would join those creatures I’d already passed. Not at once. Death in places like this did not happen at once. There would be water enough in the caves to sustain me – if it did not poison me.
And that, all things considered, might prove a blessing if my friends did not find me. For otherwise, I’d run through rations in two days, or three if I really stretched them. And then I would die a little at a time, starving away far from the surface, or from anything I might eat.
I thought of that end, so terrible and now, in the blink of an eye, a real possibility. I thought of never seeing Idun again. I’d only known her a few months, but already I’d been making plans in my head for a life with her in it. I didn’t have any solid plans, of course. We’d not been dating long enough for that. But I’d think of the future, and I’d see her in it.
It struck me that I’d never told her that. I’d never had that conversation, about what we wanted out of that relationship. About what we saw in our future, and if there was a future together for us.
I wasn’t sure why. Had it been fear? Had I been afraid to ask what she wanted, because her future might not have included me?
And now, it might not be an option, whatever her desires on that score. Now, my future might prove nothing more than starvation in the darkness.
I’d come to rescue Tanja, and now my only hope was rescue in turn. “Freya, help me.”
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Chapter Twenty-Three

The caves seemed eternal. I didn’t know how many hours we spent walking, but my feet ached. And so did my heart.
I didn’t know where Liss was. We’d seen her footprints earlier, but for the last stretch we’d traveled on nothing but hard rock. We’d found no trace of her, and so no evidence that she’d even passed this way. For all I knew, we might have been heading in completely different directions.
Freya. How could I have let her come alone? I should have known she’d try something like this. I should have gone with her. I was the one with magic, after all. What could a fighter do against a necromancer?
If goblins still infested the caves, sure. She would take lead. But against a raiser of the dead?
Oh Liss. Please be alright.
“Hey,” Njál said, and his tone was low. I still started at it, though. “You okay, Idun?”
“Me? Yeah.”
“You sure?”
I had half a mind to lie, to tell him that all was well. But I didn’t. “I don’t know. I’m just…so worried, Njál. What if she’s hurt? What if – Freya forbid – she actually finds that necromancer before we do?”
“Liss is a smart woman. She’s not going to do anything rash or stupid.”
I frowned at him. “You mean, other than disappearing in the dead of night to hunt a necromancer without backup from her team of mages?”
He shrugged. “It sounds stupid, I grant. But she had those visions, Idun, and we didn’t. She told us Tanja was going to die. And we didn’t listen to her.”
“We should have,” I moaned.
“Yes. We should have. But we didn’t, and it’s too late to change the past. She should have told us she was going on, whether we came or not. But she didn’t, and we can’t change that either.
“All we can do is find her.”
“And if we’re too late?”
He placed a massive hand on my shoulder. “Like I say, she is smart. She won’t do anything reckless.”
“I hope you’re right, Njál. I don’t know what I’d do if…”
“Don’t think like that. For now, we look for her. We’ll worry about anything else if we get there.”
I nodded. He was right. It didn’t do to brood over worse case scenarios. The gods knew, I’d have plenty of time to feel miserable if the worst did happen. I didn’t need to jumpstart the process early. Especially not while hope remained. “You’re right.”
“Of course I’m right. I’m always right,” he teased.
“We’re lucky these caves are so spacious,” Aage offered dryly. “Otherwise, your ego might not fit.”
We walked in silence for a long time after that. Twice we took turns that led to dead ends, and once to a passage too narrow for Njál to crawl through.
The sounds of wind, the so-called singing, lessened until it was but the faintest whisper. Still we went on.
I didn’t notice the noise that filled the emptiness at first. It started gradually, but I didn’t really take stock of it until it had risen from a faint whisper to a loud, throbbing hum. I stopped dead in my tracks. “What is that?”
“Water, I think,” Aage said.
“Water?”
“Yes. There are rivers down here. Or a river. I’m not quite sure. I don’t think anyone is.”
I considered that for a moment, my excitement rising. “Liss said something about water.”
“Did she?”
“I don’t remember that.”
“Not this last time. But one of her earlier dreams. She heard splashing. We must be headed in the right direction, then.”
Aage nodded slowly. “Let us hope so.”
The noise grew louder as we walked, until it seemed to roar with the might of thunder. I wondered at that. She’d mentioned water, certainly, but not such a force of it. Or perhaps she was far from the edge. Perhaps she had been too preoccupied with the old woman’s pain to notice the full power of the water.
The air seemed to grow heavier with moisture too, and this gave me hope again. Liss had mentioned finding it hard to breathe. “We must be getting close.”
“I imagine so,” Aage agreed. “Very close. I would say it’s better not to speak now, but I think the water will provide ample cover for our voices.”
He wasn’t wrong. We practically had to shout just to be heard, and we were all standing near one another.
The path led downward, and we followed it past a rightward curve. Then, very suddenly, Aage halted. I careened into his heels, and Njál into mine, until we’d nearly tumbled forward.
A very fortuitous thing it proved to be that we did not actually tumble. We’d come to the edge of a precipice, over which flowed a mighty stream of water, like a living veil, thundering its way down to a pool many meters below.
“A dead end,” Aage said after he’d caught his balance. “We’re on the underside of a waterfall, but from what I can see, there is no way down.”
I stared into the flowing water. I could make out shapes beyond it, dim and shrouded by the fall. But I could not fault his observation. It seemed we were too far up, the rocks to slick, and the water too powerful to attempt a descent from our current vantage.
Njál ventured a little closer, planting his hands on either side of the rock aperture, and plunging his head into the icy water. Shuddering and sputtering, he remained in place. I jumped back, as droplets flew this way and that.
A moment later, he drew back too, and shook his long hair like a shaggy dog caught in a rainstorm might.
“Odin’s beard,” Aage snapped. “If I wanted an ice water bath, I’d take it myself.”
“We’re twenty meters high, at least. There’s a landing maybe halfway down, but I don’t know if we could make it. The water is heavy and fast.”
“And cold,” the elder wizard snapped.
“Yes, and cold. Even holding onto the wall, it was hard for me to remain standing. I think if we tried this, we would be swept away.”
“Dammit,” I said. “So what are we going to do?”
Njál sighed. “I think there’s only one thing to do: we have to go back and look for an alternate route. We will not make it down this way. Not alive, anyway.”
Aage scowled at the giant. “I believe that was a given. I think we can all figure out how gravity works, and that if we throw ourselves over the precipice, we will eventually find the bottom. I don’t think we needed either the lesson or the bath.”
Njál’s mouth twitched, but he said only, “My apologies, Master Wizard.”
“Don’t apologize, dammit. You know I’m being unreasonable.”
“Yessir. But you are the head wizard.”
“And don’t ‘sir’ me. Damn you, Njál, can’t you be disagreeable once in a while? I’d at least feel more justified in snapping at you.”
The giant laughed. “Well, we wouldn’t want that, would we?”
The old man wiped away the droplets with his long, draping sleeve, and managed a smile. “I suppose not. But, dammit, this is wretched news. Now we’ve got to head back up the slope. And I’m wet into the bargain.”
Njál ran a hand through his soaked locks but said nothing.
“What about Liss?” I wondered. “If we can’t get down here, she wouldn’t have been able to either. Yet we didn’t pass her.”
“She must have taken another route,” Aage decided. “We’ll have to backtrack and see if we can pick up her trail somewhere.”




Liss





Chapter Twenty-Four

I’d sat on the floor for a long time, and now I was beginning to shiver. The air underground was cold, and I had been still for some minutes.
I’d come up with no plan, either to continue on my way or to find a path back out. I’d pulled out everything in my pockets and pack, feeling through the contents one by one. I had a knife and food, and a length of cord. I had a compass and a tinder box. But the torch had been soaked. I doubted, even after it dried, if I could get it to light again.
I’d found the witch’s charm, too. And when everything else had proved useless, I’d slipped it back into place. But this, I held onto. Now, I turned it over and over in my fingers. “Hell, Tanja,” I said, speaking aloud in the darkness and listening to the way my own voice echoed off the high ceilings. “We’re both in a fine mess now. I’m sorry. I meant to save you, but I don’t even know if you’re still alive.”
Then, a thought came to mind. Tanja had given me this amulet because – or so she’d said – she sensed that I would need it. Maybe that had been a lie. Maybe she knew she was heading into trouble and wanted a lifeline just in case she found it.
But maybe it hadn’t been a lie. Aage said she had linked the amulet to me so that she could render aid if I needed it. Freya knows I need it now. “Tanja, if you can hear me, I’m lost and alone. My light has gone out. I don’t know if my friends are coming. If there’s anything you can do, I need your help.”
I sat for a moment in darkness and sighed. So much for that.
But then, all at once, a dim blue light appeared before me, growing brighter and brighter until the entire passage was illuminated.
I swallowed at what I saw. A thin green moss lay underfoot, and overhead minerals in the ceiling caught the light, twinkling like stars in a night sky. The witch’s words came back to me. You are a child of steel and stone, who walks on mossy paths under starlit skies.
I laughed out loud and pressed the amulet to my lips. “Thank you, Tanja. Thank you!”
I heard, faint as a whisper, the old woman’s voice in my thoughts. Hurry, Liss. I don’t know how long I can hold it.
I didn’t need a second urging. I grabbed up the torch, ruined though it probably was, and my pack, and raced forward. The blue glow preceded me, lighting my path as I ran. Down I went, deeper and deeper into the belly of the caves. The moss grew heavy here, and now and then I found pale, almost translucent, vegetation. A little further on, I came across a patch of luminescent mushrooms.
I had the feeling that I was close, now. Very close. I could hear a faint murmur of water, like a lazy stream making its way over an easy bed.
I kept running, grateful for the moss underfoot that deadened the sound of my footfalls. My breath came hard as I went, for the air was heavy with moisture, and an earthy smell.
The cave floor began to level off, the incline decreasing as it went. In the distance I could see the stone walls took on a different nature. The naturally uneven surface seemed to have been flattened somehow.
I slackened my pace. I’d never been this deep in the caves. I’d found mass burial chambers piled high with goblin bones in higher levels. But they’d been natural spaces.
This was something else entirely. These walls had been smoothed by tools. Rough tools, to judge by the marks and imperfections still upon the face of the wall. But still, they’d been wrought by hand.
I wondered whose hand, and for what purpose.
Ahead of me I saw a great, smooth wall, and in its face was carved a tall door and many faux windows. In some of these niches grew the same luminescent mushrooms I’d seen before. They cast the wall in a strange glow, blue in places, and purple and green in others, depending on the color of the plant from which the light sprung.
I walked slowly now, keeping a careful eye on my path. The light led toward this strange shrine-like structure, and I followed.
I peered into the darkness beyond the aperture. I could see more mushrooms, and a few odd points of light. Swallowing hard, I stepped through.
And then, very suddenly, the light vanished. I barely stifled a shout of alarm.
“Tanja,” I hissed, pulling the amulet from my pocket. “Tanja, the light. I need the light.”
But the light was gone and did not return. For a long moment, I stood rooted in place, desperation clutching at my breast. I’d gone further from my friends, deeper into these damned caverns. I had no idea where I was myself, and I’d been here before. How could I hope for help from them now?
I glanced backward at the long way I’d come, and the sporadic patches of light from the luminescent vegetation. I glanced forward, and in a moment made up my mind to keep going. At least on the way ahead the lights were more plentiful. I might be able to make out a path.
I supposed Tanja’s strength had failed her. But if Tanja had led me here, this must be the way to find her. I couldn’t give up now. Not when I had some faint glimmer of hope that I might find her. Not when her strength was fading, and she might have only minutes left.
So I went on as quickly as the dimness would allow. The chamber into which I’d stepped seemed enormous. My footsteps were again dampened by a thick carpet of some mossy substance, and I moved with a bit less fear of discovery.
In the faint blue and green and purple light, I saw a high ceiling carved into the stone. It looked something like the ribbed vault ceiling of a cathedral, with bands of stone arcing this way and that, bracing the stone behind it. Except the ribs were decorative here, carved out of the rock the same as the stone behind it.
The details were very faint in the dim light, and I could not tell if once the ceiling had been painted, or if age and water had discolored it. There was some darker color behind the ribs, though I could not say what it was.
As I delved deeper inside, I noticed something curious. I’d already seen that the mushrooms grew more plentifully here. Now I saw that this was no accident. The way forward was lined with pillars, and in these pillars, some hand had carved planters. And in the planters, some hand – perhaps the same hand that had carved them – had grown these mushrooms.
Now, no doubt centuries after they’d first been planted, the mushrooms still thrived, and lit the room in the strange, colorful light I’d seen already.
But it wasn’t just along the pillars. Little clusters of mushrooms grew at intervals along the walls. At first, I could see nothing more than that they were there, and no clue as to why. But as I went deeper into the chamber, I could make out niches, like the ones I’d seen on the outside of the chamber. But these were not empty faux windows.
Inside these niches stood large, grotesque statues of manlike creatures with grim features and twisted backs.
I felt a shiver run up my spine. Goblins. Larger than life, more hideous, somehow, when wrought in stone and metal, the way was lined with stone and iron likenesses of goblins. Whether goblin hands had crafted them, or men had been taken and pressed into their service, I could not say.
But the work was very good. I found my feet drawn from the path, toward one of the larger figures, who occupied a niche some two or three times as great as the others. He was clad in the rough scales of goblin mail, a long, cruel sword in one hand and a short, curved knife in the other. Behind him, set a little way back in the stone, were two other figures, one a female goblin and another a small male.
The female had fair features, in the way of goblins, anyway. Her nose was not so twisted, her eyes not so grim, her spine a little straighter. The child –  I supposed he was a boy – was ugly enough, though not so ugly as his father. He had, preserved in that eternal stone, a youthfulness to his form, and a gentleness to his face.
I glanced down at the plate by their feet. I don’t know why. I cannot read either runes or goblin speech. But I found myself curious about this grim family. I didn’t know much about goblins, it was true, except that they lived underground and were fierce in battle, and cruel in victory. I knew that they ate the flesh of men and beasts alike, and that they would take prisoners and force them into bondage if they had needs that their own workers could not supply.
But I did not suppose they had, or once had had, craftsman and great kings.
The plate bore inscriptions in the goblin tongue, as I’d guessed. This was a strange language, like the words of man, but somehow, not. The spoken word sounded nothing like the common speech. Its tones were deeper and more guttural, and at the same time higher. I’d heard it described as the screech of a cat combined with the growl of a wolf, and it seemed an apt summation.
The written word borrowed characters from our own alphabet, or so said the scholars. But they were written like the scribbles of a child, so that they bore little resemblance to whatever match they might have in our language.
This dedication, though, was written in more than one language. First and foremost, were the scribbles of goblin speech. Under this came runes in the ancient language of men. And then, carved in smaller scripts, were four lines. Three, I could not decipher, for they were in tongues unknown to me.
But the fourth, I could. It was a variant of the common language.
Tyle erthe and hevene fayl, recall kyndly King G’shal
Fynest among kinges, and T’orel his son, lyttle lorde
And Frey the fayr, loved best of all folke
Disfygured bi treachery, but not forgotten bi sons of erthe.
This I took to read, “Until earth and heaven fail, recall properly King G’shal, finest among kings; and T’orel his son, little lord. And Frey the fair, loved best of all folk. Disfigured by treachery, but not forgotten by sons of earth.”
I could glean no more, though it seemed some of the other inscriptions went on longer. Whether they said the same or added details absent from this account, I could only guess. Nor did I know what it meant. I had not heard of these goblin chiefs and knew nothing of their internal wars.
And I had no time to look for meaning, or even to guess at it. As much as I wanted to linger and study these strange faces, with their twisted, almost human, features, I could not.
I turned to go but froze. Behind the statues, lost almost in their shadow, I beheld three slabs set into the stone, each carved with a different rune. Burials. These ancient goblins are buried here.
I understood, now, the strange almost temple-like nature of this place. This was not a gallery of kings, but a place of burial. I’d reached the heart of the goblin catacombs. There were no mass graves here, as there were in other chambers. This is where great kings and their families rested.
It was where, I supposed, that shaman Tanja had written about probably lay. But I did not have time to seek him out among the many figures carved in stone or wrought in iron here. I did not have time to wonder if, somewhere, there were still goblins who remembered kings like this one, and carved great wonders far beneath the earth. I did not have time to consider why, if not, they had fallen into the squalor and misery I’d seen in the goblin holds I had visited.
I knew that I was on the right track, but time was pressing. I turned from the trio of statues and set my feet again on the path through the catacombs.




Chapter Twenty-Five

I emerged at the far end of the great chamber through an equally large door. Here I understood the strange orange twinkles I’d only glimpsed before.
There were torches in the distance. My heart beat faster at the sight, as much from fear as gladness. Tanja had led me where I needed to go.
But it meant the necromancer was near at hand. It meant I was stepping into his domain; into an area he knew well and I knew not at all.
I drew my blade now and crept forward. It was darker here than it had been in the great catacomb. The mushrooms that had lit my path there were fewer and further between here, growing naturally rather than planted. Or so it seemed by the scattered way they grew.
I could hear sounds, faint and faraway. The murmur of a stream, slow and gentle, caught my ear again. It sent a shiver down my back. I knew that sound. I’d heard it in those awful dreams I’d had.
I heard something else, too: something that made the hairs on the nape of my neck stand on end. It seemed to be the low moan of a woman, soft and steady, a plaintive wail of despair.
Tanja.
I made my way down a winding stair of stone, keeping to patches of shadow and picking my footing gingerly. But for all my caution, I moved quickly. The terrain here seemed to be a blend of natural stone and deliberate workmanship. Now and then little huts appeared, carved into the face of the wall.
The first, its door gaping blacker than night, put my heart in my throat. But when I realized it was empty, the next gave me less of a fright. They’d been empty, I supposed for many long years. This must have been a goblin city, for the deeper I advanced, the more frequent the dwellings. Indeed, homes were carved into rocks wherever they jutted out, and all along the walls. Sometimes, they were stacked three or four high, with thin stairs etched into the rock face, or iron fasteners secured to the stone where old, long decayed ladders had once stood.
As I progressed, the homes grew larger and larger. Structures of hewn stone began to pop up on smoothed platforms. The remnants of ancient landscaping popped up here and there. I’d see a garden of mushrooms and luminescent vegetation, or planters with some sorry, translucent plant, sometimes withered and sometimes still flourishing in its meager environment.
The pinpoints of orange light I’d spotted earlier became clearer. I saw torches on the face of a great building, some several stories high. And from its windows came an orange light, like the light of a fire.
That, I decided, must be where the necromancer made his lair.
My palms were sweating, and my brow slicked with moisture. All of a sudden, the wisdom of my plan seemed less sure. What if he had henchman here? What if he had magical traps, or guards?
Guards I might be able to handle, if I spotted them before they found me, and if I were not too greatly outnumbered.
But magic? Without Idun or one of the other mages to warn me, I’d blunder blindly into any traps or snares the necromancer had cast.
I laid my hand on the amulet in my pocket, and whispered, “Tanja, if there’s anything along the way, anything magical I mean, I can’t see it. I need your help to get by it, if it’s there.”
I didn’t know if she was still in a fit state to hear me, much less help me. But it seemed worth the try.
I crept forward again, making my way for the great building. It loomed larger and larger as I approached, and I kept to the shadows. I walked softly and slowly, for the carpet of moss had ended in the catacombs. Now, I tread on solid stone, and I did not want an ill-judged step to give me away to the madman beyond.
At length I reached the building. It must have been four or five stories tall, I thought, and spanned a great distance. I wondered what it had been. A palace, I suppose. Some kind of goblin palace.
What an incongruous notion that was: goblins in palaces. If I’d had more time, I would have turned my mind to it, and explored what I could. This city was a marvel in its own way. I’d never heard of such a thing: a great city of goblins, with palaces and catacombs and pretty things.
Goblins lived in caves, squatting in their own reek. Everyone knew that. And yet here was evidence that some goblins lived differently, or at least had once.
What it meant, I didn’t know. And I didn’t have time to think on it. I crept up a great ramp, some fifty stone steps high. My heart stayed in my mouth the entire time, for the way was completely open.
The city seemed deserted. But if there were sentries cleverly concealed somewhere about the area, I would be spotted – and vulnerable to any ranged attack they might launch, be it magical or of the more standard variety.
But I made it to the top of the steps without incident and ducked under the shadow of one of the great, carved pillars that lined the terrace. I waited there for a long moment, listening intently. I could hear nothing beyond the quiet intake and exhale of my breath, and the distant wailing I had heard before.
Poking my head around the pillar, I peered into the palace. The doorway – there was no door – loomed large, in a great arch. Beyond it I saw rooms of white stone, and the warm glow of fires. But I saw neither shadow nor sight of any living thing.
So carefully, gingerly, I crept to the door and stepped over the threshold.
No pillar of lightning smote me down, so I assumed either that there had been no trap set here, or Tanja had disarmed it for my benefit. I slunk into a great vestibule. Aged stone benches lined the walls, and pillars ran from the antechamber to a great hall beyond. These were like the ones I’d seen outside, tall and carved with figures of dragons and goblins, of vine and tree. They stood from floor to ceiling and were so wide I did not think I would be able to wrap my arms around them and have my hands meet on the other side.
The hall beyond – a great hall, I thought – stretched long and stood tall. At the far end upon a dais of stone sat two gilded thrones. The pillars held up a ceiling of ornately carved stone. In the center of the ceiling, a gem gleamed with the same warm light I’d noticed earlier, that I’d taken to be hearth fire.
Not a fire, then. More of those mountain stones, perhaps? I couldn’t say. The color here was different than the one we’d found in Tanja’s secret workshop, but whether that was a product of the stone or the nature of the spell Aage cast, I didn’t know. Nor did it particularly matter.
To my eye, the room was too bright, the spaces too open. Even if I ran from pillar to pillar, anyone at any corner of the room would catch sight of me.
I glanced around, backward and forward and to each of the sides. Off the main hall, I saw passages. They seemed miniscule by comparison to the height and width of this chamber, but in truth they stood taller than most homes above ground. Njál would have found them comfortable and spacious to traverse.
Here the walls were painted in bright colors, though time had dulled them. I turned to the side, heading for the nearest of these ways. I didn’t know where I was going, and I had no clue what the layout of this palace might be.
But I did know my destination was dark, with water nearby. I’d seen that in my visions. If it was in the palace at all – and I didn’t know that it was – it seemed to me that I needed to get somewhere dark and near water.
The great hall certainly did not fit the bill. But a cellar, perhaps? Now that might be exactly what I needed. And if not, if the palace proved a dead end, and I needed to search somewhere beyond this great house…well, I wouldn’t know until I ruled it out.
So I made for one of the side passages, ducking low and running as quietly as I could. If there was a cellar here, I thought, and the layout followed anything like above ground dwellings, it would likely be accessible from humbler areas. Servants would need access, but visitors would not.
So I hurried down the way, barely noticing the frescoes I passed. Again, I wished I could linger, and take in more of the strange wonders around me.
But I kept on, slowing my pace when I left grand sitting rooms and great, spacious chambers. When the frescoes ended, and the stone sat naked and unadorned; where the rooms shrank, and the décor – if it existed at all – was humbler, I turned a more careful gaze to my surroundings.
There was not much in the way of furniture here. I passed a few rotten lumps of wood that had once been divans or tables. But years and moisture had long since ruined their original design. What remained was the stone – stone benches, and stone tables.
Some of the rooms seemed to have been well preserved, or else recently cleaned. I could not tell which at a glance, and I didn’t linger long enough to find out. Others, though, were black with age, and overgrown with mold or mossy substances.
The passages grew dark, too, as I followed the periphery of the palace, turning as the passage turned by the corners of the building. I began to wonder if I should have taken a different way. It seemed no one regularly visited this section of the palace, and I could find no evidence that anyone had even been here, much less that Tanja had come this way.
But after the second turn, when I began to head back toward the great hall from the other side, I saw light again. It was near, and I took care that my steps were soft as I went. The black mold grew sparser. I saw white stone again, clean and fresh. Somebody had cleaned the place for habitation, then. I supposed they must have cleaned the great hall, and the passages I’d first entered, too.
The light seemed to be coming from a room down one of the side halls, and I turned in that direction. I stood for a long moment at the doorway. There were no doors here, nor had I encountered any so far. Still, before I crossed the threshold, I peered inside, taking in all that I could.
Here, a fire blazed, bright and red in a large hearth. Herbs and meat hung from racks and hooks in the ceiling, and I saw pots and sacks of supplies in a larder on the opposite side of the room. Here, for the first time, I saw a wooden table in pristine condition, and a set of chairs around it.
But even more promising was the stairwell at the far corner of the room, leading down, down, into a deep blackness.
I heard no sounds but the crackle of a fire. Smells were more plentiful. I could smell the wood smoke, and the pungency of the herbs. I could smell something sweet and floral, or perhaps fruity. I could smell food cooking, too.
That, I supposed, was the pot on the fireside. Some kind of stew, if I judged rightly. My stomach growled, but I ignored it. Even if I had time to eat, I’d not eat from a necromancer’s kitchen.
Instead, I took a deep breath and crossed the threshold, again fearing what might happen. Nothing did, so I moved quickly for the stairs.
Then, I froze as a voice cried out, “Who are you?”




Chapter Twenty-Six

I spun for the speaker, my blade at the ready. But I froze at the sight of her. She was a little woman, bent with age, huddling on the far side of the hearth. Her skin was oddly discolored, and her gray hair was pulled back under a headscarf.
She cried out again at the sight of my sword, covering her face with her hands. “Please, don’t hurt me. It’s Isak you’ve come for, not me.”
I blinked at her words. The name sounded familiar. “Isak? Who are you?”
“I’m Bodil. You’ve come to help me, haven’t you? To save me from him?”
“Bodil?” My eyes widened, and I lowered the blade. “Bodil Isakdatter?”
She nodded. “Yes. That is what I was called before…well, before it all.”
I stared at her, at the long lines in her wizened face, at the purplish color in her cheeks, and the bluish green under her eyes. “But…I thought they said you died?”
Bodil raised a hand to her face, not in fear this time, but, it seemed, in despair. “Five years ago. Five long years. Did you not know? Isn’t that why you are here? To save me from that madman?”
I licked my lips, trying to keep up. I was talking, apparently, to a dead woman. And yet she was very much alive. Alive, and talking to me. My brain struggled to parse that particular conundrum. “You…you said the madman was Isak? Is he…your son, then?”
She nodded. “Of course. Named after my father.”
That was simpler, and easier to follow. “I see. And you say you died. Then…Isak must be the necromancer?”
She stared at me. “Did you not know? Isn’t that why you are come?”
“No,” I said honestly, glancing back at the stairs. “I am come to rescue Tanja.”
“The old witch?” I turned back toward her, and she moaned pitiably. “Oh, you do not come a minute too late. He tortures her cruelly.”
“Tortures?” I blinked. “Why does he torture her?”
“I don’t know. Oh, Odin, I don’t know. I don’t know why he does half of what he does. He says it is for me. But Odin knows, I’ve begged him to stop, to let me die again. To stop raiding the tombs.”
My mind seized on this last tidbit. “So it is him? He’s the one who has been digging up the graves around Eerie?”
She nodded. “Yes. He’s been doing it for years, although he’s gotten careless lately. Which is how Tanja – the old woman – found him. Oh, poor, poor soul.”
“What is he doing? Why torture her?”
“I don’t know,” she whimpered. “He does not tell me. Only that she has a power. A power that will mean he does not have to dig up graves anymore.”
“Why does he have to dig them up at all?”
“I don’t know,” she repeated. “It is something to do with the magic he cast, to bring me back. I don’t know the details. You must believe me. I only know that he needs new bones to sustain me, or else I shall die again. Or, at least return to death. But you must believe me, my dear: I don’t know the hows or whys.”
“I do believe you, Bodil.”
“Will you help me? Will you help me to get away? Please, I beg of you. I cannot endure anymore.”
“I will help you. But first, you must help me.”
“How?”
“Tell me where I can find Tanja.”
She nodded thoughtfully. “And then you will help me to escape? You promise?”
“I do.”
“Very well. Then I will take you to her.” She raised a bony finger to the steps. “You were headed in the right direction, you know. She is down here. He has…” She trembled violently. “A workshop. I can show you where it is.”
“Good. Take me to it, then.”
She took a torch from the wall and stooped at the fireside to light it. Then, with fearful, hesitating steps, she moved past me.
An odor followed her, at once sickly sweet and yet – not. She smelled like rot. She smelled like death. The sweetness, I realized, was perfume of some kind, probably an attempt to disguise the rotting. “You really were dead,” I said before I caught myself.
She glanced back at me. “Yes. As I told you. Come: it is this way.”
She descended the steps, torch in hand, and I followed warily, glancing behind us. I’d missed her, seated behind the far side of the fireplace as she’d been from my original vantage. I didn’t want to miss anything else – or anyone else.
Slipping my free hand into my pocket, I felt for the charm. Hold on, Tanja. I’m almost there.
“If you do not wish to live,” I wondered, “why does your son insist on keeping you alive?”
“I am all the family he has left,” she said. “He does not know how to live alone. He is not an evil boy, you know. But he is mad. Quite mad with fear. He does not care what he does to me. Not if it means he is not alone.
“You don’t know how long I have prayed that someone would discover my grave was empty and find me. Freya has heard me at last.”
“Well, I’m sorry you have suffered, Mother. I do not know much about your situation. Such magic is strange to me. But I will do all I can for you.”
She glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “You have a good heart. Tell me, child, what is your name?”
I didn’t have the opportunity to answer, though. The amulet in my hand had been growing warmer as I held it, and all of a sudden it blazed with a terrible fire. I dropped it back into my pocket and yanked my fingers away with a hiss of pain.
Bodil turned to look at me. “What’s wrong?”
“Nothing. Just, let’s go. Please.”
She studied me for a moment with worried eyes, but then turned again to the stairs. We went down, further and further. The blackness seemed to encircle us and swallow us up. The moaning, now, came louder. It echoed through the emptiness around us so that I could not tell if we were near or far.
“Where is this workshop?” I whispered.
“Down a ways, at the end of the stairs, in the depth of the cavern.”
I heard the river now too, and it sounded very much as it had in my dreams: soft and gentle, with a distant splashing and dripping. “That water, where is that? What is it?”
“The river runs down here. It runs through all the caves. But it runs through the cellars.”
“Is that what this is, then? The palace cellars?”
“Yes. You cannot see it now, but it’s a great cave. The great goblin house was built over it, and they used the caves underneath as cellars. That is why the stair is so long: to get to the bottom.”
We’d been walking for some way now, down, down, down into the blackness. I asked no more questions for a space, concentrating instead on the sounds all around me. My palms slicked, and the moist air formed a cool sweat over my face and back.
“What is your name, child?” Bodil wondered again. “What shall I call you?”
I hesitated. I could still feel the surge of heat in my hand, where Tanja’s amulet had scorched me. I didn’t know why. But the heat had died as soon as the topic dropped. It might have had nothing to do with the question. But if Tanja was warning me of some peril, well, I’d not ignore her. “Sellsword will do for now. Tell me, is your son down here?”
“I don’t know.”
I frowned. “You don’t know?”
“He was working when I saw him last. But when you found me, I was asleep. If he came up while I slept, I cannot say.”
“Ah.”
“Odin,” she said now, her voice soft and sad, “tell me you won’t hurt him. Not if you don’t have to. Promise me that, Sellsword?”
I sighed into the darkness, feeling a bit of a fool for my caution. What was in a name, after all? And why had I hesitated to share it with this poor old woman, as if in knowing my name she might cause me some harm. “I will do what I can to save him, Mother. And my name…well, my friends call me Liss.”
“Liss,” she said, and the word sounded very sweet on her lips. “It is a pleasure to meet you, Liss.”
“Likewise. Although, I wish the circumstances were better.”
She chuckled. “Watch your step, my dear. We’re very near the bottom, and these last stairs are steep.”
I turned my attention to the steps. By the dim light of her torch, I could see that they did indeed grow steeper here. They’d been carved out of the natural rock, and I supposed the builders had wrapped up the end of the staircase with what stone remained to work with.
When we came to the end, Bodil placed first one foot and then the other on the cavern floor, groaning as she shifted the weight on her old knees. “You know, I thought I had pains before I died. They’re nothing to the feeling of returning a few days after your body has started to break down.”
I shivered at the very thought. “Come, Mother. Take me to Tanja. I will save you both from this nightmare.”
She put a hand on my shoulder. “Bless you, my dear. This way.”
We walked in silence for a minute or two, the river growing louder. Tanja’s cries seemed to have ended, or else there was something preventing my hearing them.
The journey down the steps seemed to have wearied the old woman, for now she walked leaning on my shoulder. The smell of death sat heavy in my nostrils, but I could not draw away. Whatever the horrible form she’d been trapped in, this was still a woman of flesh and blood, a person condemned to this hellish fate out of some misguided sense of love. “How much further?”
“Just a little way, now.” We went on for another minute or so. Then, she said, “He will hear my approach. I must call out to him, so that he does not know anything is amiss.”
I nodded. “Do what you must.”
“Isak? Where are you? Are you sleeping again?”
A heavy murmur sounded somewhere very close at hand, it seemed. “Mother?”
“Yes, it’s me.” Bodil tapped my shoulder, pointing to a kind of divider made of stone and ancient barrels. In a low whisper, she said, “He’s just past there. Him and the witch. He keeps her there for his experiments.”
I nodded, surveying her. She leaned heavily against a column of stone, and now passed a hand over her face. “Wait here, Mother Bodil. Rest, and I will go on.”
She nodded, and I moved forward slowly, quietly. I could hear the shuffling of feet just out of view. A sleepy voice asked, “What’s the matter? Is it time for your meal?” I shivered. It was the same voice I’d heard in my visions, though then it had been full of malice.
“No, not for an hour yet,” Bodil answered behind me. “I came to check on you, that’s all.”
“Ah. She has not budged. But her strength is fading. It won’t be long now.”
I’d reached the stone that separated us, and I poked my head to peer past it. I saw a man, tallish and broad-shouldered, drawing himself out of a low seat by an even lower fire. And not far away, bound on a bed of stone lay Tanja. I could see the red stain, almost black in this light, where she’d been pierced by the spear. She lay terribly still, as still as death. For half a moment, I wondered if I’d come too late. But I saw the gentle rise and fall of her chest. She was breathing still.
Far in the distance, the glimmer of his fire danced on the calm surface of a gently moving body of water. The quiet hum of a stream told me what I was looking at.
All was as Bodil had described it. I clutched my blade, waiting as Isak turned toward Tanja.
I remembered the old woman’s words, and her plea to show mercy if I could. I gritted my teeth. Tanja lay bleeding and suffering because of this man. Whatever his powers, I could only guess. But he had the power at least to raise the dead. My safest course of action would be to spring and slay him before he was any wiser.
And yet, I’d given my word. As far as I knew, he’d taken no life so far. He’d defiled the graves of the dead and would have killed the old woman if left to his own devices. But Knut could deal with him. I’d spare him if I could, as I’d promised.
I drew in a breath. There lay about five steps at full sprint between me and him. I’d need to cover that ground before he knew I was there. If I did, I might be able to deliver a blow to the head that would knock him out cold.
It might kill him, too. I didn’t plan to go easy on his skull. But he’d have a better chance of survival this way than if I ran him through. And that was the best I could do, if I meant to save Tanja and Bodil, to say nothing of not sacrificing myself for naught.
I lifted onto the balls of my feet and sprang.
At the same time a voice, loud and clear, rang out behind me. “Isak, defend yourself. Liss, I command you to submit.”
I found myself frozen for half a moment in place. My mind raced. The voice had been Bodil’s. I did not understand. I did not understand her words, or how suddenly my legs had stopped working.
Tanja all at once writhed on the bed, and I fell from the clutch of whatever power seized me. I stumbled but managed to stay on my feet.
“Dammit, you witch,” Bodil hissed. “You’ll pay for your meddling. Isak, kill this damned sellsword.”
The man, who had turned in the interval, stared with wide eyes. “Yes, Mother.” He drew a sword that hung at his side and advanced on me.
“What the hell?” I gasped, raising my blade to meet his.
Tanja continued to writhe, and Bodil’s voice came in hisses and curses. “Do not damage her heart. When she is a corpse, her heart and bones will sustain me until we break the witch.”
My skin crawled. I had the horrible realization that I’d been deceived, utterly deceived. The sweet old lady who had guided me down here was not a victim of Isak, but at best an active participant in his grim work.
I had the feeling, staring at the man in front of me, who wielded a blade but attempted no magical defense, that Bodil was more than that. “You’re not the necromancer,” I said to him. “She is.”
He made no reply, save to bridge the distance between us and swing his sword heavily for my head. Bodil laughed behind us. “Not so quick on the uptake, my dear? But you’ve figured it out at last.”
I ignored the old woman’s words to parry with her son. He was strong, devilishly strong, but had not much skill to his swordcraft. After dodging a few strikes, I had the feel for his fighting style. He would have done as well, I think, with a hammer or a mace. His method was to smash, and smash again, and again, hoping that one of his hits would land.
They didn’t, and by the fifth or sixth attempt, I saw an opening. Quick as lightning, I dove after his arm swept downward. He was drawing his blade back for another go. But he didn’t get the chance. I drove the point of my own sword between his ribs, in the front and out the back again.
He shuddered and writhed. But I’d pierced his heart, and in a moment, he slid from the blade, quite dead. The necromancer, meanwhile, shrieked. “Isak: you’ve killed Isak. I’ll tear the skin from your bones, you goblin spawn.”
I ignored the words, running to Tanja’s side. Her hands were bound with rope, and I slipped my knife from its sheath and cut the bonds. Once her hands and feet were free, I slipped the gag from her mouth.
“Help me,” she croaked. “I will keep her at bay. Help me get out of here.”
I glanced behind us. Bodil had rounded the stone barrier and leaned over her fallen son now. She turned her eyes to us at Tanja’s words. “You will never leave, you old witch. You will cooperate, whether I have to break every bone in your body first or not. And you…”
She turned a fierce gaze in my direction. “You will beg for death before I am finished with you.”
“Your son is dead,” I said, “let us go in peace, or I will kill you – for good, this time.”
Bodil’s eyes flashed, and she began to chant. Her voice echoed like rolling thunder off the ceiling and walls all around us. The chamber began to rumble and tremble.
“Hurry,” Tanja said. Her voice was hoarse, not much more than a whisper. “I don’t know how long I can shield us from her power.”
I slipped the old woman’s arms over my neck and lifted her to her feet. She groaned at the movement, but pressed her eyes shut as if concentrating on something else.
Bodil’s voice grew deeper and more menacing. I moved around her, back in the direction that the stairs had been. She did not move to follow. “Light,” I said, “I need light, Tanja.”
The same orb that had guided me earlier reappeared, and the great cavern was cast in a bluish light. I moved forward, keeping as far from the necromancer and her fallen son as I could. I’d nearly reached the edge of the far rocks when the floor shuddered so violently that I staggered, only just catching my footing before I and Tanja faceplanted.
Then, to my eternal horror, a long groan came from Isak’s body. And in the next minute, he got to his feet again.
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Chapter Twenty-Seven

We’d retraced our steps until we found the right path again. Liss had found a path covered in lichens and mosses, and here and there we found evidence that she’d passed in the disturbance of that growth.
The sight gladdened my heart. It meant that she was alive, or had been when she’d passed this way, anyway. And it meant that we were again on her trail.
We walked as fast as we could without losing the path. The caverns seemed to me endless, and their downward descendant even worse. I did not turn my thoughts to what a job we would have of getting out of here, because I was not sure that we would. But the idea still loomed in my mind now and again.
The climb would be painful.
And still, the way went down. It must have been some hours before it finally leveled out. Our first hint of change was the appearance of strange vegetation, some of it that seemed to glow with an internal light source.
“Curious,” Aage muttered as we first passed mushrooms that glimmered with a blue light. “I did not know this strain was native to the region.”
On we went, past great piles of goblin bones and mass burial chambers. “These must be the catacombs,” Njál said. “How many generations of goblins were buried here, I wonder?”
“I don’t know. But hopefully all of them.”
The floor at last seemed to be carpeted in moss and lichens, and to end its downward descent. “We must have reached the bottom,” Aage said. “Which means we should find Liss soon. Liss, and Tanja.”
“And the necromancer,” I reminded him.
“Yes, whoever he is. But I do not fear him. Whatever his power, against three university wizards? I do not think he will fare as well as he hopes.”
We pressed onward with renewed energy at that thought and came suddenly into a great open space. At the far end, I saw what seemed to be a kind of temple. “What in Odin’s name is this?” I wondered.
Aage had no answer, though, nor did Njál. So we advanced. Here and there, scuffs showed us that we were still on the right track. But Aage’s footsteps slowed, and when we reached the temple, they came to a halt.
He studied the wall for a long moment. “It has the look of an ancient temple, but I do not know what it is doing down here. But come, we must move on.”
We did, but only until we crossed the threshold. Here again his steps were arrested. “Odin’s beard. What is this place?”
“Does it matter?” I asked.
“It might.” He moved to one side, drawn, it seemed, to the niches that lined the walls.
I glanced at the exit. It was only a little ways away, and yet, so far. But Liss was there, somewhere. I followed after Aage. “We cannot linger, Master Wizard. Liss needs us.”
“I know. But this place…” He trailed off, frowning at a stone form set in the niche.
I shivered at the sight. It was crooked and bent, its nose twisted and its hands gnarled and covered in warts. “Who would carve statues of goblins?”
“Goblins,” Aage answered, and there was something like amazement in his tone. “This inscription: it reads, ‘Here lies G’rish, First a prince among men, then a servant among goblins. A better trade no man has ever made.’”
I frowned. “What does that mean?”
“I don’t know. But…well, no one knows how goblins came into being. There are tales in the oldest texts. Tales that say they were men, once. Men who were cursed, for some treachery, some sources say, or cowardice, others tell. And still others say it was vengeance and jealousy.”
“Cursed by who?”
“Elves, or men, or wizards from the far north. By Odin himself.” Aage shook his head. “No one knows, though there have been many stories.”
“This G’rish,” Njál wondered, “does this mean that he really was a man?”
“Perhaps. Or perhaps he was a lord over men. In their day, the goblins had many powerful and feared warriors.”
I shivered. My experience with goblins was limited. They still existed in these reaches, but living as wild animals might, holed up in caves and making off with villagers to work in their evil projects – or just to eat, when the winters grew cold enough, or the hunting poor enough. I did not like to think of a day when once they might have ruled men, rather than huddled in their filthy holes.
“There are many tombs here,” Njál observed. “These must be the catacombs of princes.”
“Yes. I have never seen such catacombs. I have read tales of them, from long, long ago, when men took over such strongholds, and pulled the statues down and burned the remains.
“But I did not know if they were true. Now it seems they must be.” He shook his head. “I do not know how so much has existed so long out of sight with the university so near. Odin knows what we shall learn, when we have the chance to study these caves properly.”
“But in the meantime,” I reminded him, “we must press on.”
He nodded, albeit it reluctantly. “You are right. You are right, Idun. Though I think I could stay here for a month and not be satisfied. Yet we must go.”
I began drawing away with some speed, hoping my haste would press him to do the same. It did not. He headed toward the end of the catacombs, but with slow steps and a wandering eye.
We’d crossed about half of the chamber when the floor underneath us seemed to tremble. I stopped short. “What was that?”
“I don’t know,” Njál said. “But I felt it too. Like a rumble in the stone.”
Aage nodded and opened his mouth to speak. But before he could, the floor trembled again, this time more violently.
“What in Hel’s name is going on?”
“I don’t know,” the old man said, “but I don’t like it. At best, it’s an earth shake. And you don’t want to be deep in caverns during an earth shake.”
“That’s best?” I blinked. The idea of being buried alive seemed like a worst-case scenario to me.
“Yes. If the disturbance is not natural, that means it’s supernatural. And it isn’t Liss creating it.”
I nodded. That was true enough. “Shit. We need to find her.”
“Agreed. Come, let us move.”
We ran, now, for the exit. The trembling grew, until the floor bucked underneath us. Once, I lost my footing, and had to pick myself up. I could feel blood trickling down my knee where it had impacted. But now was not the time to worry about that.
We’d nearly reached the far end of the gallery when a final, terrible rumble shook the chamber. Chunks of rock fell from the ceiling overhead, and I clutched a nearby pillar to keep my balance.
Then all was still. I breathed again. “What in-”
A new sound interrupted me. This was not the deep rumble of moving earth. It was the sound of shattering stone, and scratching hands. I had no idea what was happening, but every hair on my body seemed to stand on end. I threw a wild glance about me.
All around, the statues we’d seen teetered and shattered. Stone sarcophagus lids splintered.
And from the niches and nooks, from the floor all around us and the raised platforms, bony hands reached out, and eyeless skulls raised.
“He’s raising the dead,” Aage said. “The necromancer is summoning the dead of this place. Run!”




Chapter Twenty-Eight

If ever I heard a sound more hideous than the clacking of goblin bones along stone, I could not recall at the moment. All around us, the princes of ancient goblindom had dragged themselves out of their coffins. Now, they converged on our position.
Tall goblins, as tall as men, and short goblins, small as children; whole skeletons, their bones working in tandem by some hideous magic, and partial skeletons, animated by the same fell power, clattered and crashed toward us. One great monster, his bones still clad in mail, had an axe lodged into the plate of his skull.
Strings of tissue remained on some, and leathery skin, preserved by some trick of stone and time, covered others. But most were naught but bones.
I could not tell which horrified me the most: the dead eye sockets, empty and hollow in skulls bleached white by time? Or the shriveled remains and rotted eyes of others?
But for all that, they seemed to be able to see, or at least to know where we were. It must, I supposed, have been some magical ability. A magic that could bind bones without ligament or muscle could give a sense of direction or confer the ability to target. Couldn’t it?
But the mystery of the spell mattered less than our survival. So, though the thought played out in the periphery of my mind, I focused on my own spellweaving. I let my mind feel the energy around me and drew to myself the power of air.
My companions seemed to have the same idea. Njál drew two blades, one of which glowed with a red flame and the other a blue. Aage’s hands glowed with a purple light, and he turned once to take in the entire throng.
“I think it’s safe to assume they mean to fight.”
Njál nodded. “I had the same feeling.”
I gritted my teeth. “Me too.”
“Then let us preempt them.”
Somewhere, one of the goblins must have grown impatient to reach us, because an arrow whizzed past my head. It hit a pillar behind me and splintered into fragments. His weapons were old, but I knew well enough that that weathered arrow could still have killed, had it hit its intended mark.
I didn’t wait longer. I turned in the direction of the projectile and let sweep a blast of hurricane winds. It left a greater clattering of bones and shrieking of voices – voices that had no natural source – in its wake. Some of the bodies had been torn limb from limb, and left bones here and there. Others had splintered, leaving a torso and head in one spot, or a leg over there, and so on.
The goblin with the axe in his head was blasted in two. His lower body disintegrated, but the top remained intact. His dead legs, the bones separated this way and that, remained stationary. But instead of walking toward us, he crawled, pulling himself by his arms.
All around, others did the same thing. Here, a hand and half a torso dragged its way toward us. There, a headless body moved for us. On the other side of the destruction, a cluster of leg bones twitched as if trying to work their way toward us but lacking the requisite parts for movement.
I think I yelped. This scene, grim and horrible as it had already been, seemed to be getting worse by the moment.
Beside me, Njál had moved for a swift running bone man. With twin swords, he sliced the creature at the neck and torso. Its head rolled off, and so did the torso. But the arms pulled the headless rib cage forward, and the legs sprinted on.
He struck again, severing the pelvic bone. The right side teetered over, and that leg lay flailing. The other hopped forward, until he again attacked, this time severing the knee joint – or what would have been a joint, in a fresher specimen.
The torso he handled with his boots. First one hand and then the other were crushed beneath his heels. The arm bones and ribs met the same fate a moment later, until they lay scattered and separated.
Aage, meanwhile, had captured a great leathery goblin in a swirl of purple mist. The creature flailed and struggled, but to no avail. Aage lifted him, guiding the mist with his hands. The goblin flew into his peers to the right and then back again to the left. Backward and forward he went, bashing and smashing like a great, mummified war hammer.
I turned my attention back to my own battle. The fragments of bone were regrouping, and some moved with an alacrity that made my skin crawl. One particularly quick set of finger bones dragged a hand behind it. I could not guess what a single bony hand might do.
But I surely did not want to find out. I sent another blast of wind, and another, and yet another, until the bones lay battered and broken one from the other.
Shrieks and howls filled the cavern as we fought. But as the creatures died – or, perhaps I should say, returned to death – they did so with a whimper, like sighing wind moving through summer grass.
I could not say if it was a soul returning to peace, or a last gasp of breath, or a cry of sorrow. It seemed at once none of these things and all of them. Or perhaps, surrounded by dead and rotting attackers, my fancy got the better of me.
Eventually, we cleared the room, and all that remained was old bone and broken bodies. Aage drew in a long breath and straightened his back. “Well. That was certainly a first in my lifetime. Come on. If the necromancer is raising the dead, there is trouble afoot. We must find Lissette before it is too late.”
I didn’t need a second urging. We moved as if the bone hoard was again on our heels, flying along the mossy stone to the exit.
We stepped out into another rock chamber, this much larger than the first, and scattered in boulders of great size and variety of shape. Away in the distance, lights twinkled and beckoned. At hand, though, there was only stone and a long staircase.
We descended, our footsteps ringing out loudly as we went. I could hear a faraway shrieking. Now and again, a rumble like thunder would pass through the chamber, and the stone underfoot would tremble and sway.
We came upon a city, very suddenly it seemed. It sprang out of the mess of rocks with almost no warning, and all at once we were among habitations. Homes had been carved into the larger boulders and build with great stone blocks. Some were small and squat, and others large and surprisingly grand. Facades and faux pillars lined the fronts of some medium dwellings, and real pillars supported grand entryways on others.
I noticed all of this quickly, for Aage still lit our path with a blazing white light and I could take it in at a glance. I wasn’t worried about the light. This would be no stealth mission. But the fact that we’d been attacked in the catacombs indicated that stealth was no longer an option anyway.
And it proved just as well that he cast the cavern in light. For as we ran, the dead rose to greet us. A bony figure crawled out of an old well. Another scaled the side of a deep pit, popping its grim head up and hissing as we raced past.
A handful of skeletal warriors blocked our path, clad in mail and wielding ancient weapons. “Look to those behind us,” Aage called. “I will handle these.”
Njál and I did as we were bid. The creature from the well hobbled toward him on a shattered leg, and the skeleton from the bottom of the ravine came for me. I shuddered when I saw that this was no skeleton, and no goblin. These were the remains of a man of the North. Probably not a law-abiding man, I thought. He was clad in the simple raiment of a peasant or farmer, of rough fabric and dark color, but wielded a shining blade he’d pulled from a gilded scabbard. Either this was a princely inheritance from days of yore, or – and more probably – it was an illegal acquisition. And quite probably one he’d paid for with his life, forcing him to hide in these caverns from which he’d never emerge again.
Not alive, anyway.
I shivered and loosed a fireball. Fire engulfed him, wrapping him in a searing cloak. Still, screeching through the flame, he moved forward. I let loose another and another, until he stumbled to the ground a few yards from our position, not much more than a smoldering husk of a man.
I stood there panting for a few seconds, until the horrible reek hit me. Then, I clasped a hand over my mouth, and tried to stop myself from gagging.
Aage turned around, now, having dispatched of his own foes. Seeing that Njál and I had done the same, he nodded briskly. “There’s more coming. Do you hear them?”
Above the crashing of my pulse in my ears, I could make out the sounds of bony feet on stone. They seemed to be coming from far away to the left, in the heart of the city. “Yes.”
“We don’t have much time. They move fast. If we stay and fight, who knows how many more will find us. We need to get to Liss.”
“Where is she? She could be anywhere.”
“Perhaps. But I sense a tremendous power coming from the palace. Or, below it. Let us go there. And if I’m wrong, we will find a fortified room where we can make our stand.”
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Chapter Twenty-Nine

“Oh shit,” I called, staring at Isak as he advanced on us, “he’s alive again. What do I do, Tanja?”
“Kill him again. I have business with this one.”
I glanced back at the old woman who was clutching her side. But she gritted her teeth and pushed forward.
Bodil, meanwhile, was howling in anger, and I swallowed my fear. I couldn’t help Tanja until I took care of Isak, and so I focused on that. But it was easier said than done.
In life, he’d been more cautious and less hasty in his attacks. Now, he advanced with a speed that stunned me, swinging with long, heavy strikes in quick succession. He didn’t seem to care that blood still oozed from the wound in his chest, or that, a few moments earlier, a strip of steel had gone straight through his heart. He attacked with the vigor of a twenty-year-old. A frenzied twenty-year-old.
I found myself retreating, drawing him away from Tanja. He had gained nothing in skill in death, but it didn’t seem to do me much good. I stuck my blade through his chest, and though he howled, he did not stop.
Indeed, I had to duck under his blade to avoid a scalp trimming. Twice I ran him through, and twice I accomplished nothing more than renewing his fury.
“He won’t die. Tanja, he won’t die.”
Her call came as if through gritted teeth. “You can’t kill him as if he was really alive. You need to destroy him.”
Destroy him? What the hell does that mean? I didn’t trouble her with the question, though. The raging and rumbling all around me told me that she was at least as preoccupied as I was.
“I’ll destroy you,” Bodil threatened. “Both of you. You’ll repent what you’ve done to my boy.”
I moved quickly, adrenaline removing the weariness from my feet. Isak swung, growling in a low, guttural fashion. I sidestepped the strike and brought my blade down hard and swift against his neck. I felt it cut through skin and tissue and heard the crunch of bone. For a moment, he shivered.
Then, his head landed on the stone underfoot with a heavy, wet thud, and rolled off to the side. His body slumped down in place.
Bodil howled, and her voice rose loud and fell. The cavern trembled, and I turned to head back to Tanja’s side.
But Isak quivered, even as Bodil chanted. Her voice rose, and the headless body seemed to answer its call, contorting and rising. She hit a kind of crescendo, and the corpse stood, sword still in hand.
It came at me again, and I yelped. “Fuck. It’s alive again. Without a head.”
“Take its arms off.”
“Shut up,” Bodil screeched, and I heard Tanja cry out in pain.
I growled, my own anger mounting. For a moment, the thought of the old woman suffering at the hands of this wretched necromancer who had lied to me, who had used me, filled me with a fury and a hatred so terrible that I could think of nothing but vengeance.
I charged the headless man, and he swung his blade at me as if he still had eyes to see. I dodged and parried, and the clashing of steel rang out loud in the great cavern. Back and forth we went, swinging with all our might, until at last I had an opening.
I took it, aiming for his sword arm at the elbow joint. The noise was grim indeed as I carved my way through flesh and sundered bone. The sword clattered to the stone, still clutched in the dead hand.
The hand began to twitch on its own, but the body bent to seize the blade with the left hand.
I did not give it the opportunity. I cut again, leaving the second hand with the first, and kicked the blade aside. It clattered away.
Now, the hands advanced, crawling like grotesque spiders carrying bleeding, fleshy bodies. The corpse, too, moved forward. It had neither arms nor head, but it pursued me as I retreated.
For a moment, I was too horror struck to know how to respond. But then, reason returned. I hefted my blade up and swung at first one leg and then the other. Now Isak – or what remained of him – lay in a pool of blood, flailing quite harmlessly.
The hands yet clamored forward, but the fingers proved quite susceptible to stomping. So I handled them as I might the hideous spiders they resembled, crushing them underfoot as I ran past.
Bodil howled and shrieked, her cries filling the chamber with a deafening roar. A mix of threats and incantations poured from her lips.
I reached Tanja’s side a moment later. The old woman’s face was drawn. Deep furrows crossed her forehead, and her mouth set in a grimace. She and Bodil faced each other, the dead woman leaning forward, ranting and groaning with effort.
I felt suddenly very afraid. I’d been so preoccupied with Isak that I hadn’t realized how outmatched Tanja was. But she’d been held captive, tortured and abused. And all this time, she’d been guiding me, helping me, and resisting the necromancer’s persuasions. That she’d held out so long was impressive enough. But now, in the full face of Bodil’s wrath?
I drew the dagger from my belt and threw it at the necromancer. It was a good shot and should have hit her square between the eyes. But those eyes flashed, and the knife flew back toward me. I only just dodged before it hit. A moment later, I heard it impact the stone behind me, hard enough that the blade shattered. Fuck.
“Save…yourself…” Tanja said through gritted teeth. “I will hold her off.”
I blinked, glancing between my blade and the necromancer.
“Don’t…she’s too…powerful. Go. While you can.”
Bodil loosed a curse, and Tanja cried out. But though she swayed, she did not crumple. Instead, she pushed to her feet until she stood taller than she had a moment before. Now it was the necromancer’s turn to yelp.
I stood there, transfixed to the spot. I felt useless, utterly useless. This was a contest of sorcery, and I had no role to play. My blade craft had done what it could. But now this? I could only wait and see who prevailed or flee to safety. I had no other option.
I could not render aid to Tanja, for I had no magical abilities. And I could not approach Bodil. She might have been too busy to attack me outright; or perhaps Tanja’s magic yet shielded me. But she had proved she could ward off any attacks I might launch.
And next time, I might not dodge soon enough.
And yet, Tanja began to sag again. Her shoulders slumped, her breathing grew more ragged as the minutes passed. I tightened my grip on the hilt of my blade.
If she was going to die, she’d not die alone. Perhaps, if I made a distraction enough of myself, I might give her the opening she needed. Perhaps we would not both die. Or if we did, at least the necromancer’s schemes would come to nothing.
She’d said that Isak needed Tanja’s cooperation. That had been a lie. Her son did not seem to be a mage, or else he did not rely on magic as she did. No, it was Bodil, and not Isak, who needed Tanja’s cooperation.
But that part was probably true. If they’d needed only her bones, they might have killed her a week ago. Instead, they’d kept her alive all these long days. And I’d seen Isak in the vision, trying to persuade her to whatever he needed her to do.
No, for Bodil’s evil plan to work, she needed Tanja alive and complacent. Well, she would not get that. Either we would finish the necromancer once and for all, or she would finish us. Regardless, her plan would come to naught.
I drew in a long breath and readied to spring forward. Bodil was ten, perhaps twelve, steps away at a full run. She might ignore me for the first two or three strides, but after that, she’d take heed. I love you, Idun. Freya, but I wish I had told you that before I’d gone.
It was too late for that, though. Idun was far away. And I had a dozen steps to cross before I could ever see her again. It seemed a terrible distance. An insurmountable distance. But what other choice was there but to try?
I slipped my free hand into my pocket and took hold of the amulet. I’ll distract her. Kill her. Then, leaving no time for her to argue or try to intervene, I leaped forward. One step; two; three. The distance between us fell away one stride at a time.
On the fourth step, she turned to me. Her lip curled in a grim and satisfied way. The purple skin of her mouth pulled back to reveal yellow teeth. Five. Six.
Then a spray of red erupted in front of me, like a great and terrible geyser of death. I did not know what I was looking at, but instinctively I dodged the incoming detritus. An odor, terrible as death, swept past and I found myself gagging.
Then I stood staring at a great red stain on the rock, littered in chunks of flesh, where once the necromancer had stood.




Chapter Thirty

I hadn’t fully wrapped my mind around the fact that Bodil had simply dissolved in front of me when I heard a voice. A very dear voice. Idun’s voice. “Liss!”
I glanced back toward the stairs, where her voice seemed to be coming from. And there they were: not only Idun – my loveliest Idun – but Njál and Aage too.
I think I cried out in sheer relief. I didn’t know what had happened to Bodil, but in the moment, it didn’t matter. She was dead. I was not. And there was my love.
I darted forward, leaping over the necromancer’s mess, and ran until I reached her. She’d started to sprint forward too, and we met at the base of the stairs. I wrapped my arms around her, quite heedless of what a horrible mess I must have smelled like after my varied, and mostly awful, adventures of the day.
Instead, I pulled her to me and kissed her. We stood there for a long moment, and when we separated, she laughed. Or, more aptly, giggled. “I guess you’re alright, then.”
“I thought I’d never see you again,” I breathed. “I love you, Idun.”
She blinked at the seriousness of my tone. “I love you too, Liss.”
Aage cleared his throat. “Not that this isn’t charming – it is. Young love and all that. But we’re in something of a hurry.”
I glanced up at the old man. “We are?”
“Oh,” Idun said suddenly, as if brought back to an unpleasant reality. “The goblins, Liss. They’re – they’re rising from their graves.”
“What?”
“It’s true,” Tanja said, and it was my turn to be brought abruptly back to reality. I’d forgotten about the old woman entirely. “I could feel it. She roused all the dead in this place.”
I extricated myself from Idun’s arms with a hasty apology and ran back down to her. “I’m sorry, Mage. I…”
“Was distracted.” She smiled wryly. “So I saw. Well, I don’t blame you. But I wouldn’t mind a hand, if you’ve one to spare.”
“Of course.” I slipped her arm over my shoulder.
But Njál had followed me down the stairs, and said, “Let me, Tanja. You are injured. Better that you do not walk at all.”
She nodded, and I stepped aside for the giant. Njál hoisted the old woman into his arms with as much ease as a man might haul up a sack of apples. “Let’s go.”
“Is there another way out of these caverns?” Aage asked.
“I don’t know,” I said.
“Nor I,” Tanja agreed. “I think there is a way by water, for I heard Isak go that way before. But I do not know it.”
The wizard nodded. “Well, up it is then. Liss, I’ll need you with me. You too, Idun. Njál will have his hands full. We must clear whatever lies in the path.”
“I’ll do what I can,” the giant said.
“I will help,” Tanja agreed.
“Well then, let us go.”
The stairs had been long on the descent, but the climb back seemed eternal. The muscles of my legs quivered, though whether that was from spent adrenaline, or lack of food, or exhaustion I could not guess.
I did not have long to ponder it either once we reached the landing. We’d only just departed the kitchen when we met our first horde of skeletons.
This was my first encounter with the monsters, but Idun seemed more at ease. Or as at ease as one can be, when facing an apparition of bone. The wizards dispatched most of these. I crossed blades with one long dead demon, and dispatched of him in much the same way I’d rid the world of Isak: I separated his skull from his shoulder bones, and his sword arm from the rest of his body.
We moved on, his headless skeleton chasing us for a ways. But unlike Isak, he seemed to lose the scent. Perhaps distance dulled his senses, whatever they were. Or maybe Bodil’s magic had guided them when she still lived.
Whatever the case, as we put distance between ourselves and the remnants of our pursuers, they lost interest.
Which was fine by me, and not least of all as there always seemed to be more. The great, dead city I’d passed through earlier had come alive. Or, rather, undead. The streets teamed with skeletons and apparitions.
A ghostly pale shadow moved on the far end of the terrace, and for a moment my blood ran cold. It was bad enough to see the dead walk. But this thing seemed a spirit of the realms beyond mortal sway, more than anything of our world.
“A wight,” Aage hissed. “Odin’s beard. It’s a wight.” He unleashed a spell, a cloud of gray that rumbled fiercely. The wispy shadow flickered and grew thinner and thinner, until it vanished altogether.
“Come on,” he said. “Let us move. And hope there are no more of them down here.”
We ran on and on, pausing only long enough to clear our path, or deal with pursuers that had gained too much ground. By time we reached the catacombs, my breath came hard and fast.
Here, another surprise awaited me, for the quiet tombs I’d seen earlier were now splintered, as if they’d burst open from the inside. Bones and grim, leathery bits of bodies littered the floor. “What happened?” I gasped.
“They rose from their tombs,” Aage answered. “Come, there is no time for speech.”
So we ran on. As we moved from the royal catacombs to the common, we found great hosts gathered. Some fell upon us at once, and others hung back. Still more fled at the full fury of the wizards’ magic, for Aage was joined by all three of the other spellweavers.
For my own part, it was rare that I had to lift my sword during that final retreat. On the contrary, the mages did most of the work. I ran alongside them, shouting warnings and dealing with anything that might have gotten too close for comfort. But they dispatched the lion’s share of our opponents.
The journey back stretched long, and longer yet because of the intermittent need to stop and battle along the way. We progressed more quickly, though, as we reached the higher levels. Here, the goblin bones were fewer, the mass burials sparser. And despite the peril – a stray blade or arrow might have ended any one of us – we did not find the struggle too difficult now that Bodil had been dispatched.
We’d seen little but animals that fled at the sight of us by time we reached midway, and the chamber with the dead troll. I’d forgotten about it. My brain was full of the twists and turns I’d taken already, and the wonders – and horrors – I’d encountered. I could hear the whistling wind beyond, and knew that freedom was at hand.
The odor hit me first. The stench of death, like what I’d smelled on Bodil, but more powerful. So much more powerful.
I stopped dead in my tracks, trying at first to place it. A low, angry growl sounded from the dark. And then I knew. “Shit: there’s a troll here.”
The troll gave us a fight unlike any we’d encountered with the bone men. He lumbered through Aage’s spells. I nearly wet myself at the sight of that. “What in Odin’s name?”
“Trolls are naturally immune to magic,” Njál answered. “Not entirely, but largely. One of the reasons I carry these.” He hefted his swords upward to indicate that he meant them. Then, he ran forward, shouting something in a language I did not understand. But the meaning was clear enough from his tone, for it was full of menace and challenge.
And the troll responded in kind, roaring and making for him.
I sucked in a breath – through my mouth, so as not to smell the hideous reek of the troll – and followed.
The monster stood almost as tall as Njál – and, were it not for its stooping, I think might have stood taller. Decay and the work of lesser animals had taken a toll on the corpse. It sported gaping holes in its flesh, from some of which leaked hideous odors. Its clothes too were in tatters, though that was oft the manner of trolls.
I’d met one or two in the wild and passed a few more unseen. Some had been arrayed as fine as princes, and others wore garments that looked older than the seasons of the earth. Whatever state these had been in prior to this troll’s death, now they were every bit as bad as the worst I’d spotted.
The troll brandished no weapon. Instead, his bloated fists called up a film of blue light. Projectiles of ice, like shards of broken glass, or a thousand icicles suddenly cast down, hurled toward us. Njál cast a translucent wall, like a kind of supernatural shield, before himself. We both darted behind it.
The ice shattered and splintered against that surface, harmless as raindrops on grass. The troll roared in frustration. A ball of red flame magic from Idun or Aage – I couldn’t see which – engulfed it, but it sizzled off harmlessly enough.
The troll’s hands gleamed with a silver light, and in his hands suddenly appeared two great boulders. He hurled one and then the other, quick as lightning. I yelped and leaped aside. Njál dodged, but it did not entirely miss the projectile. Still, though he grunted, it dissolved into a mist of smoke as it hit his leg.
Our opponent, meanwhile, was not waiting to see how his attack fared. He sent another shower of ice darts at us. I threw myself behind a boulder and listened as the ice snapped and broke and shattered all around. One hit, I thought, would be enough to skewer me.
“Liss,” I heard Idun call, “I’m casting a shield for you.”
Quite suddenly, a translucent barrier like the one Njál had called up appeared before me. I sprang to my feet, only to be greeted with a new hail of ice shards. They broke harmlessly upon the surface. “Thanks,” I called, advancing again on the troll.
Njál was close to him now, though his pace seemed to have slackened. He stepped carefully, almost limping on the leg that had taken the hit.
I raced up from the other side. We came upon the creature from opposite angles, like the sides of a triangle converging on the point.
He switched his attacks, first directing his fury at me, then at Njál, and then back to me. I dodged boulders and let my shield absorb ice barbs three times before I reached him. But at last, sword at the ready, I did.
The trick to fighting trolls, or so Knut had told me years ago, when he was sheriff and not jarl, and I was a green bounty hunter, was simple. “Avoid the legs. They’ll kick you, or stomp you. And either way, you’ll end up crushed or broken. And then, on a spit.”
I didn’t know if undead trolls ate, or if their gastronomic needs altered any since life. But I had no desire to end up squashed, whether I wound up in a troll’s stomach afterwards or not. So I heeded those words now.
And with good reason. As soon as I neared, a great foot, bloated with death and reeking, aimed at my head. I ducked aside, and let his toes feel the sting of my blade.
The creature howled with rage and stumbled backwards, a few toes fewer than he’d had before. Njál, meanwhile, stood taller than him, and had less to fear from those feet. He was greeted with a slew of magical attacks, and a barrage of fists.
The magic at first broke upon his shield, but then a black vapor surrounded the edge of it, working inward like an army of ants devouring something. In its wake, the vapor left only empty air. Shit. He’s breaking Njál’s shield down.
I moved in closer, skirting his legs and coming behind him. The troll was too focused on the giant to observe my move – at least, until I struck the back of his legs.
He teetered as my blade bit into the hamstring of his right leg. Catching himself against the rock floor with a hand, he turned. He stood half on his feet and half crouched against the stone.
Njál wasted no time, stepping in to deliver two powerful blows to the monster’s neck. The first bit through about halfway, and the other finished the job. The troll’s head hit the stone with a terrible sound and sent a shower of reeking droplets this way and that.
I nearly vomited on the spot. But the fact that the great, lumbering body still half-crawled and half-walked drew me back to the moment. Magical energy blazed in his free hand. Njál struck again and severed the limb.
Now the headless troll stood propped against the stone, tottering one way and teetering the other. “I think we can go,” Njál decided. “There’s not much he can do.”
I nodded, giving the animate corpse a wide berth, and we returned to our party.
Aage, though, sent a rain of flame down on the creature. At first, it had little effect, but as he persisted, the troll’s remains withered and then vanished in a puff of ash. “Knut will send men to clear these caves,” he said. “Men will be able to end those skeletons, I should think. But this creature’s magic might have killed several before they finished him.
“Come: the surface awaits. Let us press on.”




Idun





Chapter Thirty-One

We reached the surface by dusk and breathed the free air gratefully. At Aage’s command, we built a great fire, and set up a primitive kind of camp. “I need to tend the injured. And we are better not risking the carucate in dark.”
When that was done, it seemed the time for questions and answers had come. Liss had plenty. She wanted to know what happened to the necromancer. I think we all did. For my own part, I’d been focusing an immobilization spell on her. I didn’t know what the others had done, but they’d been casting something. And it all had seemed to have no effect, for she’d kept on fighting Tanja.
And then, all at once, she’d simply exploded. Tanja laughed, a tired, haggard laugh. “Don’t you know? She had four mages funneling four different types of energy into her. She was so intent on breaking me, even to the last, that she did not defend herself as well as she aught. And the magic tore her apart.”
“What was it she wanted from you?” Aage wondered.
“Resurrection. True resurrection. She was caught in a state of limbo, alive but in dead flesh, always needing new bone to sustain herself.” Now, she glanced at Liss. “The trick she played on you? She tried something similar with me. It was Isak, the son, who spoke to me and dealt with me. She kept her distance.
“I think so that I would not feel her power. But I could sense it. She had great power. Terrible power.”
“But how would you have been able to help?”
“She found a spell. I found it too, many years ago. An ancient spell, from the time of druids and blood drinkers.”
I shivered. “Black magic.”
“Black as Hel’s Hall. But it will restore life to the dead. And it requires three things: the bones of a wizard. That she had with the shaman. The ashes of a wizard. That is why she needed Tore’s remains. And the beating heart of a wizard. That is why she needed me.”
“Then why didn’t she take it, and cast her spell?”
“Because she could not get to my heart. I would have stopped it myself before she did, and she knew that. A dead heart is no good to her.”
Liss frowned. “Couldn’t she have used some kind of magical manacles on you or whatever? To stop you from wielding magic.”
“Yes. But she needed the energy coursing through my veins, free and unobstructed. That is the rub of the spell. Your participant must be a willing sacrifice. And she hoped to persuade me, by terror or pity. They hoped to convince me that my death was at hand already, so I might as well cooperate.”
She turned a weary smile at Liss. “But I knew you were coming.”
“Because of the amulet?”
“Yes.”
“So that’s why you gave it to me?”
She shook her head now. “No. No, what I told you was true. When you came into my house that day at the cottage, I had a sense. A kind of vision, of you alone and lost in a dark place of stone and moss, with stars overhead.”
Liss blinked. “The caverns, and the minerals that twinkled like stars.”
“Yes. At the time, I thought they were real stars. But I see now that they were not.”
“So you were what…monitoring me the whole time? Through that amulet?”
“It’s not as intrusive as all that. Only when I sensed your alarm, or needed to reach you. I monitored you when you reached the caves, of course. That is how I stopped you from giving the necromancer your name.”
“That’s something else I don’t understand…why fry my hand like that? What did it matter if she knew my name?”
We all stared at her incredulously. “Don’t you know, love? A name is a powerful thing. If the wrong person knows it, they can wield influence over you.”
“And I did not trust to my strength. Already she had turned her malice to you, and it was everything I could do to keep her from exploding your heart in your chest,” Tanja said. “With your name…well, she might have been able to overpower me.”
“Well, we will interrogate each other in full tomorrow,” Aage declared. “But right now, I must work on her wounds. And she…” This was said with a bushy browed frown, “must pay attention, and cooperate. The rest of you have your assignments. Njál, food, before we all die of starvation. Idun, watch the perimeter. Liss, find fuel to replenish our fire.”
We did as we were bid. Liss and I walked hand in hand on the way to our stations. “Hopefully,” she whispered, “the greybeard will be in a better humor when he’s been fed.”
I didn’t dare to laugh, but I did flash her a grin. “You’re terrible.” But, growing more serious, I said, “But speaking of terrible, why in Odin’s name did you run off like that, Liss?”
“I had to,” she said. “I could sense Tanja’s danger, her pain.”
“But why leave without me? You had to know that I’d come if you asked, or if I knew there was no persuading you otherwise?”
She smiled, a soft smile. “Of course I knew, Idun. Which is why I didn’t ask. I couldn’t ask you to throw your career away on something I couldn’t fully explain.”
I scowled at her. “Isn’t that my choice to make?”
She considered for a long moment, and I felt a heat rise in my chest. I remembered the day’s worries as if I was feeling them again for the first time: all the fear, all the anxiety, I’d known since I woke that morning to find her gone. I waited for her to speak, ready for a quarrel if it came to it. The day had been too cruel to let this slide.
But when she spoke, it was in soft tones. “You’re right. I thought I was doing the right thing, but…it wasn’t just that, Idun. I was afraid. I didn’t want you to get hurt. And I thought, if I went off on my own, maybe I could find her and protect you at the same time.”
“Protect me?” I nearly spat the words out.
“I was wrong,” she said. “And I’m sorry. You don’t need to be protected. I know that. At least, I should. I do. I don’t want you to be hurt, but that’s not the same thing as you needing protection.”
“No it’s not.”
She nodded. “I know. I’m sorry, my love.”
I felt a bit deflated at that. I’d been lining arguments and reasons, invective and pleading. I’d meant to let her know exactly how terrified I’d been, and how cruel a trick she’d played. But, now, it seemed unnecessary. “Don’t ever do that again, Liss,” I managed.
She nodded again, very solemnly. “I won’t, Idun. I…I almost died down there, you know.”
I snorted. “If this is some ploy for forgiveness…”
She laughed. “It’s not. Truly. What I mean is, I almost died. I lost my torch, and my way. And the whole time, I could only think what a fool I’d been – what a terrible, ridiculous, absurd fool.” She brought a hand to my cheek, caressing it gently and studying me in the dim light. “I thought that I would never see you again or get to tell you how much I love you. Or…” She hesitated now.
“Or?” I suppose in the instant I might have been merciful and let her give into her hesitation. But though I’d forgiven her, without even realizing it, I was still sore.
“I know we haven’t talked about it. But I hope…that is…I don’t know what you’re looking for. In life, I mean. In a relationship. But I…well, I suppose I’m hoping to spend my life with someone. With…well, with you.”
I blinked in sheer surprise. I hadn’t known where she was going when she’d started to hesitate, but I hadn’t anticipated this. “Really? I mean, that’s what I want too. Of course that’s what I want, Liss.”
She laughed, a relieved laugh. “Good.”
I frowned at her, not quite ready to let her off the hook just yet. “Although, in your case, if you keep being as reckless as you have been, spending the rest of your life with someone might be a much shorter time than I have in mind.”
She grinned, leaning in to kiss me. “I love you, you wicked goblin. You know that, right?”




Chapter Thirty-Two

The night passed in relative quiet. Twice skeletons emerged from the caverns, and once a pair of wights. We dispatched all of them, though, without much trouble.
And on the morrow, Tanja woke looking much more lifelike than the day before. The wound on her side already had healed under Aage’s care, and food and water seemed to be doing the rest of the healing she required.
So after breakfast, we had the rest of the story from Tanja. It began five years ago, she said, when she noticed that Bodil’s grave was emptied.
“How did you know she was gone?” Liss asked.
“And how did no one else notice?” I wondered.
“The grave was put back together very cleverly, the earth laid as it had been. She was taken some time the first week after her funeral.”
“But how did you know?”
The old witch smiled softly. “I could feel it. The dead – they emit a kind of energy. Everyone does, mage or not, for we all have magic in us, even if we don’t know how to tap into it. It gets fainter with time, but it’s always there.
“I felt hers when she was laid to rest. Very powerful, and dark. It changed the familiar aura of the place. But the next time I came to the cemetery, it was absent.”
“Why were you at the cemetery at all?” Aage wondered from under bushy brows. “And why so many times in a row?”
Tanja arched an eyebrow. “Aren’t you an investigator? Shouldn’t you know that already? My youngest son is buried there. He has been for five decades.”
The wizard blinked. “Oh. I’m…I’m sorry.”
“I should be too, if I missed something that important.” Despite her words, she smiled. “But I thank you. He was a good boy. He is the reason I took to herbcraft, as my mother called it, or wizardry or witchcraft as you would call it. I’d dabbled before, but she – she was an expert.
“You see, my boy died of a fever that was beyond my skill to heal. He died before my mother could reach us. But if I’d had her skill, I might have saved him myself.”
“So you learned after that?”
“Yes.” For a moment, a faraway look came into the old woman’s face.
Aage called her back to the present. “But why, if you could tell that her grave had been disturbed, did you not report it?
She snorted. “It’s not my job to do the sheriff’s work for him. And I would have had to be mad to go to Jarl Hagden with such a thing. It’s all well and good for you university folk. Even under the worst of his rule, you were safe. But I did not have the university to protect me. I should have put a mark on myself.
“And anyway, she had an evil aura, as I told you. I was glad that her bones no longer rested in the same earth that housed my son.”
“If you were afraid, you could have reported it to the university,” Aage observed.
She fixed him with frosty violet eyes. “Could I? And who would have listened to a mere witch who could sense the dead? And how might that conversation have gone, Head Wizard Aage? ‘Oh, thank you for bringing this to our attention, we’ll look into it right away’? Or would it have been, ‘what were you doing there? What’s your interest in the dead, anyway?’ Would the same university that sent investigators to my door on a rumor have listened to me then?”
The old man flushed. “I should like to say yes. But I take your point, Mage.”
“But what about the maps of the cemeteries?” I wondered. “And all your lists of the dead? Why did you have those?”
She frowned deeply. “How in Odin’s name do you know about them?”
We exchanged glances, and Aage cleared his throat. “Well, uh, we discovered – stumbled on, really – your secret workshop.”
“Stumbled on?” She practically spit the words out. “When pigs fly. You went looking for it.”
He nodded, his long beard bobbing with each movement of his head. “Yes. I’m afraid we did.” The sight was so comical, I nearly burst out laughing. Never had I seen Aage look so miserable. And yet there he was, seeming more like a contrite child caught at some mischief than the imperious head of the university that I knew.
“Well, I am almost impressed that you found it. Almost. I hid it under some pretty heavy spells.
“Still, I suppose I may as well tell you as not. I found another empty grave about a year later. A woman’s grave, Katarina Twofingers. She’d died a few weeks earlier and been laid to rest on the cemetery just north of the falls.
“And before you ask, I was there to pick mushrooms. There are some particularly good frost cap patches there. But unlike Bodil’s grave, this one had an enchantment laid over it. To conceal the upturned earth. I could sense it as soon as I neared the graveyard.”
She shrugged. “I was curious then. I kept an eye out for disturbed graves. I found quite a few. Always new graves, and recent deaths. None older than five years. And always women.”
“I don’t understand that,” Liss put in. “Why did they need women’s bones?”
“It had to do with the manner of resurrection spell she cast. There are many, but Isak was not a wizard. He had a little magical ability, but not much. Which, I can only guess, must have been a great disappointment to her.”
“Then how did he bring her back at all?”
“I don’t think he did. I think she did. Some of the old druids, or so it’s said, would prepare spells when their deaths neared, and their apprentices would use them to bring them back.
“They were supposed to cast them before burial. Otherwise, the body would begin to break down and decay. I think that’s what happened to Bodil. Something happened – either her spell didn’t work quite as she’d planned, or Isak had hesitated. I suspect it was the latter. He was not a wizard, and I think he must have got cold feet, or else took longer to figure out his part than she anticipated.”
“That’s why she smelled like death,” Liss mused. “Because she’d begun to rot before he brought her back.”
“Yes. Or that is my suspicion, anyway. They kept up a pretense around me that he was the sorcerer, and not her. So that I would cooperate willingly, as they needed. But I’m quite sure that she called the shots, and he took his orders from her.”
“The spell you spoke of, to bring her back to her living state,” Aage said. “You said it was a druid spell?”
Tanja nodded, her violet eyes sparkling. “Yes. One of the oldest spells I’ve ever found.”
“How did you find it?”
The old woman smiled. “The druids walked these woods long before your kind or mine, Master Wizard. They are gone, but they have left much behind, if you know how to seek it.”
Aage frowned at her. “Black magic is forbidden.”
“The practice of it, yes. But understanding it is not. And what is black magic? That is naught but a label. It is the same as any other magic.”
“Black magic is evil magic.”
“You mean, magic that violates ethical boundaries. Ah.” She nodded. “That is why it should not be practiced. But understood? All magic should be understood. The secrets of restoring life are all interconnected, aren’t they? The healer is not so far removed from the necromancer. Understand how to restore life, and you will better know how to preserve it.”
Aage surveyed her skeptically. “Perhaps. But there is danger that way too.”
“There is always danger. A man who can wield fire and air can kill by the scores. Should we then ban all magic? There are men enough in this country who would argue so.”
He sighed. “You make your point well, Mage. I do not know that I agree. But I will consider your words.
“But will you not tell me where you learned these Druid spells?”
“I will not. At least, I will not now. Perhaps in the future, if I am convinced you will preserve rather than destroy them, I will.”
“I am no book burner, Tanja. But take what time you need to make up your mind. In the meantime, tell me this at least. You have mentioned the goblin’s bones and Tore’s ashes. Where were they now?”
“In the cavern. I imagine they are still there, where she’d left them.”
“Why didn’t the goblin shaman raise with the others?” Liss wondered.
“She did not intend him to. She raised the dead to attack you. But she needed him for her spell.” She cocked her head to one side. “You may not have noticed, but after she was dead, the creatures did not have her guidance. So we could escape them more easily.”
I felt my eyes widen. “I did notice. They seemed to lose our trail. That was because we killed her?”
“Yes. They were already raised, but she could no longer guide them. So their decisions, such as they are, are their own to make.”
I laughed. “I’d wondered about that.”
“I still don’t understand how you got tangled up in all of this, Mage,” Liss said. “How did you go from noticing missing bodies to seeking out the necromancer?”
She shrugged. “That was your doing, actually: when you all came and accused me of harvesting bones. I thought a long while on what you said, and on the patterns I had noticed. And I realized then what I hadn’t seen before: there was a necromancer in Eerie.
“I did not know that they had dug up Tore’s urn. But of all the places where a necromancer might hide, and have room enough to practice their dark arts, it seemed the goblin catacombs were the likeliest source. There is a near endless supply of bones, and no one in their senses will disturb you.”
“So you…what?” Liss was incredulous. “Thought you’d stroll in and have a chat?”
“No. I meant to find out what they were doing. I didn’t plan to go very deep, much less get myself caught. But…well, I could sense something – something strange and powerful.
“Tore’s ashes, as it happened. There is a power in them that goes well beyond the usual.” Here, she fixed Aage with a stare. “You said Knut would send men here?”
“Yes. They should be on their way already, although they do not know they’ve come to slay apparitions.”
“You must see that Tore’s remains go back to the barrow.” He nodded, but she shook her head, “This is no small matter to be put off or reconsidered. You must be sure. There is a power in that urn that you would do well to keep buried.
“So far, he has been benign. But the wrath of such a sorcerer, if ever it were unleashed, would be terrible. And if it fell into the wrong hands…”
“I will see to it. And we will seal the barrow again with magic and charms that will ensure his rest is not disturbed a second time.”
The witch nodded. “Very good.”
“But you have not told us how you were caught,” Liss protested. “Let Tore rest a while longer, until we know that at least.”
Tanja laughed, but told the story. She’d followed the strange power until she came to the catacombs, and once there she’d been attacked by a force she could not see. “I’m ashamed to admit it, but they used some manner of vapor to knock me out cold. And when I came to, I was where you found me.
“They kept me at times in enchanted irons, so I could not use my powers to free myself or harm them. I suppose that is when Bodil had to rest. But when she worked, when they tried to break my will and bend my power to their ends, they’d release the shackles, for they needed access to my power. And then we would strive, sometimes for hours upon hours.
“But they could have taken a lesson from you three, had they asked: I am not so easy to break as all that.”




Liss





Chapter Thirty-Three

Under the care of university mages, Tanja recovered her full strength inside of two weeks. Aage had insisted that she come back with us, and though she argued at first, eventually she relented.
I had been back and forth to the university and Eerie in those two weeks, spending what time I could with Idun, and tending to my duties when I had to.
Knut’s men at arms purged the caverns of undead and left lie the goblin bones where they found them. But Tore’s urn they took with them, and this in turn Aage entrusted to Njál, to see the sorcerer laid to rest a second time. Messengers too were sent to Riversgard with news of all that had transpired, and the necromancer’s death.
The university mages were atwitter with the finds in the goblin caverns, and plans were made to study and catalogue and record it all.
Aage seemed to come round to Tanja’s way of thinking on necromancy too, for he and she were in negotiations for a series of classes that she would teach in the next semester. Her knowledge of druids and necromancy outclassed any proper wizard in a hundred leagues, he said, and the university would be honored to learn from her.
She’d snorted, and said, “Honored? Certainly. But is it worth my time? That I’ve not yet decided.”
Still, she was almost as excited as he, and the university buzzed with as much excitement at the scandalous notion of classes taught by a common witch as from the rare subject matter.
But those were concerns for other people. For my own part, I’d laid Tanja’s pendant aside, and I slept easily with no magic calling to me in my dreams.
And I slept easier in the arms of my Idun.
It was a warm late spring day, a fortnight after we’d rescued Tanja, that I rode into the university courtyard. I’d been gone three days, and I felt the absence keenly.
Idun, it seemed, hadn’t been entirely unaffected either, because she was waiting by the stables. “Well, there you are.”
“Well hey,” I said, dismounting and passing my reins to a stablehand. “Imagine meeting an elvish princess out here.”
She flushed. “I thought I was a goblin?”
I grinned, leaning in to kiss her. “Sometimes, my love.”
She pulled back, though, so I couldn’t kiss her. Her eyes twinkling, she said, “Do you know, I’ve been thinking about that.”
“Oh?”
“If I’m a goblin, you must be a troll.”
I laughed. “What, like that fine specimen we met in the caves?”
“Exactly.”
I sighed in a dramatic fashion. “I see I’m found out.”
She laughed too, leaning in now for the kiss she’d postponed. “Oh yes. There’s no putting a spell on my eyes.”
For a moment, we stood there giggling and talking nonsense. The stablehand, when he’d glance over, did so only to roll his eyes. “Let’s go in,” I suggested after the third or fourth grimace.
“Okay. I have news for you.”
I nodded, wrapping an arm around her as we walked. “Knut said we had another case. Something about cursed gold. It sounded very interesting.”
“Yes. But that’s not the best part.”
“Oh?” Chests full of damned gold sounded pretty exciting to me. “What else?”
She grinned and leaned into my arm. “It’s a five-day ride from here.”
“Oh.” I wasn’t sure how that was good news. I’d spent enough time in the saddle lately that I was in no hurry to return.
“And we’ll be working this one alone.”
“Ah.” Now, my mind filled with possibilities. Baths in quiet woodland streams, a tent for two in the middle of nowhere, romantic campfire dinners…
She grinned at my thoughtful expression. “Well? What do you think?”
“Um, when are we leaving?”




Thank you for reading! 


Thank you for reading The Necromancer.
 
I'd love to hear your feedback. Please leave a review on Amazon and/or Bookbub and Goodreads to let me and others know what you thought.
 
If you’d like to order the next book in the series, you can find it here.
 




About the Author

Rachel Ford is a software engineer by day, and a writer most of the rest of the time. She is a Trekkie, a video-gamer, and a dog parent, owned by a Great Pyrenees named Elim Garak and a mutt of many kinds named Fox (for the inspired reason that he looks like a fox).
 
You can follow Rachel on Facebook at: https://www.facebook.com/rachelfordauthor/
 
She is also on Twitter @RachelFordWI and Instagram @RFord191
 
For book updates, exclusive freebies, and more, sign up for her newsletter!
 




More from the Author

Knight Protector (science fantasy):
 
Book 1: Squire Derel
 
Book 2: Mountain Witch
 
Book 3: High Protector
 
Sellswords & Spellweavers (fantasy):
 
Book 1: Bone Traders
 
Book 2: The Necromancer
 
Book 3: Transmogrification Games
 
Black Flag series (space opera sci-fi):
 
Book 1: Black Flag  
 
Book 2: Lee Shores
 
Book 3: Troubled Waters
 
Book 4: No Quarter
 
Book 5: Acceptable Losses
 
The Dragonland Saga (fantasy):
 
Book 1: Firebird’s Lair
 
Book 2: Kraken’s Depths
 
Book 3: Viper’s Nest
 
The Time Travelling Taxman series (humorous time travel):
 
Book 1: T-Rexes & Tax Law (ebook, paperback and audiobook)
 
Book 2: UFOs & Unpaid Taxes (ebook & paperback, and audiobook)
 
Book 3: MarvelousCon & Tax Cons (ebook & paperback, audiobook)
 
Book 4: Time Slips & Tax Thieves (ebook & paperback, audiobook)
 
Book 5: Mob Bosses & Tax Losses (ebook & paperback, audiobook)
 
Book 6: Gullibe’s Travels & Taxing Rabble
 
Book 7: Underwater & Overtaxed
 
Book 8: Contacts & Tax Cons
 
The Tribari Freedom Chronicles series (dystopian sci-fi):
 
Book 1: Catalyst (novelette – ebook and audiobook)
 
Book 2: Uprising (novel – ebook, paperback and audiobook)
 
Book 3: Liberation (novel – ebook, paperback and audiobook) 
 
Book 4:
Absolution (novel – audiobook releases 2020)
 
Crimson Yuletide (cozy village mystery, Christmas horror) … ebook, paperback and audiobook
 
Other works available now:
 
Prison Break (sci-fi space opera novelette, ebook & audiobook)
 
Flesh Eaters (military sci-fi novella – ebook & audiobook)
 



cover.jpeg
SRV Vs

VBEROMANCER:,

i i\ 3
i ‘ A
¥ §

({810,

RACHEL FORD





