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            Ice

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "That is how the worlds will end, in ash and flood, in darkness and in ice. That is the final destiny of the gods."

        — Neil Gaiman, Norse Mythology

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Murth Goldbritches was staring into the snow-speckled mist when he caught sight of the omen.

      To another man, it might have seemed an illusion. A blizzard could fool any eye, and there were no worse storms than those found in the heart of the Teeth. But Murth was no new leaf. A scout of the mountains for nearly two decades, his eyes were still as sharp as any others, and he had seen more than his fair share of the winter's tricks.

      "What are you trying to tell me now, you fickle sprites?" he muttered under his breath.

      The omen shimmered in reds and blues, barely visible through the snow and fog, the streams of light intertwining and twisting like cavorting youths on a festival day. While enchanting to behold, something about it spoke of violence and fury. If this was a dance, it was a killing dance — another thing with which a scout of the Teeth was all too familiar.

      Murth firmed his jaw. Bonewomen might set stock in signs from the wilds, but it did not change a scout's duty.

      "Omens be damned, by Jün's mane," he murmured as he turned away from the cliff.

      "Seen enough?" Nifil the Suckler grinned as Murth hunched behind the boulder where his companion had taken shelter.

      "I see more in a blizzard than you would on a clear day," Murth retorted.

      "Ever the charmer! No wonder your wife is so taken with you."

      Murth grunted in reply. As much as he adored his wife, she was the last person he wanted to think of. Think of her too much, and he might lose the courage to do what must be done.

      He stretched his legs, trying to ease his aching joints. "Best be going. Hoarfrost doesn't take kindly to delays."

      "That I know," Nifil agreed, standing more easily than Murth. The lad had barely twenty winters to him and all the optimism of a summer child. Only a boy would think to suckle on an icicle for water and thus earn his Name.

      It'll serve him well, Murth thought, that attitude. As long as it doesn't get him killed.

      Strapping on their skis, they made quick time down the slope. With minimal visibility, it might have been a harrowing journey, but Murth had often made the trip up to this overlook. Clearer days afforded a view for leagues around, and he had been hoping the weather might scatter enough to take a look and ensure no foes advanced into Skyardi territory under the storm's cover. But it had been a vain wish from the start. Even if the snows had abated, the damnable mist that covered the valley over the past week would have remained. The foul taste of the fog, reminiscent of spoiled eggs, lingered on his tongue no matter how many times he spat.

      As they arrived at the start of the valley descent, Murth stopped and stared down at the snow piled before their skis. Nifil came up beside him.

      "What is it, old man?"

      "If I'm the old one, how is it you don't see those tracks?"

      There were dozens of sets going to and from the path into the vale. No paw prints, these. Any scout worth his skis could see the impressions were the shape of men's boots. Murth's right eyelid flickered, as it always did when he grew nervous. Is it sign enough? he asked himself. Would Hoarfrost say we did our duty to report on this alone?

      But he knew the answer. A scout did not return with an incomplete report. At least, not both of a pair.

      He sucked in a deep breath. "Return to Hoarfrost. Report back what we've seen."

      Nifil stared at him. "What? Aren't you coming with?"

      "You know our code. If there's danger, the second reports the initial signs."

      "While the first gets himself killed, is that right?"

      Murth grabbed the younger scout by the front of his cloak and wrenched him close so there were only inches separating them. "Listen to me, Nifil, and listen hard. You're to report back to Hoarfrost. If you don't, the entire tribe could be at risk. You understand me?"

      Nifil's defiance wavered, but didn't break. "Damned foolish rule. Don't go down there, Goldbritches. Ain't you pissed in the wind enough?"

      Murth grimaced. Nifil may not have witnessed how Murth had earned his Name, but he had surely heard the stories — how, on Murth's first day as a scout, he had mistaken the wind's direction and relieved himself just as a gust blew hard.

      He hadn't been called Goldbritches, after all, for having a bag of coins in his pockets.

      "As your first, I'm ordering you to return to the tribe. Do it, or I'll take it as a personal challenge."

      Nifil held out a moment longer, then pushed Murth away. He avoided looking at him as he spoke. "Fine, Murth, fine. Just don't take any chances, hear me?"

      Murth Goldbritches gave his younger companion a grim smile. "I haven't pissed in the wind since, have I?"
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        * * *

      

      He waited until Nifil disappeared out of sight before heading down the valley descent.

      The path was narrow enough to be uncomfortable for skis, but not so much that he needed to go by foot. He eased down the trail, keeping his speed in check, for the mist only grew thicker as he descended, and he could barely see more than a few feet in front of him. Even with a scout's eyes, he could scarcely follow the trampled snow down, much less watch for silhouettes that would signal men ahead.

      To his surprise, it was not long before the snow thinned, then faded altogether. His apprehension unabated, Murth unstrapped his skis and set them to the side of the path, tucking them inside a large crevice that would hide them from the casual glance. I'll only be a moment, he told himself with little conviction. The fog was thicker than ever, and he could barely make out his hand when he held it before his eyes.

      Keeping his gaze to the dark outline of the stone path underfoot, Murth descended. He held his spear, which he used to steer while skiing, before him. Damp air clung unnaturally in his throat so he had to repress a bout of coughing. The smell and taste of rot overwhelmed his senses. Murth blinked rapidly, unable to tell if the sparking lights in his vision were from seeing nothing but flat, gray fog for so long, or if something else brought them about.

      Then he recognized the flickers of color.

      The omen. It had followed him, its slithering battle continuing. His eyes lingered on it for too long before he dropped his gaze to his feet. His stomach lurched. He had strayed far too near the edge.

      He kept closer to the cliff wall after that.

      How long Murth walked, he could not say. His balance felt off, his legs oddly unsteady. Though there was no sound but the scraping of his boots on the stone, he thought he heard something. Hints of songs he sang in summer, or with his daughter when he was home and sheltered on a wintry evening. He smiled, bittersweet memories filling in the empty spaces that the fog left, only interrupted by the vision of spinning lights.

      If only to pass the time, he crooned to himself. "Hey-ho, the melt-ing snow — it bears you away, my darl-ing." Only after he'd sung did he wonder why he had. The first rule of being a Skyardi scout was never to make noise when it was not necessary. Murth knew better than to violate that, here, surrounded by fog so thick he could barely see his feet. Enemies could be hidden anywhere along the path and he would never know.

      Yet his concerns drifted, made unimportant and rootless in the endless fog. And before he realized what he was doing, he was singing again.

      "Hey-ho, the summer goes — come au-tumn, you'll find me call-ing."

      His mind began to invent reasons to turn around. Perhaps it had not been men's tracks they had seen; maybe it had been a bear, or wolves, or any of the other creatures that wandered the Teeth. He had been tired and misread them; his eyes were not what they used to be, no matter what he told himself and others.

      Please, turn around, part of him begged. An omen is in the fog. Just turn around, Goldbritches, for your daughter's blessed sake. Turn around!

      Murth started to obey — he did not want to continue. But at the last moment, he thought better of it and spun back around. For a breathless instant, the swing of his heavy pack put him off balance, and he set his foot down—

      Nothing was below him.

      He pitched to the side, his other foot slipping from the stone. His stomach lurched. Terror froze him as he sank through the endless fog. He thought of his wife and daughter and how he would never see them again.

      An impact. Pain. Darkness.

      He pried open his eyes as someone shook him, then flinched back. Beasts shaped like men leaned over him. Through his swimming vision, he saw tusks erupting from the corners of their mouths, and coarse, dark hair that sprouted across their faces.

      "Where'd you come from?" they demanded, speaking in his peoples' tongue. "Were others with you? Talk, Jün damn you!"

      Murth could find no answer. They did not wait long before lifting him bodily. He sank into oblivion.

      Cold water and a sudden slap brought him back.

      Gasping, pain ratcheting through his chest with every breath, Murth opened his eyes again and had to blink something out of them. Blood, part of him realized. He reeked of it, stinking even worse than the fog.

      Hands roughly brought him upright, but he could not support himself. He let them hold him as his eyes rolled forward, then widened as he comprehended the nightmare before him.

      The hulking figure was cast partly in shadow by the flickering fire it leaned over. Three times the height of a greatbear, Murth knew it must be a statue, an effigy carved by one of the Teeth's tribes — until it moved. Then he saw the tusks, each as long as he was tall and spear-sharp at the tips. He saw the hands, thick-fingered and covered in hair, and large enough to crush his skull.

      The immense beast leaned forward and bellowed, and his captors babbled before it.

      I'm going to die.

      He had realized it as soon as he'd woken to a body that was little more than a bag of broken bones. His clothes sagged with his spilled blood. His limbs lay numb about him, absent of life. Darkness clawed at the edges of his vision.

      The end was close.

      Murth Goldbritches shut his eyes. This was not a world he could understand anymore. Beasts that speak like men. An omen in the fog that fools and tricks. A monster from out of the ancient tales.

      Sleep, a dark sleep, beckoned him toward its depths. He hadn't earned his rest; his wife, their little golden daughter — they deserved better than his taking a long nap.

      But, gray gods, I'm taking it.

      He was sinking, heavy, ponderous, all feeling becoming lost. He freed his weight from the world and rose along a gentle zephyr. Then, like a leaf thrown into a gust, he soared.

      Gods be good, I'm free. I'm free. I'm finally free.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. A Scholar’s Courage

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "A man's greatest weapon is his courage."

        

        - Yofam Dragontooth, Slayer of the wyvern Vardraith, First Drang of the Iron Band

        

      

      The day Bjorn lost all he held dear, a late winter wind howled past his ears.

      Death, it whispered. Icy fingers reached beneath his wolf-fur cloak and clawed into his flesh, then burrowed deeper still. Death with the wind.

      He froze in place, listening, his task at hand momentarily forgotten. Terror every bit as cold as the wind burned him. He knew this whisper; he'd heard it before. Bjorn had never been considered brave, but these occasional visions frightened him more than anything else.

      But, as swiftly as it had seized him, the gust billowed past, and he could suck in a breath once more.

      "Bjorn!"

      He startled from his reverie and looked around at his elder brother, first with confusion, then with guilt. He tried to hide both. From Annar's tone, it was not the first time he had said his name. The world resolved back as it had been before the strange wind's passage. Snow drifted gently down from the gray clouds to settle on the wooden planks of the scaffolding on which they stood. Around them, Oakharrow was silent and still; winter rarely saw folks venturing from their homes before dawn.

      The absence of an audience, and their impending arrival, brought him back to his task. Bjorn looked at the sword in his gloved hands. It was hardly heavier than any other blade, and though he could not claim to be a warrior, he had inherited at least a sliver of his father's strength. But the sword could have been made of lead from how it weighed on his arms.

      The weight of my cowardice.

      Bjorn glanced at Annar and tried to hide all the thoughts spinning behind his eyes. He thought he succeeded. Schooling his expression to icy stillness had been a lifelong practice, especially against his eldest brother's penetrating stare.

      Annar's own hard features seemed carved of stone, the severity of purpose rarely replaced by anything as soft as a smile. Though Bjorn had their father's height, well apparent now as a young man of seventeen, he lacked the strength and ironclad will that Annar had inherited. Annar was the firstborn son, and thereby the jarl's heir, destined to rule the jarlheim upon their father's death. And already, with the affliction upon Lord Bor's mind, Annar acted as the jarl, and others all but accepted him as such.

      Annar had been born to rule. Bjorn often wondered if it was in his brother's nature to command, or if he had shaped himself to the role. He wished he could form himself half as well. But if he had learned anything in his brief life, it was that a leader could not be forged from a coward.

      "If you intend to take your swing," his brother finally spoke, "you'd best do it now." Each word fell like a hammer blow.

      Bjorn held his brother's gaze for a moment, if only to prove he could, before looking back at the figure before him. It was bent over a wooden block, its stuffed, sackcloth head resting on the blood-stained oak. Its broom handle neck lay exposed, the wind fluttering the cloth around it.

      A strawman it was, similar to what yeomen used to drive crows away from their fields. Yet when Bjorn looked at it, he saw a live man kneeling in its place, his imagination vivid in its depiction. The condemned's expression was twisted with fury and fear. His long hair, dark with grime, hung over glittering black eyes. Pink scars crisscrossed his skin. Even bent over a block, the envisaged captive was an imposing sight, his frame larger even than Bjorn's father, who was renowned far and wide as "Bor the Bear."

      His jaw clenched tight at the imagined sight. Death with the wind. It did not take a witchwoman to interpret what the morning's omen had meant.

      "I didn't realize you could behead a strawman by looking at it."

      This came from the third man who stood on the scaffolding, his words brittle with dry humor. Bjorn pushed down a flash of anger as he glanced at Lawspeaker Yaethun Brashurson. The hawkish man wore a small smile, too subtle to be called a smirk, but his cruel pleasure was bright in his ice-blue eyes.

      Bjorn let no sign of his own anger show through. He stared flatly at the lawspeaker until Annar brought his attention back around.

      "This can't continue, Bjorn. I won't let it. Mother has coddled you enough." His brother spoke with a cold fury, his derision of his younger brother as sharp and bare as the sword in Bjorn's hands. "You've paged through enough dusty tomes and learned all our laws. You must become one of us. You must be a Bear."

      "I am a Bear." But Bjorn asserted it so quietly the wind nearly swallowed his words.

      Annar regarded him for a moment that stretched long. Something seemed to soften in his flinty gaze, though it became no easier to meet his eyes.

      "You are," he said finally. "You're a Bear, and a man grown. But when others look at you, they see a boy with a scholar's courage, not a son of the jarl. Not a scion of Bor Kjellson, Bearer of the Winter Mantle, Lord and Ruler of the City of Iron."

      A scholar's courage. Bjorn repressed a wince. It was a phrase that their middle brother, Yof, had invented for Bjorn's anxious imagination. Being the jester among them, Yof had only meant the words to tease. Annar used them with harsher intent.

      "Today, little brother," Annar continued, "is the day when you must have a man's courage, not a scholar's. For, if all goes as I expect it will, you must take a man's life."

      He could not quite hide the shiver that ran through him. Then it's true. It was the confirmation he had been anticipating all morning. Bjorn glanced down again at the strawman and the stained block cradling its head, then at the sword he clutched. He could already picture the blood dripping from it. His stomach pitched violently, bile rising in his gullet. He swallowed hard. Yet another weakness to hide.

      As the third son of the jarl, he, Bjorn, was to become the lawspeaker when his mentor Yaethun's service was through. He would wear the iron chain that signified the office and become the upholder of the Inscribed Beliefs, the jarl's arbiter of justice.

      He would become Oakharrow's executioner. And, it seemed, he would begin to understand what that role meant that very day.

      "Raise the sword, Bjorn." Annar spoke quietly but firmly now. "Show me you are a Bear."

      Though his arms seemed to weigh as heavy as blocks of ice, Bjorn hefted the blade. As a greatsword, it had more weight than the sword and seax belted at his waist, yet was lighter than it looked. Harrowsteel lined the edges, a metal renowned throughout Enea for never rusting and rarely dulling. An ideal sword for cleaving cleanly through a neck.

      Lawspeaker Yaethun had once told him that a merciful executioner beheaded a man in a single blow. Be merciful, Bjorn thought to himself as he raised the greatsword over his shoulder.

      No more hesitation. In a sudden, ungainly movement, Bjorn swept the greatsword down toward the waiting strawman. Wind whistled in his ears as the blade moved past. Death, it seemed to whisper once more.

      The sword thudded into the neck, stopping halfway through.

      He tried to quell his rising embarrassment. It was far from a clean blow. On a true man's neck, it would have split open his flesh, but left him alive to feel it. Bjorn pried the blade loose, then swung again. But shame rushed his movements. He hit further down, toward the strawman's shoulders this time, an even poorer hit than the first.

      Anger coursed through him then, a fury he couldn't hide. As he turned the greatsword back around for another strike, Bjorn swung with all the helpless rage suddenly searing through him.

      The blade chopped through the strawman's neck to thud into the block below.

      As the sackcloth head rolled across the scaffolding, Bjorn glimpsed the dark man's face once again, his snarl rigid with death, blood trailing from the gaping wound of his neck. His anger drained away before the imagined sight — and in its place, fear seeped back in.

      "Pray you strike truer this afternoon," Lawspeaker Yaethun said, a sneer in his words.

      Bjorn felt Annar's stare before he looked up to meet it. He hardly flinched at the disappointment in his brother's eyes. He had seen it far too often to be surprised.

      "I know there's more in you, Bjorn," Annar said softly. "I've always believed that. In the yard, you've surprised me many times with how skilled you are. You cannot let your doubts and fears hold you back. I've seen your fire before; I glimpsed it now. A man's anger burns inside of you. Reach for it, little brother. You'll have need of it when blood spills."

      Bjorn lowered his gaze. He had often hid his true feelings behind a mask, but he had never been able to amend them. Though shame spread hot over his skin, and the coals of his anger rekindled, it changed nothing.

      In his inner spirit, he was still small and timid.

      Annar turned away, his bear-fur cloak rustling in a chill gust. "Clean this up, then come to the Hall of Tapestries. Details remain to be discussed."

      Without looking back, the jarl's heir strode off the scaffolding, the cold wood creaking with every step. In moments, Annar had untied his horse, mounted the impressive beast, and trotted down the snow-crusted streets toward the black citadel above the city.

      Bjorn watched him leave, then wordlessly bent to his task. Folk had begun to filter out onto the street, and some eyed Bjorn curiously as he swept up stray pieces of hay and stuffed them into the sack. He did not raise his head as he loaded the strawman onto the back of the cart in which they had come. He wondered if any of the onlookers had watched his earlier performance. He wondered how many would see the one that came later.

      He left the block on the scaffolding. It would see its use soon.

      Though by all rights Yaethun should have ceded the front seat of the wagon to Bjorn, they fell into their usual positions, with Bjorn hauling himself into the wagon's bed. When they were both settled, their thrall driver, whom Yof had assigned the casually cruel name of Mule long ago, whistled and gave a small whip of the reins. The hitched horse snorted and lurched forward.

      Bjorn leaned against the side of the cart and ran his hand over the hilt of the lawspeaker's greatsword. It was intricately made, with an eagle's head carved into the pommel. For a moment, he mindlessly traced his thumb over the sharp beak. He had rarely had occasion to see the greatsword reserved for Oakharrow's executions of highborns. It was seldom unsheathed.

      But as he recognized the insignia carved into the hilt, he thought of the last time the steel had tasted blood.

      He raised his gaze to the back of Yaethun's head. Bjorn was not usually given to cruelty. Yet, though he had donned his frost-bent mask once more, the anger and chagrin of the morning still burned through him. A crack formed in his resolve. He could not hold the words back.

      "Only highborn are executed by the sword." He had to raise his voice to be heard above the creaking of the cart.

      The lawspeaker turned back, his lips twisting. "How happy it makes me that my student has learned a thing every suckling babe knows."

      Bjorn found a cutting smile of his own, fueled by the fury still simmering below the calm exterior. "It's been a long time since a highborn was executed."

      The lawspeaker's smile disappeared. Bjorn felt a thrill at his daring, even as guilt twisted his gut. He wondered if he had pushed too far.

      After a long silence, during which even Mule looked uncomfortable, Yaethun stiffly replied, "Again, it is a fact everyone in Oakharrow knows."

      Bjorn went further still, holding up the sheathed sword with the pommel facing his tutor. "But I just realized something more. This was the blade used, was it not? Which means a sword branded with your family insignia beheaded your own father and brother."

      Yaethun appeared frozen for a moment, his eyes stuck on Bjorn's. Then, without a word, he abruptly faced forward again.

      Guilt rose higher in Bjorn, but rage held it at bay. Bjorn did not know why he needled the lawspeaker. They had never had a friendly relationship, but he had not strained it to this point before.

      It took no stretch of imagination to wonder if he was lashing out at the wrong person.

      At length, the lawspeaker turned back. His icy eyes were steady, his expression carefully composed. Unlike Bjorn, there was no denying the man was frost-bent. That fact only made Bjorn want to shatter his calm all the more.

      But Yaethun struck first.

      "Better the son and brother to traitors," he drawled, his eyes holding Bjorn's, "than the craven son of a sprite-touched."

      The breath squeezed from his lungs. Bjorn stared at the lawspeaker, unable to reconcile what he had heard. Whatever guilt he felt boiled away. The chill of the morning was replaced with a searing heat spreading from his chest.

      Bjorn leaned toward Yaethun. He imagined issuing a challenge to the aging man. He wondered if he could win. At seventeen winters, he was no boy, but Yaethun had decades of experience over him. And that his son was said to be talented with a blade was further support for the father's skill. But, though he might not match him with a sword, Bjorn had one more avenue of attack.

      "Annar is having me perform an execution today."

      Yaethun's expression betrayed his surprise. No doubt he had expected Bjorn to respond to his insult. "That was the point of the practice, yes," he answered slowly.

      "It's the lawspeaker's duty to carry out executions."

      Yaethun's eye twitched. "An astute observation, as before."

      Bjorn forced another smile. "It looks like you don't have long to wear the iron chain, Yaethun Brashurson. What will you be when you're not the lawspeaker?"

      To his dismay, Yaethun barked a mirthless laugh. "What will I be?" he mocked. "Perhaps I'll be more than you can imagine, Son of Bor."

      As he finished speaking, the lawspeaker winced, as if he tasted something bitter. Bjorn, perplexed, settled back into silence. His anger, always exhausting to cling to, was quickly draining away. More concerning still was the matter that when Yaethun was lawspeaker no longer, it would be Bjorn who had to wear the iron chain in his place.

      But isn't this what I'm meant to do? It was a question he had often asked himself, a question to which he knew the answer.

      But if he had the answer, he wondered, why did he keep asking the question?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2. A Woman’s Place

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A woman's place is before the hearth, for unto the wife is laid the duty to keep home and land in sound health and regard.

        

        - The Inscribed Beliefs; Verse the Second, Line the Fourth

        

      

      The day began with golden promise.

      The morning's chill clinging to her skin, Aelthena watched the distant peaks that ringed the valley brighten with the rising sun. The gentle tilt of the land, from the high Teeth to the valley below, gathered the warming light. Trees, their boughs sagging with snow, sparkled on the hills surrounding Oakharrow. The long, wide vale of the Seven Jarlheims of Baegard inevitably emerged from the tors' shadows.

      Someday, I'll have my part of it.

      Only in her head did the prospect seem even vaguely possible. She was not the jarl's heir, nor did she have the slightest chance of becoming so — unless her brothers perished, a thing she could never earnestly wish for. If her mother had her way, Aelthena would be relegated to little more than the matron of a household, leaving politics and power to the men.

      Yet each day, she looked over the valley and made herself the same promise. I will make a difference. I will matter. Somehow. Some way.

      "Ael?"

      The voice came from the bed behind her. Aelthena turned back toward her betrothed. "I'm here," she said.

      Asborn, propped up on an elbow, stared at her with half-lidded eyes. His red hair, unbound, tumbled loose across his shoulders. His expression was not yet lined from the day's cares, for, unlike herself, Asborn left his worries behind when he slept. His face was open and honest, only the wan complexion hinting at the stress he felt as the successor and the son of the infamous thane, Eirik Bloodaxe.

      He gave her a tentative smile. "Worrying again?"

      "I wouldn't call it that exactly."

      "Oakharrow will take care of itself for a night, you know."

      She returned his smile with a coy one of her own. "Are you worried about Oakharrow being taken care of, or yourself?"

      Asborn's eyes brightened at that. "Perhaps both might benefit by your coming over here."

      Aelthena laughed, yet the moment's levity was fleeting. Dawn's arrival should have seen her long on her way back home to the Harrowhall. Her liaisons with Asborn were still supposed to be a secret, as they were only promised and not yet married. Though that would change with summer's coming, being caught before the final vows were spoken would stain her perceived virtue and provoke a lifetime of scorn and shame.

      But the chances of consequences were slim. Her father, with his mind lost to ice, could not chastise her for any indiscretions. Her brothers had been too long accomplice to condemn her now. Lady Kathsla, Asborn's mother, surely had to know, but the bowed-back woman had never mentioned a word of it to Aelthena, and had more than once given her a knowing smile. Aelthena's own mother also never spoke of it, but cast her disappointed looks instead.

      Yet even if the need for secrecy had passed, her departure remained urgent. Her mother expected Aelthena to review her duties for the upcoming Winterbirth festival. And as little as she wished to comply with her mother's expectations, Aelthena was nothing if not a dutiful daughter.

      "I can't," she said finally. "I have to meet my mother. Winterbirth, you know."

      "Ah." Asborn ran a hand through his tangled hair. "Have to attend to the baking of bread and the polishing of silver?"

      She flicked her hands together in what was widely known across the jarlheim as a rude gesture. "That's the duty of keeping to 'a woman's place.'"

      Despite her gesture, Asborn's look was sympathetic. Aelthena did not bother holding in her sigh. The Inscribed Beliefs, the rules for society that the gothi of old had written by divine inspiration, ordained that, A woman's place is before the hearth. But while her mother kept to the ancient ways devoutly, Aelthena had always doubted they were meant for her. If she were only ever given a matron's tasks, she did not know how she could prove herself as capable as any leader of men.

      As if thinking of them had invited them in, her usual mundane concerns crowded her head. Proof the grain ledgers for the Winterbirth. See to the kitchens. Make certain the girls are sweeping the hearths and not letting ash build up…

      Asborn was not far wrong in his mockery.

      She sighed and dismissed the thoughts. There would be plenty of time to attend to them later. "Enough of my misery. What's before you today?"

      He stretched and yawned before answering. "I'm meeting with the Balturg and Thurdjur elders here in the keep. And the jarl, I believe," he added thoughtfully. "My father wishes me to attend as the thane's representative."

      With those words, the morning's malaise fled. Aelthena gave him a sharp look. "There's a meeting between our clans' elders? Why?"

      He shrugged. "For nothing of interest, at least that I know of. Trading terms and taxes, most likely."

      She mulled over the implications. Her clan, the Thurdjurs, and Asborn's clan, the Balturgs, were on good terms, especially when compared to their relations with Oakharrow's third and final clan, the Vurgs. But in most matters, the clans' elders operated independently of each other. Whatever Asborn said, surely only topics of grave importance could gather them together. A cautious thrill had begun to build in her. Perhaps, at last, this is my chance.

      "And where is Thane Eirik planning to be?" she queried. "And Annar — I didn't hear mention of him."

      Asborn winced. "If you didn't know about the elders' meeting, I suppose you don't know about this one. Just don't be upset."

      "Asborn."

      He answered reluctantly. "The thane and your brothers are meeting in the Harrowhall."

      To miss one conclave was one thing. But she could not fathom how she had missed hearing of two. Her mother had been busy stuffing her head full of trivial matters, true enough, but had she grown so oblivious in her tedious agony to miss this?

      No. This smelled of a different failing than negligence. Someone had been keeping information from her, and she had a distinct idea who it might be.

      "All my brothers will be there — Annar, Yof, and Bjorn? For what reason?"

      Asborn shook his head. "Father wouldn't say."

      She openly scowled. "I can guess why. No doubt Annar told Thane Eirik not to tell you. He knows you'd pass it on to me."

      But she could guess what they discussed, the one thing that had been on all their minds of late: Skarl Thundson and his Vurg rabble. Though they had captured the so-called "Skarl the Savage," the rebels still threatened the tenuous peace Oakharrow had seen for the past two decades. Yet it said much that neither the Thurdjur nor Balturg elders were included in their discussions.

      Something would happen that very day; she was certain of it.

      "I'm sure it just slipped his mind to tell you." Asborn's forehead had creased with the first of its daily lines.

      She gave him a flat look. "It was deliberate. And he'll pay for it."

      "And how will you manage your revenge?"

      Aelthena rose and donned her clothing. When she had secured her woolen underlayers, she turned back. "He'll have to throw me out if he doesn't want me there. I'm more flame-bent than usual today. I'll melt his resolve."

      She pulled on her dress, a blue one that was slightly wrinkled due to not being properly laid out. She impatiently smoothed the creases with her hands, then secured her snowfox cloak snugly about her shoulders. It was an ostentatious luxury in facing the white fur outward instead of in, where it might actually perform its purpose of keeping her warm. But she was, after all, the jarl's daughter. She could afford the occasional frivolity.

      Asborn watched her with a bemused smile. "Before you go, bid me farewell with some of that fire."

      Despite her urgency, she obliged, leaning over the bed where he still reclined. Gently, he ran his hand along her cheek, then kissed her nose, and finally her lips.

      "You'll return tonight?" he asked softly.

      She smiled. "No promises."

      With that, she turned from the room, her steps quick. Much as she enjoyed their nights, she had no time for a lover's yearnings.

      She had three brothers and a thane to hunt.
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        * * *

      

      Aelthena had always held the Harrowhall with a measure of reverence.

      It was not because it was the seat of her family's power, or the only home she had known. She cherished it for those reasons, and felt no more comfortable than when she strode through its sable corridors, even if twenty winters of life lived in its rooms as a half-forgotten scion had long chafed at her.

      But her reverence was reserved not for sentimentality or practicality, but resolve. The Harrowhall was the most significant fortress within Oakharrow, a stone bastion among a city of timber and straw. Asborn's home, Vigil Keep, was formidable in its own right, but it came nowhere near the accomplishment of the jarl's walls. In the Harrowhall lay both strength and elegance, as much sweat put into bolstering the walls and designing the defenses as sculpting the friezes and painting the frescos. It had been built by the last king of Baegard, now known as the King of Ice, and remained his legacy centuries after he had ascended into the mountains to disappear among the snow.

      It was a monarch's palace among a people who no longer recognized kings. Long after the land had dissolved into seven separate territories, loosely bound together by common enemies, interrelated families and clans, and trade, the Harrowhall remained as a reminder of past days of glory.

      What can be built once can be built again. Only in her madder fits of fancy did Aelthena dream Baegard might be united again under one crown.

      And even rarer did she fantasize herself wearing it.

      Only a small measure of that sacrosanct feeling remained with Aelthena as she strode into the Harrowhall that morning. Impressive as her surroundings might be, her eyes fell to the few figures occupying the atrium. She found she recognized them, and though she had not been specifically hunting for them, they might be precisely the people she needed to see.

      Bracing herself, Aelthena crossed the hall, her footsteps echoing in the wide space. The small party looked up at her approach, a mixture of emotions crossing their faces. She put on a smile, though anyone who knew her well would see it for the thin veil it was. Much as she might love her parents, their recent interactions only served to whittle away at her patience.

      "Good morn to you, Mother," she said sweetly. "Hello, Father."

      Aelthena's gaze swept over her mother's nervous expression to the rest of the gathered. Except for her mother, their company appeared prepared for more than an idle stroll through the citadel. Her father was dressed against the cold, as were Uljana, the jarl's personal thrall, and the two guards attending them.

      Despite herself, Aelthena found her eyes returning to her father — or what remained of him. Lord Bor had once been a powerful man. She remembered how, as a girl, he had towered high above her and domineered those under his command. He had not been called the Bear by exaggeration. His voice was as deep as a sounding horn, and she had grown up on tales of his exploits during the Sack of Qal-Nu, the last skirmish with their eternal enemies to the south, as well as his daring seizure of Oakharrow's throne from the weak grasp of the previous jarl.

      But now, though the Winter Mantle remained draped across his shoulders, her father was a husk of himself. Huddled in the wheeled chair Lawspeaker Yaethun had devised to move him in, he looked as far from her memories as could be imagined. Sprite-touched, the lowborn called those with his malady, though rarely in Aelthena's earshot, and never when they might suffer punishment. Yet if the term was offensive, she knew it to be accurate. Lord Bor was lost to sprites of ice, a disease of the mind that many of Oakharrow's warriors had succumbed to over the years.

      As with every time she saw him, her mind recoiled at what he had become. Aelthena quickly raised her gaze to meet her mother's, then spoke with forced cheerfulness. "Where are we off to so early?"

      Her mother smiled back at her. Oakharrow's nobility held it as a fact that Lady Bestla Of'Bor had aged gracefully through her many winters. Though the turning of her husband's mind had furrowed her brow, her sun-kissed hair remained thick and vibrant, and the compliments paid to her by visiting highborn were often genuine. That morning, she wore a pale gold dress lined with silver that, even with her heavy robe wrapped around her, accentuated her mature beauty.

      A smile was never a smile with her mother, and, as usual, something now lay unspoken behind it. Aelthena did not have to look far to detect her mother's usual disapproval in where her daughter had slept that night. It made her temper, always liable to fracture, yet more brittle. She was not ashamed of "losing her virtue" to Asborn. After all, she had been the one who chose to bed him and defy the senseless Inscribed Beliefs. But her mother had always been the one person whose disapproval she could ill abide, and years of practice had done little to insulate her from it.

      Nevertheless, Aelthena forced herself to hold her gaze until her mother responded.

      "Good morning, my winterlily." Lady Bestla spoke with motherly warmth. "Your father and I were just about to go on a walk around the grounds. I thought some fresh air might do him good."

      Any lingering guilt fled before her mother's lie. Aelthena let her smile slip away. "A walk to Vigil Keep, you mean?"

      Her mother's cheer faltered. Behind her, the guards exchanged glances, and the thrall Uljana kept her gaze lowered to the back of Lord Bor's head. None of it seemed to register with her father. His eyes wandered the frescos of the atrium's high ceiling as if he were recalling the old stories they depicted.

      "You heard of the meeting, then?" her mother said lightly.

      "I did. No thanks to you or Annar."

      Lady Bestla sighed and stepped closer. Aelthena wanted to back away, to maintain her distance so she could keep a tighter hold on her anger. But she forced herself to stay put.

      "I only did it for your own good, Aelthena," her mother murmured.

      "My own good?" Aelthena bit back a bitter laugh. "Be honest with me for once, Mother. You did it so I wouldn't try to force my way in."

      In her mother's usual way, she tried to deflect from the confrontation.

      "You're to be a Matron of the Hall, Aelthena. You will have many important duties and responsibilities. Without your guidance, all will fall into disarray in a castle such as this."

      In Aelthena's usual way, she pushed for the conflict.

      "Yes, Mother. You make many important decisions from 'a woman's place,' don't you?"

      She regretted the words as soon as they passed her lips. Before them, her mother wilted like a winterlily in summer, though she attempted to hide it.

      Aelthena sighed and tried to bridge the widening gap between them with reason. "I know you're trying to do your best by me, teaching me the duties of the Matron of the Hall. But I won't ever act as such for the Harrowhall. You'll remain in the position of Matron for decades to come, gods willing. And when Annar finds a wife, she'll take over. To make no mention that long before that, I'll be living in Vigil Keep."

      "That's true," her mother conceded softly. "But many of the duties remain the same."

      "And I'll have a steward whom I'll make liberal use of."

      Despite the timbre of their conversation, Bestla smiled at her, fuller this time. Aelthena hesitantly smiled back. Her mother always had a way of diffusing any tension between them. She envied her that ability. All Aelthena seemed to bring to conversations was war.

      "I know you chafe at your duties, Aelthena." Her mother brushed her arm with a gentle touch that would be rude to reject. "You long to be involved in politics and the workings of the jarlheim. But those are men's duties, my winterlily. The Inscribed Beliefs dictate that a woman's place is at the hearth, and we may only rise from it in the direst of circumstances."

      Then perhaps the Inscribed Beliefs should be rewritten. She could not quite say the words aloud. Not even she was bold enough to openly blaspheme the gods.

      At a shuffle from one of the guards, Lady Bestla glanced back at the rest of their party. "I'm sorry, Aelthena, but I must see your father off."

      Aelthena repressed a sigh. She had not expected to convince her mother of her worth in a day. But each time the topic arose, her mother's blindness to all she could be only deepened the chasm between them.

      Her mother turned to her husband, bending over his chair to kiss him gently on the forehead. "Farewell, honeysuckle," she said to him, tucking the fur of the Mantle closer under his chin. "Stay warm out there. Winter still clings to the city."

      Aelthena turned her head aside. When she had been young, her mother had treated her the same way as she treated her father now. She wondered if she would ever adjust to the change.

      "Farewell, Father," Aelthena said stiffly. But her words fell on deaf ears. Unlike her mother, she did not dare approach. Her father appeared calm, but she had seen him wield his hand against Uljana too many times not to be cautious. Only his wife seemed immune to rough treatment, and every time Lady Bestla approached his chair, a vague smile found his lips.

      Her prudence was rewarded, for though he had only a moment before been calm, Lord Bor suddenly raised his head and stared forward with alarm. His eyes latched onto nothing that Aelthena could see, yet they were wide with horror.

      "With the wind…" he mumbled.

      As suddenly as he had come alive, her father sagged back down like a puppet cut from his strings. His gaze slowly fell to the floor again.

      When no one spoke, Aelthena turned on her heel. Her discomfort made her words sharp as she spoke over her shoulder to her mother. "Do not depart without me."

      Then, ignoring her mother's weak protests, she made for the grand double doors that led to the Hall of Tapestries, the inner sanctum of the Harrowhall, and which contained the chair from which the jarl — or the jarl's heir, these days — commanded the city.

      As she neared the entrance to the chair-room, the two guardians on watch exchanged a look. The older was a veteran of the Sack of Qal-Nu, evidenced by a jagged scar over one eye and a close-shaved scalp. But he was not the one she had to watch out for. As past experience informed her, the younger one held that honor.

      The veteran guard spoke first. "Mistress Aelthena," he said with a fist to his chest, the standard Harrow salute. "Hundred pardons, but you cannot enter. The Lord Heir is holding a private conference."

      Despite his battle experience, the guardian's one eye cringed as she gave him a withering stare.

      "Who's attending him?" she demanded. She spoke in the way she had once heard her father speak to his men, and how Annar spoke to her.

      The younger guardian intervened. "Ah, Mistress, you know we can't divulge such details."

      Aelthena glanced at him, not surprised by his imperious tone. "Frey Igorson," she greeted him coolly.

      He gave her a crooked smile. "I'm honored you remember me. Have I made such an impression?"

      She did not rise to his gibe, turning again to the veteran. "Let me put this a different way. You can admit me, or Annar can come out here. Either way, if I cannot enter, I mean to hear it from his own lips."

      Frey shook his head, but the veteran bobbed a nod. "As you wish, Mistress," he muttered, and all but fled within the doors.

      As she waited for his return, she ignored Frey's steady gaze on her. It was impossible to be unaware of his fine features: golden curls falling to his shoulders, a broad jaw beneath a short, rust-gold beard, eyes the blue-green of a glacial pond. Most offensive of all, however, was the way he stared at her. No lowborn should be so bold, warrior or not.

      Just as she considered reprimanding him, Aelthena heard her mother approach from behind.

      "Aelthena," she murmured. "There's really no need to interrupt."

      Aelthena did not turn as she spoke. "Some of us aren't content with a woman's place, Mother."

      Silence fell on the hall. Even Frey's smile slipped.

      Her mother finally broke the suffocating quiet. "Very well. If you'd like to go over the Winterbirth preparations later, let me know."

      Her fading footsteps told of her rapid departure.

      When her mother had gone, Frey gave a low whistle. "If that's how you treat your mother, I'd hate to see how your enemies fare."

      Little could have provoked her to smile just then. But for the guardian, she managed a feral one. "Pray you'll never have to."

      At his grin, she crossed her arms, turned away, and waited for her summons.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3. The Sword or the Noose

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        If the blood of kings, heroes, or their loyal huskarls runs in his veins, let the sword do his neck a final honor. If his blood is a common red, the noose will suffice.

        

        - The Harrow Law; On Justice

        

      

      Well? Do we hang him or cut off his head?"

      The question brought Bjorn's attention away from the ornate arrases lining the Hall of Tapestries to his second oldest brother. Yof had his arms crossed over his broad chest and wore his War Drang's furs as if he would set out on a patrol that very moment to do his duty of watching for Oakharrow's enemies. Like their mother, his braided hair and beard were laced with orange, a sign of his passionate nature. Though quick to anger, Yof was quicker to forgive, and quickest of all to laugh. Even now, with his heavy words, Yof waited with an eyebrow cocked, as if expecting the query to be greeted with mirth.

      Bjorn, knowing no answer would be expected from him, glanced at the others present. Annar, their eldest brother, paced in front of the Oakstone, the chair of the jarl. Eirik Bloodaxe was the last in attendance. He had fought next to Bjorn's father to wrest the Winter Mantle from a man they had considered too weak to rule — Yaethun's father, as luck would have it. Eirik's reward was to become the thane and the head of the Balturg clan, making him the second most powerful man in Oakharrow. His hair was as red as his weapon was named, and though he was flame-bent like Yof, he was more inclined toward rage than japes.

      "Those aren't the only ways to kill a man," the thane rumbled.

      Yof snorted. "You would think a noose too painless."

      Thane Eirik smiled grimly. It was all too easy for Bjorn to imagine blood running between those yellowed teeth. "Only for my enemies."

      "I haven't said he would die."

      At Annar's words, Bjorn turned with the others toward his eldest brother. The Heir paused his pacing to cast his hard gaze over them.

      "Skarl Thundson is only the first serpent from the nest," Annar continued. "Hang him or behead him. Either way, it will not temper the Vurg rebellion."

      Skarl Thundson. Bjorn's knees nearly went weak at the mere mention of his name. Widely known as "the Savage," he was said to possess the blood of a jotun, one of the legendary giants of the frozen Witterland to the far north. That, at least, was merely rumor; he had seen the insurgent in the cells under the Harrowhall, and though the man did indeed look ferocious, bigger men than he crowded the cells. But his face was a web of scars, telling of the number of fights he had survived and won, and his eyes were bright and cruel. The man held himself with a certainty that even Bjorn had found himself morbidly fascinated by. It was no wonder men followed him.

      And though Bjorn had imagined beheading him that very morning, it was no wonder he still feared him.

      "Send a clear message, and it will." Thane Eirik slapped a palm against the pommel of the axe that was always hanging from his hip. "Quarter and burn him — ashes don't lead coups."

      "Burn him?" Yof asked incredulously. "He's not a witch who's cast a curse!"

      Annar shook his head. "Brutality will gain us no love from the Vurgs."

      The Heir looked up at one of the grand banners next to the Oakstone; the tapestry of Nuvvog, Bjorn noted. On it, the God of the Sun and Deceit was shown in his usual dragon form, broad scarlet wings stretching over either side, and a barbed tail menacing along the tasseled hem. Though his face was a reptile's, with long white teeth and sharp-pointed ears like mountain peaks, the weaver had caught that look of mischief for which Nuvvog was known: a curling of the grinning mouth, a widening of the wild eyes. As his brother stared into the god's gaze, Bjorn wondered what he sought there. The Trickster promised nothing but lies — all the stories said so. Though not every tale is true, he mused. And not every legend is false. If he had learned one thing in his many hours spent in the chilled archives, it was a scholar's mixture of scrutiny and tolerance.

      "If we burn him, we'll make him a martyr, and they'll bring fire to us in return." Annar spoke almost as if to himself. "But if we honor him…"

      He turned to the others, inviting comment.

      Yof crossed his arms again. "By the sword, then."

      Bjorn remembered the strawman's head rolling across the scaffolding. He wondered how queasy he would feel when Skarl Thundson's head rolled. If I can manage it.

      Thane Eirik scarcely hid his disdain as he stared at Annar. "I beheaded Brashur Felson to show our people that though Lord Bor was a usurper, he had as much honor as the next man. But the Savage has no pedigree, Lord Heir Annar. Don't show him respect. Show him you have a spine. If you grant a highborn execution to a lowborn, you'll only prove that you lack one."

      Annar met the thane's gaze. He looks the jarl now, Bjorn realized. Though he was slighter and shorter than Thane Eirik, and he did not wear the Winter Mantle, his bearing was every bit a match for the aged warrior. There was no doubt Annar was the ruler of Oakharrow.

      "Skarl Thundson will die by the sword," Annar said quietly. "His Drangi will die by the noose." His eyes found Bjorn's. "And you, Bjorn, will carry out their sentences."

      His stomach clenched. He had known they would settle on the sword for Skarl, else Annar would not have had him play at being executioner that morning. He wondered if he would be responsible for the hangings too. Will I be the one to throw the lever, or push them to their fates?

      The back of his throat burned with bile, and he had to swallow hard to speak. "I'm not the lawspeaker."

      Annar's eyes betrayed no pity. "You will be soon. You're the jarl's son. You're my brother. It's shameful for you to be so virgin to violence. Oakharrow can't wait for you to find your courage. You'll give Skarl Thundson and his captains their deaths, and finally know what it is to belong to the Bears."

      "I'm no coward." He felt more craven as he said it, and quickly followed it up with "I'll do my duty."

      Yof gave a small laugh, not meaning it to be callous, surely, but it came out so. Annar nodded solemnly.

      Bjorn knew this was his last chance to ask the question that had been needling him. "Why did Yaethun not join us?"

      He did not miss his mentor's presence — far from it. But as this matter related to the Harrow Law and justice, it only made sense that the lawspeaker should preside over the proceedings.

      His brothers only looked at each other in silence, leaving it to the thane to respond.

      "Skarl's reach is deep in the city, boy." Even as Thane Eirik answered Bjorn, his every word dripped with contempt. "He may have friends among you Thurdjurs, and perhaps even in my own clan. Best not chance him hissing in the wrong ears."

      If he turned traitor once, he could turn again. Their reasoning was simple enough to follow. Baegard's most notable historian and storyteller, Alfjin the Scribe, had another way of putting it: The hidden dagger never sees the day.

      "I'll have Raldof Koryson prepare the prisoner to be brought out to the Greenstead by noon." Annar turned his gaze to him. "Bjorn, be ready."

      He could already imagine blood streaming between the planks of the scaffolding, fresh stains settling into the pine, warm droplets spraying across his cold face.

      Not trusting his voice, Bjorn nodded.

      His eldest brother nodded in return. "Good. Now, we have other matters to discuss."

      Bjorn recognized the dismissal in his tone. Turning on his heel, he was grateful not to remain. He had enough weighing on him as it was. After all, a scholar's courage may be light, but his fear is heavy, he thought bitterly.

      As he walked past the aqua tapestries lining the room, he imagined the stitched stares of the Inscribed Gods following him. Before them, it felt as if he were fleeing.

      Footsteps echoed behind him, and Bjorn turned to see Yof approaching. He looked striking in his War Drang uniform, the brass shining and the leather oiled beneath his bear-fur cloak. Bjorn wished a uniform could fit him half so well. He did not even have a cloak formed of a bear, having never hunted any beast larger than a wolf. But the only outfit meant for him was a lawspeaker's robes, and those fit drably, if Yaethun was any model.

      Reaching him, his brother grasped his shoulder tightly. "How are you faring, little brother?"

      Bjorn shrugged. "Fine."

      Yof quirked an eyebrow. "You'll have to learn to lie if you're to be the lawspeaker. Gods know you can't trust a word that comes off of Yaethun's tongue."

      Bjorn tried for a smile, but the effort was beyond him. Then again, it was Yof to whom he spoke. He did not have to put on an act for him.

      "It's just… I could barely chop off the strawman's head this morning."

      "Ah. Annar mentioned that." Yof's eyes narrowed. "Your scholar's courage was getting in the way again, wasn't it?"

      Bjorn looked aside. "Yes."

      "Who was it you imagined beheading? Someone we know?"

      He winced. "In a way. It was Skarl Thundson."

      Yof bellowed a laugh. At the sound, Annar glanced their way, and the thane glared at Yof's back.

      "Well, isn't that's fortunate!" his brother declared, heedless of the stares. "And if you don't get a clean cut, the bastard deserves a bit more pain, doesn't he?"

      Bjorn hesitated, then shrugged again. "I suppose."

      "You'll be fine, little brother." Yof clapped him on the back, his smile unfailing. "I've seen you when you grow angry. No one stands in your way then! You're more fire-bent than you realize, you know. Tap into that, and you'll get through today."

      First Annar, and now Yof had pierced his veil. Bjorn wondered if his mask had ever fooled anyone after all.

      Yof waited until Bjorn grudgingly nodded, then gave him one last thump before turning away.

      "Remember," he called over his shoulder. "Use that fire!"

      Bjorn only sighed, then he swiftly fled the Hall of Tapestries and the gods' unrelenting stares.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4. Ties That Bind

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "I would kill a hundred, a hundred hundred, if that is what it cost to topple your king's corrupted throne!"

        

        - Coppereye the Insurgent, First Drang to the Unchained Thanes, to Thoros Wolfjaw, the Champion of Torvald Geirson, the Last King of Baegard

        

      

      When the doors to the Hall of Tapestries cracked open and the guardian, Graynson, stepped out, Aelthena braced herself for battle. But Annar did not follow the scarred warrior.

      "What did Lord Heir Annar say?" she demanded of the old veteran.

      Graynson bobbed his head. "He says he'll be out soon, Mistress."

      She stiffened her jaw, but held back her frustration.

      "Ah, self-restraint," Frey observed. "I didn't know you exercised it."

      Aelthena turned her head aside, only partially hiding her grimace. Daughter of the jarl, and still, she had to tolerate boorish behavior. But that's a woman's place, she thought with bitter irony.

      Sometime later, the doors to the chair-room finally opened again. Aelthena readied herself, and this time wasn't disappointed as her eldest brother emerged.

      Annar had never been a comely man. He had the wide face of their father, but lacked its sharp definition. His eyes were the spring-leaf color of their mother's, but they were hooded by his brow. His red hair was muddied and thin. He was a misfit of their parents' physical characteristics. Yet he possessed the best of their minds, with but two failings: stubbornness and an inability to laugh.

      "Aelthena," Annar greeted her coolly. "Sister. You wished to speak?"

      She carefully held her temper in check. "I know about the meeting between the Thurdjur and Balturg elders. Why did you try to hide it from me?"

      Annar's veneer of brotherly affection frayed and fell away. "It's none of your concern. You know matters of the jarlheim are the dominion of men."

      Those Djur-burned Inscribed again. For a moment, she was tempted to decry the rules, regardless that their entire society was based on them.

      Before she could think of a more appropriate reply, Annar seemed to remember the guardians standing near them. "Leave us," he commanded.

      They struck their fists to their chests and quickly complied. Not even Frey dared a pithy retort.

      She finally found the words she had been searching for, and she measured her tone to come across reasonable, but firm. "You know I'm suited to ruling, Annar. I don't ask; I command. Men jump when I tell them to, or crawl if it suits me. I know all the subjects a good leader should — maps, commerce, labor, politics. I know how to decide the correct path forward and how to ensure my will is enacted. I'm not asking you to hold my hand as I play at politics, brother. I'm asking you to stop tying my hands behind my back. Cut me free, and let me do what I can do well."

      She studied her brother's silent face. It had barely changed throughout her speech, his eyes downcast, hands clasped behind his back. Many people had called Annar frost-bent, and she was inclined to agree. But she hoped there was still some glimmer of humanity that would peer beyond her sex and see her for who she was.

      He finally looked up. "You may attend the elders' meeting."

      Even as her chest warmed with success, suspicion dampened it. "Is that so?"

      Annar's lips tightened in what almost passed as a smile. "You're right, Aelthena. I shouldn't waste a good mind. The Inscribed… Perhaps they should serve as signposts rather than blinders."

      He turned back to the doors to the Hall of Tapestries. Despite his concession, though, Aelthena found her blood rising again.

      "We're not done yet," she said to his back. "You're not going to just shove me to the side and decide Skarl Thundson's fate without me."

      Annar turned back quickly, glancing at the guardians just out of earshot, and their father's small company closer to the citadel's entrance. His eyes were hard as they settled on her.

      "Where did you hear that?" he asked in a low voice.

      "What else could it be? Let me in and—"

      "No, Aelthena. I've given you more of a place than I had to. Be content with it, lest I decide to take it back."

      Take it back. Her face flushed — from fear or fury, she did not know. She spoke with all the control she could muster. "You're too kind, brother."

      Annar stared at her a moment longer. Then, without another word, he turned again and disappeared behind the doors.

      The guardians returned as soon as Annar had gone. "Mistress," Frey said with a small smile. "I couldn't help but overhear you're leaving for Vigil Keep. I believe you'll require an escort."

      Aelthena gave him a flat look. "I'm going with my father."

      "But his chariot is already full. You'll require one of your own, and a man to guard it."

      She tried to think of an appropriate objection, then relented.

      "Come along, then." She spoke as if she did not care one way or the other. Without waiting for him, she turned and walked away. His footsteps pursued unhurriedly, his long legs easily keeping pace.

      She approached her father, but spoke to Uljana. "I'll be attending the enclave with you. I assume you already have a chariot? Go on without me. I'll follow behind shortly."

      The thrall bobbed her head, then pushed the jarl in his chair out the great double doors at the atrium's entrance. Aelthena walked a short ways behind them, all too conscious of Frey on her heels.

      They exited the Harrowhall to a clear, crisp day, the clouds and snow from the morning dissipated. Set atop a hill near the center of the city, the stoop afforded a vast view of Oakharrow and the valley beyond. On such a fine day, she could even see the stream that ran through Oakharrow, the Honeybrook, meeting the great Whiterun down in the Painted Woods.

      Nearer at hand were the lines between the city's districts. In the south, Vigil Keep was a bastion amid what had become a destitute slum: the Squalls, home to most of the Vurgs, the least influential and prosperous of the three clans of Oakharrow. The north held the Oakheart district, where the richer denizens of the jarlheim congregated, mostly comprising Thurdjur and Balturg highborn, successful merchants, and yeomen in possession of many acres of land. In particular, the house of the Balturg elder Hervor Silverfang rose above the rest, richer in ornamentation than the Harrowhall itself by benefit of his fruitful mines. Straight to the west ran the main thoroughfare of Oakharrow, the Iron Road, along which the Dusty Wares, markets for food and various other goods, had developed.

      It was a view worthy of a victorious day. For though she would not help decide the Savage's fate, representing the Heir at the elders' meeting was a step in the right direction. If she had her way, the elders would grow to know her and respect her — and, one day, if she was persistent, obey her.

      "Don't hold your chin so high you step in a nightsoil ditch, Mistress." Frey descended the stairs next to her rather than behind, as would have been proper. Ahead of them, her father's guards had lifted his chair to carry him down the steps.

      She ignored him, practicing her usual method of dealing with the guardian. He had treated her this way for the three years he had been in the Harrowhall's service, but she usually did not have to be around him for long. You've dealt with worse, she reminded herself.

      "Not to mention," Frey continued, "if you do, it'll be the perfect angle to launch some up your nostrils."

      Her resolution snapped. "Why can't you just be silent for one damn minute?"

      "Cursing, Mistress, doesn't befit one of your rank."

      "Not that you're aware of my rank."

      She saw an escape from the conversation just ahead. Bjorn sat atop one of the colossal statues of Djur situated before the Harrowhall's front gates. He appeared to be doing nothing more than looking out over the cityscape.

      Though she could not afford to be late, to leave her brother in the throes of one of his forlorn moods would be worse. Not quite meeting Frey's eyes, she said, "Go and retrieve my chariot, then meet me at the gate."

      Before he could manage another quip, she turned and walked to the statue.

      Bjorn did not look down as she approached, seeming lost in thought as he straddled the shoulders of the Wild God and stared over Oakharrow. At seventeen winters, he still had the slender build of youth. Yet just that year her younger brother had begun to look more of a man, with a sparse growth of hair along his chin and over his lips. His honey-colored eyes usually had a somber cast to them, but he looked almost downtrodden now.

      As she considered him, Aelthena thought of how he had been when he was younger. She remembered the boy who loved to climb trees, who had asked "why" of everything, who had pretended to be Alfjin the Scribe and made up stories for anyone who would listen. But since he had been apprenticed to the lawspeaker four years before, at the time of his official recognition as a man, she rarely saw that smile.

      "What's up there, little squirrel?"

      His hair, thick and brown as a bear's summer coat, fell across his face as he looked down at her. She wondered when his jaw had become so strong, his amber eyes so considering.

      "Would you kill a man, Ael?" His eyes darted away as he spoke. "If duty required it?"

      She did not hesitate in her answer, even as she wondered at the odd question. "Yes. If it was necessary to protect our people, I'd kill a thousand."

      He was silent for a long moment.

      "Our people?" he repeated softly. "Or just our kin?"

      "Family and clan, Harrowfolk and Baegardians. No matter our differences, we're all one." The words were pulled almost directly from the Inscribed Beliefs, but she still believed them. Even old scrolls could contain kernels of wisdom.

      "Would you do it — kill all those people — if it had to be by your own hand?"

      She squinted up at him. "Why do you ask? Is there something you're not—?"

      Then the realization sank in. They're doing it. They're killing Skarl. And they're forcing Bjorn to be the executioner.

      He sighed and looked out over the valley. "I suppose you'll know at noon."

      Noon. Her own meeting suddenly seemed insignificant. "Bjorn. You must tell me what's happening."

      For a moment, it seemed like he would relent. Then he shook his head. "Annar would be furious."

      "Wilds take Annar!" But much as she wanted to pry the information from him, she knew how it would hurt him to have to choose between loyalties. And she could never knowingly hurt her little brother.

      She drew in a steadying breath. "Look, if you can't tell me more, then at least listen to me. Do what you think is right. It doesn't matter who demands what — you are your own man. Only you can decide what you should do."

      His eyes flickered toward her, then he gave an unconvincing nod.

      She was almost glad to see Frey return with a chariot, riding next to a familiar thrall driver, Mule. Still, sisterly concern compelled her to face Bjorn again.

      "Why don't you come with me? I'm going to an elders' enclave — both Thurdjurs and Balturgs will be there. We can pull their white beards and trace maps out of the old warriors' scars like when we were children."

      Bjorn kept looking over the vale. "Thank you, Aelthena, but I think I'll stay here for now."

      She considered him for a moment longer, then let out a breath. "As you wish."

      The chariot pulled up next to her, and Frey hopped out to offer his hand.

      "I'm fine," she told the guardian tersely. She stepped up onto the chariot without assistance, though it was, admittedly, a bit difficult in her long winter dress. After she managed to get in, she glanced back at Frey to see him struggling to keep a straight face.

      "Not a word," she warned, then settled into her seat.

      The smile that broke out on the guardian's face promised anything but silence.

      After Frey hopped into the front seat, Mule kicked the shaggy-haired woolith into its slow lumber, and the chariot rolled forward. Aelthena closed her eyes and hoped Bjorn would find answers to all the questions plaguing him.

      But for now, she had to put her mind to her own task. As the wheels rolled beneath her, Aelthena's mind turned over how she would bring the roomful of stubborn old men to heel.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5. The Sleeping Giant

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Djur came down from the mountain like an avalanche, roaring his fury with the tumbling of ice and snow:

        'Nuvvog!' he cried. 'Spinner of Lies! Trickster of Gods! Father of Dragons! Come, come — face me with claw and fire, if you dare!'

        The Trickster only smiled. 'I do, Wild One — but on the grounds of my own choosing.'

        Only as he heard his words did the Wild Father discover a great pit below him, burning with deep flames, and fell into it…

        

        - Tales of the Inscribed, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      Bjorn watched Aelthena roll away in the chariot, her sun-blonde hair standing out amid the snow-spattered Iron Road. Every day, she seemed to grow more confident in herself, more her own woman, and that was saying something. She had always known her mind, always seemed able to divine the right path forward. Growing up, he had often turned to his older sister for guidance and had rarely been led astray.

      I'd kill a thousand, she'd said.

      Her words made him think of the heroes of old. None of them had struggled with committing violence. Thoros Wolfjaw, champion to the King of Ice, never hesitated in slaying Coppereye at his challenge. Yofam Dragontooth did not pause at stabbing the invading wyvern with its own incisor. Bjorn's own father, seeing the Mantle hanging from weak shoulders, slew the old jarl and all his supporters without shedding a tear.

      All around him stood strong men, true men. Only he, Bjorn Borson, blanched at the necessity of death.

      Death with the wind.

      He shivered and looked over the city again, wishing he could forget the morning's omen.

      Under a quilt of snow, Oakharrow was a city asleep. Yet even in its slumber, it seemed a giant to him — a vibrant, hale colossus, waiting to be awoken. Soon, fires would be rekindled, heating the hearths of lowborn and highborn alike. Men and women would emerge to move about their tasks of herding and hawking and brewing. Perhaps the city reeked of all that human activity, of its waste and bodies. But in the fresh snow, everything was settled and clean. The winter covered all equally and carried away the filth when it melted. For a short while, at least.

      Down the road, he watched a boy in Balturg red form a ball from snow and throw it at a small girl in Thurdjur aqua. Killing an armed man in fair combat is one thing, he thought as the girl threw a frozen missile back, her small face twisted in fury and delight. But beheading a defenseless man?

      It would be justice, according the Inscribed Beliefs. Skarl Thundson was responsible for the deaths of dozens of Harrowfolk and the destruction of much property as well. The Vurgs he incited had mostly raided outlying farms thus far, setting fire to fields and homes and slaughtering the inhabitants. But they would bring their blades and torches to Oakharrow itself if they were not stopped. Then people would die not by the dozens, but by the hundreds. Perhaps even the thousands.

      But Aelthena had said something else: Do what you think is right. He had studied the laws divined from the Inscribed Beliefs for the past four years. He knew their caveats, their intricacies, their flaws. The Harrow Law might seem straightforward in word, but in application, it rarely proved to be. And no matter how much he read, no matter how much knowledge he gained, he had not found a passage that answered how a lawspeaker might, in liminal cases, divine the right course from the wrong one.

      But though he believed few things with certainty, he knew one thing: a coward made for a poor executioner.

      Unable to sit still any longer, he slid off the statue of Djur. One thing promised to relieve his restlessness — a ride in the hills. He could return by noon; the sun had plenty of sky left to rise. He would be back before they even thought to look for him.

      "Bjorn."

      He turned at the voice from the steps of the Harrowhall. Despite his somber mood, the sight of her brought a smile. "Mother."

      His mother returned the smile tenfold. Carefully descending the icy stairs, she held out her arms. Bjorn reluctantly stepped into her embrace. It did not befit a man to be held by his mother in public; other men might think him even weaker than they already must. But as she held him close, Bjorn felt himself returning the hug. His mother had always had a way of breaking down the barriers he raised against the rest of the world.

      Knowing his self-consciousness, she only embraced him for a moment before releasing and holding him at arm's length. "You look more of a man every day," she murmured. "Is that hair I see on your chin?"

      "Mother, please." He touched his chin, feeling the small, soft hairs growing there.

      "It's a mother's job to embarrass her son."

      He rolled his eyes, and she smiled teasingly at him. But her brow furrowed as she looked past him down the Iron Road.

      "I hope he's alright today," his mother murmured. "If I didn't have so much to prepare for the Winterbirth, I'd go as well to make sure he remains calm."

      No need to ask whom she meant. As with every time he thought of his father's condition, Bjorn's gut tightened. But his mother needed none of his anxiety to add to her own.

      "You can't spend your whole life fretting about him," he said softly. "Uljana knows how to handle him. Aelthena, too."

      His mother looked skeptical, but she did not contradict him. They both knew he had been a bit generous in commending how Aelthena handled Lord Bor's madness. She had always been too impatient to be gentle, and a gentle hand was what his father required.

      She shook her head. "Well, what's done is done. Best get back to it." Her gaze turned softer as she met his eyes again. "But what were you doing out here in the cold?"

      Bjorn shifted his gaze away. "Thinking."

      She considered him for a long moment, then touched his arm gently. "I'm always here for you, Bjorn. If you ever need to talk. A man's never too old to be comforted by his mother."

      Bjorn summoned a rueful grin. "I think Annar would disagree with you."

      "Yes, well. He always did want to do things his own way."

      His mother smiled at him, then brought his face down to kiss him on the cheek. "Gods watch over you, my son. All will turn out well, you'll see."

      He only nodded in response, then watched as she walked back into the Harrowhall. Only once she had disappeared did he turn for the citadel's stables.

      He'd had the desire partway through his conversation with his mother, a restlessness supplanting the malaise. A ride. I just need a ride. He had never been the keenest hunter, but he'd taken to riding even as a timid lad. And Clap, his mottled brown gelding, was as close to a friend as he could claim.

      A short time later, he rode Clap down the Iron Road, the horse's familiar gait and strength beneath him reassuring. Drably dressed peasants walked on the street next to him. Some recognized his highborn status by his clothes and gave him respectful nods, even if resentment still simmered in their eyes. As he reached the peripheries of the city, the cobbled street grew less populated. Clap remembered the way, and he carried Bjorn forward like a leaf drifting down a stream.

      His mind wandered until an approaching group of men caught his attention. They were five barbars, recognizable by their squirrel-skin cloaks, their ornamentations of deer antlers and wolf teeth, and the nut-brown hue of their skin. Yewlings come to trade, he assumed — that was the only reason barbars ever came to Oakharrow, and Yewlings were the only one of the three nearby tribes that had regular dealings with Baegardians.

      But even more out of place than the barbars was the Sypten thrall who walked with them. While Syptens were not an uncommon sight in Oakharrow, many thralls having been claimed and hauled home after the Sack of Qal-Nu, he had not known barbars to keep slaves as his people did. He wondered if they came to sell the man. He saw little else that they might have to offer. Other than their packs, they hauled behind them only a small cart with one meager, metal barrel loaded onto it.

      The curiosity only held him until he had passed them by, and soon he traveled through the Teeth Gate and into the wilderness beyond. Once outside the city walls, he set Clap to a canter, then a gallop as he led him recklessly into the wintery forest.

      The cold wind stole away his worries and flung them into the clear air. For a time, he thought of nothing but the ride. He imagined he was on a wild hunt, a mad chase through the woods, some legendary prey before them. He spurred Clap on, and his steed sprang to his command, as joyful as Bjorn at the sudden race. The gelding charged through the snow as if it were little more than air, and they raced up the hill toward the peaks above them.

      The strange wind jerked him from his reverie.

      It blew in like the howl of ghostly wolves, their hot, rotten breath on his neck and face. The gust lingered for a moment, then it was gone, the cool air of winter returning in its place.

      Death with the wind.

      A cold hand seized his heart and clenched it tight in bony fingers. Pulling Clap to a halt, Bjorn looked back toward Oakharrow. Rising above the tall pines was a pillar of black smoke, split like a forked tongue lapping at the blue sky.

      Too late, he realized what the morning squall had been trying to tell him.

      "What is it, Clap?" he whispered to his horse, his gut twisting. "Is it a fire?" But he knew of no kind of fire that could produce a plume such as that.

      His heart pounded against his ribs. He should return to the city. Whether it was an attack or an accident, as the jarl's son and future lawspeaker, he had duties to his people.

      But an odd reluctance gripped him. Instead of turning back, he spurred Clap up the slope, heading for the top of the Dawnshadow. There, he would have a high view of the city. And he would see what the phantom wind had brought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. The Jarl’s Daughter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To each clan is ceded the ruling of their own, with a council of elders to determine their course.

        

        - The Harrow Law; On Clanship

        

      

      Aelthena entered the chair-room of Vigil Keep to an uncommon sight.

      The elders of Oakharrow's two ruling clans sat together, the colors of ice and blood mixing in a rare union. Though the jarl's thane, Eirik Bloodaxe, was Balturg — as had been the tradition since the King of Ice ruled Baegard two centuries before — Thurdjurs and Balturgs usually conducted their affairs independently of each other. There was the occasional gathering to coordinate the mundane matters of the jarlheim's administration, but they were seldom enough that this meeting might prove significant.

      It has to concern Skarl the Savage. Or perhaps the Vurg insurgency as a whole. Her anticipation rose at the thought, but she schooled herself to calm. Her father had never ruled by being quick to startle, nor did Annar. If she hoped to win the respect of these graybeards, she would have to show herself to be more than their equal in resolve.

      She entered through the doors between the keepers — the guards of Vigil Keep — and the elders' eyes shifted toward her. Well aware of how unusual it was for a woman to be present at a meeting of men, she stiffened her jaw and tilted her chin higher.

      Let them stare. They would grow used to her before long.

      Aelthena raised her gaze to Hawk's Perch, the chair of the thane, and the man who sat upon it. Her father, Lord Bor the Bear, was bent double in the large, granite chair as he stared into an opaque crystal Yof had recently bought him. Slowly, he turned the bauble in a ray of sunshine filtering through the windows behind him, seemingly fascinated by the way the light caught and sparkled. Across his shoulders, the Winter Mantle, a cloak of silver-tinged greatbear fur, was haphazardly draped.

      Uljana, ever next to him, moved to fix the Mantle, and the docile man suddenly transformed. Snarling with rage, her father tried striking at the slave. Only quick reactions saved Uljana from harm. Eyes across the room shifted toward them. Aelthena hid a wince. The thrall resumed her silent vigil next to Aelthena's father, her face smooth. Soon, the jarl settled back into his mute study of the crystal.

      Fighting a sudden flush of shame, Aelthena distracted herself by observing the rest of the room. A long table had been procured and set atop a red carpet that rolled from Hawk's Perch to the doors. This table was stocked with honeywine and ale, and many mugs had been filled with them. Chairs, too, were in ample supply, though only a few of the gathered were sitting.

      Asborn was one of those seated. He occupied the head of the table and looked out of place not only for his youthfulness, but also due to his obvious discomfort. Even if his narrow stature did not mark him as Thane Eirik's son, his red hair certainly did.

      She headed for him and stopped next to his chair. At once, he rose, a smile smoothed away the worry lines that had creased his forehead. "So you won permission to attend."

      She returned his smile with a small one of her own. "Even Annar can be reasonable."

      "I've never known him to be regarding women in men's affairs."

      A glimmer of resentment surfaced at his words, but Aelthena pushed it back down. Asborn was her ally as well as her betrothed and lover. There was no sense in ostracizing him, especially before the meeting, and for something that all men in Oakharrow considered to be true.

      "Maybe that will soon change. I convinced him to let me attend this meeting, after all." She kept her suspicion that Annar had relented to keep her out of the decisions regarding Skarl. No need to undermine my victory yet.

      "For your sake, I hope that's the case."

      "But this meeting — is it truly only about terms and taxes between our clans?"

      Asborn shrugged. "Mostly. The elders renegotiate seasonal trade agreements every year."

      Her hopes, always tenuously founded, nevertheless plummeted. Here, she would be stuck listening to old men squabble over exchange rates while the fate of a rebellion was determined elsewhere. She tried not to let her disappointment show.

      Despite her efforts, Asborn seemed to see her true feelings. "But perhaps there will be more," he offered. "There are murmurs of Ha-Sypt. Folks are growing suspicious of their slackened aggression and frustrated about the lack of information on their movements. And there's the matter of the missing scouts in the Teeth."

      Aelthena shook her head. Rumors around Ha-Sypt were always circulating, as was wont to happen with Baegard's eternal enemy to the south. Their peoples had skirmished and warred for hundreds of years, ever since Baegard's founders sailed down from the Witterland and carved out a home among the mountains. An uneasy peace had reigned for the past two decades — the entirety of her life, in fact — only broken by the occasional conflict. She doubted that would change now. Though she had not seen a war, she had seen the broken men they left in their wake.

      If I had my say, she mused, we'd never spill blood on those red sands again.

      "The veterans of the Sack will always preach war with Ha-Sypt," Aelthena said aloud. "But peace is far more profitable. We should be seeking to establish trade agreements with our neighbors, not hunting for the next conflict."

      Asborn's eyebrows rose as he darted a glance around them. "That's an idea you don't often hear."

      "I have many of those, it seems." But she knew how dangerous such an opinion might be for her ambitions, so she hurried the conversation on. "As for the missing men, it's winter in the Teeth. Scouts are lost to the snows every year, and every year, the old men fret about it."

      "We can only hope that's all it is."

      Mulling over the various strands of thoughts, Aelthena scanned the room again. She recognized the elders of her clan, Vedgif Addarson foremost among them. The Rook, he was called, for his keen battle strategies during the Sack of Qal-Nu. Like most veterans, his head was shaved, revealing a spider-web of scars across his skin. But unlike his peers, he had resisted the ice sprites that eventually plagued most Harrow warriors' minds.

      Of the Balturg elders, she only recognized the infamous mine owner, Hervor Silverfang. The plump man's namesake tooth gleamed as he laughed at something one of his fellow elders said. As she understood it, he came from a poor highborn family, but had made his fortune when drascale, the rare ore necessary to make Harrowsteel, was found in his mine. By all appearances, he was a jolly, wealthy man — yet something in his smile always set her nerves on edge.

      Near the merry mine owner stood the hawkish lawspeaker, Yaethun Brashurson. His ice-blue eyes wandered the room to briefly alight on hers. There was a frostiness to his gaze that never seemed to thaw. Aelthena forced herself to hold his stare until he looked away. In the twenty winters of Lord Bor's rule, he had shown himself to be loyal to the Bears. But how he managed to serve the man who executed his father and brother, she never understood.

      And what I don't understand, I can never trust.

      Her attention suddenly shifted as two sharp sounds echoed through the room — the clap of large hands, and the shattering of glass on the floor.

      Whirling, Aelthena saw it was not glass that had broken, but crystal. The stairs leading to Hawk's Perch glittered with the shards of Yof's gift to their father. The jarl was standing, his hands in fists and his face flushed as he stared over the flinching elders.

      "GATHER!" her father roared in his deep bass. "Come the mountain bears, the wild boars, the winter wolves! Come, the stormy snows, the summer foes, the jotunar tall! Come all you cowards, you cravens, you prophets, you heroes — come to the call!"

      Embarrassed and furious, Aelthena looked to Uljana. There was nothing the thrall could do that she could not, but something had to be done. If only Mother were here. She was the only one who could calm her father when these moods overtook him.

      The thrall noticed her glance and, though her expression betrayed nervousness, she approached the jarl and put a firm hand on his arm. Again, her wariness saved her from the brutal lash he aimed her way. His face was a mask of rage.

      Tension hung honey-thick in the air. Though not infrequent within homes, open violence among the highborn was considered boorish, even when directed at a Sypten slave. She had to end this before her family's name was dragged further through the mud. Gathering every shred of dignity she could muster, Aelthena moved to stand before the jarl.

      "Father." She spoke sternly as she stared into his eyes, willing him to look at her. She treated him like he was a creature that could be cowed. She felt the elders' stares on her, anticipating what might come next. She felt like an amateur bear-leader trying to tame a feral beast, as liable to get her hand bitten off as succeed.

      But just as swiftly as he had been roused, the man became lost to the world again. His eyes wandered from the slave to the ceiling, and his arms fell limply to his sides. She wished she could leave him there to settle back into a stupor. But she still had to smooth things over.

      Aelthena mounted the steps, crystal crunching under her winter boots. Her stomach clenched tight as she neared him. Her breath rushed shallowly through her constricted throat. Her palms itched, and her back was damp with sweat.

      Only to herself could she admit the truth: she was afraid of her own father.

      "My father is right," she said as she came to stand next to him. "We must gather, and so we have."

      She looked down at the elders and saw them easing back, the strained moment passing. But she had not yet gone far enough. Fighting her fear, she rested a hand on her father's shoulder.

      The jarl lashed out.

      She had known such a blow might come, but even still, she could not avoid it. Aelthena went sprawling down the stairs, the sharp edges of the stone and the broken crystal cutting into her arms, sides, and back.

      Her head hit the unyielding floor. Darkness unfurled like a heavy curtain.

      It was some time before Aelthena rose from those murky depths. Blinking, she tried to clear her vision from the haze of pain. Her head throbbed as a crowd of faces swam around her.

      Only then did she realize what had happened.

      I fell. I fainted. Like a blushing bride before her wedding night.

      She made out the features of the closest two faces: gothi, priests of the Inscribed Gods, who had before lurked near the edges of the room. Mother Ilva, wisps of gray and red hair falling from her riverrat hat, urged her to lie back down, a hand pressed her shoulder. Brother Yonik, meanwhile, held her head securely in the way she had seen Uljana hold her father's head when seizures took hold of him. The gothi's eyes were bright and almost shining under his renowned greatbear hood.

      "Aelthena?" Asborn pushed through the crowd to lean over her, shock and fear battling in his expression.

      She treaded water in a sea of nausea and pain. "Get him out of here," she whispered.

      "What's that?"

      She swallowed down the bile that burned her throat, then spoke as clearly as she could. "Remove the jarl from this room."

      "Aelthena—"

      "Now."

      She let her eyes close, tried to even her breathing and slow her racing heart. All the while, she listened to her father being escorted from the chair-room. Somewhere above her, Mother Ilva murmured that the jarl seemed to regret his actions and was leaving quietly.

      But Aelthena knew it was too late. The damage was done. Her weakness — and her father's shame — was written across her face in bruises and cuts. When those gathered looked at her, they saw her as another casualty of the Mad Jarl. Not a leader — a victim.

      Heat pricked her eyes, and her throat tightened. She swallowed hard and tried to press down the emotions welling up inside her. I won't cry. I can't. She had always known her father was lost to the world, that sprites of ice had crawled through his ears and set their claws into his mind.

      Yet part of her had never truly believed he was so far gone as to swat her aside like a pestering moth.

      "Move," someone said. "Move away from her."

      Most often, she had heard him joking, but now he was deadly serious. Aelthena opened her eyes and saw Frey Igorson standing over her, directing disgruntled elders away with firm hands on their shoulders. Protecting her.

      But she didn't need protection.

      Ignoring her body's protests and pushing away the gothi tending to her, Aelthena rose unsteadily to her feet. Stars covered her vision for a moment, and she blinked and leaned against the table until they subsided. Then, though each leg felt filled with iron, she walked up the stairs to Hawk's Perch and sat hard on its surface. Through her hazy vision, she gazed out over those gathered, their faces almost indistinguishable from one another's.

      "Let us begin," she announced with all the authority she could muster.

      The elders glanced among themselves for a moment before settling into their chairs. The priest and priestess lingered by the granite chair she had claimed, exchanging looks.

      But it did not matter. In spite of her rebellious stomach and throbbing head, Aelthena smiled. They listened. Gray gods, but they listened.

      "Elder Vedgif," she said, "if you would start with—"

      Her words were swallowed as the windows exploded.

      The room filled with shattered glass and a scalding, unrelenting wind. Aelthena gripped the arms of the stone seat hard and closed her eyes. For a moment, she thought she was imagining it, her wounded mind inventing impossibilities. But the cuts across her skin from the flying glass dispelled that delusion. The world stank of eggs gone to rot and the smoke of a dozen blazing forges. The stench of Nuvvog's breath, a fanciful thought flitted through her head. The air stuck in her throat, choking her—

      Then breath rushed back into her lungs.

      She slouched in Hawk's Perch, overcome by another wave of sickness and confusion. Even before her head had cleared, though, she found herself standing and staring over the rest of the room.

      Most of the elders had cringed away as the roar passed through. Others had stumbled to their feet, weapons drawn and eyes wild. Brother Yonik, recognizable by his greatbear cloak, darted from the room, and some of the younger men followed the priest out.

      "Go!" she commanded as loudly as her lungs would allow, which was not very loud. "Discover what happened!"

      No one paid her heed. She doubted they even heard her over the tumult of the gathered. Aelthena stumbled from the dais, her feet barely supporting her. Be strong. You are a Bear. She moved one foot down the step, then another.

      Her toe caught the lip of the stair, and once more, she fell.

      Two sets of arms caught her. With the world spinning, their faces almost melded together.

      "Guardian Frey," Asborn said above her, his voice uncharacteristically severe. "Unhand Mistress Aelthena and report on the disturbance."

      "Are we under attack?" Aelthena said as soon as she caught her breath and the spinning stopped. With an effort, she stood again, though she was forced to lean on both of their arms.

      Frey released her, but did not back away. "If it's an attack, someone must protect her."

      "I will protect her," Asborn said. "Now go!"

      From outside, horns began calling, one after another, joining into a long, discordant note. What could it be? she thought with growing despair. What could have caused this?

      The guardian's jaw tightened. His teal eyes locked on hers. "What would you have me do, Mistress?"

      She could barely think of what she needed to do, much less him. Yet somehow, she found the words. "The thing I need most is information. Find out what's happening and report back to me."

      He nodded sharply and turned on his heel, striding out of the rapidly emptying room.

      An attack by Ha-Sypt. What else could it be? Though what sort of assault could cause such destruction was beyond her experience. The lingering stench made her skin break out in gooseflesh. Despite the chill air coming through the broken windows, sweat beaded her brow.

      She wondered if the old Summer Wars had reignited in the dead of winter.

      She looked up at Asborn, who still supported her. "We can't wait here. We have to see what's happening."

      His face was even paler than usual. "Ael, you're not well—"

      "Come with me or I'll go by myself."

      Asborn sighed and tightened his grip on her. Together, they moved slowly from the room to see what had befallen their city.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7. Death With the Wind

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "There is a fell wind this night."

        

        - Rumored to be the parting words of Torvald Geirson, the Last King of Baegard

        

      

      Bjorn picked his way across the precarious footing of the Dawnshadow, panting as he led Clap by the reins. The way before him was nothing but rough, black rock. He wondered if it had long ago been charred by a great fire, never to recover.

      Fire.

      He thought again of that plume of smoke and, despite his weariness, urgency propelled him forward faster still.

      Coward. It was hardly the first time the thought plagued him during the laborious hike. Perhaps it made a certain sense to gain a high view of the situation so he could best determine what to do next. But he could not banish the feeling that it was not prudence that kept him from returning to the city, as any honorable highborn man would, but spinelessness.

      But even if he was a coward, he could still be useful. If it was a fire, he would see the extent of the damage. If, on the other hand, it was an attack by Ha-Sypt, he could report on the location and movements of their armies.

      Despite himself, his imagination invented a far greater terror. That wind, that smoke — he had never seen such a thing done by the hands of men. No, it must be a god returned, with a wrath and breath that could turn the world to ashes. Nuvvog the Trickster, the enemy whose bright eye watched jealously from the daytime sky, had finally come to wreak vengeance of the people of Djur, his eternal enemy.

      Death with the wind.

      Bjorn reached the cliff's edge, and breathing heavily, he looked over Oakharrow. At the sight that greeted him, his hand went limp, almost releasing Clap's reins. The stones seemed to sag under his feet, nearly pitching him forward. Only by collapsing to his knees did he prevent the long, deadly fall.

      But not even his imminent peril could draw his eyes away from the hellish sight before him.

      Stone smoldered and smoked. The castle that had once stood tall above the City of Iron was quickly being reduced to a pile of rubble. Long ago, the last King of Baegard had walked its halls. For hundreds of winters after, it had been the seat of the jarl's power. It had been the only home he had ever known.

      The Harrowhall burned.

      For a time, Bjorn could only watch the flames consume the citadel. His family — had they been caught in the fire? Had anyone escaped? His mind went numb at the thought. Mother. Father. Annar, Yof, Aelthena. Had any of them survived?

      Yet, instead of running to them, he stood there, watching the smoke billow in the air, rising in a column that split into two streams before fading into the sunshine. Like a dragon's tongue licking at the sky.

      Coward.

      He stabbed the barb into himself, again and again, like a yeoman might prod a woolith. Still, he could not move. Fear rooted itself deeper in him with each passing moment.

      I might be the Heir now. Gray bloody gods, I might be the jarl.

      His knees buckled, almost sending him sprawling to the stone. His breath came quick and shallow. The jarl. Only during his daydreams, among the dusty tomes in the Harrowhall's archives, did he even think it was possible. Now, it might be his, and it was the last thing he wanted. The Mantle, the jarlheim — all of it might be his to guard.

      Or let be destroyed.

      I may be a coward, but I have to be strong. Strong for the people of Oakharrow. Strong for his murdered family.

      "Clap, boy," he called out in a broken voice. "To me."

      Though every step felt impossible to take, though it felt the very stones themselves must cease to exist beneath his feet, still, he moved forward. With hopes iron-heavy, Bjorn took hold of his horse's reins and led him down to the waiting city.
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        * * *

      

      Aelthena led Asborn up the narrow halls of Vigil Keep to its highest terraces.

      Servants, slaves, and guards fluttered around them. She could sense their despair in their movements and expressions, their uncomprehending terror. Most seemed cut adrift, boats swept before a sudden flood.

      Aelthena had no time for any of them. As she passed, more than one received the sharp end of her tongue.

      Finally, they filed up a cramped stairwell and onto the battlements of the castle. A huge pillar of smoke rose high into the blue sky. Though lightheaded, Aelthena rushed to look through an embrasure in the wall's saw-toothed top. She followed the gray haze down to its source. Yet even seeing it, she stared for many long moments before comprehension settled in.

      The Harrowhall. Her home laid in a pile of charred rubble, the coals of its stones still red from the hellish fires that had destroyed it.

      Numbness lasted only a moment before her mind leaped into action. "Send a servant to each of the gates. Ensure no one leaves the city. Make doubly sure that the Warden knows of this command; we can afford no lapses now. Send your guards to the Harrowhall to search for survivors and any assailants, and keep those found under careful watch. I'll need to speak with them."

      She glanced over and saw Asborn staring at the wreckage, his mouth hanging slightly ajar. He seemed to have not heard her.

      "My father was in there," he said softly. His voice was not sad or mournful, but merely stunned.

      "Yes. As were my brothers and my mother." She put a hand on his shoulder and shook him, rougher than she intended, but there was no time for gentleness. "You're the thane now, Asborn. And if Bjorn was caught in the fire with the others, I may be the jarl's heir. Which means that, as far as we know, we're the jarlheim's leaders."

      Asborn looked at her, blinking as slowly as a tortoise. "I'm the thane," he repeated.

      "Yes. Which is why I need you to order your guards and servants to do as I said." With an effort, she smoothed the sharp edges of her tone. "Please, Asborn. We cannot delay."

      "No. No, we cannot." Coming back to himself, he turned toward the stairs, then hesitated and looked back. "Will we be alright, Aelthena?"

      Alright?

      "No, we won't be alright. But we'll survive. And at the moment, that's what matters."

      Asborn lingered a second longer, then nodded. His expression remained drawn as he turned and sprinted down the stairs.

      Aelthena looked back at her ruined home. A strange mixture of feelings swirled through her. The jarl. Her father was surely still alive; she had sent him out of Vigil Keep only moments before. But with his mind claimed by sprites, he was unfit to rule. Her mother was likely dead, and her brothers as well.

      I may be the ruler of Oakharrow.

      A chill traveled up her spine at the thought. But she had no time to think it through. No time for the feelings that realization evoked in her.

      Blinking away sudden stars in her vision, she focused on what she had to do next. Contain the chaos. Find the ones responsible. Protect your people.

      She forced herself into motion and headed down the stairs. Though her chest weighed heavily, she found her footsteps light and quick. For the first time, her manacles had been unlocked. She walked free, able to forge her own path.

      And so she would.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8. Nuvvog’s Rage

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "A dragon's wrath is a fire all of its own."

        

        - Yofam Dragontooth, Slayer of the wyvern Vardraith, First Drang of the Iron Band

        

      

      Aelthena stood before the ruins of the Harrowhall.

      She breathed in with her eyes closed, inhaling the foul smoke and the ashes stirred by the winds. As she did, she listened to the sounds surrounding her, taking them in one by one.

      The calls of the keepers and sentries as they searched the rubble for survivors.

      The crackle of the lingering fires still playing over the wood and stone.

      The horns intermittently sounding, low and deep, as if the mountains themselves mourned.

      Asborn's whispering sympathy, like the loss of his own father meant nothing.

      The silence of the others who stood near them, the hum of their movements hinting at hope and despair.

      And underneath it all, the wind — unceasing, uncaring, howling as it bit deep into the numb bystanders.

      As she had made her way by chariot to the Harrowhall, there had been many people standing in the streets. Some were almost statues, struck dumb with shock; others were more animated in their anguish. "The jarl!" they cried to her, running next to her chariot. As they reached out to her, Frey and two keepers shouted them back. All the while, Aelthena kept her gaze forward. Until they knew more, no one could be trusted. Not even her own people.

      But that grief paled before what washed over her now, standing in the ruins of her home.

      Crunching footsteps came near. Aelthena opened her eyes and saw Frey, his golden hair dulled with soot, returning from the remains to approach her.

      "Mistress, only two in the outermost wings have been found alive. And one probably won't stay that way long."

      Part of her mind was icy and uncomprehending. Below it, another part screamed, but muffled as if she were underwater. She swam beneath a frozen lake's surface, pounding her fists against the thick ice, unable to break through, unable to breathe.

      But the gears of her machinations ever turned. She leaned on that relentless ambition now, to carry her forward when her waking mind could not see the way. She spoke without first thinking the words.

      "I'll see them when they can speak."

      Frey nodded. "The dungeons are partially intact. Some of the criminals were crushed in their cells, others are alive, and some are missing." He hesitated and looked to either side before continuing in a softer tone. "There are a few reports of men escaping while the fires still raged. Skarl Thundson is rumored to be among them."

      Her teeth felt as though they would shatter from clenching her jaw so tightly. That damned man won't die.

      "Peasants mutter now of Skarl 'Dragonskin,'" Frey continued, "who survived Nuvvog's Rage. Of the man himself, I've seen no sign."

      "Never mind him." She could not bother with the rebel right then, and doubted that, for all his ferocity, the Savage was behind this attack. "Where did this fire come from?"

      The guardian's gaze was all pity, but he kept it from his words. "Who can say? There's never been a conflagration like this before, nor any witchery close to it. But there's someone else we found: a Sypten man in the dungeons, half-burned. He doesn't have a brand and wears the clothes of barbars. It sounds foolish, but… perhaps he's a sorcerer of Ha-Sypt."

      A Sypten sorcerer. Through the years, she had heard Syptens had such unnatural powers at their beck and call. Veterans of the Sack told of facing devils of ash and flame. She had always believed the tales to be rumor and myth. Here was evidence to bury those doubts. Now, the implications of the revelation struck cold fear through her. What can they not do with such magic? How can we stand against them?

      She firmed her voice against her terror. "He's been detained and given healing?"

      "Detained, yes. Healing, less so."

      "Give him the best healer we have, Frey, and any herbalists worth a damn. I need that man alive."

      Frey Igorson nodded and, with a rare sign of respect from the usually insubordinate man, swiftly moved back across the rubble.

      "It feels wrong to keep that Sypten alive. If he has to do with all this…" Asborn's voice sounded raw. She suspected it was not only from the smoke.

      "It's necessary," she said. "We need to learn what that man knows, no matter what it costs us. Justice will be had, but not yet."

      She heard the heavy footfalls of a horse. Turning, Aelthena looked toward the rider, who had driven his mount straight into the smoking ruins. For a moment, she did not recognize him; then—

      "Bjorn? Bjorn!"

      Her brother's brow was furrowed and his eyes red. Tears dripped from his nose as he dismounted. His eyes seemed unable to leave her face.

      "Aelthena?" he croaked, his voice as shattered as he looked.

      She walked down the stairs to meet him, and he ran forward to pull her into a rough embrace. Though he was taller, Bjorn leaned down to bury his face in her shoulder.

      "I thought everyone was dead," he whispered. "I thought you were dead. That I was alone."

      "You're not." She wondered if she should smooth his hair as their mother would have, but somehow could not make herself. She felt as if she might break if she allowed gentleness to gain any hold on her.

      Bjorn pulled back, fresh tears on his cheeks. "Where are the others?"

      Aelthena tightened her grip on his arms, as if that might brace him for the news. "Father was in Vigil Keep with me. But Annar, Yof, Mother…"

      Her voice sounded dead to her own ears. Her head throbbed, a pressure building behind her eyes. I won't weep, she told herself, clenching her teeth. There's no time for grieving. Someone had to be strong. Someone had to keep their head when the world was torn apart around them. She had always resolved to be a leader of men. Now was her time to prove it.

      "Father was in Vigil Keep," Bjorn repeated. A bead of moisture traveled down his nose, and he absently wiped at it. "He's alive. Then maybe… maybe they all are."

      "Bjorn—"

      He pushed her hands away. "We don't know that they aren't, Ael. And I won't stop searching until we do."

      He swept past her, and she did not stop him. For once, she did not try to guide her brother, but let him move off on his own, climbing through the ruined entrance to become ghostly amid the wisps of smoke and soot. Bjorn would have to find his own way.

      "Come," she told Asborn. "We'd best make sure the rest of the city doesn't fall into ruins."

      He gazed at her with a mixture of awe and worry. "Aelthena… shouldn't we take a moment?"

      She felt the tug of that temptation, felt it like the pull of a swollen river current. She wanted nothing more than to lie down where she stood, to be swept away in that sorrow. She wanted to be covered by a quilt of ash and snow and never awaken, unless it was to a different world, one where she did not have to face this.

      It took all the will left to her, but she remained standing.

      "Not yet," she said aloud. "There's too much to be done, and Bjorn won't be acting as the Heir anytime soon. Until he does, someone must take the reins."

      Asborn's eyes showed his hesitation, but he nodded. Gratitude washed over her. In times like these, she needed his support more than ever. She touched his arm and whispered, "Thank you."

      Before he could respond, Aelthena turned and led the way out of her ruined home. Its solace and majesty were both forever lost, but not all had been stolen with it. Her father remained alive and safe at Vigil Keep, and one of her brothers still lived. Her family's reign had not yet ended.

      Not if she had anything to do with it.
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        * * *

      

      The rocks were still warm. Bjorn felt their heat through his boots as he made his unsteady way through the wreckage of his home. Somehow, this sensation more than anything else made him feel as though he trod through a land where mortals never should have strayed.

      All thoughts had ceased but for a single quotation: Where he walked, the snow unfroze, and the stones ruptured and burned. Alfjin the Scribe had written that of Nuvvog when the God of the Sun and Deceit had morphed into a man. It seemed as reasonable an explanation for what had occurred as Bjorn could muster.

      The Dragon descended. The Dragon walked upon these stones. Nuvvog burned my home.

      He had read many stories of the gods throughout his youth. But he had never expected to live through one.

      His mind pivoted back to his hopeless task. Yof. Mother. Annar. He began to repeat their names as he walked, almost like a prayer. As if they only awaited their names to rise from the ashes. He hardly knew where to look, but slogged through the ruins at random. In places, ash was piled high against his shins, nearly past the tops of his winter boots. He waded through it all and looked around him, his eyes burning with grief and smoke and ash.

      Yof. Mother. Annar.

      The greater part of the Harrowhall had been destroyed, but not all had fallen. Around him, some of the walls and foundations rose to twice his height before they broke off. One corner retained a section of the second floor, though it was barely enough to stand on. On either side, he saw the shadows of remains rising higher still. Seeing nothing that might have sheltered those within, he made for the outer wings.

      His attention was first caught by a group of people moving through the haze. He could not see who they were — perhaps guards searching the wreckage. He dared to hope they might be survivors.

      Some appeared to kneel before they disappeared altogether. Stairs, he realized. The dungeons, it seemed, were still intact. He hurried over, his heart pounding anew.

      Perhaps his kin had descended into the dungeons before the fires. Perhaps they still lived.

      But when he could clearly see those who remained above, his hopes were dashed. None of the gathered men were his brothers, and no women stood among them. Sentries and keepers of Vigil Keep were guarding prisoners, chains hanging from their ankles and wrists.

      Maybe they're below. Even in his mind, the desperation shone through the thought. Yet he had to make every attempt to find his family. Bjorn went nearer.

      The men moving in and out of the dungeon were not using stairs; instead, the rubble had fallen to form a precarious slope. As Bjorn moved toward the entrance, sentries acknowledged him, fists thumping over their hearts. He nodded in weary acknowledgment, then moved quickly past to crawl down the wreckage.

      Several torches lit the dark interior of the dungeons and showed the cells to be in varying states of disarray. Near the opening, the rock walls were black and scorched, while others farther down had caved in. But in the middle, several doors hung open, promising a few men had survived. Bjorn's eyes immediately picked out the empty cell where Skarl Thundson had been kept, and to his surprise, he felt a measure of relief.

      Disgust followed a moment after. Were you so afraid of killing your enemy that you're glad he escaped?

      Feeling more miserable than before, he pushed in deeper until he recognized a guardian among the men: Menith Karlson, or Pine, as Bjorn and his brothers had called him for his tall, lean frame and bristling beard. The top of his head was bald and bare as an egg's, and the torchlight shone off of it.

      When Pine noticed him, he gave Bjorn a small smile, his beard spreading like a cracked loaf of bread. "Master Bjorn." He cleared his throat. "I mean, Lord Heir."

      For a moment, Bjorn could not understand the address. Then it settled in.

      "No." The word came out as a croak; he hadn't realized how dry his throat was until he tried to speak. "No," he repeated, firmer. "Lord Heir Annar will be found."

      But if he's not down here, a mocking voice sounded in his mind, where will you find him?

      The guardian's bristling eyebrows buried his eyes as he frowned. "As you wish, Master. But until he's found, you should know—"

      "Report to Aelthena," Bjorn cut him off, then corrected himself, "Mistress Aelthena. Until Annar is found, treat her as the jarl's heir."

      He turned around, not waiting to see if Pine would obey. He tried not to wonder at his own behavior.

      As Bjorn scrambled back out, he heard a sentry say, "We ought to leave the lot to rot down there. What's the point in savin' them? They're only gettin' the rope anyhow, or maybe something worse."

      These men survived, only to die. But the ones who ought to have lived, who deserved to live, never received so much as a trial. His eyes burning, Bjorn moved quickly away from the men before they could see his shame.

      He walked aimlessly through the ruins until he saw a place where tents had been erected. People milled busily around them. Survivors. His hopes rising once again, he vaulted over a wall melted to waxy smoothness and approached the impromptu camp.

      Of the tents, one was more crowded than the others. It attracted him like a moth to a flame. He could almost see their faces, Mother and Annar and Yof, lying on the bedrolls within, their smiles lighting up as they saw him—

      A keeper stepped in his way. Bjorn met his eyes and gave him a stare such as he imagined Annar might have. Though it likely looked ridiculous, it seemed to give the man pause. The keeper's eyes flickered down to the bear insignia stitched over Bjorn's right breast. As he confirmed Bjorn's identity, his eyes went wide.

      "Master — that is, Lord Heir Bjorn," the man said quickly. "I'm glad to see you well."

      Lord Heir. He gave a short nod as if such deference were his due, though the address confirmed his worst fears. Still, he had to exhaust every possibility. He had to make sure.

      "I must enter this tent."

      The keeper's eyes flickered to the side, as if searching for reinforcements. None came. "I'm sorry, Lord Heir, but the healers say none should enter."

      He hesitated a moment before leaning fully into his false authority. "I'm the Lord Heir, am I not?" He nearly choked on the words, but pressed on. "And I order you to step aside."

      "But the Sypten's badly injured, Lord Heir," the keeper explained hurriedly. "Mistress Aelthena instructed he be kept alive at all costs. Too many folk within might—"

      "Sypten?" Bjorn interrupted. He could not comprehend it. Why a Sypten would receive all this attention, and now of all times, made no sense.

      "Yes, Lord Heir Bjorn. The Sypten was found in the dungeon wearing barbar clothes, or the remains of them, after the fire was put out."

      A Sypten in barbar clothes. As if they were the catalyst in a seer's ritual, Bjorn was thrown into a vision of earlier that morning, when he had ridden Clap toward the Teeth Gate and passed a group of Yewlings. A Sypten thrall had walked next to them — or one whom he had thought to be a thrall.

      No. His mind felt numb. It can't be.

      "He has burns up half his body and face. I doubt he'll live, even with all the healers, herbalists, and surgeons attending him."

      A Sypten, burned and in the Harrowhall. Suddenly, this did not seem the work of a god at all. It was not Nuvvog taking his vengeance on Bjorn's home. It was the same enemy behind all Baegardian tragedies.

      Ha-Sypt.

      Bjorn shoved past the keeper and ignored his protests as he ducked under the draped canvas. True to the man's word, many people stood or crouched inside. But as Bjorn peered around them, he glimpsed the figure in the middle.

      At first, only the pink skin of his burns and gaping, raw flesh was visible. Then, the man on the mat groaned and shifted, and his dark Sypten features came into full view. Including the smooth skin on his cheek where the rune of thralldom should have been imprinted.

      Something hot and sudden seized hold of his body and mind.

      Bjorn had always tried to seem frost-bent. He had insulated himself against gibes on the courtyard when he tripped over his wooden practice sword, or flinched before the attack from a fellow pupil. He had turned a stony expression toward his father's reprimands as well as Annar's, and finally to Yaethun's as he became apprenticed to the lawspeaker. He had thought to hide behind that frozen mask so no one could see the true depths of his cowardice.

      But now, he felt as if that icy face had split open, and through the cracks poured all the feelings he tried to hide and barely dared acknowledge. But it was not cringing fear that greeted him.

      Rage poured through his veins.

      Before it, his doubts dissipated. Bjorn moved with purpose as he pushed aside those in his way. He stood over the man — no, not a man, a devil. The murderer of his family. He felt as though he could barely breathe, his chest and shoulder clenched so tightly. Heat flooded his body. He had never drawn a blade in anger, but now, his sword sprang from its scabbard into his hands. Bjorn raised it, the sharp tip hovering above the man's belly, his lips pulling back in a snarl—

      An arm curled around his middle and yanked him back.

      With a breathless roar, Bjorn mindlessly beat at his assailant with his free hand. He barely had the presence of mind to hold the sword free of the scattering crowd.

      "Release me!" he tried to command, but the man's tight grip squeezed the air from his lungs.

      "Djur's beard, man, calm down!" the man holding him grunted. "We need that prisoner! And your sister wants him alive."

      "Damn what she wants!" Bjorn tried to twist around and see his assailant. He thought about leading with his blade and only just refrained. "And damn you! You can't hold me! I'm the Djur-burned heir!"

      He had barely finished speaking before he was stumbling free. As he tried to regain his balance, Bjorn realized that his sword had disappeared from his hand. He looked up to see Frey Igorson holding the blade and watching him with wary eyes. He had often seen the guardian wearing a smirk, but his expression was grave now.

      Fury still burned through him. For a moment, Bjorn thought he might draw his seax, still sheathed on his other hip, and charge Frey. But just in time, his familiar fear of conflict and fear of pain rose and held the rage at bay.

      Bjorn sucked in a shaky breath. As a measure of clarity came back to his thoughts, he held out his hand and hoped no one noticed it trembling.

      "Give me my sword." The words struggled past his tortured throat.

      "I'm sorry, Lord Heir, but I can't." Frey moved the blade behind him. "Your sister needs that man."

      His vision blurred, rage threatening to claim him again. Bjorn gasped three breaths before responding. "He murdered Annar. Murdered Yof, and Mother. He let my kin burn to death."

      "We don't know that." Frey's calm seemed endless, and was all the more infuriating for it. "We don't know what this Sypten might have done. And we never will if you kill him now."

      The scene around them was coming back into focus. The healers and others had formed a wide circle around them, leaving several paces of ashy ground between. No one crossed that space — no one, save one bent and diminutive woman, who showed no fear as she strode up to Bjorn and Frey.

      "What's happening here?" the old woman said sharply. "You two boys, step away from each other, and sheathe that damned sword. Do you want anyone else killed today?"

      It took Bjorn a long moment to recognize her: Lady Kathsla Of'Eirik, the thane's wife. Or the thane's widow, he realized, if Thane Eirik hasn't survived.

      Not waiting for her command to be obeyed, the hunched woman hobbled between him and Frey and looked up into Bjorn's face. She had to crane her neck to an uncomfortable angle, her bent back making her even shorter than her already small stature. She inspected him for a silent moment, and as she did, Bjorn felt the fight sweep away from him, leaving numb disbelief in its wake.

      Did I almost kill that Sypten? he marveled. Did I almost fight one of my own guardians? He had thought it was terror he locked away where no one could see. Now he wondered if it was something far worse.

      "It's hard. I know it is."

      It took Bjorn a moment to realize Lady Kathsla spoke to him. He remained silent, not knowing how to respond.

      "I lost Eirik to the flames, true enough," the old woman continued. "But the young take losses harder."

      That broke through his stupor. He looked away from her, unable to help a bubble of resentment. Thane Eirik beat you till your back broke, he wanted to shout. What is your pain next to mine?

      "Don't go killing people just yet," the thane's wife continued. "The time will come, I'll wager, but best see where the bones fall first."

      Bjorn gave a noncommittal nod, then turned to Frey and silently reached out a hand. A moment passed; then the guardian spun the blade around so the hilt extended toward Bjorn. He took it and sheathed it without comment.

      No sooner had he done so than a hand closed on Bjorn's other arm.

      He jerked around, his hand tugging the sword loose again, then stopped as he saw who it was. Brother Yonik. The gothi's eyes gleamed as they stared out from the shadowed greatbear hood.

      "Bjorn," Yonik said softly, blatantly disregarding any title. "Will you walk with me?"

      Bjorn felt penned in by the people, like a caged bear he had once seen during a Winterbirth festival. Bjorn pulled his arm free of the priest's grip and stepped away. Almost, he looked back at the Sypten lying underneath the canvas. Only the fear of what he might do made him refrain.

      He slowly nodded.

      "Good. Then follow me."

      Brother Yonik moved away, and the people surrounding them parted before him. Bjorn trailed after, his body hot and cold at once, his stomach swirling and his head light.

      Coward, he jabbed at himself. But for the first time, he wondered if it was true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9. Gods of Our Fate

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Witterland Runestone is a singular artifact, and the oldest known from our ancestors. I believe its words tell of a prophecy, a Seeing such as the world has never known, of a time when even this Middle Land will be torn asunder by the enemies we once fought and fled…

        

        - Commentary on the Witterland Runestone, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      How Bjorn hated the bright sun then.

      Though it was just past noon, the smoke rising from the Harrowhall had made it seem as dark as dusk. Yonik led Bjorn from the hazy ruckus and across the Greenstead, where the orange sunlight cut through the thinning smoke. He had always craved sunlight before, particularly in winter, as it brought both warmth and a lift in the spirit.

      But at that moment, Bjorn could only muster disdain for Nuvvog's Eye.

      Despite the sun, the day held the cold of delayed spring. Ahead of him, the gothi clutched his cloak close about him. Bjorn stared at the greatbear head that made up his hood. As was customary, the priest had woven his cloak from a kill he had made himself. That his quarry had been a greatbear was an almost unheard of feat. Some greatbears were as large as a yeoman's home, their shoulders reaching twice the height of a man. Though Yonik's was not near that size, the head had been twice as large as he could wear on a cloak, so only half of the gargantuan jaw angled over the priest's brow.

      Lowborn folk watched their passing from the edges of the gathering place. Most knew the gothi by his infamous mantle, and many knew the jarl's son even without seeing his insignia. Whether it was because of this recognition or despite it, no one approached, and a swath of muddy, packed snow remained empty around them as they passed.

      It was soon apparent where the priest led him: the Tangled Temple, named so for the brown, dried vines adorning the archway above its doors. It was the center of worship in Oakharrow as well as the home of the gothi who pledged their lives to the service of the Inscribed Gods. Though close to the Harrowhall, the temple had endured little damage, with only a spattering of rocks and refuse littering its lawn and round, sloping roof.

      Yonik led him to the great oak doors, every inch of them filled with depictions of the gods. Djur and his descendants adorned one side, while Nuvvog and his brood occupied the other. The Sea Moon and Blood Moon formed crescents at the top.

      "Nuvvog is carved into the door." Bjorn had not meant to speak, but now that he had, he did not want to stop. "I've always wondered why. He's the Trickster, the Treacherous Dragon. He would claim all the world, if he could."

      Yonik paused, his hand resting on the handle of Nuvvog's door. "Does the sun only burn? Or does it also bring life to the land?"

      Bjorn refused to hear him. "We curse his name. When a crop goes bad, or a man is murdered, we blame him. He's our enemy."

      "The Yewlings worship him just as they worship the Wild God." The gothi turned toward him, revealing a hint of his silvery eyes. "Can we live without fire? Perhaps we're wrong to condemn him. Have not the winters and wilds claimed more lives?"

      As he considered it, Bjorn's limbs suddenly felt as heavy as anvils. He remembered Annar looking up at Nuvvog's tapestry in the Harrowhall's chair-room that morning. Gone now, he thought. All of it, all of them, burned and gone.

      He could not find the energy to respond.

      Watching him a moment longer, Yonik turned and pushed open the door. Inside the temple, beams of light streamed in from high windows and illuminated drifting fragments of dust. Wooden statues of the gods and goddesses lined the walls, while the center of the chamber was filled with benches and seats formed of stumps and logs.

      At the far end, the Three Wives — Yusala of the Forest, Skirsala of the Harvest, and Lerye of the River — were lined up behind Djur, his face was that of a man and his body a bear's. The Wild Father's stone claws extended forward in an unyielding threat. Underneath his arms lay the altar, stained and charred from animal sacrifice and the burning of herbs, flowers, and grains.

      From the doors beyond the altar, he could hear the sounds of livestock: bleats from shaggy-coated goats, snorts from thick-haired pigs, and splashes from snow-feathered swans. The stink of feces and damp hay hung heavy in the room, and the strength of the winter mustiness made Bjorn's head spin.

      Yonik went to one of the sacrifice doors and opened the upper half. Leaning over, he snatched up a piglet and closed the door on the hungry protests of the other animals. The piglet in his arms squirmed and shrieked, struggling to break free, as if it understood its coming fate.

      "A sacrifice for the dead," Yonik murmured as he drew a dagger from within his cloak and walked to the altar.

      Bjorn followed, his stomach uneasy, though he could not say why. He had witnessed sacrifices all his life, one for each holy day, funeral, and green hunt. But the piglet's screams affected him now as they hadn't before.

      It feels as if it's dying for me, he realized. For me alone.

      "No," he spoke aloud. "Wait."

      Yonik stared at him. With his coarse, curly hair falling before his eyes, the priest looked almost as savage as a barbar. "What is it, Bjorn?"

      The piglet continued to struggle in the gothi's arms, though its pleading had grown softer.

      "Why do we make sacrifices?" He was not sure why the question was suddenly so important to him, especially when he thought he knew the answer.

      Yonik glanced down at the small animal, his eyes tracing the black spots on its white coat. "It's said it pleases the gods." The gothi raised his gaze. "But I have noticed the gods don't seem to care one way or the other. I believe we do it for ourselves."

      The gods don't seem to care. They were dangerous words, almost heretical. Yet somehow, they felt uncomfortably true.

      "For ourselves?"

      Yonik nodded. "For a moment, it grants us control of the death and destruction that rule our lives. It makes the world understandable and small. While we sacrifice, we become more than human. We become the gods of our fate."

      A shiver ran up Bjorn's spine. "I don't think I want that."

      "You do. But perhaps not this way." The knife disappeared inside Yonik's cloak. "Perhaps you understand that this is but an illusion. Though illusions are real to those who believe them."

      Bjorn suddenly wished he was anywhere else. Somewhere he could be alone with his memories and sorrows and the winter's cold. But even so, he felt a sacrifice was something he needed.

      "We can burn barley. Or perhaps winterlilies."

      The gentle, white flower with its beaded red spine had been his mother's favorite. He had brought her a bouquet of them earlier that winter, though it had taken him a full day to collect the flowers. His eyes burned at the memory.

      "Yes," Bjorn whispered. "Winterlilies."

      Yonik nodded and averted his eyes, to Bjorn's relief. The priest returned the piglet to its pen. The creature immediately began squealing now that its fate was averted. Moving to another door, Yonik disappeared within and emerged a minute later with a limp bundle of the requested flowers.

      "Last of the season," the gothi said apologetically.

      The man set about making a small fire of dry grass and twigs. When the flames caught, he folded the winterlilies onto them. Bjorn moved closer to the altar and watched the white petals turn from orange to blue to black, then finally crumble into ash. Smoke swirled around them. He could not help but picture the sooty ruins of his home, his family's bones buried somewhere beneath the broken stone.

      "Skirsala," the gothi murmured. "Sister of Beauty, Mother of Flowers, Wife of the Wild. We return your children to ashes and ask your blessing."

      "Djur protect." The words came of their own will to Bjorn's lips; he had repeated the calling of the Inscribed so many times, it had become instinctual.

      "Yusala," the man continued. The fire cast a soft glow about his frame. "Sister of Solace, Mother of Leaves, Wife of the Wild. We return your protected to ashes and ask your blessing."

      "Djur shelter."

      "Lerye. Sister of Life, Mother of Currents, Wife of the Wild. We return your nurtured to ashes and ask your blessing."

      "Djur preserve."

      The words spoken, they watched as the rest of the offering disintegrated and the fire burned itself out. Bjorn imagined his mother's face, melting in the hungry blaze, her red hair truly aflame. He saw Annar, who had weathered every challenge thrown against him to earn the jarlheim's respect as a man and a ruler, dashed against the stones, his strength finally insufficient. He saw Yof, mouth open midway through a laugh, before he swallowed fire so it burned him from the inside out.

      But what cut deeper were the happy memories left behind, those shadows cast by their absence. Annar, teaching him how to hold a sword and shield, then clapping him on the shoulder as he got it right. His mother, singing to him as he lay in bed, her lilting melody carrying him down to soft dreams. Yof, sharing sweets stolen from the kitchens in a dusty corner of the citadel, giggling together at their mischief.

      Sorrow was the sea in which he flailed. It was futile to fight, futile to swim. He felt the deep swell beckon against his limbs, the susurrus whispering assurances. Rest. Do not resist. You can be free, free from this exhaustion, this current, never to struggle again.

      But through it all, he remained standing. Annar was dead; someone must remember his strength. Yof was dead; someone must remember to smile. His mother — she, who had seemed as immutable as the trees, as the mountains, as the sky itself — she was dead. Someone must remember her unfailing love.

      And who else could but him?

      "Come," Yonik said, when only small orange sparks remained of the offering. He moved to the back of the temple where a narrow, wooden door was hidden behind Yusala's statue. Bjorn looked up into Djur's enraged face once more, then followed the priest. He did not know where they were going, and at that moment, numb and overwrought, he found it difficult to care.

      They stepped back into the bright, hateful sunlight, but only for a moment. Yonik walked down one of many packed snow trails leading from the back of the temple to the hovels hidden behind it. Snow banks rose as high as their waists on either side. Despite the cramped look of the hut they approached, Bjorn ducked inside after the gothi and into the darkness.

      There were no windows, and cold sheltered within like winter's held breath. The circle-shaped hut was barely ten paces across. The walls, from what Bjorn could tell by the scant sunlight filtering in through the door, were made of mud and straw. One side had a small fireplace with a cooking spit next to it, another a closed chest, and the one opposite the door harbored a hard-looking bed.

      Yonik left the door open until he had stirred a fire in the hearth. From outside, the distant shouts of those searching the Harrowhall's ruins stole their way in, taunting in their persistence. When flames licked up the flume, he signaled Bjorn to seal the room shut. He gladly obliged. The sunlight and sounds disappeared, leaving the room illuminated by flickering orange light.

      "Sit," the gothi said, indicating the trunk from where he crouched before the fire. "Mulled wine? Ale? Mead?"

      Bjorn sat. With his grief fading to a dull ache in the recesses of his mind, his thoughts turned back to the half-burned Sypten. A bead of anger pulsed back to life.

      "Mead," he answered. "Strong, if you have it."

      "It wouldn't be Harrowmead if it wasn't." Yonik gave him a slight smile, then filled a small pot with a clear liquid and hung it near the fire. He retrieved another bottle from next to the fireplace and poured Bjorn his drink. Accepting the clay mug from the gothi, Bjorn took a sip, then a swallow of the sweet, boozy liquid. It tasted of sour bread dipped in honey. Yonik gave him an approving nod, then pulled a ladleful of the liquid from the pot and drank as he sat on the bed.

      They huddled in silence for a long while. Bjorn began to grow both restless and as tired as the dead. The mead hit his stomach and made it roil, reminding him he had not yet eaten that day. Even so, he thought it strange that he could feel hunger at a time like this. Yet he could not deny he did.

      "Do you have any bread?" he asked the priest.

      Yonik nodded and leaned over to produce a loaf from the darkness next to the fireplace. Bjorn dug into the hard fare eagerly. Despite its staleness, both the bread and mead were soon gone.

      "Want more?"

      Bjorn's stomach ached, but his head had gathered a pleasant pressure. "Yes, thank you."

      He held out his cup and received another pour. After he had drained half his second helping, the gothi moved from the bed and, with a pair of tongs, picked up a rock from among the embers to place it in the middle of the room. Bjorn saw lines and dots running through it, red with the heat of the fire.

      "Drascale ore." Yonik's eyes seemed to soak in the firelight like a dog's might gleam from the moons. "It's not just useful for making Harrowsteel."

      The gothi picked up the pot with a cloth and poured a bit of the liquid over the rock. Steam erupted from it and floated to the top of the hovel, spreading across the round roof and down the sides. As Bjorn inhaled, he found his head lightened and his muscles relaxed. The room suddenly filled with a hundred scents, more than he could register. A fresh snowfall; the earth after rain; a pig's muddy fur; Clap's breath fogging on his shoulder; Aelthena's hair, full of soot and smoke…

      Yonik poured more water over the rock, and fresh steam erupted from it. "Bjorn," he said slowly. "What are you thinking of?"

      "Guilt." He responded without thought and self-consciousness. He swayed slightly, his body as limber as a young tree in a gale. "Cowardice." Only with an effort did he keep the rest unsaid: Loneliness. Fear. Rage.

      The gothi sat heavily on the bed again. "Those are on my mind as well. I lost two of my order today. Though I know it's nothing to your loss, it still weighs on me."

      He wished people would stop comparing their losses to his, as if sorrows such as these could ever be weighed on a scale. But he only said, "I just want justice for them."

      At the thought, he wondered what he was still doing here. Justice. That was what he should be striving for. And he knew where he might claim it.

      Bjorn drained the rest of his mead and stood. Distantly, he noticed how unsteady his legs had already become.

      Yonik did not move. "Please sit, Bjorn; eat and drink here a minute more. The Sypten won't be going anywhere."

      He was right, of course. The murderer was Aelthena's captive, and close to his lifethread's end as it was. Time would do for Bjorn what would be too costly for his sword to secure. And in spite of his fury, a dreadful weariness had crawled into his limbs.

      "Alright." He sat back down on the chest. "One more drink."

      He held out the mug, and Yonik filled it once more.

      After he took a swallow, Bjorn inhaled deeply. Now all he could smell was the rotten stench from the strange wind that had blown through the woods. Death, the memory echoed in his ears. Death with the wind.

      "Has Nuvvog returned?" he asked suddenly. "Did the Dragon kill my family?"

      "I don't know." Yonik stared into his cup. Just boiled water, Bjorn realized. The priest drank from the same pot from which he had poured water onto the drascale ore. He wondered why, but it was a vague thought, distant and unimportant.

      "What about the stories? Aren't you gothi storytellers anymore?"

      The man looked up and smiled, though the shadows and the scars on his face made his expression into a grimace. "You know the tales, Bjorn. I've heard of your inclination for reading. Do you remember the single passage Alfjin the Scribe recovered from the broken Witterland Runestone?"

      Bjorn closed his eyes and leaned against the cold wall. The angle of it forced him to hunch over, but he was too tired to care. "I don't know it by heart."

      Yonik cleared his throat, then recited:

      
        
        The earth in protest did shake its hide

        Tossing aloft its plains and hills

        And fire reigned across the sky

        Peaks 'come charred and blackened dells

        

        And from her rifts arose the drakes

        Chained to serve the masters tall

        The horde that chews on earthen roots

        Till moorings of the sky come loose

        

        Rulers of dragons, mercy for the sun's blight

        Blind her not, nor cover her spirit's light

        Jotunar and Surtunar, spare us your fire and frost

        Men cannot live in an Eternal Night

        

      

      With his eyes closed, the passage illustrated itself in Bjorn's mind. The Eternal Night was a prophecy of the dying throes of the world, the last war between the giants of ice and ash, with all humanity swept up in its wake.

      He saw how it would end.

      My home to ashes. Our world to ashes. Everything eventually falls to ashes. We return your children to ashes and ask your blessing. Burned and bloody ashes, it's nothing but burning ashes…

      "Rest," Yonik whispered. And at the word, Bjorn drifted into an uneasy slumber.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. Untangling the Web

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Jarl sits above the divisions of clan and family, but must rule the jarlheim with an impartial hand.

        To aid him in this task, a Thane will be raised from a clan different from the Jarl's own. He, too, must set aside politicks for the good of all.

        The Councils of Elders will handle all matters particular to the clans, and represent their peoples in such varied matters as described in the previous passages.

        For matters of warfare, the foremost Drangi must be relied upon, including the Warden of the Watch and the Drang of War.

        And to each leader must be gathered a company of loyal huskarls, to serve and protect.

        

        - The Harrow Law; On Hierarchy

        

      

      As another wave of weariness washed over her, Aelthena was tempted to fold onto the table and fall into slumber. The men around her could watch for all she cared. Only by a final, desperate show of will was she able to remain upright. One last meeting, she told herself. Sort this out, and then you can rest.

      Of course, all she had to do was discover what had caused her home to erupt into flames, narrow down who was responsible, and divine what she could possibly do about it. All in one last meeting.

      The base of her skull began to throb.

      Bit by bit, she dragged her attention back to the proceedings. She sat in Vigil Keep's chair-room at the table remaining from the elders' meeting. Five others were present: Lawspeaker Yaethun; Asborn, now thane in his father's place; a city sentinel by the name of Snornir Bjarson, who represented the watch; the chief keeper of Vigil Keep, Brynjar Ivorson; and, against the odds, Frey Igorson. She still had hesitancies about allowing the guardian into the meeting, but of the three Harrowhall guards who had survived the attack, he was the one she knew and trusted most, infuriating as he might be.

      These men had come at her summons, though she was still baffled as to why. She had neither title nor the Mantle about her shoulders; only her familial relations and Asborn's support bolstered her tenuous authority. Gods knew it would not last long.

      Bjorn should be here.

      She sat in her brother's place, and all those gathered knew it. He was the jarl's heir, not she. With Annar's death, Bjorn should have been the one to take charge of the city. But one of the few remaining guardians, Menith Karlson, had reported that Bjorn had instructed him to take orders from her. Treat her as the jarl's heir, her brother had told the guardian.

      As the jarl's heir.

      But she was not the heir, Bjorn was. Though she reveled in her newfound power, brief as it promised to be, she longed for her brother to be by her side. But Frey had informed her that Brother Yonik had taken Bjorn away to keep him from killing the Sypten prisoner. He had not been seen since. She wondered if that should worry her. After all, even priests could turn traitor. But she could not doubt every man and woman in Oakharrow. Yonik had always shown himself to be trustworthy and good-hearted. And if his greatbear cloak was any indication, he could more than take care of himself and Bjorn.

      Still, her brother's absence cast a greater pall over the proceedings.

      When everyone had settled in, drinks full and pipes lit, Aelthena stifled a yawn and began the conference. The men around the table made introductions, and she made note of their interactions. Frey and the chief keeper shared a smile as they shook hands. The city sentinel did not smile at anyone, but gave a respectful nod to Asborn, perhaps because Snornir was Balturg, which made Asborn his thane. The lawspeaker was courteous to all, but cold and distant.

      And through it all, to a wonder, not one protested a woman putting herself at their head.

      Introductions made, she spoke, hoping her luck would hold. "Thane Asborn and I, as the representative of Lord Bor, have set the elders to the tasks they perform best: the daily operations of the city. All present here have more pressing issues to deal with." She leaned forward, resting her elbows on the table. "Who did this? Ha-Sypt? A barbar tribe? The Vurg rebels led by Skarl Thundson? How did they manage such an attack? A Sypten man, one now rotting in a Vigil Keep cell, entered the Harrowhall's dungeons unhindered. Where were the guardians who should have stopped him? How did he enter the city unchecked?"

      Simply expressing all her unanswered questions made her yearn for a goblet of wine. But she needed a clear head — or as clear as she could manage just then.

      "Finally," she continued, "what do we do with the information we have? Are we still at risk, the killer still loose in our city? If so, how do we prevent this from occurring again? And who must pay? These are the tasks set before us."

      The men shifted around her, but Aelthena held up her hand for silence. "Before we begin, I have some announcements to make. Lawspeaker Yaethun."

      "Lady Aelthena." He stared at her with a small smile on his thin lips, the whole of his long face bent toward her.

      She had not missed his elevation of her title, even if it fell short of the Lady Heir she desired. The address of "lady" was reserved for matrons and rulers of their estates, of which she was neither. Not with the Harrowhall in ruins. Still, as much as she despised herself for it, Yaethun's deference gratified her. She had to take care to keep that satisfaction hidden.

      "You're well-connected in the city," she continued. "But you'll need to extend your reach further. Leave matters of justice to one of your judges, or perhaps my brother, if he's willing. Instead, take up your new office as my ears in the city. Unofficially, of course. Your job is best served by discretion, as I'm sure you realize."

      "Of course, m'lady." He put his fist to his chest. "I'll gladly serve in this capacity."

      She turned to the next man. "Chief Keeper Brynjar Ivorson."

      The man looked a sooty mess, though his chainmail and leather seemed otherwise taken care of. His wispy, orange hair stretched toward the ceiling and walls, and his egg-shaped head with close-set eyes gave him a befuddled look.

      "M'lady?" he said, following Yaethun's lead regarding her title.

      "The thane has graciously allowed Thurdjur leadership to move into Vigil Keep. While I have only three of my guards left from the Harrowhall, I ask that you work with them in the maintenance of the keep's defenses. You'll coordinate your efforts primarily with Frey Igorson."

      The chief keeper nodded at Frey. "As you wish, m'lady."

      Aelthena glanced at the guardian, and he inclined his head toward her as if to say, I knew you'd come around. She looked quickly away, not having the energy for his ornery attitude at that moment.

      "City Sentinel Snornir Bjarson," she said, turning her gaze to the severe-looking sentry, "Warden Morif Morifson will, as before, continue to serve in his capacity as the leader of the watch. However, he'd best tread lightly. Neglectful guards are his responsibility. If he cannot keep them to their duties, another will be found who can."

      "Couldn't agree more, m'lady," the city sentinel said gruffly from around his pipe. His long, gray beard fell from the table as he shook his head, a cloud of smoke spiraling around his bald pate. "Damned whelps drink all night and can't keep their eyes open during the day."

      "If they can't keep the watch, they won't drink." Aelthena leaned back in her chair, sliding down a bit. The tiniest bit. "Now, to my original questions… What in Ovvash's hells happened?"

      They looked between each other, perhaps shocked to hear a woman use such language. Frey, who did not seem scandalized in the slightest, was the first to break the silence.

      "Pine — that is, Menith Karlson — looked into the dungeons, m'lady. He found that half-cooked Sypten boy as I mentioned before — but also the Savage fled from his cage."

      Aelthena watched for reactions from the others out of the corners of her eyes, but there was only uncomfortable shifting. Everyone present had already known that information. Which likely means the whole city will soon know, she thought with frustration. Skarl Thundson widely known to be free was the last thing she needed just then.

      "Could it be…?" Asborn hesitated mid-sentence, glancing around at the others before continuing. "Could it be that Ha-Sypt has uncovered some sort of… ancient magic?"

      The city sentinel snorted, which stopped Chief Brynjar midway through a nod. Frey simply shrugged.

      "Well?" she prompted them, even though it seemed a far-fetched idea. There were, of course, forest witches and mountain warlocks who claimed to be able to tap into the sorcery of sprites and other spirits. But Aelthena had never seen their claimed powers demonstrated. Still, after what they had witnessed, magic was as likely an explanation as any.

      "Ha-Sypt has been strangely quiet for many winters." Yaethun folded his hands on the table before him. "Perhaps they have been preparing."

      "But maybe it wasn't them," Chief Brynjar said, seemingly eager to redeem his earlier misstep. "Maybe it was wilds magic from the Woldagi or Skyardi."

      "Or some devilry from Skarl Thundson," Asborn pointed out quietly.

      "I doubt the barbars are responsible," Aelthena said, careful to avoid touching on Asborn's suggestion. Her assertion, at least, was correct. All knew that barbars were primitive peoples. While the Yewlings had established permanent towns, the other two local tribes, the Woldagi and Skyardi, were nomadic. The Skyardi moved about on skis and sleds through the snow, finding oases in valleys, near hot springs, and in caves to survive the harsh winters. The Woldagi, on the other hand, summered in the mountains and wintered in the Breath, the desert just beyond the hills.

      "Why not?" Frey challenged. "The Sypten was clad in their garb. Either barbars were working with Syptens, or they are gathering strangely loyal thralls."

      "There have been other stirrings in the Teeth," Snornir grunted around his pipe. "Wolverines have become larger and bolder, or so say the patrols. One of the beasts has even taken down a greatbear, if you can believe it. And the barbars themselves are restless, relations are strained. A few of the early caravans bound for Jünsden have gone missing, and scouts are disappearing at a greater rate than ever before."

      She had hoped the reports of the scouts had been exaggerated when she had earlier heard them. But the city sentinel, closely interacting with them, would know better than anyone else their truth, and he did not seem one prone to flights of fancy.

      She turned to Yaethun. "What do you think it means, Lawspeaker?"

      The willowy man arched his eyebrows. "I would leave that to your judgment, m'lady."

      "I ask for your opinion. What do you believe?"

      All eyes in the room turned on him, but the man's icy gaze stayed on Aelthena.

      "I believe," he said slowly, "that man has never seen a conflagration such as destroyed your home. It is beyond mortal capabilities."

      "The gods," Asborn muttered. "The gods must be angry. Nuvvog has become enraged."

      For what? she wanted to snap at him. What have we done to offend any of the Inscribed Gods? But she knew it would be no use to bicker now, and even less to doubt the intervention of deities, much as she might harbor doubts of it.

      "We speak in circles," she said. "To the next question, then. How did they enter?"

      "Treachery," Frey answered at once. "Menith Laethson, who was posted at the Teeth Gate, was discovered trying to flee the city just before dusk. He's now being kept in the keep's dungeons, Lady Aelthena, to await questioning."

      She was both annoyed and gratified to hear new information. Inwardly, she groaned. Sleep would have to be put off a bit longer. "I should have been notified at once," she said aloud. "I'll speak to him personally."

      "The sentries from all other gates are in their quarters, m'lady, under guard," Snornir said, smoke escaping his lips as he spoke. "They'll be in the watch barracks when you need to speak to them."

      "Thank you, Sentinel." She tried to think through the fog that had settled over her mind. "Until we know more, we'll only be able to manage preliminary measures. But we must do what we can to protect Oakharrow. Sentinel Snornir and Chief Brynjar, I need men posted at all critical assets to the city. That includes Vigil Keep, the granaries, the entrances to district Oakheart, water supplies, the watch barracks… that will do to start. For a complete list, you can consult—"

      She paused, stricken suddenly by a spike of grief through her chest. Annar. She had been about to point them toward Annar. No more older brother to help you along the way, she chided herself wistfully.

      Instead, she said, "I will provide a complete list for you following this meeting." She hoped they did not notice the sob she barely kept at bay.

      She felt the reassuring pressure of Asborn's hand on her arm and looked at him. "You have many other things to do." His voice was firm, though his sallow skin made it seem as if he were on the verge of collapse. "With your leave, m'lady, I'll provide that list for them."

      Aelthena moved her arm from his touch, mindful of the others' watching eyes. "As you will." She turned her gaze from him and continued quickly. "The gates need particular attention. Double the guard and vary their rotations." She did not want conspirators on the walls together, if there were any.

      "M'lady," Snornir spoke, "if the watch is posting more sentries, the men'll be working double shifts. It's a sore time to push them so hard."

      "Gather fresh recruits, then. Any man with eyes will do."

      Not Vurgs, a part of her objected. They'll betray you. But she could not exclude them now. Such bias might lead otherwise compliant Vurgs to join the insurgency with the Savage, and his cause was troublesome enough as things stood.

      At last, she decided to address the matter head on. "Frey," she said, looking at the guardian, "I know we are short on men, but Skarl Thundson remains at large. What do you suggest for finding him?"

      The man sat back and thought through it, not seeming the least fazed by the enormity of the problem. "There's three of us guardians remaining," he said after several moments. "Menith Karlson and I can manage your protection between us, so you could send Ratclaw — Pestur Yroelson, that is — to sniff out the Savage. There's bound to be a stench lingering after his escape, and our Ratclaw's good at following scents."

      "Very well. Set Pestur to the trail."

      Frey nodded and afforded himself a small, knowing smile as he leaned back, a smile she promptly ignored.

      "Lastly," Aelthena said, "Yaethun, you're to send out the call. Let the men of the jarlheim know we are preparing for war."

      At last, she had caught them flat-footed. All the men at the table stared at her.

      "War?" the lawspeaker asked, his eyebrows twin arches on his forehead.

      "War!" Snornir barked the word, leaning forward so that his gray beard bunched under his chin. "Oakharrow is on her knees, and you're calling for war! Against whom, Lady Aelthena?"

      Asborn looked nervous. Brynjar Ivorson gulped down his ale. Frey just smiled and folded his hands behind his head.

      "War," Aelthena repeated, her voice harder. "We were attacked. We won't take such a blow without retaliation. Whoever dared do this will soon understand why you don't prod a Bear."

      Among lowborn or ordinary men, such a proclamation might have provoked a rousing cry. Her war council only sat somberly through it, mulling over the implications. Good, she thought. I'd rather have challenges than cheers among my Drangi.

      Just as she opened her mouth to follow up the statement, the door slammed open. Aelthena was on her feet, her head racing, before she really took in the keeper breathing heavily before her.

      "Mistress," the guard said between pants, "pardon the intrusion, but there's fighting in the dungeons!"

      "Fighting?" Aelthena felt as if all her blood had drained from her head. "In the dungeons?"

      "In front of the Sypten's cell. It's Lord Heir Bjorn, Mistress. He's attacking keepers!"

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11. Sorcery

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Only unto the Volur is the use of seidar conferred. All other forms of witchery, from the meanest woods warlock to the greatest court sorcerer, is prohibited on pain of death by burning.

        

        - The Inscribed Beliefs; Verse the Seventh, Line the First

        

      

      Bjorn opened his eyes to an unrelenting darkness.

      He bolted upright and felt blindly around him. His head was as thick and heavy as an overripe summer melon, fit to burst.

      Where am I? Why can't I see?

      The air was thick and smothering. He couldn't breathe. Panicking, he rose from his hard seat and cursed as he stubbed his toe. Taking a step back, he cursed again — he had hit his head on a wall.

      Finally, it came to him. Brother Yonik's hovel. I fell asleep.

      His stupor waned, but strange dreams rose in its place. In his sleep, he had seen a fire rolling through the valley of Baegard, a wall of flames that seared the ground and scraped the bellies of the clouds. It flew faster than a sparrow and ate everything in its path, living and dead alike. He had dreamed he was caught in that fire and consumed by it. His eyes had melted in their sockets, leaving him blind. His skin charred and separated, peeling in strips. The fibers of his muscles had disintegrated and exposed his bones. He had collapsed, but been forced to watch as the insatiable inferno consumed everything.

      A dream. All a dream.

      But as he cradled his head, Bjorn remembered the truth. The destruction of his home had been real; the Harrowhall was gone. He wondered if burning to death felt like it had in the dream. He wondered if Mother, Annar, and Yof had suffered.

      Suddenly, he could not breathe again. He stumbled around the hovel until he found the door and wrenched it open. The adobe hut exhaled the hot, heavy air and inhaled the cold early spring. Standing in the doorway, Bjorn closed his eyes and simply breathed. The day's fading light pressed on his eyelids. The winter wind against his face reminded him of his mother's cool hands.

      Now she's nothing more than a dream.

      Opening his eyes, he stared over the well-trodden snow paths glowing in the faint gold of the remaining sunlight and thought about the hundreds of footprints pressed into them throughout countless ages. One boot on another on another. In that moment, it seemed to him that each man, woman, and child was little more than a set of footprints. All their lives, they spent walking over packed snow, never able to double-back or even pause, for the wind pushed mercilessly at their backs. Inevitably, they would fall, and someone would cover the tracks they had left behind, or a new snow would fall. And nothing remained after one passed but the memories of those left behind.

      And what is a memory? He wrapped his cloak tighter around him. Less firm than a footprint.

      Bjorn stared at the ground until gold faded to violet, then to gray. Only then did he lift his head to the Tangled Temple before him.

      The shrine had transformed. Where the vine-draped wooden walls had stood, a cliff of scales now replaced them. The scales were a violet hue that shone with silver accents. The wall extended into the sky. No fire appeared to his eyes, yet his feet felt as if the world itself burned. He was rooted in place, unable to move, unable to do anything but crane his neck up to see how high the wall of scales rose.

      Only then did he see it was no wall. Far, far above, the scales curved off into the distance, revealing it to be the long arc of a neck…

      Bjorn blinked, and the Tangled Temple returned to its normal, shabby shape. Nothing of the dragon — for it had been a dragon he had seen, he was sure — remained behind.

      "Gods," he muttered, swaying. "Gray, bloody gods." He rubbed his eyes and looked again. Though he saw the shrine remained in its original state, terror had tightened its hard, bony fingers over his heart.

      I'm becoming sprite-touched like Father. Sprites and devils ravage my mind. How long before I'm as dumb and violent as he?

      Bjorn had experienced small visions throughout his seventeen winters. Often they were a brief glimpse, or words heard on the wind, like that morning. None had been like this. He felt hot and cold all over, fire and frost waging war inside him.

      Yet Lord Bor had not succumbed to madness until late in life; that could not be what Bjorn experienced now. He scrambled for other explanations.

      Yonik. The gothi had left him in his steam-filled hut. Had he poisoned his mind? Had he made him imagine these strange delusions, see things that were not there? He quickly dismissed the thought. He could see no reason for the priest to harm him.

      Nuvvog? He shuddered. He suspected it had been the Dragon God in his vision. If one of the Inscribed had a fate in mind for him, there would be no resisting it.

      And then, in a burst of inspiration, he realized who tormented him. Who else, but the man who had brought hellfire to his home, an inferno in his hands, and knocked Oakharrow to its knees? Who else, but the very man his sister protected?

      The Djur-burned Sypten.

      He must die. Or I will. The thought felt as true as the sun flying over the earth. It was down to the murderer or him. Only one of them could remain alive.

      He could not pause to question the conclusion. If he stopped, the fear would claim him again. And, coward that he was, he knew then he would not be able to do what he must. Bjorn checked his sword and seax and, finding them secure about his waist, moved toward Vigil Keep.

      But he had not taken two steps before the vision returned.

      His feet no longer touched the ground. He had no feet at all, for his body had disappeared entirely. Bjorn floated far above the world, the peaks of mountains laid out below his incorporeal self. The Teeth, he recognized; Yewung, the behemoth of the range, gave them away as it rose high above the rest. The Bones of Nuvvog were laid out before him. Looking over the mountain range, he could see all the way to the Torn Hills at the northern-most point and even to the Spine, the mountains on the western side of Baegard.

      From the corner of his vision, he spotted dark shapes falling from clouds, as thick as flocks of birds migrating before winter. Narrowing his eyes, he concentrated on the shadows, and found it moved him closer, close enough to identify the figures not as birds, but humans.

      Men, women, and children fell from the iron-clad cloud, limp and lifeless.

      Not wanting to look, but knowing he must, Bjorn willed himself closer and stared at their faces. The dead were thick around him, but he quickly spotted those he knew.

      His mother, a small, sad smile playing on her lips.

      Annar, eyes closed, face finally loosened from his tight control.

      Yof, once broad and strong, now vulnerable, the laughter faded from his eyes.

      Then, those he knew to be alive fell around him, too — Aelthena, his father, Yonik, Asborn. A thousand more drifted down, thick as summerflies on a pond.

      He blinked. Suddenly, he was heavy in his body again and looking up at the sky. His back was flat in the snow. His body smarted from the fall.

      The Ovvash-damned sorcerer. He did this. He made me see this.

      He stumbled to his feet and, clutching his thundering head, walked forward. Each time he tried to think back over his steps, he could not remember where he'd been. His face was hot and fevered, but he shivered, as if both a fire sprite and ale-ills plagued him simultaneously. Looking around, he saw the familiar streets of Oakharrow one moment, shrouded in moonlit darkness — then the next, they would ignite in flames as high as the mountains.

      Mad-man, he heard in the taunting sing-song of young boys. Mad-man, mad-man, losing his mind!

      "Stop it," he growled, clutching his hands to his ears. "Stop it, all of you!"

      In the real Oakharrow, a rag-clad man, too poor even to show his clan's colors, dodged around Bjorn with a fearful glance. Bjorn barely had time to bite off a bitter remark before he was cast into the fire world again.

      He could bear it no longer. Bjorn squeezed his eyes shut, closed his ears to the ringing laughter only he heard, and crouched down in the middle of wherever he was. He knew he might easily be run over by a chariot, unseen in the darkness, but he could not force himself to rise.

      Djur, please, let it stop, make it stop… I'm not brave enough, I'm not Annar or Yof. And they're dead, gray bloody gods but they're dead… And I'm the heir now.

      I'm the heir.

      He clung to the thought like a drowning man to a frail stick. He was the heir, his father's successor. He had to uphold the Winter Mantle and keep Oakharrow strong. He was to lead the jarlheim in his father's stead.

      How can I lead them when I can't even stand?

      So he stood, and he opened his eyes, and he removed his hands from his ears. And he kept them open as the worlds flickered back and forth: now fire, now dark; now singing, now silence. He kept them open, and by the time his feet carried him to Vigil Keep, he somehow became a man whole once more.

      He did not pause. He could not allow a moment of doubt to creep in. At the gate, the keepers saw who he was and opened it to his call. He strode beneath the Arch of Eagles, a remnant from the previous jarl's reign, and entered the keep. He wandered the halls, asking the occasional servant where the dungeons were until he found his way into the belly of the fortress.

      The gaoler protested, but Bjorn silenced him with a few words. "Would you listen to a woman, untitled and not blessed by my father," he said, stepping close to the short, rotund man, "or the jarl's heir himself?"

      It was a question easily answered. The gaoler fumbled for his keys and unlocked the door.

      Bjorn drew his sword, and the hiss of the gaoler behind him matched the whisper of the steel. Looking at the blade in the torchlight, it looked less like a sword and more like a long, bone-white fang. Like a tooth of Nuvvog.

      How else to kill a Dragon-worshipping sorcerer, he thought, than with the Dragon's own fang?

      He smiled, his skin stretching too tight over his cheekbones.

      Bjorn strode down the hall, and the few dirty men there roused within their cells. "Please, sir lord," one begged, "a scrap o' food, a taste o' water, please." Another threw himself at the bars and rattled them, then screamed, a shriek that filled the stone hall in whirling echoes. Bjorn flashed his sword at the fellow, snarling — an action that caught himself as well as the prisoner by surprise. But the man only waited until Bjorn had passed to start up his horrid noise again.

      The man's hoarse scream still echoed as Bjorn arrived at the cell he sought. The two keepers standing outside were indication enough, but he found further confirmation when he stared past them into the dark. A still figure, shrouded in a darkness deepened by his sable skin, lay on a cot, unmoving.

      The half-burned Sypten.

      The guards stared at him as he approached, their eyes lingering on his exposed sword. Their hands tightened on their spears. Yet even cast in the shadows, they recognized him.

      "Lord Heir Bjorn," one of them said, the older of the pair. "Why the bared blade, eh?" He looked a veteran with a face marred from years of rough service. Though he was short and not particularly broad, he promised to be as tough and reliable as a well-worn chariot.

      Now that he was near the end of his task, Bjorn found his resolve finally began to waver. It suddenly seemed unlikely that he could convince the guards to stand aside, even as the heir. Though his word might be final in regards to matters of the jarlheim, he stood in the thane's keep. No keeper would obey him over their liege lord's orders.

      But before cowardice could claim him, he spoke hurriedly, his tongue tripping over stilted words. "I'm here for justice, Keeper. Stand aside."

      The veteran did not laugh at him, to his relief, but neither did he move. "I'm sorry, m'lord. Maybe he deserves to die, but I'll not move just to lose my head and honor. It's not lightly that we take oaths, lad, nor lightly that they're put down."

      Fury pounced like it had been waiting his entire life for this moment. It overcame his reason. "Your oaths are to he who wears the Mantle!" Bjorn snarled. "Oaths to my father, the jarl!"

      The other keeper, a boy who looked taller and younger than Bjorn, glared defiantly at him. But the older one said reasonably, "Our oaths be to the thane, not the jarl, m'lord."

      "And the thane's oaths are to the jarl, and I am his heir. Step aside!"

      The veteran only crossed his arms and met his glare with a steady gaze.

      Thinking through the red haze that now filled his head, Bjorn tried to breathe slower as he decided what to do. His knees were going weak and his limbs shaky. The sword, light as it was, suddenly felt heavy in his hand. He had failed to convince these men with words or threats; they heard their hollow ring.

      That only left the sword to speak for him.

      He did not know if he could strike a man for simply doing his duty. But what choice did he have? I have to. For my family. To not go mad. He was still sticky from the sweat and the visions and his anger. His thoughts were caught in a fog.

      He had no other choice.

      If you're going to fight, strike first. Blademaster Raldof's oft-repeated words came to mind. Bjorn tightened his grip, fingers grinding it into the leather. Then, almost without realizing it, he acted.

      He darted forward, and the sword flashed up—

      The younger keeper cried out and crumpled to the ground.

      As soon as it was done, the rage filtered away to a vast emptiness. Bjorn stared dumbly at the youth. A long, deep gash had appeared in the keeper's thigh. As he watched, the keeper pressed his hands to the wound, but it was to little avail. Blood gushed around it, seeping between his fingers and streaming down his leg to the stone. The keeper's whimpers were like that of a hare caught in a trap.

      Did I do that? Did I truly do that?

      Bjorn closed his eyes. He had always believed himself afraid of violence. But now he had spilled the man's blood without provocation, and he felt nothing.

      A rush of steps echoed down the corridor of the dungeons; the gaoler, it seemed, had brought friends. As Bjorn opened his eyes again, the vision of fire burst back into life, flames writhing up the sides of the stone corridor.

      "Stop," he whispered. "I can't stop seeing them."

      "Bjorn," he heard a familiar voice say behind him. "Bjorn, put your sword down. Now."
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        * * *

      

      Aelthena bolted down the stairs into the cold of the dungeon below, Asborn and the rest of her council in tow, and did not stop until she found him.

      Bjorn stood before the two keepers. His flickering shadow loomed large against the wall, his sword fading into darkness rather than shining in the torchlight. As she saw the young keeper on the ground, clutching an oozing gash in his leg, she guessed what stained the steel.

      "Bjorn." She stopped ten paces away. "Put away your sword."

      "I can't stop seeing them." Her younger brother spoke through gritted teeth. "The sorcerer puts them in my mind."

      Unease cut through her fear and anger. Was he seeing things as their father did? Neither Annar nor Yof had experienced Lord Bor's madness, but she knew it might still be in their blood. Madness ran in one's lineage, all knew.

      "You need rest." She edged closer. "Put your blade away, and we can find you medicine. Please, little brother."

      "No." He said it with a vehemence she had not heard from him before. He did not tear his gaze away from the two keepers.

      "Bjorn." Little as she wished it, she knew what words she had to say. "Put up your sword, or I'll have you thrown in chains. Heir or not, you're endangering the jarlheim as well as yourself. It's not the time for petty revenge—"

      "Petty?" Bjorn finally looked around at her, and she flinched. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair tangled and dirty with ash, his face streaked with sweat and soot. "Petty revenge? Was it only my kin who died, Sister? Or are you too much a coward to claim justice?"

      Coward. At another time, she might have laughed at the thought. Cowardice was the last thing she was worried about. "Damn it all, Bjorn, I'm not saying this is right. I want the Sypten dead as much as you. Yes, I do," she spoke over his protests. "But I want to preserve and protect those still alive first. It's what Annar would have done. It's what Father would do."

      "Not what Yof would," Bjorn muttered, his eyes back on the keepers. But they both knew he was grasping at withered straw. In spite of all his other fine qualities, Yof had not been known for his sound judgment.

      "Bjorn, please. Put your sword away before you make matters worse."

      Her brother wavered a moment longer, then turned away from the keepers and the Sypten in the cell behind them. He did not meet her gaze as he passed, and with his face lost in shadow, she could not read his expression.

      Her little brother, who had always been transparent to her, was now as opaque as a dark cave's pool.

      What has our family become? she thought as Asborn and the chief keeper rushed toward the bloodied youth on the ground. At a word from the thane, the gaoler tailed Bjorn. What am I going to do with those who remain?

      She looked at Frey, and he gave her a half-smile. "At least the keeper's colors won't clash."

      For a moment, she could only stare. Then, despite herself, Aelthena found the corners of her lips twitching. "Gray gods," she muttered. "You're incorrigible."

      "Is it so terrible to smile? Better to spite tragedy with laughter than wet it with sorrow."

      "You make light of our burdens."

      The guardian shrugged. "The lighter load is easier to bear."

      She turned back to see the older keeper, Asborn, and Brynjar crouched around the injured man. The youth, as much a boy as Bjorn, looked paler than seemed possible for the living.

      If blood loss doesn't kill him, she realized, drascale poisoning might. Like most swords of the highborn, Bjorn's blade had been edged with Harrowsteel, widely renowned for causing corruption of the flesh.

      "I don't want a lighter load," she said softly. "Why should I be spared the pain of my city?"

      Frey's eyes were bright upon her, and she found herself meeting his gaze. "Because, m'lady," he said softly, "when your burden grows heavy, it's me whom you'll lean on."

      Surprising herself, she took his arm. Exhaustion soaked her to her very bones. True to his word, Frey lent her his strength as they walked away from the bloody scene.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. The Heir’s Shadow

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Hunt a man — then you'll know the metal you're forged from."

        

        - Thoros Wolfjaw, Champion to the Last King of Baegard

        

      

      Sometime later, sleep still beyond her grasp, Aelthena knocked on the door to Asborn's room.

      "Come in!"

      She slipped past the guards, only glancing at them as she closed the door behind her. Neither of the men seemed pleased to see her, for which she could hardly blame them. News of what Bjorn had done had spread like a plague throughout Vigil Keep.

      She shut the door and sighed before turning inward. "Asborn."

      "There you are! I wondered what kept you." Asborn rose from a cushioned chair in the corner of the room, a resilient smile clinging to his lips.

      Aelthena just mustered the energy to return his embrace, then sat heavily in the chair next to him. "You know elders. They like nothing more than to hear their own voices."

      "True as the nightingale's song." Asborn sat with far more alacrity than her, his brow creased. "Poor news, then?"

      She rubbed at the back of her neck with one hand, sore from too long without rest. Dawn could not be far off now. "Not precisely. They are upset with Bjorn, certainly, and all the more from failing to find and summon him to the meeting. But they haven't turned on the Bears, and support us as the ruling family still."

      Asborn let out a relieved sigh. "I'm happy to share similar news. My own clan's elders were, understandably, livid upon hearing the news. But between the fact that young Keeper Tait looks as if he will survive, and the explanation that the Sypten put a spell on your youngest brother, they appeared mollified."

      The thane hesitated then. Aelthena supposed it was at the assumption that the Sypten had placed a spell on Bjorn — a fact of which she was far from convinced. But a moment later, she realized the true reason. Your youngest brother, he'd said — as if her other brothers were still alive.

      With an effort nearly beyond her, she wrestled the pain back down. No time for mourning. Though she had finally relented to a glass of wine earlier, she had to have a clear head still.

      The story she and Asborn had agreed upon, which Bjorn himself had first put forth, remained doubtful in her mind. Sorcery seemed to have intruded itself upon them, and if their suspicions were correct, Ha-Sypt was behind it. But Nuvvog's Rage, as people had begun calling the Harrowhall inferno, had been an entirely different kind of magic, a witchery of war. It was a threat she could comprehend.

      What Bjorn had experienced — the visions, the uncontrollable violence — that far more resembled their father's madness.

      No. She could not lose Bjorn. Not that way. Not so soon after her other brothers and mother had been stolen from her. There had to be another explanation. She would uncover it.

      But whatever the truth was, she had pronounced Bjorn's bewitchment to be fact, and it seemed the elders had accepted it as well. After witnessing a fire that had consumed their greatest fortress, she could understand how a bout of madness might be palatable.

      "If they're mollified," Aelthena said, breaking the laden silence that filled the room, "then I'm content. But this is a sign of things to come. Bjorn is the heir now, even if he has not admitted it himself. Your elders won't trust him now, fearing another spell might come over him. Even my elders might start searching for a replacement jarl." Her fists clenched over the arms of the chair before she could relax them.

      Asborn rose to kneel next to her, taking one of her hands in his. "I don't think they will, Aelthena," he said gently. He reached forward slowly, brushing a stray hair back from her face. "Above all else, your clan and mine wish for stability and strength. If one or the other begins a succession war, that will only further divide Oakharrow and provoke the Vurgs into greater rebellion. Only by both Balturgs and Thurdjurs supporting your family — supporting Bjorn, and supporting you — can we hope to come through this."

      Aelthena managed a small smile and squeezed his hand. His words did reassure her, if only slightly. While accurate, they failed to capture the entire truth. Bjorn would need to be stronger than he had shown himself for their trust in him to continue. And no matter how Asborn might deny it, the scales of power had shifted in the Balturgs' favor with the destruction of the Harrowhall. If circumstances grew too dire, his elders might try to convince Asborn to take Oakharrow for himself.

      But Bjorn would not stand against the challenges alone. As infuriating as her brother was acting, he was her only remaining brother. And every step on the uncertain path before them, Aelthena would be there with him, guiding and supporting. For as long as he needs.

      As she rose and readied herself for bed, she told herself that being the heir's shadow would be enough for her.
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        * * *

      

      Bjorn stood once more in the ruins of his home.

      Darkness sought to hide the gnawed, burned scars in the stones. But the combined light of Skjol and Lavaethun, the red and blue moons, exposed them, making them glow faintly like runestones commemorating fallen warriors. A thin mist wound through the monoliths and spilled over the sides of the melted walls like phantoms seeking escape.

      He looked over the Harrowhall and remembered it as it had once been.

      Stepping under the grand archway, past the ashes of the oaken doors and into the entrance hall, he recalled chasing his brothers and cousins through the corridors. Younger than most, he had often been pushed to the ground when he was tagged, but he'd never cried. He had known better than to shed tears around the other boys, and most of all, he had not wanted the fun to stop.

      He wound his way into what had once been the Hall of Tapestries and remembered playing a hiding game with his father. I see you! his father had called, and Bjorn had giggled behind a thick arras, shaking it like a doe rustling in the brush. His father had pounced and tangled him up in it, and Bjorn had laughed as cloth stuck to his mouth. Got you! His father's eyes had been bright with tears of laughter, his breath sour with ale.

      Then his gaze fell on the Oakstone. The once-impressive throne of petrified wood now slumped like a massive, spent candle. Some parts still glowed with embers that refused to die. One part of the seat had somehow been spared, a clawed arm of Djur rising above the rest. Bjorn stepped up to it and touched it. With the heat still emanating from it, it almost felt alive.

      He tilted his head back and looked at the sheet of stars above. The night, it was said, was brought by the cloak of Djur as he stood over the world in jealous protection. The daytime, the watch of Nuvvog, was when one had to fear.

      Bjorn had finally learned that lesson.

      He studied the constellations, trying not to think about the keeper's blood that stained his sleeves. A half-circle of stars marked the King of Ice, the last king of Baegard, and supposedly a direct ancestor of Bjorn's.

      "You failed, too," he said to his long-dead kin. "Then you fled into the mountains."

      "Not as poor a course as you might expect," a voice spoke from the darkness.

      Bjorn drew his sword as he whirled toward the voice. "Who is there?" he demanded, or tried to. His words came out as shaken as he felt.

      "A friend. Or one who intends to be."

      Bjorn saw the figure then, tall and hooded, his face in shadow. But the hood looked familiar, the moonlight just bright enough to reveal half a greatbear's head.

      "Yonik."

      He saw a brief flash of teeth within the gothi's grizzled beard. "I thought I might find you here."

      "Why would you want to?" Bjorn sheathed his sword. He wished the priest had not sought him. All he wanted was to be left alone.

      But Brother Yonik seemed to have no intentions of doing so, for he crossed the rubble to stand before him. "I remember a young man, long ago, angry and scared when he lost his family," he said softly. "I remember the lengths that young man went to attain his vengeance."

      Bjorn's chest tightened. How far he went. How far have I gone? With the Sypten sorcerer still alive, there could be only one answer: Not far enough.

      "And I remember," the priest continued, "how empty that young man felt once he'd claimed his justice. Do you know the feeling, Bjorn? Of sating your anger, or paying back a misdeed with one of your own, but instead of being satisfied, you only feel mean and small?"

      I know it. But the words stuck in his throat.

      Brother Yonik moved closer. "That young man only found vengeance in the mountains, but it is your justice that awaits you. You must follow the path of the King of Ice to fulfill your duty, Bjorn. Your duty to the jarlheim. And to your family."

      To the mountains? "What do you mean?" he asked, not following his logic.

      "I'm only here to guide, Bjorn, as always," the priest responded. "But I make mistakes. I thought to calm you in my home with khnuum steam and honeywine. But they did not affect you as they should have, but confused you instead."

      Bjorn turned, his pulse quickening. "I don't follow."

      The moonlight gleamed in Yonik's eyes. "Khnuum," he repeated. "It's the substance in drascale ore that makes Harrowsteel what it is."

      "But you made steam from it. Why?"

      "There are many things we gothi have done for hundreds of years, traditions… This one is used by seers to connect with the earth, the sprites, and the gods. To make us as one with all of existence, and thereby understand our greater purpose."

      The breath had been pushed from his lungs. Bjorn had to gasp out the words. "Does it make you see things? To think and act as…?" As sprite-touched, he thought, but he could not quite say it.

      Yonik seemed to understand what he meant. "For those with the affinity, yes. Visions are not uncommon."

      His balance tilted. Bjorn had to fight to remain upright.

      "Damn you," he choked out, stepping away from Yonik. "Damn you! I might have murdered an innocent man today because of what you did!"

      The gothi was silent for a long moment. "You thought the Sypten gave you the visions, didn't you?"

      "Of course I thought it was the Sypten! They were dreams of fire, of Baegard burning. Who else could it have been? But it was you. And now it turns out I'm a fool, a bloody fool — and maybe a murderer as well. Gray bloody gods…"

      He began to pace, not knowing what else to do with himself.

      "I wondered," Yonik murmured. "It seemed too sudden. I'm sorry, Bjorn. It's a hard thing to kill a man, or even injure one. I remember—"

      Bjorn whirled around to face him. "I don't care what you remember! I don't want to hear a Djur-burned thing you have to say about your past and what you know! You made me kill a man. You made me."

      He choked back down the rest of the accusation, suddenly afraid of what he was saying.

      "No man can make you kill another, Bjorn." Yonik's voice was so low and soft it almost seemed dangerous, like the silent prowl of a cat before the pounce. "If you killed him, it was your hand that did the deed. You alone are responsible."

      Bjorn denied it in his head. He did not even know if the keeper would die. But what if he had killed him? What came after that? He did not know who he was now that he had another man's blood on his sleeves.

      "You will face consequences," the gothi continued. "The man was Balturg, and you are Thurdjur. While the clans are allied, this will strain relations. He was a guard in a place where you were a guest, so it violates the rules of hospitality. And you're newly recognized as the jarl's heir, with most Thurdjur resources gone with the Harrowhall."

      They might behead me. The possibility had not occurred to him until that moment. In one instant of madness, he had thought being the heir made him untouchable. But now, his training under Lawspeaker Yaethun returned to him. The conclusion was inescapable. His lips twisted of their own volition at the irony, as if humor were the only possible avenue for accepting this news. His breath came shallowly as the panic set in.

      "But you won't die, never fear," Yonik said, as if he had heard Bjorn's thoughts. "I have been to — well, not a friend exactly, but someone I share an understanding with. He has agreed to take you into the mountains to lead your expedition."

      "My expedition?" He felt lightheaded, the priest's words far away and unimportant.

      "Yes." Yonik's eyes shone brightly, too brightly for the faint moonlight that cast on them. "You can go into the Teeth and find who is responsible for your family's deaths, be they barbar or Sypten or something… unanticipated. Then, you'll return a hero. All will be forgiven, Bjorn. You will become the jarl you were meant to be."

      Despite the weight pressing down on him, the vision was irresistible. His triumphant return from the hills, a barbar's head mounted on his spear, the cheering crowds… "How long do I have to think about it?" he asked heavily.

      "Two days. That is when we'll depart, should you consent."

      Two days. Bjorn looked back up at the constellation, the King of Ice. To the mountains, just as you went, he thought to the long-departed sovereign. He wondered if he himself would return, or be forever lost as the last king of Baegard had been.

      "But before you decide anything," Yonik said, putting his hands on Bjorn's shoulders and turning him back to the front stairs of the Harrowhall, "you must eat and sleep."

      Now that the priest mentioned it, Bjorn's stomach did feel as empty as a limp water skin. "I suppose."

      "Come, rest. There's time for our work tomorrow."

      Tomorrow. After the fire, he'd thought tomorrow could never come. He'd thought time should have stopped with so much death and change.

      But now, there was something to move toward. He had a chance, however thin, to avenge his family and claim justice for their deaths. He could make Annar nod in approval, and Yof smile, and his mother draw up in pride in the heavens where they now rested.

      He had a chance to avoid taking on his duties as the jarl's heir.

      Even if the young keeper survived, his future in Oakharrow hung in the balance. He would have to fight to keep his birthright. But if another became the heir in his stead…

      A plan formed in his mind. One that might suit everyone involved.

      Just so long as he survived long enough to enact it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13. The Realm of Men

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Unto men is laid the responsibility of the realm, and the politicks and governing necessary to its preservation.

        

        - The Inscribed Beliefs; Verse the Second, Line the First

        

      

      Aelthena woke from a dream of flames.

      She jerked upright, eyes wide and staring, and tried to determine where she was. The room was unfamiliar and simple but for the large window that caught a bit of the morning light. The bed was common and slightly lumpy. There was nothing identifiable onto which her memory could latch.

      Then she remembered.

      She pulled the blankets closer about her and stared out the window, thinking about her lost family. Annar, his jaw set, his eyes severe. Yof, his head thrown back with a laugh. Mother, her gentle face framed by fiery hair…

      Fire…

      She could not remain still any longer, even as weariness pulled at her limbs and her head still ached from her father's unfortunate blow. Still in her underclothes from the day before, she realized she only had one set of garments, and those were sooty and torn from searching through the Harrowhall's ruins.

      That won't do for the jarl's representative. Yet, lacking anything else, she pulled them on again, shivering as the cold cloth settled against her skin.

      Aelthena walked to the door and opened it. Outside, tall Menith Karlson stood, still wearing his full guardian regalia but for the helm tucked beneath his arm. He looked down at her as she emerged, his bushy eyebrows making him look perpetually disapproving. Pine, she remembered her brothers had called him, and smiled.

      "M'lady," the guardian said, nodding his head. "A good morn to you." There were dark bags under his eyes from his sleepless watch, but despite his smile, grief and exhaustion pulled down the corners of his lips. Aelthena abruptly realized she was not the only one to have lost family and friends yesterday. Most everyone Pine had spent his time with were now dead.

      In defiance of the heavy thoughts, she tried to keep her manner light. "And to you. But it will be a better one once you get some sleep. Go, and send Frey to my room."

      "M'lady Aelthena," the man protested. "Igorson will be here before the sun is over the Dawnshadow. I can't leave you unprotected until then."

      "And would you leave me inappropriately clothed? While you're retrieving Frey, you will send a servant to fetch the keep's steward and find me something a woman might wear."

      Pine still looked disapproving, but seemed to be leaning into her wind. "You'll stay in your room while waiting for Frey?"

      "Would I go out in this?" She held up a part of her tunic that was black with soot.

      Grumbling, the guardian went away, and Aelthena smiled as she returned to her room.

      Life continues, even when others leave it. It was a strange thought, and not as comforting as she would have liked. She set about braiding her hair absently. I suppose one day I'll pass as well, and others will continue without me.

      But if she had anything to do with it, they would not soon forget her.

      She began to imagine the Winter Mantle set about her shoulders, and a crown of hard, cold drascale upon her brow. Men and women, from all across Baegard, highborn and lowborn alike, bowing before her...

      There was a knock at the door. She let a strand of hair tumble from her fingers. "A moment! Who is it?"

      "Sorry to knock so early," a soft, familiar voice said. "I just wanted to check in."

      "Come in, Asborn." For a reason she could not explain, she suddenly felt drained.

      Closing the door, Asborn turned back and peered at her. "How are you this morning?"

      Aelthena turned her gaze aside as she continued braiding her hair. "Fine. Just wondering how I'm going to keep this city together."

      "I'm not worried about the city right now."

      "Well, I am. How many men do you keep here? Perhaps we can bolster the watch with a few keepers until Morifson can train new recruits. The gods know I don't want to trust my city to the sleepy eyes of green boys."

      "Aelthena," Asborn said, a little sharply. "Let the city be for a moment. You just lost your family—"

      "I know." She finally looked at him. "You think I'm not thinking of them every passing moment? You think I don't see their faces, wish I could touch them once more? Because I do, Asborn. I miss them, and wish to Djur their threads hadn't run up. But they did. And there are people who need me now. The dead will stay dead."

      She stopped talking, a bit breathless. A hint of regret rose in her at her callous attitude. "Asborn, I—" she started.

      "It's okay," he murmured. "I pushed too hard. I'm sorry."

      Before either of them could move, the door swung open. Asborn startled, his hand falling to his sword, before they both recognized the woman hobbling in posed them no threat. No threat a sword will solve, Aelthena corrected herself wryly.

      "Oh, get your hand away from that hilt, my lad," Lady Kathsla chastised him without greeting. "Menace without cause only makes you look ridiculous."

      Asborn flushed, his pale skin showing it plainly, and quickly removed his hand. "My apologies, Mother. You only startled me."

      The Matron of Vigil Keep only harrumphed and turned her shrewd gaze on Aelthena. She was dressed in the black of mourning, though the Balturg red still adorned her cuffs and collar. Unlike her son and late husband, her hair was dark save a thick, white line that ran from her forehead down the center. Most striking were her blue eyes, not at all dimmed by advancing age, nor the infirmities that were whispered to have been caused by Thane Eirik's own hand.

      Lady Kathsla looked Aelthena up and down. "That won't do at all," she tutted. "Your clothes—"

      "I know." Aelthena shrugged. "Ruined."

      "I'll have some of mine fixed up." Her eye was critical, taking in Aelthena's measurements. "Though it might be a tight fit."

      Aelthena refused to blush. Though she thought Asborn's mother must be referring to their difference in height, she knew she was not the slightest of women either. "I'd be grateful for any you can provide until I'm able to have some tailored."

      The old woman waved her hand, and a servant woman who had apparently been waiting just outside the door stepped within. "Not at all, m'lady, as I believe we're now all calling you. Go on, Oltha, take her measurements."

      The servant glanced at the thane, hesitating. "If m'lord could…"

      "Oh. Right." Asborn smiled apologetically and took a step toward the door.

      Lady Kathsla waved to her son. "Go now, Asborn. We've wasted enough time talking here."

      The thane nodded, then held Aelthena's gaze. His green eyes looked more alive than she had seen in a long time. "Don't worry," he murmured, then turned from the room.

      His mother snapped her fingers, and the serving woman Oltha scurried forward to remove Aelthena from her clothes. Reluctantly, she complied.

      "Now that I have you here," Lady Kathsla said, finding a stool and sitting heavily upon it, "there are matters we must discuss."

      "Matters?"

      The serving woman produced a string from a satchel at her hip and proceeded to loop it around Aelthena's waist.

      "Matters," Lady Kathsla repeated, as if that explained all. "Beginning with how you intend to marshal the jarls to your war."

      Aelthena refrained from glaring at the late thane's wife — but only just. "This isn't my war. It's all of Baegard's."

      The aged woman made an indelicate sound, almost a snort. "You won't get far if that's your angle."

      "Ha-Sypt has attacked us!"

      "Allegedly. You have no more proof of that, however, than a half-cooked Sypten boy. Worse, it is altogether the wrong approach for men such as these."

      "And why's that?" Aelthena was less successful in hiding her annoyance now.

      "They are lords of their jarlheims, Lady Aelthena. Not only does that mean they must look first to their vassals, but that they are always looking for theirs and their people's gain over any sort of greater good. You must speak to their greed, their pride, their envy. You must pull each man's string as he'll dance to it."

      Aelthena stood in silence as the serving woman measured her waist yet again. Even though her tongue longed to send her away, she was determined to make the crone speak first.

      Lady Kathsla had no such compunction, however. "Let us discuss each, then, and decide how we might rally them to your noble cause."

      "Lord Harald and Greenwuud will be with us." Aelthena spoke ahead of the aged woman, hoping to reclaim control of the conversation. "As will Lord Alrik and Aelford."

      "Yet Lord Harald is meek and Lord Alrik simple." Lady Kathsla shook her head. "Neither will inspire the others to join."

      "Then we will convince the others. Three of the jarlheims committed to a war that threatens everyone will sway them." In truth, she had no real idea if that was accurate. But how could they not fight? Baegardians stand for each other, she thought. When it comes to Ha-Sypt, at least. She had to believe that, or what hope did they have?

      Relentless, the Matron of Vigil Keep shook her head. "I would not pin our lives on that wish. No. Everything revolves around Lord Ragnar. He is the man you must convince."

      "Ragnar?" Aelthena scoffed. "He's half-Sypten himself. As I hear it, he holds a brisk trade with the southerners. Why would the others listen to him?"

      She tried to put from her mind the bold words she had uttered to Asborn just yesterday, of how all Baegard should look to trade with Ha-Sypt. That was before, she told herself. There can be no other way but war now.

      Lady Kathsla supplied no witty rejoinder, but merely shrugged. "Whatever his faults in blood, he is a man other men follow. In another age, perhaps he might have even climbed his way up to king. As it is, if you do succeed in uniting the Seven Jarlheims, then it is assured that he will act as the arkjarl and lead the forces."

      In times of war, an arkjarl, a first among equals, was sometimes appointed. "I can live with that," Aelthena said, "so long as they march."

      The serving woman, finished with her measurements, withdrew her string, and stepped back. Lady Kathsla nodded to her, and the woman departed. Aelthena pulled her dress back on after the door closed once more, repressing a sigh at the need to fix her braids once again. Hardly her greatest concern, but the smallest annoyances sometimes had the direst effects on one's peace of mind.

      But another angle occurred to her by which she might outmaneuver the wily old woman. "We will reach out to the other nations of Enea. They must join our cause over the Syptens'."

      "Must is a word kings and queens rarely listen to, particularly when the evidence for our grievance is uncertain. And even more, I do not think you will find the aid you hope for."

      "Benwold," Aelthena pointed out. "They have been staunch allies in the past. If we call, they will come."

      "And even if they do, they will be matched by Talgarten and Zakowa," Lady Kathsla countered. "They, too, are reliable allies, but for the other side."

      "Then the Vinaxi kingdoms—"

      "—Will never join this fight. Even if the North and the South would stop fighting each other long enough to participate, their location leaves them in too precarious a position to risk losing a war with Ha-Sypt."

      Again and again, she saw the wisdom the late thane's wife demonstrated. But it only made Aelthena more determined to prove her wrong — and more desperate.

      "Then we'll look to the west," she said. "Either Jin'to or Xen'tia will heed our summons."

      "Either, perhaps, but not both. And if we succeed in wooing one, Ha-Sypt will claim the other. At best, we might cancel out their influence. The western states will never turn the tide."

      For a long moment, Aelthena fell silent. Once more, the aged woman had the right of it. Is there no one to help? Despair began to leech her will to continue this fruitless search. No one at all?

      "Barbars." She spoke the idea before she realized she'd had it. Though it made her wince, Aelthena followed it up, her voice rising higher. "The barbar tribes are numerous among the Teeth, and the Spine as well. We might seek allies among them."

      But she knew what the matron would say even as she shook her head. "Even if Baegardian men hadn't hunted barbars like beasts, they would not be enough. They lack the strength and unity to be worth the effort. What is a dozen more men to our cause when we face thousands, tens of thousands?"

      Aelthena opened her mouth to speak, but hesitated, unsure about what else could be said. Before she could decide, Lady Kathsla spoke again.

      "Lady Aelthena, if Ha-Sypt is behind this atrocity, as we believe they are, there is but one sure way we may prevail. We must unite Baegard behind one shield, whoever's shield that may be. Only as a unified nation can we hope to survive."

      "How?" She spoke in frustration before she could consider the wisdom of revealing her lack of answers.

      Aelthena almost flinched away as the aged woman reached forward and touched her arm. She met Lady Kathsla's gaze and was shocked to find some soft emotion there, a thing she had never thought to see in the thorny woman's eyes.

      "We have not spoken of it before. But when you and my son wed, you will be my daughter. That it is by bond and not blood makes no difference. I accept you as part of my family all the same."

      She had been prepared for any assault by the crone. Any assault, except for this.

      "Thank you. But… as touched as I am, what makes you mention it?"

      If her future mother-by-bond was offended by her chilly reception, she gave no sign of it, but drew closer. "I say this because I hope I may be a mentor to you, Aelthena. That I may show you: there is a way to do this."

      The hope she expressed made Aelthena willing to ignore any breach in formality. "A way? What way?"

      A mischievous glint lit the matron's eyes. "A way only women know. You see, the women of Baegard have always forged the path for alliances between the jarlheims. There is a web of relationships among us, the wives of the jarls and thanes across the land, and a shared understanding that we are stronger standing together than apart."

      Aelthena wasn't sure if it was the lack of sleep over the past couple of days or the conversation, but her head was spinning. "What are you saying? That the wives hold sway over Baegardian politics?"

      "Did you think it could be otherwise?" Lady Kathsla narrowed her eyes. "That we women would stand by and let the men stomp around and puff out their chests and not lead them in the most productive directions? I would think you of all people would give women more credit. The men will meet for their Jarlmoot, and Asborn must go to them — for men such as them only heed other men. But we will pull the strings that will forge Baegard into one united front. I will send messages to my contacts throughout the other jarlheims and state our case so that when the jarls meet, they will share a common purpose. With your leave," the aged woman added belatedly.

      "Of course." Aelthena could think of nothing else to say. What had looked to be an unattainable aspiration now seemed destined to fall in place. There is a way. She just hoped the matron knew what she was talking about and did not overestimate her influence.

      "Good. I will admit, however, Lord Ragnar will present some difficulties. He has not had another wife since his Sypten woman died in childbirth, so there is no good angle to approach him. Still, if all the other jarls fall in line, he will not stand alone."

      "It is more hope than we had before." She braced herself, then said as gracefully as she could, "Thank you, Lady Kathsla. I admit, I do not know how we might succeed without your intervention."

      "Make no mention of it. And call me Kathsla. If I'm to be a mother to you, and a confidante besides, we must not let formality intervene."

      A mother. Aelthena found a sudden burning at her eyes and blinked. No. She could not think of her lost mother now. She had to carry on. To do anything else would be to risk sinking into that yawning void of sorrow, never to rise again.

      She drew in a deep, shaky breath. "Tell me of these other wives."
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        * * *

      

      Bjorn hesitated at his sister's door.

      The guardian, Frey, watched him with crossed arms. Bjorn tried not to hunch before his gaze. Though he was lowborn and bound in service to him, the man's bright eyes shone with a judgment that flattened their social stratification. Bjorn could not say the man's conclusions, which he gleaned from his stance and smile, were wrong. He was just glad that, as of yet, he was not a murderer, having earlier learned the young keeper still survived.

      Bjorn turned to face the guardian. "Frey, isn't it?"

      "That's right, Lord Heir."

      Bjorn cleared his throat, trying not to balk at the title. "Is my sister within?"

      "Yes, Lord Heir."

      What Aelthena was doing still in her room at such a late hour of the morning, Frey did not seem inclined to share. Bjorn swallowed his annoyance and gathered his courage. It doesn't matter; I just have to tell her. The sooner I tell her, the better for us all.

      He raised his hand and knocked.

      A moment's pause, then "Come in!" sounded muffled through the door. Bjorn gripped the handle and, with one last glance at the guardian, pushed it open.

      His sister sat by a lit hearth, Lady Kathsla at her side. A servant was situated in the opposite corner, occupied with sewing a dress. Aelthena wore clothes that seemed more befitting the late thane's wife than herself, the style cut with more fabric and ornamentation than anything she had worn back home. He wondered if it was Lady Kathsla's dress. After all, what other clothes did either of them have? He had not changed his since the fire that had taken their home and their possessions with it.

      And our family. He tried not to think about that loss, but swallowed it back down as he approached the women.

      "Bjorn." His sister stood, emotions battling for primacy on her face. He saw glimpses of them all: anger, fear, disappointment, confusion.

      He looked away. He deserved them, he well knew. Yet it took every scrap of his will not to flee at their unveiling.

      Lady Kathsla rose as well, the simple act seeming a struggle with her crippled back. Nevertheless, her voice was as strong as ever as she said, "Your pardons, Lord Heir, but I have other duties I must be about this day. If you will not miss me…"

      Bjorn shook his head, struggling to speak. He retained enough presence of mind to recognize the aged matron's tactful exit. Lady Kathsla cast one last shrewd look back at them before beckoning to the serving woman, who set aside her task and followed the matron hurriedly out.

      When the door shut, Aelthena stepped forward and gripped him by the shoulders. "Where have you been?" she hissed.

      Bjorn flinched at her expression. "I slept in Yonik's hut," he responded stiffly.

      "The gothi?"

      He nodded. "I… thought it best not to return here last night."

      She stared at him, looking from eye to eye, as if searching for answers. Then she released him and examined her hands, then him, with carefully composed disgust. "You need new clothes. I'll have the steward inquire after some."

      He blinked at her, then looked down. New clothes. Though he had noticed the increasingly decrepit state of his outfit, with ashes smeared across him from boots to shoulders, it had not occurred to him to locate any others. Too much else had occupied his mind. Abruptly, it brought him back to his original purpose.

      "Thank you, Aelthena. But that's not what I came to speak to you about."

      "What is it then?" Her mood had switched back to waspish. "To divulge why you didn't tell me where you went last night? Me, your only remaining sibling? Or maybe to explain why you attacked a keeper unprovoked?" She crossed her arms. "I'd begin speaking if I were you."

      Bjorn tried for a smile and fell short. "I know I have a lot to give an account for. And I will, as best I can. But I must tell you something first."

      Aelthena watched him warily. "Something more important, is it?"

      He drew in a breath. He would never match his sister for words. Say it, part of him urged. Just say it.

      "I'm gathering a company — or rather, Yonik is."

      "A company." Her voice had gone flat. "For what?"

      "To go into the Teeth. To find where the Sypten and his sorcery came from. To discover how the barbars are involved. To… claim vengeance, I suppose."

      He winced. I suppose. It was not the kind of conviction that inspired confidence in a foolhardy venture.

      Aelthena was quiet for a long moment. Bjorn darted a look at her eyes, but he could not read her thoughts in them.

      Finally, she spoke. "Winter still claims the mountains, Bjorn. To enter them now… It's more than foolish. You and everyone who goes with might die."

      "I know. But I have to go, Aelthena. They killed our kin." Tears stung his eyes. He gritted his teeth and spoke through them. "They killed Mother, Annar, Yof, and everyone else in the Harrowhall. They took away our family and home. They deserve justice."

      He paused to suck in a shaky breath. Justice? Or vengeance? In the face of the laws, he knew they were not the same. But he wondered if, in the end, the differences really mattered.

      "Justice," Aelthena repeated. She gave him a penetrating look. "You're the jarl's heir, Bjorn. You have responsibilities now."

      "You can handle them. You've already been handling them." He almost revealed his plan then, but caution stilled his tongue. Better that she finds out when it's already done.

      He saw her conflicting desires warring for supremacy. Noticing his gaze, she turned away to face the fireplace.

      "We should stay together," she said softly to the flames. "It's just as you said, Bjorn — we just lost everyone. Everyone except Father," she added as a wistful afterthought.

      "Yes. We still have Father."

      His assertion was as empty as hers. He knew he should go to their father, to face him, if he truly meant to leave. He was, as Aelthena said, their last remaining kin. But even with the jarl's mind frosted over, Bjorn could not abide facing Lord Bor. He had seen his brow too often furrowed in disappointment to take comfort in his presence now. And more than ever, their father was a haunting reminder of the end Bjorn still might find, if his recent fit of madness was any sign.

      If this journey doesn't kill me first.

      He spoke as much to refute his own thoughts as his sister's objections. "But you know as well as I do that now, of all times, we must act boldly. Father would say to be a Bear, if he could."

      Aelthena slowly looked back at him. "Yes," she murmured. "I suppose he would."

      He wondered if he should mention the other reasons for his departure that Yonik had brought up, how the jarlheim would be better without him as its heir. But he stilled his tongue at the last moment. If she believed his conviction in his perilous cause, he would not rob her of that comfort, small as it was.

      "Very well," she said at length. "If you feel it's what you must do, I suppose I cannot stop you."

      "I wouldn't say that." Bjorn gave her a rueful smile. "You always were the more stubborn of the two of us."

      "I wonder now if that's true." She returned the smile and approached, opening her arms wide. Bjorn stiffened before the embrace, the gesture catching him by surprise. Aelthena was not cold toward him, but she was rarely affectionate. It took several long moments for him to relax and wrap his arms around her in return.

      The closeness of her, the only one in the world who could understand exactly what he was suffering, nearly broke him. The blistering sorrow he had dammed began to seep through again. Tears welled up and tracked down his sooty face.

      But he didn't want to cry, not when he most needed to be strong. He was the jarl's heir, the man of the family in their father's place. He could not be sniveling like a toddler who scraped their knee. Pulling away, he turned his head aside and sniffed as he scrubbed the tears away.

      "No shame in it," Aelthena was saying, though her eyes appeared dry. "No shame at all."

      Even still, he did not look back up until he had slowly pieced the broken shard of his composure back together. Aelthena was watching him, her lips twisted in a way that made it seem as if she might smile or sob at any moment.

      She did neither, but simply said, "Take care of yourself, little squirrel. And change your clothes before you go."

      Bjorn laughed softly and nodded. "That much I can promise."
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        * * *

      

      After Bjorn had departed, Aelthena stared into the flames.

      He's leaving. Her last surviving brother was leaving. And she could not sort out how she felt about it.

      I should be sad. I am sad. But she knew herself too well to claim that was all she felt. With the renewed grief rose another, uglier emotion that reveled at the opportunity Bjorn's quest presented. With the departure of the jarl's heir, surely she would be seen as the heir in all but name. She would have her chance to rule in truth.

      Unless his absence undermines my authority rather than bolsters it.

      Aelthena worked her hands through her braids, untying and tightening them before settling them back in place. She could not know what was coming. She could not control what lay in the future. But she could control how she met it. Bold. Brazen. As a Bear should.

      She smiled into the flames, then rose and set about what promised to be another busy day.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14. The Motley Company

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Though I have never felt the pull myself, it seems to me that most men seek to belong to a company of brothers, a band unbreakable in bond and purpose, with whom they may hunt for glory and renown, regardless of risk to life and limb — or perhaps, in part, because of it.

        

        - Commentary on Djurian Culture, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      As he walked through the Oakheart district next to Brother Yonik, Bjorn wondered what to name his company.

      Every legendary company had a name, after all. Yofam Dragontooth had set out with his Iron Band to kill the Torn Hills wyvern. Erik the Fist, as much villain as hero, had led the Red Berserkers across the valley to claim justice for the wrongs done to his kin. Even Coppereye, insurgent to the King of Ice, had a named crew, the Unchained Thanes, who nearly succeeded in overthrowing the monarchy, before the King of Ice abdicated the throne himself.

      With the weight of storied history on his mind, Bjorn began to try on names for his own, soon-to-be formed crew. The Brotherhood of Fire? It did not quite fit; Nuvvog's Rage brought these men together, but it was not what bound them to their purpose. The Brotherhood of Ice? That, at least, would soon be accurate — trekking through the Teeth this early in the season would be a cold endeavor indeed, and one Bjorn was not looking forward to. The Brave Company? But for such a name to apply, their leader had to possess at least a scrap of courage, a fact that was far from certain.

      Stop this nonsense, he imagined Annar's severe voice reprimanding him. There's work still to be done. And such frivolity after a tragedy — Bjorn, I'm disappointed in you.

      Annar had always been disappointed in him. Now, he could do nothing to change that. I'll do more still that will disappoint you, brother, he thought to his departed eldest sibling. But only because I must.

      Pulling his mind from the somber thoughts, Bjorn focused on his surroundings. The Oakheart seemed a different city than the destitute Squalls that curled around Vigil Keep. It even had its own walls, built to keep out thieves and whores — though, to its residents, those labels seemed to include most of the lowborn.

      Only the richest of each clan lived within those walls, and it showed. The streets themselves were composed of finely fit stone slabs, not a loose one in sight. Even in the winter, they were scraped clean of ice and snow. Lampposts were erected at regular intervals and painted a stark black, and on dark, stormy days, every one of them was lit. The shops along the streets tempted with the aromas wafting from their doors. The bakery and meat market looked as cheery as alehouses; the mead halls looked fit for kings. Every window was made of glass. Gold and silver paint shone in an extravagant display of wealth.

      And then there were the houses. The homes of the highborn rose above the shops, dwarfing them and making their metallic paint look cheap. There, real gold and silver adorned the eaves and columns. Some were so large they rivaled the Harrowhall in size. Foremost among them was Hervor Silverfang's estate, a Balturg elder who owned most of the drascale mines. He notoriously lived in a mansion atop which his family insignia, the wolverine, was set in monstrous proportions. The statue was made of pure drascale and shone day and night, like a beacon for the wealthy.

      Bjorn glanced at Yonik, wondering what the priest thought of this place, it being a far cry from his humble hovel. But, as usual, the gothi seemed perfectly at ease in his surroundings as they strolled through.

      "The visions," Yonik spoke, breaking the silence. "Have they returned since last night?"

      Bjorn swallowed. He could not bring himself to meet the priest's eyes. "No."

      Yonik nodded. "Good. There is always a risk of their reoccurring. Khnuum seems to cling to the mind long after its initial exposure. But if you have had no more visions… that is good."

      Bjorn hoped the gothi was right. He had told the truth, as much as he understood it. Yet several times throughout the day, he caught a glimpse of flames where they did not belong. He could not determine if it had been his memory playing tricks on him, or if the hellish visions had returned. Each time, as soon as he blinked, the image faded away. But as they arrived at their destination, he pushed the worries from his mind. He had plenty more to look forward to.

      They stood before the house of Elder Vedgif Addarson — the Rook, as most knew him. Compared to the others nearby, his abode was little more than a shack, despite having two stories and a generous yard. But even though it was homely, it was orderly and well-kept. The paint barely peeled, and the wood and stone remained in fine condition. They showed themselves to the huskarl at the gate, then set down the walkway toward the door.

      As they reached it, they knocked and were soon greeted by a woman with a welcoming smile. Bjorn guessed her to be Vedgif's wife.

      "Come in, Lord Heir, Brother Yonik," she said, ushering them inside. "No need to stand out there and soak your stockings."

      "Thank you, Hilda." The gothi gave her a wide smile from beneath his bristling beard. Bjorn echoed his words and followed him into the warm interior. The entrance hall would have been spacious but for the men who crowded it. Bjorn stared in astonishment. There were tall men and short men, wide and thin. Some had blonde hair, some red, and others had no hair at all, or a hood that hid it. Their colors were from all three of Oakharrow's clans: blue, red, and yellow. All in the same company.

      Djur shelter me — what have I gotten myself into? He could already see the fights breaking out across clan lines, the undermining and backstabbing. It gave him sufficient inspiration for an appropriate company name: the Bickering Brotherhood.

      Some of the men turned as he and Yonik entered, but most kept talking and laughing. Laughing — it felt foreign in his ears. But even with the merriment, they congregated in pockets by clan. Not every boundary could be broken with a joke.

      Out of the bustle emerged Elder Vedgif, his manner as austere as he usual. He wore furs and cloth cut more appropriately for a warrior than an elder, and looked every bit the war hero but for the lack of a sword at his hip.

      "Lord Heir Bjorn, Son of Bor," the Rook greeted him formally. "You are welcome under my roof, though you'll excuse its humility."

      "Thank you for your hospitality, Elder Vedgif, Son of Addar." He tried to sound confident in the familiar words, even though every part of him longed to flee. "These are the men? Our company?"

      "Your company, Lord Heir." Vedgif looked Bjorn up and down, as if only then realizing just who was to lead the men. Bjorn doubted he liked what he saw. But the Rook's tone had not lost any cordiality as he continued. "They are a ragged bunch, I know. Some I recruited myself. Brother Yonik found others. Men of all kinds heeded the call."

      He could hear the hidden implication behind his words. Vurgs were never a Thurdjur's first choice of men. But Bjorn was grateful for even those of Oakharrow's third clan to join them, despite the likelihood of future difficulties.

      "I appreciate the work you two did, and on such short notice," he said, hoping it sounded as gracious as he intended.

      As Vedgif nodded in acknowledgement, Bjorn noticed that more of the men were eyeing their small group with curiosity. Yonik apparently saw it as well.

      "We shouldn't keep them long," the priest said softly. "They'll want to spend as much time as they can on the last night before the journey with their families — or nursing their drinks, if they prefer."

      Elder Vedgif nodded. "Keep it short, Lord Heir. Say what we're doing, when to meet, and where. Men like these don't like long speeches. Speak too long, explain yourself too much, and they'll smell weakness."

      "Right. I'll keep it short." His hands were starting to shake, so he hid them within his cloak. All the death you've faced these past few days, and you're nervous about a speech to commoners. But still, the prospect had his nerves on end.

      The Rook eyed him again, provoking yet another crack in Bjorn's confidence, but turned to face the men without comment.

      "Listen, all of you!" Elder Vedgif did not have to raise his voice to a shout for them to grow quiet; he had a voice to command. "This is the heir to the jarl himself — Lord Heir Bjorn, Son of Bor. Pay him the respect he and his family deserves and shut your damn traps."

      "Shut our traps?" a man called from the group. Bjorn spotted him: a tall, thin, blonde Balturg barely older than Bjorn himself. The lad wore a wide grin as he continued, "An apt expression when dealing with a Bear!"

      The knot of men around him let out a few hoots of laughter. One thumped a mug on their table. Bjorn smiled with them, hoping it had been a jest in good faith, though he could not imagine any Balturg wanting to support him.

      Then Yonik was looking at him. It's time. He stepped forward, intending to address the jape, but he could think of no suitable reply. Silence fell once more. All eyes stared at him. Say something, he begged of himself. Anything.

      "Well." He halted, attempting to thread together an intelligible sentence. "You know why we're here, I suppose."

      He stopped again, for it struck him that perhaps they did not know their intended purpose. Perhaps he was supposed to be telling them. Bjorn desperately wanted to look over to the priest for guidance, but such a look would be an admission of weakness, the very thing Vedgif had warned him against.

      His face flushed hot, Bjorn started again, firming his voice. "We're here because Oakharrow was attacked." That was better; he followed the thread of the thought onward. "My home, the Harrowhall, was destroyed. The seat of Oakharrow's power, gone in a moment. The house of your jarl, fallen to Nuvvog's Rage."

      The room did not fall into complete silence as he paused. Chairs shuffled; boots scraped; men fidgeted. But it was near enough to keep him going.

      "With your help, I intend to find out who did it. Then we'll bring them to justice."

      A moment of resounding silence fell over the room. As Bjorn wondered if he should say something more, a man called out, "How we goin' to do that, Lord Heir? Where the hell we searchin'?"

      Bjorn found the man among the faces and had to hide a grimace. His teeth were rotten, his flesh sagged, and he was a Vurg to boot. He wondered why this sort of man would join his company. Still, he looked directly into his dark eyes.

      "We're going into the heart of the Teeth," he said with all the surety he could muster. "First to Jünsden, then onward to Eildursprall, if we have to."

      "Hunting barbars, are we?" another man called out incredulously. "Bastards'll slice our throats, they will!"

      Others murmured their agreement.

      "How about we just throw ourselves off the Dawnshadow and save us some frostbite, eh?"

      "Bear trap, that man had it right. Damned bear trap we're going into."

      "Clamp it, all of you," Vedgif growled as he stepped forward and leveled his glare at the room. They didn't completely quiet, but enough did, though they stared mutinously back at the elder. Bjorn was beginning to wonder if these men could be led at all.

      "You don't want dealings with barbars — none of us do," the Rook continued. "But Yewlings don't kill Harrowfolk. They hate the Skyardi and Woldagi more than us. Those bastards rape and pillage their people, while we trade and protect them. Yewlings are on our side."

      "Aye, on our side," said the Vurg who looked to be flirting with death. "Unless, that is, they're the ones givin' us dragon's fire! I'll wager they're all Djur-burned warlocks, I will."

      "That's damned nonsense." Vedgif cast his gaze over the company. "And most of you have the wits to know it."

      Bjorn looked around, and was relieved that enough seemed placated by the elder's words that they would not be left without men. But if this gathering dragged on much longer, he feared none would remain.

      "You know what we're doing," Bjorn said. "You know why. All that's left is to leave tomorrow."

      "Be at the Greenstead at dawn," Elder Vedgif added sharply. "Before the sun's over the damned cliff. Got it?"

      A chorus of ayes and thumps of mugs confirmed it. One voice broke out from the others. "For Oakharrow!"

      "For Oakharrow!" other men echoed in response.

      "And for Bears!" a second call came. "For the lord heir!"

      "For the Bears!" Yet more joined in the cheers. "For the lord heir!"

      Bjorn's chest lifted at the sound of it. Cheering. For me. He had never thought to hear the sound. And though it sent his nerves jangling worse still, he found it wasn't altogether to his disliking.

      Vedgif raised his hands. "Good, good — but that's all for now. Mind you show up on time."

      Recognizing the dismissal, the men rose, finishing their drinks and filing out the door. Bjorn, still standing near the entrance, was in just such a position that many of the men came by to introduce themselves.

      "Sorry about the jape, Lord Heir," said the blonde youth who had first spoken. He rose half a head over Bjorn and sported curious, thin scars across his face. "Didn't mean no harm by it. Name's Lord Sword."

      "Yusala shelter me," the man next to him muttered. "Loridi, you're speaking with an actual lord." The second man did not rise as tall as the so-called "Lord Sword," but he was thrice as wide and had half and again as many years.

      "That's Skiff," said Lord Sword, or Loridi, as the second man had named him. "'Cause he don't quite fit in a boat, you see?"

      Bjorn smiled uncomfortably. Though he appreciated their friendliness, their easy manner made him uncertain. As a son of the jarl, he had so often been treated with either mocking deference or wary distance throughout his life that such familiarity from strangers was all but unknown to him.

      "Thanks to you both for joining," he managed to say. "I'll see you on the morrow."

      As the pair left, the sour Vurg went by with a gap-toothed smile, a gesture Bjorn did not return. After the foul man, though, a lad even younger than Bjorn stopped.

      "Heir — Lord Heir, that is, sorry. I'm Keld." The lad looked unsure of himself, as if it was wrong for him to even speak to Bjorn.

      Bjorn found his confidence growing with the boy's uncertainty. He extended a hand and grasped the lad firmly at the elbow. "Well met, Keld," he said with a small smile. "Thank you for your support. I'll see you tomorrow at dawn."

      Keld nodded with a brief smile, lanky hair swinging about his neck, and quickly moved on.

      Another man approached the door who seemed familiar, but whom he could not quite place. The young man looked barely older than Bjorn himself, and with thin, blonde hair and gaunt features, he did not have the typical look of a warrior. But something in his gray eyes made Bjorn's hair stand on end. They spoke of steel determination and an unflinching mind that flayed through Bjorn's pretenses. Though he seemed no one in particular, this commoner possessed more confidence than Bjorn, the jarl's heir, had himself.

      The silent youth stared unsmiling at Bjorn as he passed, and gave him no greeting before he exited with the others.

      Finally, the room was empty but for Elder Vedgif, his wife, and the gothi. Brother Yonik left the corner where he'd been leaning to approach with Vedgif. They both seemed to be waiting for something from Bjorn, though he could hardly think what. He tried to imagine what Annar would do in this situation. Do they wait for my dismissal?

      "Thank you both," he said, "Brother Yonik, Elder Vedgif. I am indebted to you for your assistance."

      "It's just Yonik," the priest replied with a smile. "We'll be camping together in the mountain snows for weeks on end. Best drop the titles now."

      "Yonik, then."

      The Rook, however, did not make the same concession of formalities, but gave Bjorn a long, studying look. "I hope you know what you're doing," he said in a low voice. "If you're going to turn back at the first snow, save us the trouble now. This won't be easy, Lord Heir. Best you can do now is offer a sacrifice to the Inscribed."

      "Sacrifice?" Bjorn repeated. His gaze flitted over to Yonik.

      "Sacrifice," Vedgif confirmed. "It'll be your last chance, and we could use every bit of favor from the gods that we can get. You'll see soon enough."

      With that, the elder put a fist to his chest, but in such a cursory way that Bjorn wondered how much respect was in the gesture after all.

      After they had given their thanks and farewells to Vedgif's wife, Yonik ushered Bjorn out the door. As it closed behind him, though, he raised his hood, then gave Bjorn a sidelong look from around the greatbear's incisor.

      "That's your company, then," he said with a small smile. "Was it all you hoped it would be?"

      Bjorn considered the men he had met and seen. They were a motley crew, fractured by class and clan. But they had all come for one purpose, a purpose that Bjorn clung to with all his strength and lingering fury.

      Perhaps, together, they would be enough to claim justice for his departed kin.

      "Near enough," he replied at length.

      "Good. Now, we'd best be on our way, or we may have the misfortune of hearing Vedgif's final farewell from his wife."

      With a laugh at Bjorn's wince, the priest led him back onto the night-shrouded streets.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15. Hunters in the White

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Wild God clambered from the pit, the fur of his bearskin burned to ashes and his own flesh barely intact. There waited Nuvvog, fire between his teeth, his the form of the great leviathan.

        'Come, brother!' the Dragon God laughed. 'Crawl to me! I have laid waste to your world and your people — and so I will ruin you!'

        

        - Tales of the Inscribed, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      The sun was just peering over the Dawnshadow when Bjorn led Clap to the Greenstead and looked over his company.

      Not all the men had gathered yet, and likely not all would. As Bjorn adjusted the sword and seax on his belt and swept his gaze over the company, he estimated about two-thirds of those who had attended Elder Vedgif's house the night before had shown. All those whose names he remembered were present: Comical Lord Sword and stout Skiff; Keld lost among his furs; and Egil, the lawspeaker's son, whom he had finally recognized. Elder Vedgif ordered the men across the Greenstead, already acting in his capacity as first drang of the company.

      Bjorn shifted his gaze aside. These are my men. My nameless company. He wondered if he should pity them or himself more.

      "Cold yet?"

      Bjorn glanced over to find Brother Yonik approaching him. He led a shaggy brown mare burdened with heavy saddlebags, another satchel slung over his back.

      "I'm too nervous to be cold," Bjorn admitted.

      Yonik grinned at him, teeth bright against his dark beard. "Still plenty of time yet. You'll get there."

      Somehow, the thought made Bjorn feel little better.

      They waited in silence, watching Vedgif round up the men and their horses. The few early morning passersby stared at them curiously. During the summer months, the Teeth Gate saw plenty of traffic, but in the winter, only residents passed through. Some few, however, had gathered to see them off.

      They would not witness the grand departure of a heroic company, of that much he was certain.

      As the sun rose fully over the mountains, a small caravan of chariots rolled down the road. When they halted, Aelthena, Thane Asborn, the priestess Mother Ilva, and their escort of guards dismounted. Aelthena wore a grim expression. Asborn simply looked tired. The guardian Frey, who strode at Aelthena's shoulder, was the only one wearing a smile, though it more resembled a smirk. Bjorn looked aside as the man's eyes swept over him. He had not forgotten how Frey had stopped him from claiming justice against the Sypten when he'd had the chance.

      Aelthena waved her company to a halt and walked forward to meet Bjorn on her own. Yonik, who still stood by Bjorn, murmured respectful greetings to her before melting away.

      His sister eyed him. "How are you feeling?"

      Bjorn shrugged. "Like I'll be sore from my neck to my feet by the nightfall. You?"

      "Like my head has been wrung out like a washerwoman's cloth."

      Despite his apprehension, he grinned. "Glad we're both in high spirits."

      She smiled back, but it quickly slipped away. "You're still sure about this?"

      He hesitated, glancing at Asborn standing just out of earshot, and was surprised when the thane gave him a nod and a tight smile. He had spoken little with his sister's betrothed, but Asborn had always treated him well. Bjorn nodded back and thought to him, Take care of her. If he knew Aelthena, she would need it.

      Looking back to his sister, he answered her softly. "Yes, I'm sure."

      He was surprised to find it was true. Despite all his apprehension, of that much he was certain. He had to go into mountains, for only there could he find the answers he sought. And the enemy that must pay.

      Aelthena sighed. "Very well. Though I cannot pretend I won't miss you."

      "Growing sentimental, sister?"

      She laughed. "Not likely. But…" The amusement faded as quickly as it had come. "Other than Father, you're the last of our kin, Bjorn. This feels like the wrong time to further separate ourselves."

      "I have to go; you know that. Even if what happened in Vigil Keep hadn't…" He turned his head aside, unwilling to relive that haunting memory. He had revisited it often enough over the past two nights in his restless dreams. "Our answers lie in the Teeth. Yonik is sure of it; I'm sure of it. I'll find justice for our family."

      "Justice." Aelthena pursed her lips and stared at him thoughtfully. "Is that what you're seeking?"

      He tried not to squirm under her gaze. How many times had he asked himself the same question?

      "Yes," he said with more confidence than he felt. "It is."

      She only shrugged, and by the gesture he gleaned his act had not been convincing.

      "There is another reason, I'll admit," Aelthena continued, an unfamiliar emotion edging into her eyes. "I fear it will be difficult to corral this rabble without the lord heir by my side."

      A slow smile spread over his lips. Aelthena was typically the wily one among their family — but this time, Bjorn had a hidden sprite of his own.

      "You won't have to."

      His sister stared, uncomprehending. "What does that mean? You're not going?"

      "I am." He wished she would stop doubting it. "But the jarl's heir will remain behind."

      "Speak clearly, Bjorn. I'm starting to worry for your sanity."

      They both winced at her poor choice of words. But he swiftly soldiered on, knowing time was short.

      "You're going to need every scrap of authority you can get. And while I can't say I've learned much from my years studying law, I know this: A woman may inherit the Winter's Mantle if there are no legitimate male scions."

      He had not often seen Aelthena truly surprised, not since she had come of age and become a woman in their people's eyes. But her eyes were rounds as the moons now, and her mouth had drifted open as she stared at him.

      "But you're here," she whispered, as if afraid he might take back his words. "There is a male scion."

      Bjorn smiled, the expression tight. And a poor one I make. He wondered what his father would say of it, had he the presence of mind. Likely nothing Bjorn would like to hear, if Annar's disapproval had been any indication.

      "But the scion must be legitimate as well. And if that son were exiled, it would separate them from their inheritance."

      "Bjorn, you can't…" Realization had thawed her frozen expression, and awe and worry replaced it. "You can't mean what I think do."

      He smiled wanly. "I had the realization after… well, what happened with the Sypten and the keeper." The memory flattened his smile. "I drafted the document the next morning and put my mark to it before the sun rose today. It formalizes my exile. And, as neither Annar nor Yof had children, it will make you the jarl's heir."

      She stared at him, speechless, for a long moment. Bjorn wondered what this must mean to her. He knew his sister was ambitious. Had part of her always wished to be their father's successor? Had she even known it herself?

      She was born for this. That much, at least, he had no doubts about.

      Soon, the bustling activity of the men and gathered folk around them seemed to bring her back to awareness. "Thank you," she said, the words coming out slightly choked.

      He grinned, despite his heart pounding. He still had doubts; he always did. But her reaction made all the agony over the decision worth it.

      He took both his sister's hands in his. "Just promise me you'll lift the sentence when I return. I'd rather not live the rest of my life outside Oakharrow's walls."

      She laughed, the sound shrill. "Of course!"

      At her quick, almost hasty answer, Bjorn peered curiously into her eyes. A small worry began to gnaw at him. He had been so concentrated on the initial ramifications of his exiling that he had not considered what it meant for afterward. Will I become the Heir again when she reinstates my name? Will she yield the Mantle?

      He squashed the thought as soon as it came. His sister would not leave him standing out in the snow; of that, he had no doubts. Almost as if to convince himself, he found himself speaking.

      "We're the last of the Bears, Aelthena — other than Father, of course. We have to watch out for each other. And now you have to look out for our city. Don't let it fall apart while I'm gone."

      She pulled him into a tight hug. "I won't," she murmured in his ear. "Stay safe out there, little squirrel."

      "You too."

      They pulled away, and Bjorn had to scrub at his eyes and clear his throat. Best not let the men see you blubber, he berated himself, and tried to get a handle on himself. It assured him that even Aelthena had a small tear in the corners of her eyes.

      "Best get on with the ceremony, then," she said, almost apologetically.

      He nodded and cleared his throat. "Yes. Let's."

      Bjorn followed his sister up the snow-mounded Greenstead. At Elder Vedgif's orders, the other men came behind. They gathered in a bunch as close as their mounts would allow behind Bjorn, Yonik, and Vedgif. The leaders of our fine company. As the cold of the wintry morning finally seeped through his furs, the certainty of his decision began to wane again. He silently cursed Yonik for his chilly prediction and rubbed his gloved hands together to keep them warm.

      Aelthena seemed much more comfortable in front of an audience than he had ever felt as she, Asborn, and Mother Ilva faced them atop the Greenstead. Like the jarl's heir should. He smiled to himself, his lips stiff. That much, at least, he had done right.

      Mother Ilva raised her hands toward them. "Welcome all. Today, we bless and send off Oakharrow's finest on a hunt such as we've never seen before. This journey is not just to prove the strength and prowess of our men to the uncouth barbars — it is a quest for justice. Not a green hunt, not a summer trek through the mountains — but a white hunt through the deepest snow that the Teeth can cast down upon them..."

      With every word, Bjorn imagined the dangers before them, and his trepidation grew. Everyone spoke of the peril of venturing into the Teeth at this time of year. The snows came sudden and hard, burying men in a matter of hours, and the drifts had already piled up dozens of feet high. Even wearing snowshoes, men were liable to fall into false drifts, never to be recovered. And that made no mention of the hungry beasts — the wolverines, the wolves, the greatbears — that hadn't settled into hibernation, but wandered the mountains, searching for hapless prey.

      And, of course, the barbars who had sided with Ha-Sypt and wielded hellfire against their enemies.

      For a moment, Bjorn shut out the gothi's words and looked over the crowd. Though he knew it was wishful thinking, he thought he saw his family's faces among them. Annar. Yof. Mother.

      He swallowed hard, blinked, and tried to put them from his mind. The loss was too raw to touch. He could not think about them now, not before his new company. Think on them too long, and the tears would be sure to follow.

      Desperate to latch onto something else, Bjorn's gaze settled on one man among the gathered. He was a big fellow, a head taller than everyone around him, and with broad shoulders to match. But even if his size had not caught Bjorn's eye, his complexion would have. Though he had the thick, blonde hair of a Baegardian, his skin was almost as dark as a Sypten's. The man caught him looking, and a smile twisted onto his lips. Bjorn frowned, wondering what this strange man found amusing about their departure.

      Mother Ilva lowered her arms, signaling the end of the sojourn's blessing, and he brought his attention back as Aelthena stepped forward. Her mouth opened once, then closed, as if the words she was about to say caught in her throat. With a jolt, Bjorn remembered what words she would utter. He gave her a nod. You'll make a fine Heir, sister.

      She nodded back, a small smile on her lips, then spoke loudly for all to hear.

      "As the jarl's heir, I bless these hunters in the white as they seek justice and vengeance for my family and our city. May Djur grant them strength, and Yusala, Lerye, and Skirsala watch over and shelter them. Go forward, warriors. The hopes of Oakharrow go with you."

      Aelthena stepped forward and took Bjorn's face in her hands, then kissed him on both cheeks. As she leaned away, he saw tears clinging to her lashes. Bjorn gripped her by the arms, wishing he could tell her all the things he had kept from her through the years. Thank you for watching over me, sister. Now I go to watch out for you.

      As the moment lengthened, he released her. The words remained unsaid, as they ever had been. Yet somehow, Aelthena seemed to hear them regardless.

      "Just come home," she said softly, then stepped back.

      Bjorn swallowed, nodded, and turned away, blinking fast. Grasping for the next step, he accepted Clap's reins from Yonik, who had taken them for him, then lifted his gaze to the gate. Without a word, he pulled his burdened horse away from the city.

      The gothi walked beside him. "Wisely done," he murmured, his shaggy mount following sedately behind. "Often, silence conveys the most strength in a leader."

      Bjorn might have smiled under different circumstances. After all, his silence was anything but strength. But he only nodded.

      "The Hunters in the White!" Loridi called from behind them. "It has a ring to it, don't you think?"

      Bjorn was surprised to find he agreed. "The Hunters in the White," he repeated softly. At least my company has a name.

      With the gothi by his side and the Hunters at this back, Bjorn strode through Oakharrow's gate and began the long ascent into the Teeth.
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        * * *

      

      "I suppose that's the last we'll see of him," Frey commented as they watched Bjorn's company trudge up the mountainside road beyond Oakharrow's walls. "Unless his swordplay has improved since he last trained in the yard."

      Aelthena frowned at the guardian and thought over Bjorn as she had last seen him. The nervousness and doubt had still been there in her brother's eyes. But behind them burned a fire so long absent.

      "He's made of stronger iron than it seems," she said. "Don't forget: he's a Bear of Oakharrow."

      "And yet he leaves, while you take up your father's Mantle." Frey arched an eyebrow at her. "I wonder who is truly Lord Bor's progeny."

      Aelthena glanced at Asborn for support, only to find him staring after the departing men, a wistful look on his face. Perhaps imagining himself on his own quest of vengeance, she thought derisively. Are all men fools? Even as she had the thought, she regretted it. She could not say Bjorn was wise in his journey, but she could hardly call him foolish for it. Foolhardy, surely, she compromised.

      She turned abruptly away. "Come. We have traitors to hunt and a jarlheim to protect."

      "Yes, Lady Heir," came Frey's mocking reply.

      The heir. She would not stand in Bjorn's shadow anymore. She would rule in her own right. Aelthena finally had the authority she had always craved.

      She smiled and made for the chariots, listening to the men following behind her. Perhaps he said it poorly, but Frey is right. I am my father's daughter. And now I'm his Heir.

      And before long, none would doubt it.
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        "Rebirth always follows death."

        ― Neil Gaiman, Norse Mythology

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            16. The Untamed Wilds

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Only a foolish man enters the mountains in winter — and I am just such a one."

        

        - Yofam Dragontooth, Slayer of the wyvern Vardraith, First Drang of the Iron Band

        

      

      After three days of trudging up the Teeth's slopes with dragging snowshoes and a scabbard liable to catch between his legs, Bjorn was relieved when Vedgif once again called for a halt.

      "Back here," the company's first drang shouted from the growing gloom among the snow-laden pines. "There's a clearing to make camp."

      Bjorn sighed and pulled Clap after the elder's voice. These rare moments of rest from the endless march were all he had to look forward to now. Always marching at the front of the Hunters in the White had taken its toll. He did not know how he would have survived it without Clap to carry most of his belongings.

      In theory, he could have called for a break himself; he was, after all, the leader of the company. Though he had signed himself into exile, he had not made his lack of a title widely known, and few seemed to have noted Aelthena's parting words declaring herself the heir. But even if he was still the Lord Heir to them, all the Hunters knew that Vedgif, his first drang, was actually in command. And Bjorn found himself pathetically grateful not to carry that responsibility, far heavier than the rest of his belongings.

      He set his pack down, stretched his sore, tortured muscles, and wearily began to set up camp. Purported jarl's heir or not, he knew better than to lord a title over these men. With the exception of Keld, Egil, and Loridi, they were seasoned warriors, veterans of the summers' green hunts and the Sack of Qal-Nu. He, on the other hand, was about as fresh as they came, out of place in the company and this far into the wilderness. If he was going to win their respect — and the prospect of that looked scanter each day — he had to work as hard as they did, or harder. Even if he wanted nothing more than to fall into his bedroll and never wake again.

      As soon as the shelters were erected, the bedrolls unfurled, and two friendly fires burned, Bjorn found a spot on the ground near one campfire and huddled down. White cliffs surrounded them on all sides. They were still below the tree line, so pine trees crowded close together, and their camp was consequently dispersed among them. The rich scent of the pine needles was dampened by the cold's bite inside his nose. Under the trees' boughs, the snow had gathered in great heaps. With numb hands, Bjorn helped form walls to bolster the shelters, providing a sliver more protection against the errant gusts that clawed between the trunks and through the tents' fabric.

      The sun set early behind the western mountains they had put between themselves and Oakharrow. With it went the heat from the day. Though he hadn't given up his resentment against Nuvvog, Bjorn was quickly coming around to Yonik's idea of needing the Dragon's sun. He wished he could carve off a bit of it for himself to curl around. He doubted he would be truly warm in the Teeth otherwise.

      After a few shivering minutes, Keld joined Bjorn by the fire. The young lad had kept near Bjorn during the march and at camp. He found he didn't mind. He'd never had a younger brother, but the way Keld looked up to him reminded him of how he had once idolized Annar and Yof. At the thought of his lost kin, Bjorn curled his arms tighter around himself, trying to hold tight to the knot of anger ever curled inside him. That, at least, was a small source of heat he always had.

      From the corner of his eye, he observed Vedgif glancing sidelong at him and Keld. His first drang had often done that at camp, and the veteran did not stare without intent. Bjorn wondered if he ought to spend time with Vedgif and Yonik rather than with the lad, if it made the men see him as a boy. At the moment, he could not find it in him to care. Bjorn knew little of being a leader, but he knew better than to drive away a friend.

      "How was the march for you?" Keld asked around mouthfuls of the tough bread that was their staple.

      "Good as ever. You?" Bjorn took another bit of a strip of mutton jerky, which made up the other half of their food stores. His jaw ached with the effort of chewing the cold, salted meat.

      "I only slipped once, and my shoulders aren't rubbed bloody from the straps, so that's good." Keld grinned, pieces of bread stuck between his teeth.

      Bjorn had to smile back, though not without a measure of guilt. Keld did not have a horse to lighten his load. Like a few of the men — mostly Vurgs — he was too poor to afford one, so he carried all his gear on his back. Bjorn had helped when he could, packing more items into Clap's saddlebags as they went along, but he had to be subtle. The boy was too proud to ask for assistance and would be sure to reverse any charity if discovered.

      "Wonder what lies ahead, though." Keld furrowed his brow. "They say things live up in the Teeth. Bad things. Big things. Like…" He grinned sheepishly but continued anyway in his honest manner. "Well, like giants."

      "Giants! Believe me, lads, I could tell you a thing or two about giants!"

      They both jerked around as the voice came from behind them. Loridi leaned forward out of the darkness to clap them on the shoulders, a wide grin plastered on his thin face. His good humor proved resilient and had only seemed to wax with each league they trudged through the snow.

      "Loridi." Bjorn smiled at him. Despite being far more familiar than was respectful, he found he enjoyed the jester's company. Yet another mistake, he imagined, in Vedgif's eyes.

      "That's Lord Sword to you." The incurable buffoon thumbed his nose and laughed as he slid down to the ground next to Bjorn.

      "Come off it," a second voice said. "He's an actual lord, and you're barely a swordsman." Seskef, whom Loridi had first named "Skiff," emerged from the shadows next, sweat pouring down his face despite the frigid clime. He groaned as he lowered himself beside his companion, inseparable as always.

      "Young I may be to the sword's ways, good Skiff," Loridi intoned sagely, holding himself upright. "But old is my knowledge of giants."

      "I doubt that," Seskef muttered.

      "What have you heard of giants?" Keld asked, his age was betrayed as his voice rose high with interest.

      Loridi leaned around Bjorn to look the youth full in the face. "Countless things, young master. Tales of virtuous women kidnapped by the great brutes and taken to caves where they violate and devour them. Tales of the giants' wars and woes, loves and tragedies. Stories of this world, and stories of the world that once was theirs, and still more tales of the world to come."

      "Don't listen to him," Seskef warned. "Every word is a lie."

      "A lie! You would call the Saga of Belgord Whitehide a lie?"

      "I know that one." Bjorn was nearly as surprised as the others when he spoke up. "About Belgord of the White Tors, who swam across the northern seas to save his wife from giants in the Spine?"

      Loridi looked baffled for a moment, then grinned. "Of course! What other could there be?"

      Seskef merely groaned.

      "There are no giants in Enea."

      For a third time, Bjorn twisted around to see someone enter the circle of firelight from the forest. This time, it was Brother Yonik. The priest approached them and leaned against a nearby tree, his lips twisted with amusement.

      "'Course not. They're just stories." Loridi flashed a mocking smile. "If a giant were around, someone would have seen it."

      Yonik shrugged. "Probably. But perhaps not. Jotunar — for that is their true name — reign in the Witterland, the frozen wilderness far across the Treacherous Sea to the north."

      Bjorn found himself speaking once more. "Jotunar aren't the only giants. There are surtunar as well."

      Yonik nodded. "Our lord heir clearly knows his legends. But tell me, have you heard the oldest prophecy to stand the tell of time, of the Days of Fire and Frost, and the end of all things?"

      Keld had grown wide-eyed, and the lad shook his head quickly. "No, sir."

      "Then listen, and listen well."

      Yonik turned his gaze over the gathered, looking every man in the eye. Only then did Bjorn notice others nearby were listening. Though he knew the story the priest referred to, he found his own interest piqued by the prospect of a tale. Out in the black wilds, stories were as good as fire and food for taking a man's mind off his miseries, and none better than from the famed storytellers gothi were supposed to be. Yonik's pulling more than his fair share tonight, he mused.

      "Since the beginning of time," the priest began, "before the lands had been sundered into islands, all life existed on one land. That land was divided into two halves, North and South, and was ruled by giants. The Northern giants, the jotunar, were inclined to the cold and the snow, while the Southern giants, the surtunar, basked in the sunlight and the heat of deserts. All that lived — beasts, plants, even men — was under the rule of the giants, and for a time, an uneasy truce held between the two sides.

      "Then, one day, a young jotun by the name of Baltugur broke the armistice by kidnapping a young female surtun named Yamazel. When he refused to yield her to her kin, war encompassed the lands. Human men, women, and children fell as casualties to the Giants' War. Soon, they began taking sides, hoping for protection.

      "But the war raged on. Baltugur died to a surtun raid, but Yamazel already bore his child. It was a bastard of neither Fire nor Frost. Perhaps such a child could have breached the gap, serving as a liaison between the two peoples, and ended the war — but it wasn't to be so. Once the bastard babe was born, the surtunar subjected it to a death by burning, as was their custom."

      Bjorn winced, his scholar's courage compelling him to picture the horrid scene. He tried to let it fade as Yonik's story swept on.

      "Finally, as deaths mounted on both sides and nearly half of all life had been extinguished, peace was called for. The jotunar and surtunar leaders met and decided that if a truce could not be held on the same land, then they must rule separate lands. So it was that the Giants of Fire and Frost took their mighty hammers and broke the land, creating the world as we know it today: the Witterland to the north, where the jotunar rule; the Sumerland to the south, where the surtunar reign; and Enea, the middle continent, where humans and all other life may live free.

      "So it has remained since the Giants' War, and so all hoped it would so stay. But one century after the end of the Years of Blood, a gothi emerged from our ancestors: a seeress who, though afflicted with a crippling disease that sent her into fits, could read the future clearer than any who came before or after her. As she fell into one of her fits, she gave an infamous prophecy, now known widely as 'the Eternal Night.' This seeress foretold that, one day, the lands would be reunited, and the Giants of Fire and the Giants of Frost would come into conflict once more. But this time, there would be no end to the war. All would fall into ruin forevermore."

      Yonik lapsed into silence. Bjorn barely dared to breathe. All around him, the men sat in quiet contemplation. Though it seemed a bleak story for such a cold night, for a moment, they had left the cold behind and became lost in the legend, Bjorn most of all. All too clearly, he could picture that obliterated landscape; after all, it was the same as he had seen during his hallucinations, the Baegardian valley cloaked in a wall of flames.

      Yet despite the cheerless thoughts and the hike's aches, Bjorn smiled. A good tale, he thought. So long as it isn't true.

      "Well," Loridi commented drily. "That was a very warming myth for a frozen night."

      "More so than you think," Seskef retorted. "The End of Days will bring fire as well as frost, won't it?"

      Loridi guffawed and clapped his companion on the back. "Right you are, my rotund friend!"

      Keld looked up at Yonik. "Is that it, then? There's no stopping it? No hero who rises to save humanity from the giants?"

      Bjorn found himself looking up as well, hoping for a positive answer.

      The gothi lowered his eyebrows. "No, lad. There will be heroes, to be sure; there always are. And there will be battles that would make songs in other times. But everything must end; so it is for each man, and so it will be for our world."

      The men around them murmured, voicing the disquiet Bjorn felt himself.

      Vedgif spoke up from the other fire, and Bjorn craned his head around to stare at the man. Firelight gleamed off the Rook's bared head.

      "Even if the priest's tale is true, it doesn't change a true warrior's fate. Death claims the bravest and the strongest, one way or another. The trick is not to evade it. Rather, it's to choose your death. To die in glory, so you are worthy to ascend with the sprites of air and fire, to live and drink eternally in the great mead halls of our ancestors. That is the end we strive for: a glorious death."

      As Keld smiled uncertainly at him, Bjorn averted his eyes. A glorious death. He feared even the prospect of glory would not be enough for him to find his courage. Only in rage had he discovered anything close to resembling it, and even then it was brittle as untempered iron.

      Somewhere in the darkness, a wolf howled, and Keld jerked around to stare after it. Several men snorted in laughter, and even Vedgif smiled.

      "We're too close to civilization for beasts to threaten us, lad," Yonik assured the youngest of the Hunters. "The Teeth may hold no giants, yet they're far from tame. But it's only past Jünsden that you have any real reason to fear."

      With Jünsden only two days away, Bjorn found that thought gave him little comfort.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. Following the Thread

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The unfortunate mistreatment of thrall women by their masters has resulted in many bastards born throughout Baegard's history. Several of these, often highborn, made a name for themselves, occupying as varied positions as Lawspeaker, War Drang, and scribe.

        In our present time, the most infamous of these is Yofam Dragontooth, who inherited his mother's Southern complexion, and yet has been heralded as the finest Djurian warrior in the two hundred years since he slew the wyvern Vardraith…

        

        - Commentary on Djurian Culture, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      Aelthena leaned toward the bound sentry sitting across the table and forced a smile.

      "So you don't remember barbars coming through the Teeth Gate, nor a Sypten dressed as the savages," she said, repeating what he had told her moments before. "And you think your lack of attention is to be commended?"

      The sentry, Menith Laethson, twitched under her scrutiny, his manacles rattling faintly. "Can't speak one way or another, m'lady. Wasn't being lax or nothing — just don't remember."

      She fought back a sigh. Her previous attempts to glean information had been just as futile, but she had no choice but to keep trying. As bad luck would have it, three out of the four men who had guarded the Teeth Gate before the Harrowhall's destruction had mysteriously disappeared. This mule of a man was her last chance to discover the truth of who had brought the Dragon's fire into her family's citadel, and why. But so far, the sentry was being less than forthcoming.

      She had already attempted to question the Sypten, to no avail. Mother Ilva, who spoke many of the languages of Enea, had translated for her, but she may as well have been speaking to stone. The Sypten, his face a mask of burns, stared up at the ceiling, barely blinking and hardly speaking more than a word in response. The longest sentence he'd murmured was nonsense to her: "He sees all, and He is pleased."

      She'd thought him older at first because of his wounds and his suicidal role, but upon closer inspection, she guessed him to be of an age with Bjorn. An expendable boy. The thought evoked a sliver of pity for him, that a person might be so easily discarded. But it only served to make her angrier. Pity was wasted on her enemies after what they had done.

      Aelthena rose and began pacing the room. Menith watched her in sullen silence. Frey stood at the door, hand resting on the pommel of his sword, a smile daring the sentry to try anything. 

      She mulled over how to incentivize a swift answer as she paced. So far, she had only promised him the stick; but as she walked, it occurred to her that someone who took a bribe might respond better to the carrot. It repulsed her to consider rewarding someone who had, at best, neglected his duties, and at worse, betrayed his jarlheim. But if she balked at what was necessary, she could never effectively reign as the jarl's heir.

      She turned abruptly toward the sentry. "Those chains have to be chafing by now. You're wondering how long I'll keep you locked up in the dungeons. How long I'll let you rot. But it doesn't have to be that way, Menith Laethson. Tell me what you know, and I will not only release you; I'll reward you. Five silver pieces — a year's pay for you, isn't it?"

      Menith's eyes widened, then darted to Frey. "Truly?" he asked, eagerness seeping through the word.

      She barely kept a sneer from curdling her lips. "I'm a woman of my word. Now tell me: Why did you allow those barbars through without an inspection of their persons or goods?"

      The sentry glanced at Frey once more, then dropped his gaze to his chained wrists. "Was my partner's idea. Were friends before he… well, before he vanished. I knew he'd been taking coin, but didn't think nothing of it at the time. Seemed like it wouldn't do no harm. What could barbars sneak in?" Menith's shoulders hunched. "Guess I know now."

      She kept a tight lid on her emotions, not letting show the storm that brewed inside her. She would need a clear head to see this through.

      "Your partner. You mean Troel Magurson?"

      The sentry nodded.

      "Who was he receiving coin from? And for what?"

      "Didn't want to know, so never asked." Menith's mouth hung open a moment longer, then he clamped it shut.

      "Now, be a good lad." Frey took a step away from the door and cast him a dangerous smile. "Hold back, and you won't see a glint of silver, but of my dagger."

      Menith struggled a moment longer, then burst out, "Don't know why or who gave him the coin, but I know where he received it. A tavern in the Squalls, rundown place named the Wolf's Den. Sometimes, he met someone there at midnight. Didn't seem to have a specific day — 'spose they arranged it by message."

      Aelthena glanced at Frey. He only shrugged. She stood and faced the sentry. "Thank you for telling us, Menith Laethson. Now, Frey will return you to the dungeons."

      Menith's eyes widened, then stood and tried pulling away. But the manacles were chained to the legs of the table, and he only succeeded in scraping the heavy furniture across the stones.

      "Wait!" he cried. "Said you'd release and pay me, you did!"

      "And I will. But I didn't say when."

      She gave him a cold smile, then turned away from his howls and exited the room.
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        * * *

      

      All that day, long after Frey had secured Menith back in Vigil Keep's dungeons, her mind turned over the sentry's words, considering how to approach her lone lead. She might only have one chance to intercept the contact should he return to the Wolf's Den. But as Troel and his briber only met there at night, she knew she had to put it from mind at least for the day.

      Besides, she had many other duties to which she must attend.

      Her first was with the Thurdjur elders. The Harrowhall having been stolen as their usual meeting place, the elders, reduced to six by Elder Vedgif's absence, gathered in Vigil Keep's chair-room instead. Their discomfort at returning to the place where Nuvvog's Rage had first stolen over the city was plain in their expressions. Or perhaps it's from harkening to the call of a woman, she thought sourly.

      "Elders," she said at the head of the table when they had settled in their seats. "Thank you for coming."

      "We serve at your leisure, Mistress Aelthena, in Lord Heir Bjorn's absence." It was gruff Brant Elofson who answered. The elder had long ago lost what little hair he'd started with and now replaced it with a buckskin hat. His tone made it seem as if the service was less than desirable, and far from his own leisure.

      "Thank you, Elder Brant," she said evenly, "but my title will be Lady Heir from this time forward."

      She tried to hide her satisfaction as she produced the document Bjorn had left for her and placed it firmly on the table before them. The elders craned their necks forward, each trying to see what paper might evoke such a declaration.

      "As you will see," she spoke over the aged men's mutterings, "my brother Bjorn has signed himself into exile. By the Harrow Law, the heirship passes to the next surviving scion." She did not need to point out who that might be. The evidence stood proudly before them.

      "Let me see that," Elder Brant grumbled, reaching for the parchment. But as he took it in hand and read the words, his blustering fell into mumbling, then silence.

      It took an effort not to smile at that.

      "With that out of the way," Aelthena continued smoothly, "there are many matters we must address. And I believe they begin and end with coin."

      If anything could move them from one outrage, it was a second affront.

      "Coin?" Elder Fiske Yarison piped, a wiry man with a weaselly voice and a face to match. "And how do you expect us to produce it?"

      "However you can."

      The truth was, she was not well-versed in the subtler workings of the Thurdjur council. Her father's lost stores, however, had come from somewhere, and now was not the time for an admission of ignorance as to where. Not with the elders' eyes watching her like starving dogs might an errant lamb.

      "The important thing is," she continued hastily, "that money is found. The Harrowhall's reserves are as good as lost. And after such an attack, we face the very real prospect of war. We must recruit men to fight, and pay for weapons to fight with, or we'll soon wake to Syptens at our walls and no warriors to defend against them."

      The elders exchanged glances that spoke of shared disdain. Who is she to make demands of us? their faces seemed to say. How can any woman claim such authority?

      "Money is raised through levies," Elder Brant drawled, barely bothering to hide his condescension. "But we cannot tax the people when hard times are coming. What you ask is impossible, Mistress — that is, Lady Heir. Another way must be found."

      Inwardly, she had begun to fume at their obstinance. But she maintained an outward calm. "Then I will go to the Balturgs to see if they are better inclined to protect our city," she said in reasonable tones.

      "The Balturgs?" Elder Fiske practically squealed the word. "That would be a grave mistake!"

      Around the table, his fellows nodded their agreement.

      "Show a Balturg blood and he'll just want more," Elder Brant said emphatically as he crossed his arms over his ample chest.

      Her blood was quickly rising now. "If you have not noticed, Thane Asborn has shown no such inclination. He has ceded Vigil Keep to me."

      "For now," Elder Fiske noted pointedly.

      Elder Brant nodded in his peer's direction. "Ambition runs in Thane Asborn's veins. It could be no other way for a son of Eirik Bloodaxe!"

      She wanted to laugh and cry at the same time. To think Asborn would betray her! Gentle Asborn, who had not so much as spoken an unkind word without apologizing. But her assertions would not convince them, she well understood. She was new to being the jarl's heir, and female at that. They believed her place to be before the hearth, not atop the chair.

      If they would not acknowledge her right to rule, she would just have to force them to. 

      But at that meeting, she doubted that she succeeded. As the sun crawled across the sky, peering into the room then passing by again, Aelthena spoke hard words and soft ones to the gathered men. She reminded the elders of the threats facing them, both within and without Oakharrow's walls. She preached unity as the path right forward — and not only right, but the only one they could possibly take.

      Yet, as each assertion was met with objections, Aelthena finally rounded up the rabble of aged men and had Frey and the other guardians escort them from the bastion. Let them remember who possesses the true authority here, she thought with no small amount of vindictiveness as the elders were shepherded from the chair-room. She wondered, however, if even that show of force had made a lasting impression.

      The meeting set the tone for the rest of the day. Despite her best efforts, she found dinner coming around with few victories and more obstacles than ever before. The watch was having difficulties recruiting from among the Vurgs; some young men from the clan never showed for their duties, though desertion was punishable by death. In a perhaps related incident, the Squalls had seen a dramatic increase in crime. Though most of it was petty — thefts and minor beatings the most common offenses — a few snow-shrouded bodies had also been found.

      She joined Asborn and his mother in Vigil Keep's feast hall, only just stopping short of massaging her temples as a persistent ache pounded through her skull. Her betrothed smiled at her as she sat, while Lady Kathsla only raised an inquiring eyebrow.

      "It has been a long day," Aelthena confessed after they made their greetings, but she quickly directed the conversation in more productive directions. "You met with your clan's elders, did you not, Asborn?"

      He finished taking a sip of ale and nodded, a wince stealing across his expression. "I did, for the little good it has done."

      Her stomach sank. She had hoped at least for good news from him. "What happened?"

      Asborn shook his head, but his mother answered first. "Your brother, that is what," Kathsla declared baldly.

      It was Aelthena's turn to cringe. "They are not forgiving his accident then."

      "Accident is putting it lightly." Kathsla's bright eyes darted between hers. "Master Bjorn nearly killed one of our keepers, and a young, promising one at that. Violence between Balturgs and Thurdjurs is not quickly forgotten. Your brother has made the lines that always divided us into walls."

      As Aelthena stewed over this, Asborn spoke up. "But I'm sure they'll come around. I assured them that your reigning from Vigil Keep is not an overextension of Thurdjur influence, but a necessity considering the threats facing us. And they agreed that the watch must be properly manned."

      "And did they agree to help provide the resources?" Aelthena asked tartly. "The money, and the men?"

      The thane hesitated at that. "They had some small objections," he admitted.

      She repressed a sigh and made full use of the distraction brought by the food being served. Throughout the rest of the dinner, she ate her meal in as much silence as she could manage, while the mother and son spoke of how to deal with their inner clan issues. Aelthena found her own thoughts turning in a different direction as she mulled once more over the morning's interrogation.

      The Wolf's Den. Dingy pub though it promised to be, it held the answers she needed most: the truth behind the murders of her kin. No matter how much danger it might pose to go there, she had to at least try. It was not only to claim justice. Whoever had plotted against Oakharrow might still mean her harm.

      Better that I hunt them, she thought, than wait to be hunted myself.

      With her plate half-eaten, Aelthena excused herself from the table, telling the others she was feeling unwell. As soon as she had escaped Asborn's concerned questions and made it back to her room, she began her preparations. She changed her appearance, abandoning the tailored garments of the old Thane's widow in place of lowborn clothes Frey had fetched earlier. She braided her hair again, opting for a simple plait. She washed her face of the paints and powders she regularly wore. Staring at herself in a looking glass, Aelthena marveled at the change. She truly looked a commoner. Is that all that separates us — the quality of our clothes and coverings?

      Last of all, she took from her dresser the dinner knife she had earlier slipped under her sleeve. It would not be much against a determined attacker, but it had to be better than using her bare hands. Satisfied, Aelthena cast one last glance around the room, and seeing nothing she might have forgotten, she opened the door.

      Frey stood on the other side, leaning against the doorway, a small smile on his lips. His appearance had changed. In place of his guardian armor, he wore clothes even more plain than hers. No sword was belted around his waist, nor shield strapped over his back. But though she looked diminished in her clothes, the man somehow made his appear as if nothing could have fit him better.

      Frey looked her up and down. "I thought you might try something after this morning and you sending me to fetch garments."

      Aelthena scowled. "Even a goat can plow a field if left to it long enough. Are you going to try to talk me out of it?"

      Frey raised an eyebrow. "I'm flattered you hold my opinion so highly. But no, m'lady, I'm here to accompany you."

      "Is that so?"

      "It is." He gestured to himself. "Would I be dressed otherwise?"

      She was surprised at how relieved she felt. "I suppose I could let you tag along."

      The guardian grinned. With his deviant manner, it was a wonder that all his teeth were still in his mouth. "No need to pretend, my Lady Heir. You're happy to hear it."

      She only just refrained from rolling her eyes as she stalked past him.

      They gathered some odd stares from passing servants and the keepers at the gates, but no one tried to stop them as they slipped away from Vigil Keep's grounds. Aelthena was glad she had not run into Asborn or Kathsla, though it was entirely possible servants would mention their disappearance to them. She could only hope her good luck would hold out.

      They traveled Oakharrow's night-clad streets. The air had a different feel in the darkness; a tension draped over them as heavily as the cold. Aelthena felt as if eyes watched from everywhere and nowhere at once. She could not shake the feeling that someone was following them, though if it were true, she never caught them at it.

      As they made their way into the Squalls, the stones gave way to frozen mud, and the stench, even subdued by the lingering snow, grew to an eye-watering aroma. Her rough homespuns had already begun to chafe, and the thin, simple cloak did little to keep out the night's piercing wind. With every step, her mood sagged a little lower. She questioned the wisdom in their coming. She could have sent Frey and the other guardians in her place. Why did she have to insist on going herself?

      But beneath her doubts, she knew she'd had to come. Even if it were not her family she sought to avenge, she could only trust herself to wheedle the information from this contact. Just as Bjorn had ventured into the Teeth, she was on her own path for justice.

      For Annar and Yof. For Mother.

      Blinking rapidly, she ignored Frey's sidelong glance and led them onward.

      Not all the watchers Aelthena felt were imagined. Men and women stared from stoops and alleys, barely visible in the growing gloom. Their cloaks were more patches than anything else, and their clothes were streaked with dirt from the day's work.

      Only as she observed them did she realize why they were staring. We stand out. Her clothes, though plain, were fresh and unworn. Frey's had seen more use, but he walked as erect and confident as the warrior he was. Her own posture was too upright for a lowborn, and though she could not change her clothes just then, she could adjust that.

      Rounding her shoulders, she murmured to Frey, "Slouch. You look like you're daring these men to attack you."

      He raised an eyebrow in response, but did as she asked. As they proceeded, they seemed to draw fewer stares. Their passage was not unnoticed, but she hoped it was inconspicuous enough.

      Frey put a hand on her arm, drawing her from her worries. "There. See the sign?"

      Aelthena squinted through the darkness and found the swinging board by the light of a burning torch. The Wulfe's Din, it read, and the wolf carved into the wood made the meaning of the misspelled words clear.

      "Not well-lettered, but that's hardly surprising considering its clientele," the guardian observed.

      "Quiet. We shouldn't insult Vurgs when we're pretending to be them."

      He gave her a sly glance. "While we're pretending, we should also present ourselves as lovers out for a dalliance."

      She could not hide her affront. "And why would we do that?"

      "Women don't travel the streets at night without a reason —especially now. It would be less suspicious if we're meeting together for an illicit liaison. Besides, if you're with me, men won't harass you."

      Aelthena ground her teeth silently for a moment. But she could not deny his logic. "Fine."

      With a grin, Frey proffered his arm, and she put hers through it and drew closer. She stubbornly denied in her mind that, at his touch, a buzz went through her body.

      Asborn, she told herself. You're betrothed to Asborn. It sounded uncomfortably like a hollow argument.

      As they entered into the Wolf's Den, all such silly thoughts fled. Aelthena tried not to wrinkle her nose. The room was dark and smelled of mold, ale, and piss. The corners held men, most in pairs bent over their drinks. Near the barkeep, three men roared in intoxicated laughter. The only other woman present had her wares on full display by the fireplace. Some of the drinkers lobbed crude remarks toward her, to which she responded with lusty leers and inviting smiles.

      Her neck flushed, Aelthena tried to think through her discomfort. Troel came here to be paid. Maybe someone saw it happen. She guessed it was late enough that the usuals were deep into their cups and far beyond discretion. It was a factor that could both benefit and compromise them, depending on which way the situation cut.

      "We should get drinks," Frey advised quietly, directing her toward the bar. "As little as we'll enjoy them." 

      Aelthena nodded her agreement. As Frey ordered from the barkeep, she covertly scanned the room for the right man to approach. But each of them seemed as soused and filthy as the next.

      "Lost, honey-hair?"

      The whore had wandered over to her and leaned against the counter, head cocked and lips pursed. Aelthena could tell she was no beauty beneath her running paints and haphazard powders, but it did not seem to affect her confidence in flaunting her ample bosom.

      "No," Aelthena answered shortly. "I'm with my, ah, lover." She drew a bit nearer to Frey's side.

      The harlot frowned. "What are you doin' here, then?"

      Her luck had evidently run out; this whore was far too inquisitive. She tried to invent a reason.

      "We're not exactly open about our, ah, affair." She gave the woman what she hoped was a knowing smile.

      The whore shrugged and shoved away from the counter to sway upright. "Whatever you say. But if I had a man like that, I wouldn't waste time here drinkin' this poison."

      She gave her a smile that looked as friendly as a dog's snarl, then walked with an exaggerated sway over to the nearest table of leering men.

      Frey turned back to her, two mugs in hand. "Your swill, m'lady," Frey muttered as he handed her one. "I wouldn't drink it. No knowing what's in the ale."

      Just the pungent stench of it was enough to deter her. She held the full mug gingerly and followed Frey to an open table.

      "Now," the guardian said as they slipped into the rickety seats, "where do we begin? Any likely snitches?"

      Aelthena scanned the room once more, trying to decide if anyone looked likely to talk. But no sooner had she begun to search than a man approached.

      His size caught her attention first. Frey was not short or narrow of stature, but this man looked a head taller than him, and with a breadth to match. She guessed from the sharp line of his jaw and the flatness of his belly that none of his weight was excess. His coloring drew her eye next, his skin almost the umber of a Sypten, while his hair was a contrasting blonde. She wondered if he was of mixed heritage; it was not unheard of for masters to make vile use of their female thralls, and slave women often bore bastards.

      As he stopped at their table, the big man's dark blue eyes wandered from her to Frey, then back. A glance at the guardian showed his smile had faded, replaced by a soldier's glare. She held her breath. A fight seemed one wrong move away.

      Then the stranger grinned, flashing his white teeth. "Fresh faces!" the man said, his voice a rich baritone. "Gray gods know we're overdue for some around here. Care if I join you, friends?"

      Aelthena carefully smoothed her expression and made a study of his teeth. Most lowborn did not have a fine smile. Healthy teeth spoke of care only an opulent lifestyle could provide. The life of a highborn. This man's smile had told her much about his background. His accent divulged even more. It was not that of a lowborn Vurg, nor even of any Harrowfolk, but someone from outside the city. Where, precisely, she could not guess, only that it had the sound of Baegard to it.

      Seeing no better leads in the pub, she nodded. "Please, do sit."

      Ignoring Frey's warning stare, she studied the big man as he dragged over a chair. He moved carefully, his every action as measured as a cat's. Baegardian hair and accent, but Sypten coloring and features. And those teeth. An enigma. Though she had few clues as to who he was, she had a sudden suspicion as to what he might be doing here.

      As soon as he was seated, the man called to the barkeep for mead and received a sulky affirmation. Turning back, he looked from Aelthena, to Frey, then to Frey's hidden hand, which no doubt clutched a knife. As he leaned forward, Frey tensed even further. The man made no sudden movement, only said in a low voice, "Your disguise is shite."

      Aelthena tried not to let her surprise or affront show. "Pardon?"

      "You're trying to look lowborn, but every part of you screams you're not."

      "Such as?"

      He grinned. Too late, Aelthena realized she had already lost the game and admitted to the lie.

      "Your hair," he said. "It's too clean, too well-taken care of. Your clothes are obviously new and missing patches. You carry yourself with dignity and self-respect, more than most have around these parts. But worse is the way you speak: prim and proper, and without a joke in sight."

      She raised an eyebrow. "Is every lowborn a jester then?"

      "No. But they all reckon they are." The big man flashed them another toothy grin.

      Aelthena found her temper rising. "And what about you? You're not exactly subtle in your status, either."

      "No? So you think I'm highborn?"

      "I know you are." She glanced at his smile. "Your teeth give it away."

      The man's expression did not falter. "Maybe I'm just blessed."

      Frey leaned forward with his own dangerous smile. "Who are you?" he asked in a tone that made it more than a question.

      The man glanced at Frey, then jerked a thumb toward him. "That's another thing, your 'lover' acts far too much like a guard."

      Aelthena hoped her discomfort did not show. "Answer the question. Please," she added, remembering belatedly this was not a man she could command.

      The rogue's eyes shifted around the room, but most people had gone back to talking and laughing among themselves. "They call me Bastor," he said finally.

      "'Bastard,' did you say?" Frey gave him a fresh smile. 

      The big man rolled his eyes toward Frey. "Now there's some of that lowborn humor." He looked again at Aelthena. "And your names?"

      "Yulna." Names, at least, Aelthena had prepared beforehand. "And this is Gaedor."

      From the look in Bastor's eyes, he knew they were false names, but decided not to comment on it. "Well then, Yulna, Gaedor. I assume you don't come to the Wolf's Den by accident."

      A serving woman arrived at their table, setting down the man's mead with a lingering gaze on the rogue, then hiding a smile as Bastor turned his smirk on her.

      Aelthena found herself looking at Frey and wondering how much they could trust this Bastor. She could tell Frey wanted nothing more than to be rid of him. She understood why: for all his smiles, this Bastor seemed a dangerous man.

      But a man who knows things is just the man we need. It was a risk to give him anything that might be used against them. But they would get nowhere without a few risks.

      "A man used to come here, a sentry," Aelthena said. "He came to receive coins he didn't earn."

      Bastor shrugged. "Plenty of sentries come here, puffed up in their uniforms, with coin changing hands, earned or not. Gambling bones, mead and ale, women and nightstand trinkets — there's no end to the gutters a man can toss his coins down."

      Every scrap of information she let go of was painful. But she had come this far. "Our man was named Troel Magurson. Did you know him?"

      "Ah. That sentry." Bastor wore a small smile. "I thought it might be him you came for."

      "We came for his contact. We need to know with whom he met."

      The big man's eyes flickered to either side. Frey looked liable to stab Bastor preemptively, his hand twitching on his hip where he'd hidden a knife.

      But the rogue just slowly stood. "Come. Let's go for a walk." Without waiting to see if they would follow, Bastor turned toward the door.

      As Aelthena rose, Frey grabbed her arm, far rougher than was proper. "What are you doing?" he asked in a low voice.

      She shook her arm free. "Finding my answers."

      "I can't let you risk yourself like this."

      She let the comment slide, along with its implication that he could forbid her anything she chose to do. "We're going to have to take risks, Frey, if we're going to get to the bottom of this. I trust Bastor as little as you, but he knows about Troel."

      "If he does, why didn't he just tell us? Why have us follow him out into the Squalls' streets?" Frey shook his head. "We never should have come."

      Aelthena only set her jaw. Her mind was set. Foolhardy or not, she had to know. How could she do any less to discover who was responsible for her kin's deaths?

      She headed for the door. Frey followed a step behind her. It felt as if many pairs of eyes accompanied them out of the alehouse. As she stepped onto the foul-smelling street, she saw Bastor leaning against the wall.

      He grinned at the sight of her. "Your guard hold you up? Say you couldn't trust me?"

      Frey glowered as he emerged from the Wolf's Den, a smile never further from his lips.

      "Well, we came." Aelthena looked up and down the street. Despite what she had told Frey, a cold fear gripped her at the risks they were taking. They were practically offering themselves up for an ambush. But she had come this far. She meant to see it through.

      Bastor studied them for a moment longer, then turned and beckoned them with a lazy wave. "Follow me, then."

      Aelthena hurried after until she walked beside him, though an arm's length away. "Why don't you start with saying where you're taking us?"

      The rogue did not look around, but kept leisurely strolling under the outcropping houses that leaned precipitously over the road.

      "We'll turn away," she warned.

      Abruptly, Bastor glanced back, eyes flickering over their shoulders. Aelthena looked as well, but saw nothing but Frey close behind her.

      "Despite what your guard believes, I didn't bring you out here to attack you." He gave Frey a flat smile. "Rather, I hoped you might help me take care of a little problem of my own."

      Nervousness bubbled in her gut. "What problem?"

      Bastor nodded back the way they had come, and she followed his gaze. Instead of mere moon-shadows and filthy dirt roads, she saw three silhouettes appear from the gloom.

      "M'lady, get behind me!" Frey seized hold of Aelthena and bodily moved her. Anger burned in her as well as fear as she stared at the approaching strangers. Her breath came quick as she slipped out her dinner knife. Against these odds, it felt woefully small and inadequate.

      Frey had a dagger drawn as well. But instead of facing the three silhouettes, he held it toward Bastor. "Call them off, or by Djur, I'll cut you from throat to crotch."

      "I can't." Bastor's eyes watched the long knife, but he did not reach for any weapons of his own. "They're not my men. As difficult as it may be to believe, guard, I'm as bound in my actions as you are. But I grow tired of my oaths."

      "Oaths to whom?" Frey pressed the knife closer, the sharp tip a mere hand's width from the man's chest.

      "Frey," Aelthena hissed. "We should run."

      "We won't outrun them." The finality in the guard's voice shocked her. "Not both of us. Go, m'lady. I'll delay them as long as I can."

      As her mind whirled through the impossible decision, Bastor grinned at them, the smile ghastly in the dim light. "Such a noble sacrifice. But don't worry, guard. It won't be necessary."

      The other three men were a mere dozen feet away, hurrying faster at the sight of Frey's bared steel. Their hands fell to their sides, no doubt to where weapons were concealed. Aelthena's dinner knife seemed to shrink in her hand. What have I done? This was what risks had bought her. Her decisions had killed them both.

      "Stop!" one of the approaching men called out. "Do you know who you threaten?"

      Frey didn't even glance over. "Enlighten me."

      "Back away, man, or you'll suffer the — Ach!"

      As swift as a serpent, much quicker than Aelthena had thought possible for the big man to move, Bastor twisted out of Frey's reach and lunged at the newcomers.

      The three men seemed taken aback by the sudden attack. One of them went down from a single punch of Bastor's fist. Or what she thought was his fist — until moonlight caught the shine of blood streaming down the man's belly.

      "My lord?" the other two cried. They edged in around their companion.

      Aelthena's chest constricted, and not only from the man's address of Bastor. She did not know where the lines were drawn in this fight. But she had a bad feeling they were on the wrong side of it.

      Can't worry about that now. She edged back, positioning herself further behind Frey. Perhaps it was a coward's move, but it was practical. She would be of little use in a brawl.

      "Don't call me that," Bastor said calmly, circling the men, a wolf stalking his prey. "I'm no lord, whatever my father says. He ended that when he sent me here."

      As the men glanced at each other, Bastor struck again. The other men's reluctance to fight would be their downfall, Aelthena saw, as another of them fell. Not giving the last man a chance to recover, Bastor feinted, pivoted, and stabbed him through the side of his throat, then tumbled him to the ground.

      Aelthena was no stranger to bloodshed. From the men sparring in the courtyard, to Winterbirth contests of strength and skill, to not-infrequent executions, she had seen her share of men dealing and falling in pain. But the swift, unhesitating ferocity of Bastor's killing was outside her experience. She stared, wide-eyed, and doubted even Frey stood a chance against this creature.

      The big killer turned slowly back toward them. His hands were filmed with dark blood. "Well done. You were an excellent lure and distraction. Now, I believe you wanted my help."

      The sudden adjustment of his manner, when the corpses of men who had known him — men who had served him, if her inferences were correct — lay at his feet, was too much for her to follow.

      "Who are you?" Aelthena whispered.

      Bastor smiled, moonlight catching on his teeth. "That's one question I won't answer. But you asked about Troel Magurson. I can tell you who was paying him off."

      Could she trust anything he would say? She nodded all the same.

      "The man used an intermediary to meet the sentry at the Den. He's a well-known merchant, and a Balturg elder to boot." Bastor shrugged. "He's fond enough of his silver tooth to take it as an epithet."

      She knew at once whom he meant. Silverfang. For a moment, she was back at the elders' gathering before Nuvvog's Rage had come to Oakharrow, watching the silver-toothed merchant laugh and smile at the table. Who else had been with him? If she could remember, would she know all who were responsible for her family's deaths?

      But if this devil of a man was telling the truth, she would soon know regardless.

      "Thank you." She defaulted to the formality she lived by where no other words fit. But it only worked as long as she kept her gaze averted from the grisly scene on the frosty street. "We'll be off now."

      Frey glowered at the man, keeping himself positioned between them as Aelthena made her way back up the street.

      "Don't stay away too long," Bastor called after them as they hurried toward the distant Vigil Keep.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18. Shelter From the Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Yewlings, the most populous of the mountain peoples, are held to be marginally more civilized than the other barbarian tribes occupying Nuvvog's Bones. As such, rights of hospitality have been extended between our kinds. Baegardians are granted safe passage and shelter through their lands, and so have we gifted to them in return…

        

        - The Seven Jarlheims of Baegard, by Sister Torhild, Gothi to Yusala

        

      

      There it is! Jünsden lays ahead!"

      Bjorn dared a glance up. Scrunching his eyes against the blistering wind and whipping snow, he tried to make out the barbar town Yonik had announced. But the little he could see appeared to be more of the same: trees on either side, hunched against the storm, and the dark shapes of men and their beasts of burden trudging ahead.

      The blizzard had assaulted them for the entire morning's hike. Ice had long ago crusted over his outer furs. His nose had gone numb, and his jaw felt so stiff he doubted he would be able to move it again, despite having wrapped a pungent-smelling fox fur over his face. Not for the first time, Bjorn wished he could grow a beard like Yonik for just a scant bit more warmth.

      But even if he could not see it, he was relieved by the impending reprieve from their misery. They had made it to Jünsden. In the Yewling town, they would receive shelter from the wind and the cold. A hot meal would be set over a fire, fresh pork dripping fat into the flames. Bjorn could practically feel the heat and taste the meat already.

      Yonik, whose sharp eyes had spotted the town first, trod ahead with Vedgif. Keld labored behind Bjorn and Clap. The rest of the Hunters in the White followed behind. Bjorn's eyes drifted to his feet again. When he raised them, the elder had fallen back next to him.

      "Take care in Jünsden, boy." Vedgif had to shout to be heard, with the wind howling in their ears and his face hidden in furs. "We don't know the Yewlings' true allegiance. Until we do, best not to tell them you're the lord heir, and let me do the talking."

      Bjorn nodded. It was more acknowledgement of his purported position than the Rook had given most of the trek up. Not that he wanted more than that. He was already tired to the bone just keeping pace with the other men; he couldn't imagine trying to lead them.

      Vedgif studied him for a moment longer, then nodded and plowed back ahead toward the gothi.

      "Stay out of sight. Keep your mouth shut."

      A grin stretched across Bjorn's numb lips as Keld came up next to him, imitating Vedgif's gruff manner.

      "Don't let him catch you at that," Bjorn warned.

      "What will he do? Can't be any worse than what the Yewlings have in store for us."

      "Don't give them any ideas." As quickly as it had come, Bjorn's mirth disappeared. He wondered if they were walking toward safety and shelter as he hoped or, as Keld suggested, into a trap.

      But at this point, he was not sure they truly had a choice. It would be madness to travel through these snows, much less camp in them. Men were already in danger of losing their way, and one or two had been fetched back after they wandered too far from the others. If they were to survive this ordeal, they would have to take shelter.

      Keld seemed to notice Bjorn's change in mood. "I'm sure nothing will happen here, though," the lad said hastily. "Yewlings are neutral, aren't they? We don't raid them for the green hunts. We trade with each other. We grant each other shelter in bad snows. They're on our side, right?"

      "I hope so," Bjorn muttered, thinking of Vedgif's words. "But the Sypten who snuck into Oakharrow was with Yewlings and wore Yewling furs."

      "Maybe he picked them off of a Yewling corpse." But the boy was sounding less optimistic with each word.

      "Probably," Bjorn acquiesced. Though he doubted it, he thought a leader ought not instill doubts in his own men. Especially his closest friend out here in the frozen wilderness.

      Raising his gaze, he saw they had entered the town without his noticing. Through the thick sheet of falling snow, houses emerged from drifts, smoking chimneys showing that life continued within them. Other than themselves, no one seemed mad enough to be traveling the blanketed street. But if there were houses, Jünsden's mead hall would be close. All they had to do now was reach it. There, they could beg shelter of the town's chieftain, and they would be done with all this snow and cold for the night.

      Fire. Mead. Warmth.

      But as he put one numb foot in front of the other, it seemed a far-off dream.

      "Bjorn?"

      He looked up with a start, so lost in his longings for comfort he had failed to notice Yonik's approach. The gothi peered at him from around the greatbear's tooth, his eyes scrunched in concern.

      "I'm fine," Bjorn said quickly. At Yonik's raised eyebrow, he conceded, "Fine as I can be."

      The gothi gave him a fleeting smile. "I've got a hunch about something. With your leave, I'll scout around the village and meet the rest of the company inside the hall."

      Bjorn had trouble imagining what could be so important as to spend more time in this blizzard. "You sure it can't wait? It'll be warmer inside."

      "I'm sure." Yonik glanced to either side, his eyebrows drawn. "I won't be long."

      Not waiting for Bjorn's explicit permission, the gothi began plodding away from the company until he was lost amid the whipping snow.

      "Madman," he heard Keld say next to him. But Bjorn was too absorbed in his own thoughts to acknowledge it. Despite a near-constant ache of hunger plaguing him since the beginning of their journey, his stomach now felt heavy and hard. Whatever was so compelling that the gothi had to investigate it in this weather could not mean good news for them.

      Skoll hunt with you, he thought after Yonik.

      Soon after, his mind turned in a different direction, for the mead hall loomed out of the poor weather. Formed from a cave, Jünsden Hall was hard to miss. The stone was dark against the snow as it rose high above them. The wooden wall in front of the cave's mouth was nearly three times a man's height. A door had been carved out of the middle of the wall.

      It was to this door that Vedgif led them. Hammering on the planks, the first drang bellowed, "Yewlings! We demand the right of hospitality!"

      A long moment passed. Then an eye-slit in the door slid open, and two beady eyes peered out.

      "Who's making demands?" an accented voice called out.

      "Vedgif Addarson, first drang of a Harrowfolk company. I can explain the rest to your chieftain, just open the damned door!"

      The barbar muttered something in reply and slammed shut the eye-slit. But a moment later, the door screeched open, revealing the Yewling behind it. He was short and squat, made wider by the furs bundled about him. Instead of a proper cloak, his was stitched together from the skins of numerous squirrels, and poorly at that. A necklace of bones hung from his neck, and more ordained the piercings lining his ears. An ugly scar ran through his nose.

      Scarnose. If he was in one of the Scribe's epics, Bjorn imagined that was what the man would have been named for. He smiled at the thought. Not for the first time, he wished he could be sitting back in the Harrowhall's archive surrounded by books instead of trekking through the Teeth in winter. He doubted it would be the last, either.

      Scarnose eyed their horses and grunted. "Stable's around back," he said sullenly, clearly not looking forward to the walk through the snow. "Come on."

      The barbar pushed past them and led the way around the mead hall. The stables Scarnose referred to were not developed enough to even have separate stalls nor any stable boys to look after their mounts. Bjorn brushed the snow off Clap. "Just stay out of trouble, boy," he murmured to the loyal steed. "I don't need you hobbled up here in the middle of a blizzard."

      Clap whinnied and nosed his hand insistently. Bjorn laughed and went hunting for a bag of oats.

      When their mounts were watered, fed, and wrapped as warmly as they could manage, each man hauled saddlebags onto their shoulders and followed Scarnose back to the door. Bjorn felt even that short distance would be too far for his leaden legs. The saddlebags weighed a stone and a half each and hung awkwardly across his shoulders. More than ever, he anticipated sitting and doing nothing but eating and drinking for a good long while. His dread of ambush was quickly falling away, unable to shoulder both its weight and the heaviness of his gear.

      Scarnose shoved open the door to the mead hall, and Vedgif led the Hunters in the White into the cave. Dark stone pressed down around them, remitted only by the occasional torch. Bjorn shuffled along the passage with the rest of the company. He struggled to keep his balance as the floor sought to snag his dragging feet. Ahead, a fire glowed around the silhouette of Vedgif. He shivered in anticipation as warm air pressed against his numb face. The snow that had fallen thick over his hood and face began to thaw, dribbling down his skin. 

      Fire. Mead. Warmth. He doubted he had ever yearned for them more in his seventeen winters.

      The passage ended. Bjorn stepped after Vedgif into the wide belly of the cave. The ceiling of Jünsden's mead hall rose twenty feet above them. A thin layer of smoke had gathered in the hollow at the top. A score of men and women, most unbundled from their furs, sat among the tables scattered throughout the room. Half-drunk mugs and picked-over plates lay before them. Weapons and shields leaned against the walls behind. A blazing bonfire roared opposite the entrance, heating and illuminating the chamber. Most of the smoke escaped through a vent carved through the stone above it. A man slowly turned meat on a spit over the flames. Bjorn's mouth watered at its aroma, which smelled like hog to his nose.

      Vedgif stopped near the entrance. He had not set down his saddlebags. Bjorn wondered what the strategic mind of the Rook made of this place. Despite concern over an ambush, he saw no signs of one. Not that he knew what signs to look for. The gathered Yewlings did not appear particularly friendly, but they had not leaped for their weapons the moment they arrived, either. It was as much as he had hoped for from barbars.

      After a moment, Vedgif directed the Hunters toward the emptier side of the hall. There, Bjorn let his saddlebags slump to the ground with a sigh. His sword and seax were still belted around his waist, and out of an overabundance of caution, he positioned his shield within easy reach as he leaned it against his bag. He doubted he would be much use in a fight if it came to that. He had never felt so tired. But he straightened and tried to carry himself as a man of Oakharrow, and a son of Bor the Bear, should.

      The first drang stepped forward and turned his stern gaze over the mead hall. "Folk of Jünsden. I must speak with your chieftain."

      Silence greeted his words. The barbars stared at him with so little expression that Bjorn wondered if any spoke Djurian, the common tongue of Baegard. Scarnose had, but he had been the doorman; perhaps he was the exception.

      A subtle shift in their gazes made him look into the shadows to his left. There he stared, uncomprehending for a long moment. The largest man Bjorn had ever seen stood from the shrouded corner. Tall and broad-shouldered, he rose a head-and-a-half over Loridi, the tallest among their company. Even more disconcerting were his bestial features. He wore no shirt, revealing the coarse, brown hair that covered his chest and arms. His beard and hair hung down like a woolith's mane. His brow jutted forward over dark, beady eyes. Strangest of all were the teeth that emerged from between his lips, hooked and sharp like a boar's tusks.

      Fear rose in him, sharp and quick. This man was as large as Skarl Thundson was rumored to be. He wondered if this was one of those rare men who actually had giant's blood in their veins. But he had never heard of one with tusks. Bjorn's gaze shifted from the bestial man to the sitting Yewlings. The barbars watched the man's approach with intense gazes. Respect, fear, admiration, loathing — he could not account for all the emotions he saw in their eyes.

      The giant of a man approached the first drang, and Vedgif lifted his gaze to meet the Yewling's. Neither the Rook's eyes nor body showed any sign of fear. Bjorn's admiration grew for the man in proportion with his fear for him.

      "Who are you?" Vedgif demanded.

      "I am chieftain here. You speak to me." The stranger's words were garbled, like he was unused to speaking the common tongue, or perhaps his tusks interfered with speech.

      "You are not Chieftain Yradurisk-na-Fes. Where is he?"

      The bestial man took another step forward. "I am Chieftain Kard. I am leader now."

      The elder's gaze flickered to the men sitting at the tables. Bjorn noticed a few had stood. Though none reached for their weapons, he found his own hand had wandered down to rest on his sword's hilt.

      Vedgif looked back to Kard. "You challenged the former chieftain."

      "Yes. And won."

      The first drang frowned. "You're not Yewling. You're Woldagi."

      "Yes, I am." The great barbar's mouth stretched in a ghastly smile.

      Only then did Bjorn realize this man Kard was indeed Woldagi. The signs were glaringly apparent now that he looked for them. The tattoos on his skin, just visible beneath the hair. The style in the few clothes he wore. His accent, more typical of the Woldagi tribe rather than Yewlings. As he glanced at the other barbars, he saw many other Woldagi scattered among the townsfolk. His gut tightened. His breath came quick.

      Vedgif's frown deepened. "Very well. Chieftain Kard, I request your roof tonight for my men. The snows have grown thick outside, and we need warmth and shelter. We have traveled a long way this winter and must rest."

      The Rook waited, expectant. It was customary to grant wishes for hospitality among Baegardians. Bjorn hoped the same held true for barbars. But Kard stared back in silence, making no sign of whether he approved or not. Bjorn adjusted his grip on his sword. He tried to free it from the many furs still draped over him, but anxiety made his fingers clumsy.

      Finally, Kard shifted. "You stay here this night. You rest like the dead."

      The air shifted. Bjorn felt it immediately, the tenseness that filled everyone in the room, like the scent before a storm. The Hunters openly laid hands on their weapons. The barbars seemed one leap away from their own sharp tools.

      Not this. Bjorn was tired, hungry, cold, stiff. His legs were weak. His hands were shaking. His lungs could barely suck in a breath. Please, gray gods, not now.

      Vedgif had made no further moves. Egil, however, had positioned himself at the elder's other shoulder. Yaethun's son slowly scanned the men and women in the mead hall, as if taking their measure. Bjorn wondered if the sentry was as scared as he was, but doubted it.

      "Explain yourself," the first drang finally said.

      The Jünsden chieftain raised his arm to slowly sweep it across the room. "When you come here, into the Teeth, you enter the Jotun's land. You do not come at his call. So you are his prisoners. The Jotun decides your fate. Lay down your weapons. Now."

      The threat could not be more clear. Yet Vedgif did not budge. "I've never heard of this Jotun. A new chieftain of your people?"

      Kard smiled his beastly grin again. "He is king of chieftains, valley-man. He is mightiest warrior in Teeth. He is ruler here. Lay down your weapons, or your men die."

      Bjorn's heart thundered in his chest. It seemed like someone swung a mallet at his ribs again and again. Or your men die. He had never wanted to fight, never wanted to learn the sword. He did not want to kill or be killed. A sob welled up in his throat. His knees went weak.

      But behind it, his helplessness fueled something hot and burning. Bjorn reached for the embers of fury and fanned them into flame. It felt like clinging to a lone rope tethering him to a cliff, the only thing keeping him from the long, deadly drop.

      Vedgif seemed made of iron as he stared up at the chieftain. His next words would steer the course, Bjorn knew. To lay down their swords or to fight. He could barely breathe, barely listen.

      Choose, he thought desperately toward the man. Choose to live. 

      "I don't know this Jotun." Vedgif spoke each word with deliberation. "And Baegard recognizes no King of the Teeth. No man rules these peaks. And no barbar threatens Oakharrow and lives to see it."

      Hope fractured in his chest. Bjorn looked to Kard, willing him to back away, to laugh and say this was all in jest. But the strange man only furrowed his large brow.

      "Then you must be made to know him." Kard raised his hand and pointed. "Kill them."

      Like a bowstring's snap, everything burst into motion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            19. Fear or Fury

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Damned fools — I welcome death! Ovvash will claim you all in the end — and I'll be waiting with a blood-kissed axe!"

        

        - Erik the Fist, final words before hanging for usurpation

        

      

      Men around Bjorn sloughed off their remaining packs, shed extraneous furs, and grappled for shields and swords. They roared in sudden rage and terror, their eyes wide and wild. Keld yelled with them, his arm caught in the straps of his pack, looking more scared than angry. But he took up his axe and brandished it all the same. 

      Bjorn stood frozen amid it all. Opposing emotions battled for control. Men jostled him to and fro as they surged forward, bared weapons raised, and fell upon the barbars. The Woldagi and Yewlings had raised their sharp edges in turn. Screams echoed through the cave, cut through by clashing metal.

      Keld grabbed Bjorn's arm and shouted something he could not understand before the boy was swept away in the rush. Loridi and Seskef skirted by his vision, both calling to him before charging forward with the other Hunters. Though Bjorn had never thought of the pair as warriors, they wore as hard of expressions as the rest. He watched big Seskef swing a hammer around to crack into a bare-chested Yewling, smashing him against the rough, stone wall. The man spasmed and coughed, blood seeping from his mouth. Loridi wielded his sword like it was an axe, yet his lack of skill did not stop a man from falling beneath his first blow.

      Then he saw Egil Yaethunson. His hood was thrown back to show his bare head, shorn like veteran's. A silvery sword, Harrowsteel glittering on the edges, blurred in his hand. He leaped atop a table and cut one man down, then another. Their eyes met for a brief moment, and the sentry's face twisted in disgust before he turned away and met another foe.

      Spinning, he caught a glimpse of the bestial Kard grabbing Vedgif and tossing the elder over a table with a back-breaking throw. His men fought the strangers who suddenly flooded in from the entrance to the mead hall. More barbars had come up behind them. They were trapped.

      And it was his fault.

      He had led the company into the mountains on this futile hunt. Would he fail them now? Would he let them all be slaughtered and not even draw his weapon? He imagined the harsh words Annar would say if he saw him now. He pictured Yof's disappointment.

      You never know how a man will act in fear. His father had spoken those words once, back when he still owned his mind. He had been deep in his cups that night and was reminiscing over old battles and days of glory. Bjorn had never known what he meant before. He had never felt the fear that could lock up a man's muscles and mind. Fear that could turn a man into a coward.

      His panic sought to betray him and betray his men. It already had. But he would not allow it to any longer.

      He turned from the fear and reached for the fury boiling inside him instead.

      Bjorn threw his rucksack down, bent for his shield, and tore his sword free. He pushed through the crowd of men toward the battle. Anger burned away all thoughts and doubts. Two Hunters stood before him, their backs turned, their weapons lashing forward, spraying red across the stone and sending shadows dancing up the wall. Then one fell, and a burly barbar with a war-axe in each hand leaped toward Bjorn.

      He reacted by instinct. His shield rose and accepted the man's twin strikes. The blows numbed his arm, and Bjorn gasped at the impact. Even in the courtyard, he had never felt the full force of a man seeking to kill. But before the barbar could wrench his weapons free, he overcame the shock and stabbed back. The man grunted, then wheezed. As Bjorn drew back his sword, he saw the tip of it had turned red. 

      But even injured, the Woldagi retaliated, chopping forward with his axes. Bjorn threw up his shield again, his sword rising to bolster his defense. The impact nearly sent him to his knees.

      Quit flailing! he heard Blademaster Raldof cry in his head. Fight like you mean it! It's you or him! Choose to live, Djur take you!

      Even as the remembered words of his teacher further inflamed his anger, a sudden kick took Bjorn's breath away in a painful burst. He reeled backward and into the men behind him. The barbar followed fast, roaring and striking. Bjorn threw his shield up against those twin axes again and again. The barrier broke apart under the man's rage.

      I'm going to die. Fear was rising again, drowning the anger, but it did not douse it yet. He struck back, once, twice, but the barbar parried and evaded his blows. His shield-arm felt so weak he could barely raise the battered wood. Despite his injury, the man showed no weakness. His eyes were wide and eager. He saw the kill.

      Behind him, Bjorn glimpsed Keld stumbling, a red cut across his shoulder. Fear lanced through him afresh. But unlike worry for himself, this brought with it a desperate strength. All his men might die; he had accepted that. But he could not let the boy go with them.

      The barbar bore down on him again, and in that moment, Bjorn saw what his blademaster had always wished him to see. He pivoted, moving out of the barbar's way to strike at the flank the Woldagi had left wide open. His sword cut through the man's side, leaving a spurting gash in its wake. The man roared and fell to his knees.

      Bjorn did not follow up the blow as he should have. Instead, he turned and ran through the melee toward where Keld had fallen.

      A barbar stood over the boy. The man raised his axe for a final blow. A wild scream, born from someplace deep within he had not known existed, tore free of Bjorn.

      He threw himself forward.

      His broken shield hit the barbar first, the fragments of wood tearing as he went sprawling. Always follow through, his blademaster had told him, and Bjorn did, stabbing through the man's exposed thigh. An artery burst under his blade. The man screamed and fell to the ground. The barbar abandoned his weapon as he dragged himself away, one hand futilely trying to stem the wound.

      Bjorn swiftly scanned the area around him. Seeing no immediate threats, he kneeled next to Keld. The boy's eyes were wide and his breathing quick as he met Bjorn's gaze. 

      "Are you badly hurt?" Bjorn could barely hear himself over the battle.

      The boy shook his head.

      "I'll keep you safe, Keld." As the promise left his lips, Bjorn was surprised to find he believed it.

      He rose as another barbar came barreling toward him. This one wielded a sword, but no shield. If an opponent has no protection, make him pay, Blademaster Raldof's words came once more. Bjorn threw up his shield to intercept the barbar's sword. As it caught, he accepted the man's bruising punch with a wheezing grunt, but kept the presence of mind to cut out the man's leg.

      The Woldagi went down hard, swinging his sword wildly as he fell. Bjorn easily kept out of its way. He recognized the flailing as something he had often done when first learning the sword, born of a desperate hope. Now, he acted as Yof had during those sessions. His sword whacked into the man's back. But he did not hold a wooden practice sword that would leave no more than a welt; his Harrowsteel edge carved a deep, bloody wound into the barbar's spine.

      The man fell, twitched, then went still.

      "Back!" a familiar voice roared.

      Bjorn whipped his head around. Vedgif was pushing toward the entrance — and the only exit — of the mead hall. His sword dripped with blood.

      "Back!" the first drang roared again. "Retreat, you wool-headed fools!"

      Bjorn saw he was right. Enemies lay dead and dying around them, but there were still more barbars than Harrowmen. They had to leave, or the rest of their company would die as well.

      "Can you stand?" he yelled at Keld. But the boy was already rising, despite his face being a mask of pain. Bjorn tore his arm free from his ruined shield and moved to steady the lad.

      Before he could lend his support, Bjorn went flying to the ground.

      As he rolled clumsily to his feet, every sense screaming with pain, Bjorn glimpsed the bestial Kard charging at him, a long, heavy club rising for a swing. The chieftain had cuts all along his exposed torso, but seemed none the slower as he swung savagely at Bjorn.

      With no shield, Bjorn had no choice but to dodge. He threw himself to the ground. The club still found him, clipping him on the shoulder. Bjorn went tumbling over the bodies around him. His arm went numb even as fire raced up it into his skull.

      If your opponent is stronger than you, or faster than you, or has a longer reach, or tires slower than you, do not face him. Run.

      That had been the blademaster's advice during training, but Bjorn found it of little use now as he gained his feet. The huge barbar was intent on killing him; there was nowhere he could run. Kard swung, and Bjorn ducked, narrowly avoiding a swift death. There was no point in trying to retaliate. Even if he scored a blow, coming that near would only give Kard the opportunity to finish him off.

      But as he thought himself cornered, the chieftain went tumbling to the ground, roaring with fury. A man had cut his legs out from beneath him and now stood over the fallen giant. It was none other than Egil Yaethunson.

      The lawspeaker's son nimbly dodged away as the large barbar swung around behind him and rose to his knees. Despite Vedgif's command, Egil seemed to have no intentions of leaving.

      "We have to go!" Bjorn yelled at him, making for where Keld was limping toward the mead hall's exit.

      Egil seemed not to hear him, nor did he meet his eye.

      "I command you to come!" Bjorn yelled at him, though he doubted it would have any effect.

      The sentry's gaze flickered toward him. His lips twisted in a sneer. But even still, he began to edge around the felled Kard. The chieftain glowered at them, then bellowed something in his own tongue and pointed at their fleeing company.

      They were nearing the exit. Harrowmen had cut their way to the passage, and as Bjorn caught up with Keld, they pressed through the fighting and into the darkness ahead. His shield-arm still did not respond, so he sheathed his sword and braced the boy with his sword-arm. They stumbled up the tunnel as fast as they could. Others had gone before them, but at each turn, Bjorn expected a barbar to leap out and slaughter them both.

      Then, the wooden wall and its door appeared out of the gloom. Vedgif stood waiting, his blade bared and dripping onto the stone. Bjorn skittered to halt with him, letting Keld slump against the wall. He barely caught the heavy, fur cloak that Vedgif thrust against his chest.

      "Lord Heir!" Vedgif grunted. "You must leave, now!"

      Bjorn donned the cloak, the task made difficult by his numb arm. He glanced back down the tunnel. Screams and the sounds of weapons still echoed up it.

      "What about the rest of the men?"

      "My job is to keep you safe. Go!"

      Coward, a voice needled him. But a stronger voice spoke now. Even more than needing to be the brave son of Bor, he needed to keep Keld alive.

      Bjorn grabbed the boy and managed to fumble open the door. Blinding snow and frigid wind greeted them, immediately numbing the exposed skin of his face. Still, he pressed out into the storm, trying in vain to watch for men who might be waiting in ambush.

      "We're behind you!" he heard Vedgif yell from within. "Keep going!"

      Bjorn pulled Keld with him as he stumbled out into the blizzard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. A False Smile

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Never trust a man with metal in his skull."

        

        - Thoros Wolfjaw, Champion to the Last King of Baegard

        

      

      Aelthena awoke with his name burned into her mind.

      It was like he was a lover whose embrace she pined for. She had repeated his name, over and over, in so many different ways it had become less a word and more a promise. It felt as if she had barely slept as she imagined all the ways he would suffer.

      Silverfang.

      It was likely Bastor had lied to her. How could she trust a rogue who murdered three men — three men who had served him, no less — and in cold blood? But she remembered the merchant from that day of Nuvvog's Rage, at the elder enclave, where he had laughed as if he didn't possess a care in the world. And she knew the truth with unquestioning intuition.

      Silverfang.

      Morning light streamed in through the windows. She was sore and tired and stiff, but she could not have slept. Her heart clamored against her ribs like a caged wolf against its bars, snarling to be released. She lay staring at the light slowly crawling across the ceiling. She plotted.

      A knock came at the door sometime later. She rose at once and answered it.

      Asborn entered and took her hands, his brow creased with worry. "Are you feeling better? You look pale."

      It took her a moment to remember her excuse for leaving him the night before. So long ago. "I'm fine." She took her hands away. "What do you know of Silverfang?"

      He blinked. "The elder?"

      "Who else?"

      Asborn turned and closed the door, then eyed her with a peculiar expression. A moment later, it softened into sympathy. "Aelthena, if you need to be alone, you needn't say you're ill, not to me. I know you need space now, and I'll give you as much as you need."

      She stared at him a long moment before comprehension sunk in. "It's not that — I'm not broken and grieving. Can you just answer the question?"

      He flinched and averted his eyes. "Fine. What do you want to know?"

      Aelthena immediately regretted her harshness. Asborn had always been too soft for his own good, especially toward her. But there was nothing for it now. "He's known for drascale mining," she said. "That's how he made his fortune?"

      "Yes. But he has his hands in nearly every industry in Oakharrow."

      "Then he has agricultural interests? Farms and ranches?"

      "My mother would know more." His daily creases had returned to his brow. "Where is this coming from, Ael?"

      She wanted to tell him the truth. She hated hiding anything from him. Asborn was not merely a political ally; she loved him. Even if it was not as much as he loved her. But to tell him the truth, she would have to explain the night before, and confess that she had both lied to him and recklessly risked her life. She didn't know if she could stand seeing the hurt in his eyes.

      "I'm looking for food stores for the Winterbirth festivities," she said instead. "Grains, mead, meat, and the rest. I thought Silverfang might be a fine supplier."

      Relief flooded his expression. "I see. I thought… Well, that this might have something to do with finding our families' murderers."

      Her gut clenched like a washerwoman wringing out laundry. "Nothing like that," she said lightly.

      "I'm glad. I understand how you feel, Ael. But it's good you're taking an interest in the daily workings of the jarlheim. After all, you're the lady heir now. Everyone is looking up to you."

      She doubted that. Yet despite her cynicism, his words warmed her.

      "Skarl Thundson is on the loose," he went on. "The south wall is compromised. And Ha-Sypt has that dragon magic at their disposal. We're at war, even if no armies stand outside our walls."

      We're at war. And I'm the jarl's heir. Once more, the full weight of her responsibilities settled in. She could not turn aside from those in favor of this hunt. But she had a trail. She had to follow it to the end.

      Then I'll do both. She would find justice. And she would protect Oakharrow. The mere thought made her weary, despite the early hour of the morning. But this was no time for weakness.

      "I'll lead Oakharrow. I'll protect our people, but I need your help, Asborn. We must gather the jarls together for the Jarlmoot. We must tell the other leaders of Baegard we are at war. I know messengers have been sent — but with the threat facing us, it's not enough. You must tell them, Asborn."

      "Me?" He paled. "Are you sure that's wise?"

      "Yes." Aelthena spoke with more conviction than she felt. But who else was there? "I know you're nervous before other people in power. But behind me, you have the best blood and the most authority in Oakharrow. And you're male. Even if I didn't have to stay, that alone would better position you than me."

      She thought it best not to mention this idea had been his mother's suggestion. She doubted that would better incline him toward it.

      Asborn didn't deny her assertion. "But to leave, and now of all times… And when you've begun to feel unwell." 

      "Don't worry about that," she said quickly. "I'll be fine. Before you go, though, I need you to entrust the keep to my power."

      To his credit, Asborn only hesitated for a moment. "Of course. I'll tell my mother before I leave."

      "Thank you." She pressed his hand with a small smile. She had been certain he would acquiesce. Still, relief washed over her. Vigil Keep would soon be hers, at least until Asborn returned. It fell far short of the grandeur of the Harrowhall, but it was far better than living within it as a guest.

      As Aelthena pulled away, her mind turned inward, thinking over all she must do. She spoke her plans aloud, ordering and solidifying them.

      "I'll bolster the walls. Recruit every man and woman able and willing to fight. Yes, women too," she said at Asborn's surprised expression. "We deserve the same chance to defend our home as the men. War is upon us. Even if there are no armies outside our walls, even if no enemy has shown their face — still, we are at war. We cannot balk at doing what is necessary because of tradition."

      Asborn bowed his head. "I understand. But Aelthena, let your guardians and my keepers keep you safe. You are the jarl's heir, the inheritor of the Winter Mantle. You are the hope of Oakharrow. You must be careful."

      Aelthena nodded and turned away before he could perceive her true feelings. Careful was the last thing she intended to be.
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        * * *

      

      She found Lady Kathsla in Vigil Keep's chair-room.

      Aelthena entered with Pine at her shoulder. Frey and Ratclaw had been sent on separate errands. Asborn had earlier that afternoon departed on his journey with a company of keepers, and she had watched as he rode out the gates. Only once he had departed did she set her plan in motion. That much, at least, she felt she owed him, when she plotted and lied behind his back.

      It was awkward, she had to admit, approaching the Matron of Vigil Keep wearing one of Kathsla's own dresses. But it was another thought that made her halt halfway across the room.

      It came from nowhere. Kathsla stood there, doing nothing more than speaking with Vigil Keep's steward. But Aelthena was suddenly struck how often she had seen her own mother at exactly the same task. Mother. A twist of emotions coursed through her veins like scalding hot oil. 

      She had never stopped to mourn her or her brothers. She had only allowed herself to feel the triumph of the events' turnings. In her darker periods, she thought it meant she did not feel their spirits' passage, that something was wrong with her that their connection did not pass into the next life. But now she knew the truth. Fear had numbed the pain for a time, fear of drowning in that deep well of sorrow. But the walls around her grief were quickly crumbling.

      Kathsla glanced over at her. Pine murmured a question. She could not long stand here like a goat before a wolverine. Aelthena steeled her resolve. I'm doing this for Mother. I must be strong for her. She did not know how to exist as anything but strong. The jarl's heir did not succumb to mourning. The heir did not weep. So she pretended no sorrow filled her. And slowly, ever so slowly, it faded to a dull ache once more.

      Aelthena found her composure again and continued her approach. "Kathsla," she called across the room. "If I may steal a moment of your time."

      The matron only paused a moment before nodding. Even as declared allies, they both knew it was more than a request coming from the jarl's heir. At the aged woman's gesture, the steward saluted each of them and, with a murmured blessing, took his leave. Aelthena gestured Pine back, and the guardian obliged, though he kept a watchful eye on her. He probably thinks I'm as fragile as Asborn does. She embraced the sliver of anger it evoked. Better to feel that than the weakness she had before.

      "Kathsla," she spoke aloud, "thank you for meeting on such short notice."

      The woman arched one thinning eyebrow. "You didn't give much choice, did you?"

      Aelthena only shrugged. "With the Winterbirth soon arriving, I didn't think this could wait."

      "And the Winterbirth is your primary concern right now?"

      "Not my primary concern, of course. But our people have undergone many hard times of late. They need something to take their minds off their troubles. The Winterbirth is the perfect opportunity."

      She did not share her other, private motivation for advocating the festival. Her mother had always treasured the Winterbirth celebration. As relatively unimportant as it might be to honor it amid everything else, Aelthena found herself clinging to the small memorialization all the same.

      Kathsla scrutinized her for a long moment. "Perhaps so. Or perhaps they should continue to have these hard times in mind as we have war on our hands." The Matron of Vigil Keep smiled with little warmth. "But it is not for me to decide. I am not the lady heir."

      Aelthena chose to ignore the gibe. "My question is whether Hervor Silverfang would be an appropriate merchant to approach. The Winterbirth requires much in the way of food, I'm sure you know, and I've heard Silverfang may have the requisite stores."

      "Perhaps he would. He has his hands in many places across Oakharrow these days. But he'll require payment, and I wasn't aware you might have the silver to meet his price."

      Aelthena hesitated. Most of the Harrowhall's treasure had been stored within its walls, and little had been recovered. No doubt any surviving silver and gold had soon been snatched up by scavengers after Nuvvog's Rage.

      "Not all my family's reserves were kept within the Harrowhall's walls. What remains is adequate for this purchase." It was not entirely untruthful, even if the wealth remaining to her was but a pittance to what they lost, and far short of anything she might need for such a festival.

      Kathsla inclined her head, though her eyes continued to doubt. "If you say."

      "But tell me," Aelthena pressed, not to be dissuaded. "Is Silverfang the man to approach?"

      "If you think it wise."

      Aelthena forced a smile. "Thank you, Kathsla. Your assistance is incalculable."

      "I'm sure." The matron returned the smile with equal suspicion.

      "Now if you'll excuse me, I have business to attend to. But I did mean to ask, would it trouble you if I used the keep's chair-room for my meeting?"

      Lady Kathsla's silvered eyebrow rose once again. But she soon nodded. "Of course. Vigil Keep is at your disposal, as my son instructed."

      "Thank you." Aelthena turned away, glad Asborn's word held weight with his mother. But as she strode from the room, Kathsla's gaze on her back, she doubted the old crone's submissiveness would last long.
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        * * *

      

      "Shall I bring him in, m'lady?"

      Aelthena held tight to the stone arms of Hawk's Perch as she met Pine's gaze. It felt strange to sit in the chair of Vigil Keep, despite being the jarl's heir and given rights to the bastion. A guilty conscience, perhaps? a mocking thought came to her. She pushed it down. She was doing what she had to do. For her family. For the jarlheim.

      For yourself? the voice spoke again.

      She summoned as much authority as she possessed. "Yes," she said. "He may enter."

      Pine bowed and strode back toward the double doors to the chair-room.

      Frey, who stood at the base of the chair, glanced up at her with an arched eyebrow. Aelthena did not return the look. He had already expressed his doubts about trusting Bastor's word in this. But she could not back down now. She had to know the truth, consequences be damned.

      Hervor Silverfang flashed a grin as he entered. His namesake silver tooth winked in the sunlight streaming in from the high windows. She gripped the arms of the stone chair harder. How she longed to order Frey to pry that silver tooth from his traitorous mouth then and there.

      "My lady," the merchant said boisterously as he approached. "But then, I hear I should call you 'Lady Heir' these days."

      Aelthena gave him a thin smile. "Call me what you will."

      She nodded at Ratclaw, who stood at the chair-room's doors. The weaselly guardian complied by shutting them and setting himself before them.

      Silverfang glanced back, skepticism plain on his face. His guards cast wary gazes around the room.

      "So this is to be a private audience," the merchant observed, a sliver of his bluster lost. "To what do I owe the honor?"

      Honor. She knew he could know nothing of honor. "I'm hoping you can help me, Hervor Silverfang."

      That snake of a man bowed, all sycophantic flattery. "I serve at your leisure, Lady Heir."

      While he was still bent, Aelthena gave the signal.

      From a shadowed alcove, Pine emerged, his face set in a grimace. The guardian raised a crossbow and took aim. By the door, Ratclaw drew his sword. Noticing them, Silverfang's guards shouted and drew their own swords.

      Before they could do more, though, Frey skipped across the distance and, his own blade sliding from its sheath, held it to one of the guard's throats. "I'd drop those if I were you," he said pleasantly, nodded toward their hands.

      The guards glanced at one another. Then, as one, their weapons clattered to the ground.

      The merchant backed toward the door, his arms raised, his eyes wide. "Don't kill me! Please, I beg of you!"

      Ratclaw stepped forward, his face twisted in disgust, and grabbed him by the arm. "Come on, man," he muttered, directing him away from the exit. "Have some self-respect."

      The guardian, though by no means a large man, had no issue dragging Silverfang back across the chamber. The man's guards could do nothing but watch as their master fell to his knees at Aelthena's feet.

      You never know how a man will act when he's afraid. Her father had said it countless times before his mind turned cold. Now, as the once-blustering merchant cowered before her, she saw the truth of the words.

      She rose from Hawk's Perch and descended the stairs to stand over him. "Tell me what you know of my family's murders."

      Silverfang twitched. He glanced over his shoulder at the scene behind him, then looked up cringing, not quite meeting her eyes. "I don't know what you mean, Lady Heir," he whined. "What could I tell you?"

      Blood hammered in her temples. "Don't play coy. I know what you did. How you bribed Troel Magurson. How you bade him to allow in a group of Yewlings without inspection. Those Yewlings bore with them a Sypten sorcerer, the sorcerer who destroyed my home and killed my family. But you already know that, don't you?"

      With each accusation, Silverfang's chest heaved faster. He half-rose to his feet, but Ratclaw gave a derisive snort and kicked his legs out from under him, sending him tumbling back to the carpeted stone.

      The merchant did not bother rising from his knees this time. "Please, m'lady, my Lady Heir. I don't know what you're talking about!"

      Before she realized what she intended, Aelthena closed the distance between them, took a hold of the man's hair, and wrenched his head back. Part of her reveled in the small revenge. Another part squirmed with repulsion at the violence.

      "I told you not to play coy." Her voice was so cold she wondered how it could be her own. "Now tell me the truth, or my man will slit your throat."

      Silverfang's mouth hung open. Sounds gurgled at the back of his throat as he struggled for words. Before he could form any coherent sentences, though, the doors rattled with pounding fists.

      "Open up!" a man's muffled voice demanded. "By order of Lady Kathsla, Matron of Vigil Keep, you are to open these doors at once!"

      Frey exchanged a glance with Aelthena. He did not have to speak for both to know who waited out there. They had expected keepers from the beginning. She had just hoped they would not come so soon. In theory, she should possess the authority to order them away. But if Lady Kathsla pitted her will against Aelthena's, she doubted even the title of heir would sway them long over loyalty to clan and their thane's family.

      Clenching her jaw, she looked back to the captured merchant, still trapped in her grasp. Silverfang's eyes darted between her and the door. His lips sealed closed. 

      Gray bloody gods. She wrenched his hair harder. His cry of pain made her stomach turn, but she tried to ignore it.

      "If you think they'll save you before you're dead, you're wrong. All it would take is one small slice of a knife. So if you want to stay alive, you'd better start talking."

      The merchant's trembling lips parted, but only a whisper came out. "You wouldn't dare. I'm an important man, a very important man—"

      "Whom I'll kill without hesitation." She leaned forward, close enough to his face to choke on his sickeningly florid breath and musky perfume. "Why did you let the Syptens in?" she hissed. "What is your plan? Who else is involved?"

      Still, Silverfang hesitated. Shouting grew louder and more insistent beyond the door. Ice seemed to spread through her chest and up into her skull, cold and numbing. Aelthena glanced up at Ratclaw, holding her intentions firmly in her mind, and forcing herself not to flinch away from them. The guardian seemed crestfallen, knowing what he must do. But he stepped forward all the same and placed his sword on the merchant's exposed throat. Silverfang began to shake in Aelthena's grasp, and the edge of the blade pierced his flabby skin. Blood trickled down to stain his collar.

      "Let's answer the lady heir, shall we?" Frey called from where he detained his guard. "It might be your last chance."

      Like a dam before a flood, Silverfang broke. "It wasn't my idea! Please, you must believe me — he promised me, ordered me, threatened me. I didn't have a choice!"

      Her voice did not tremble as she demanded, "Who? Who are you talking about?"

      The doors shuddered with a reverberating boom. Aelthena feared they would burst open. But for the moment at least, they held.

      Again, the merchant hesitated. Aelthena shook him again, inadvertently cutting him deeper on Ratclaw's blade.

      "Yaethun!" he blurted. "It was all Yaethun's idea!"

      She loosened her grip on his hair and straightened. Her body felt numb in a different way now, the feeling hot and prickling her skin.

      "Yaethun?" she repeated. "Yaethun Brashurson, the lawspeaker?"

      "Yes, yes, that Yaethun! He came to me with plans and grand schemes a year ago, and threatened to expose my other—" Silverfang seemed to think better of what he'd been about to say. "He said he would take back his father's throne, his rightful Mantle, and he demanded my aid!"

      His rightful Mantle. All these years, Yaethun had served the Bears. And he had plotted his revenge the entire time.

      "What did you receive in return?" she asked. Her mind had gone calm, like the stillness after a storm's passage.

      The merchant moistened his lips. "He promised trade advantages across the jarlheim. A slice of the whole fruit pie, as they say."

      Greed. Simple avarice had motivated this man's sins. Her family dead, because one rich man wasn't rich enough.

      But her fury did not command her now, only a need to understand. "Why now? Why betray us?"

      Silverfang stared at her like she was mad. "Your father killed his father and brother! Bor the Bear took everything from him. He made him spit on his family's memories to stay alive. Yaethun's been meaning to take it back ever since the day old Brashur's head rolled from the chopping block."

      She had always known it was possible that the lawspeaker was disloyal. But two decades had seemed too long to feign such an act. Why would he move now? What had changed?

      Then another connection formed. Yaethun was responsible. Silverfang had his portion of the blame, but it was Yaethun who had truly killed her family.

      The doors burst open. Aelthena, startled from her whirling thoughts, looked up to a dozen keepers flooding the room, seaxes drawn and spears leveled. Chief Keeper Brynjar entered after, and hobbling in a moment later came Lady Kathsla. The woman's shrewd eyes took in the sight of the detained men, the drawn blades, and sniveling Silverfang. She looked up and met Aelthena's eyes.

      "Lady Heir Aelthena, order your men to release Elder Hervor Silverfang and his guards."

      Aelthena held her gaze. Asborn's mother had never been very warm toward her, but she had never looked more frost-bent than she did in that moment. Yet she stood her ground. "What will you do with him?"

      Kathsla's eyebrows rose. "Release him. I can't very well keep the richest and most influential Balturg merchant locked up, can I?"

      Aelthena wanted to list his crimes and give all the reasons the matron should do just that. Yaethun might be the one pulling the strings, but it did not diminish her desire to make Silverfang pay for every bit of harm he had done to her family and the jarlheim. Yet she could not speak freely here. The room was full of keepers, Balturgs who might be bought just as Troel Magurson had been. The truth had to remain hidden.

      She nodded at her guardians. "Release them."

      Frey and the others lowered their weapons and stepped back from their captives. The guards bent at once to retrieve their fallen swords, their faces flushed, while their master stumbled to his feet and scampered up to stand next to Kathsla. Silverfang was still visibly trembling, but somehow, despite the blood trickling down his neck, the bastard wore a smile.

      "Keepers," the Matron of Vigil Keep said, "please escort the guardians to their chambers and keep them there. And I believe Lady Heir Aelthena would also like to return to her room."

      Aelthena clenched her teeth as the chief keeper and his men advanced. She debated briefly countermanding the order with one of her own. But she did not doubt who they would obey.

      "Yes," Aelthena said aloud. "I believe some rest would do me well."

      Though she doubted anyone was deceived by her willingness, the guards did not lay hands on her, but respectfully walked by her side, as if they were escorting her as protection instead of captors. As she passed by Silverfang, she met his mocking stare with a cold one of her own.

      We'll see who gets the last laugh, she promised the grinning merchant. We'll see how much you smile with your head on a pike.

      But even in her head, the words rang false.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            21. The Killing Snow

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "The hardest part was not to kill the beast. It was to trudge through the snow to get there."

        

        - Yofam Dragontooth, Slayer of the wyvern Vardraith, First Drang of the Iron Band

        

      

      Bjorn rode Clap blindly through the stormy night. Only one thought remained to him as the terror tore the others away.

      We're going to die.

      Darkness had long since fallen. Instead of easing, the blizzard had only grown worse. They were blind, liable to ride over a cliff at any moment. But they could not stop, neither to shelter nor rest. To stop now would mean the barbars catching them. To stop would mean their deaths. Just as the rest of his company had died.

      We're going to die.

      His hands and feet had long since gone numb. Beneath him, Clap panted heavily, his strides growing weaker as he broke through ever deeper snow. Those few who had escaped had no stores of food, no extra furs beyond the ones on their backs. No shelter was to be found, nor water or fire. All that was not on their persons had been abandoned in the flight for their lives. But unless Djur himself sheltered them in his hands, they were completely vulnerable to elements. And Bjorn doubted any god would intervene in their fates.

      We're going to die.

      He repeated the words to himself, over and over, like they were a prayer. He was tired, hungry, and thirsty; he was scared and lost. He followed the others ahead of him, knowing they had no better idea as to where they were heading, but still hoping they did. He had little experience trekking through the Teeth and even less through the winter-locked tors. But he knew their chances of survival were slim.

      So he asserted that future which he already knew, as if by facing it, he might accept it as a man should rather than cringe away in fear. If Jünsden had taught him anything, it was that he possessed no bravery beyond his scholar's courage — and that was no courage at all.

      The others had faded to silhouettes before and behind him. They had briefly taken stock of who had escaped just before the last of the light faded. Vedgif had made it, as had Loridi and Seskef. Egil, too, had survived. And Keld had come out, though the boy's face had been pinched with pain from his shoulder wound. A few other men whose names he did not know rode with them as well, one of them the Vurg he remembered from the day they formed their ill-fated company. He had not trusted the man then. But out here, set against the wrath of the Teeth with barbars close on their trail, even Vurgs became allies.

      There was one pinprick of hope, asserted by the first drang. The blizzard had been unrelenting, and the falling snow should have covered their tracks enough to make it difficult for their pursuers to follow. Unless the Woldagi were mad enough to come out into the storm after them, they had half a night's lead on them as well — for as much good as it would do them.

      They endured, plodding forward with the single-minded resoluteness Harrowmen were known for, a quality for which Bjorn had always yearned. With nothing to see and too much to fear, Bjorn's thoughts drifted. He hoped Yonik was alive. It was possible the gothi had returned to the mead hall after his scouting only to discover the ambush and flee. More likely, though, he had met the others' fate. Yonik, the priest who had slain a greatbear, who seemed impervious to all discomfort and danger during their trek, was now likely dead.

      His bitter thoughts spiraled ever downward. He wondered why he had ever ventured into these merciless mountains. Why he had expected to claim vengeance and uncover their enemies when winter still reigned. Why he had led the Hunters so willingly into the clutches of Yewlings, when the Sypten sorcerer had entered Oakharrow with those same barbars.

      Perhaps it was better that he die out here.

      His thoughts labored to drag him down at every moment, yet he clung to Clap's neck and carried on. Little as he might deserve to live, he could not give up while his body had breath. Annar would have carried on, as would Yof. His father would have endured no matter the obstacle. And the gods knew Aelthena had never given up on anything to which she set her mind.

      The silhouettes of his party had gathered in a knot ahead. Bjorn continued forward until his companions' faces came into dim recognition and halted next to them.

      "It will be light soon!" Vedgif shouted over the gale. "We must seek shelter!" Though his skin seemed leather, even the Rook looked miserable in the clawing wind.

      Then Bjorn noticed first drang was looking at him. His numb mind worked, but he could find no response. What could the man expect from him? None of his decisions had ended well this journey. Exile heir he might be, but the only place he could lead these men was to their deaths. He had already doomed most of his company.

      Vedgif's gaze was hard to bear, but Egil's was worse. The lawspeaker's son watched him with unveiled disgust. Bjorn could not meet his eyes. He knew he deserved every drop of his contempt, even if it still made him smolder with dampened fury.

      Vedgif seemed to give up on him and looked to the others. "We'll search the surrounding cliffs, see if we can find any caves!"

      By the time they discovered an alcove large enough to shelter them all, the snows had begun to thin, and the world brightened to a dusky gray. Some among them dug up handfuls of snow to suck out the moisture, but Vedgif quickly put an end to it. He cautioned them that eating too much snow could kill a man. Bjorn's throat was in agony from being so dry, but as in everything else, he obeyed his first drang.

      Vedgif had already formed a plan for their thirst. Risking a fire, they ignited a small pile of relatively dry tinder with Loridi's spark stones, which he kept tied around his neck, and began to melt snow in a pot Seskef had left secured to his horse. They lacked food for themselves and had only two bags of feed. Vedgif made the hard choice and ordered one of the horses slaughtered. The rest of their mounts, hungry and exhausted, became even more unsettled as they snuffed the blood of their kind. The couple handfuls of oats spread over the snow did little to placate them. Bjorn knew he should have volunteered Clap for the unhappy sacrifice, but had been unable to bear the thought of losing his long-time companion, now most of all.

      They could not risk a fire for long. The meat was still dripping blood before they began tearing into it. Even tough, half-raw, and devoid of salt or spices, Bjorn craved the food. His belly was empty enough to be grateful for anything to fill it. Seskef took the first watch while the rest of the company lay down in an attempt to rest. Bjorn doubted he had slept at all before Vedgif roughly shook him awake.

      "Best be going." The first drang stood and immediately bent over again, wracked with sudden coughs. Many had gathered coughs overnight, but Vedgif's sounded the worst. Bjorn hoped it was not a sign of more to come. If the stout warrior fell, he knew the rest of them would soon follow.

      The second day's march was more miserable than the first. They walked the horses now, fearing another day's ride might kill their mounts. Their snowshoes, earlier left in the mead hall's stable with their mounts, only just made the chore bearable. The sun showed itself between the gray clouds, warming them almost to the point of not being numb. But Bjorn's fear had only grown with the break in the storm. Their tracks would no longer be covered by snow. Even with Egil periodically brushing their trail by dragging a pine branch across the tracks, it would only hide their path from the most cursory glance. Bjorn doubted their pursuers would be careless.

      Maybe the blizzard turned them back. Maybe they gave up. They sounded like vain hopes even in his head.

      They stopped for the night at another shallow cave and sat around a small fire, melting snow and tearing at the near-raw meat of the rest of the horse they had killed. The remaining horses looked likely to fall dead where they stood. Their food was almost depleted, and they had not had adequate shelter or warmth for two days running. Conversation was nearly nonexistent, each listening for signs of pursuit. All Bjorn heard was the incessant howl of the wind.

      The exception to the gloom was Loridi, who grew more loquacious as the circumstances grew ever more dire. "Mead," the willowy man sighed. "Warming mead — doesn't that sound like a dream? We didn't even get a drink in that mead hall before they kicked us out. Ah, what I wouldn't give for a mug of mead."

      He silenced as Vedgif stood. The first drang looked slowly around at the few men gathered around the fire. Everyone waited expectantly, though what for, Bjorn could not have said. A miracle, he realized. Even now, he and the others looked to the old warrior to save them from their inevitable end, though it had to be beyond the ability of any man.

      "We know our enemy now." Vedgif was still hoarse from coughing, but his voice was firm. "The Woldagi are at war with Oakharrow. They have subdued the Yewlings and made them serve their cause. Ha-Sypt is likely backing them. But ultimately, it is this 'Jotun,' this King of Chieftains, we must fight. We know little, it's true. Not enough to warrant the loss of so many lives. But if their sacrifices are not to be in vain, we must turn back to Oakharrow. Then, come spring, we will return for the greatest green hunt the Teeth have ever seen."

      The remaining Hunters gave murmurs of assent. Bjorn looked around at the men and their half-lit expressions. This is how a true leader commands. He was glad the darkness covered his flush of shame.

      "We've lost our pursuit," Vedgif continued, asserting the statement with more confidence than Bjorn felt. "We know our path forward. Now, we must survive until we can return."

      Survive. Never before had that seemed such a tall task. And it was all they could hope to do now. There would be no revenge or justice. That dream would have to die if any of them were to remain alive.

      The Vurg whose name Bjorn did not know kept watch while the rest of the ragged company settled down into a hollow they had carved in the snow. The ground leeched the remaining heat from his bones. Bjorn hugged himself, shivering. He knew his well-made garments were bound to keep him warmer than some of the others; Keld, for one, wore the thinnest furs. But the thought brought no comfort, but only more guilt.

      But we're going home now. Soon, this misery will end.

      His eyes burned with his desire for it. He would have accomplished nothing for all of his Hunters' deaths. But at least the others would be saved. Somewhat relieved by the thought, he curled into a ball and tried to sleep.

      A man cried out in the night, then abruptly fell quiet.

      Bjorn shot upright, his eyes wide and staring into the darkness, his heart racing. He could see little. Their fire had been stamped out, and the darkness was near complete. His breath came quick. He wondered what could be stalking them even now. Wolves, hungry after the long winter? A greatbear, risen too early from its slumber?

      Or men bent on blood?

      Then he made out the silhouettes slowly approaching. He could not tell if they were men or wolves or just his imagination, so faint were they in the night. Better a live fool than a dead one.

      "Attack!" he tried to cry out, but the word came out weakly. He tried again. "We're being atta—!"

      A hand, clapped over his mouth, cut off the words. His tongue tasted sour leather.

      "No talk," a man whispered in his ear, the words heavily accented. "Or your blood stains snow."

      Bjorn struggled for a moment until he felt a cold, sharp edge press against his skin. Only then did he accept it was over. Around him, the sounds of fighting, swords clashing and men grunting, had started, but were swiftly silenced. From the trees, the light of a fire came closer until a tall, hairy man emerged bearing a torch. Bjorn recognized him at once.

      "Simple to track," the Chieftain of Jünsden said as he looked around at the subdued Harrowman. "Too simple. But the hunt is done, and I have won." He gestured at Bjorn and the other Hunters. "Take them. We go to the Jotun come day."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22. Traitor’s Reward

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In my studies of the Inscribed and the stories surrounding them, I have learned one primary lesson:

        Men are often the pieces by which they play their games and conduct their contests. If a god comes to you, fear is better counsel than awe.

        

        - Commentary on Tales of the Inscribed, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      Aelthena once more paced the length of the room.

      How much longer? she thought, and not for the first time. How much longer will you keep me here, you old hag?

      While the keepers had taken Frey and the other guardians to Vigil Keep's dungeons, Aelthena had been locked in her room. Kathsla had left her with little more than a wry promise that she would return to deal with her after she answered to the protests of the Balturg elders — again, she made sure to point out — and made amends to Silverfang. Any soft, familial feelings the woman might have held for her seemed to have disappeared with Aelthena's flouting of her authority.

      Since then, the sun had long ago set. And so Aelthena paced, back and forth, back and forth, turning over in her mind all she had done and learned. But she always came back to the same conclusion.

      Yaethun Brashurson. Traitor to the man who had given him a second chance. Traitor to his home and the whole of the jarlheim he wished to rule. She had little trouble believing it. Now that she thought over it, she could see how long-simmering resentment would have turned him to treachery. How had she missed it before? If she had not quite believed his transformation genuine, she least thought it in his best interest to continue serving the Bears.

      I never suspected this.

      She shoved guilt aside for the moment and turned over the implications. Silverfang, she was sure, had been a means to an end, serving as a liaison between Yaethun and the sentry Troel, and perhaps useful in other ways. But the merchant worked at Yaethun's orders, and only benefitted if the lawspeaker — soon-to-be former lawspeaker, if she had anything to say for it — gained power. Yaethun had a legitimate claim to the Winter Mantle through his deposed father, and gods knew he had the motivation. He was the puppeteer, she was sure.

      Except… where had Nuvvog's Rage come from? Aelthena had assumed it must be some hellish Sypten invention, particularly as a disguised Sypten had first brought it to Oakharrow. But if that were the case, Ha-Sypt would be the one behind it all, and Yaethun only its face here in the city.

      Thinking over how far Yaethun's web of influence might extend, she startled at another thought. His son, Egil — he had gone with Bjorn. Worry gnawed at her. Had Yaethun instructed Egil to kill Bjorn while they were out in the frozen wilds? How loyal did she know his company to be? But that was beyond her control now. From the clouds that extended over the Teeth the past few days, fresh winter storms had settled over the mountains. No messenger she sent would be able to reach them. If I still retain the authority to send a messenger.

      But none of these revelations changed her immediate plans: get out of Vigil Keep and find a way to Yaethun. These past few days, he had been spending more and more time away from Vigil Keep. She had believed it to be at her behest as her eyes and ears in the city. Now, she suspected he had been spreading his insurrection from his family estate in the Oakheart district. And now Silverfang might warn Yaethun she would be coming — only, she guessed he would refrain. If he did tell, Yaethun might determine it had been Silverfang who had squeaked his name, and the merchant seemed one to always put himself first.

      She was still pacing and plotting when her door cracked open to admit Kathsla. The bent woman gave her a hard look, but waved her guards to stay behind the door. Aelthena was glad that much trust remained between them. As the matron of Vigil Keep stopped before her, she demanded, "What in Ovvash's hells were you thinking?"

      Aelthena had to admit, despite her diminutive stature, the old woman had an intimidating presence. She stiffened her back. "I did what I had to do."

      "Death threats! In my son's chair-room, and against Balturg men! You've put me in an impossible position, Aelthena."

      Aelthena opened her mouth to respond, then paused. What could she say? The only reasonable explanation was the truth. But telling too many people the truth would endanger her hunt for Yaethun. And whatever they had said before, did she know she could trust Kathsla? She had kept the secret of her son's and Aelthena's infidelity for years. Asborn trusted her implicitly — though a son often trusts his mother blindly. But was that enough?

      She pressed her lips together and said nothing.

      Kathsla stared at her for a several long moments. Finally, she sighed, then gestured toward a pair of chairs by a window. "Come, sit. My back does not hold up for long these days."

      Aelthena followed her and sat, wary. The aged woman was not one to capitulate easily. She suspected, even now, the matron was plotting a way to crack her. Kathsla stared off toward the wall for a moment, seeming thoughtful, before turning her gaze toward Aelthena. "Do you know the story of Laeanna?"

      Aelthena hid her surprise. Even suspicious as she was, a story was the last angle she had expected. "I don't. Is it a tale from the Witterland?"

      "No. It is from the time after our people settled in the Baegardian valley. It was told to me when I was a little girl — long ago, now." The aged woman smiled wryly.

      Aelthena gestured around her. "I'm all but your prisoner. I suppose I have no choice but to listen."

      Kathsla gave her a shrewd look. "No, I suppose you do not. It begins with a woman, Laeanna, a thrall living up near Djurshand. As a slave, she was forced to live through all manners of evil — Yusala protect her and all those like her. One winter, she conceived of a child from a father unknown. Laeanna treasured the babe even though he was a bastard born of rape, and she worried over his small and sickly form. She barely slept for two months as she tended to his every need. But all was for naught, for the child did not survive the winter. She went to bury the poor thing in the hard dirt down near a stream, but first sat next to its frozen waters. For a time, she didn't move. Perhaps she never meant to leave, but simply join her child in the unwelcoming ground.

      "But it was not the will of the gods. As the night wound on, Laeanna looked up from her frigid vigil to see a woman in a snowfox coat approaching. Darkness seemed to fall like water from her, and the two moons huddled close over her shoulders. Knowing this to be Ovvash, the Mistress of Death, Laeanna said, 'Bear me away with this sweet babe, Goddess. I have no more need of this life.' She stretched her hand up to the woman, and kept her dead baby held tightly against her breast.

      "The woman spoke: 'It is not your time to join your forebears, my child. For you, I have a gift. But you must release the babe to my care, or all else will be for naught.'

      "This was more than Laeanna could bear. She kept the baby close and refused. 'You must, Laeanna,' the woman insisted. Laeanna was frightened that this ghostly woman knew her name, and ever more certain it was a goddess before her. But still, she refused.

      "The goddess continued. 'Then I will show you what my gift would be, should you choose to accept it.' And the Lady of the Moons pulled from within her cloak a small cloth bag, not much larger than the size of an apple.

      "'What is it?' Laeanna asked, finally curious. 'Gold?'

      "'Seeds,' the goddess responded. 'Seeds that will give you great prosperity and power, should you choose it.'

      "The thrall shook her head. 'I've never wanted such things. All I want is my babe back.'

      "'That is beyond mine or any other being's grasp,' the Lady of the Moons said. 'But I do know something you may want: freedom.'

      "'Freedom?' Laeanna thought of being rid of her tyrannical master, whose abuse she had long suffered. Yet, though she had always yearned for freedom, it took the goddess all through the long night to convince her. It is no small task to give up one's baby, as you might imagine. The morning rays were glittering on the snow-capped Teeth when the Lady of the Moons finally said, 'Laeanna! This is your last chance. If you refuse this gift, look no more to life, but only to death. But should you choose it, a life of freedom is yours.'

      "'Finally, Laeanna consented, and gave up her cold babe. The goddess cradled it with gentle arms, and bestowed the small bag upon Laeanna in return. Then, as the first sunbeams reached toward her, she vanished. It was, of course, Skirsala, Goddess of the Harvest, and the seeds she had given Laeanna were potent indeed.

      "Laeanna, seeing no other course than to follow the goddess's instructions, went to plant these seeds at the base of a cliff, far from the paths of men. Within moments, despite the snow and the cold, the seeds had grown into four flowers of the deepest violet. Skirsala had told her, in the course of her persuasions, that this was Ovvash's Kiss, a powerful and potent poison, which she must use on her master. Murder was not agreeable to Laeanna; yet the wrongs of the past and promises of the future pulled at her stronger. And so she did as the goddess bade.

      "She arrived at the house barely missed and put on her master's morning meal. Unbeknownst to him, she slipped the petals from Ovvash's Kiss into his food and drink. Mere minutes after taking a bite, he began choking, his face swelling, and he fell to the ground, dead. His two sons, seeing this, rose and seized Laeanna, knowing full well she had prepared the food. They immediately hung her from a tree in their yard."

      Aelthena waited in silence for the rest of the story. When a minute had passed and the old matron had still said nothing, but only stared at her, she finally relented. "So the woman murdered and paid for it. Are you trying to let me know my own fate with that sprite tale?"

      Kathsla smiled. "No, Aelthena. This is not a morality tale in that way, for you are missing some crucial details. You see, Laeanna's master had neglected his harvest sacrifice that past season. Skirsala meant to exact her revenge for the disrespect and make an example of him. Laeanna, just as any mortal, was nothing but a means for her. She meant nothing."

      She felt her temper rising. "So the world is capricious and we should all consent to the gods playing with us as they would."

      "Baltur's mercy, but you are as stubborn as your father." The matron sighed. "Perhaps there are many lessons contained in that myth. What I mean by it is this: as the jarl's heir, you must see the greater game at play in any situation. You must look beyond what is before your eyes and see the players directing it just out of sight."

      "I know the players now." She forced herself to cut off quickly. She still was not sure she wanted to reveal anything more. Kathsla did not strike her as a woman of small ambition. Perhaps she is with the other conspirators, she realized. Perhaps she means to elevate her son without his needing to bloody his hands, as he would never do. But that, too, seemed too far to stretch suspicion. Asborn's mother had taken her into her den, as it were. She had mentored her, after a fashion. And they were to be family; surely, that counted for something, and had seemed to during their last private conversation in her room.

      "You mean Silverfang?" The matron let out a short laugh. "He is a clever, no doubt of that, but he lacks the spine for rebellion. No, there will be others behind him. They are the ones we must eradicate, Aelthena. And we must do it swiftly and without quarter, for any misstep may ruin all."

      Yaethun. It has always been Yaethun. The truth was on the tip of her tongue. Part of her wanted to confide in her; the greater part of her, in fact. But still, she found the words sticking in her throat.

      Kathsla seemed to see. Uncharacteristic softness fell on her lined face. "You must know, Aelthena, I would never betray my son's betrothed. I will never betray you. Once, I shared your ambitions: to rule, to command, to be respected and obeyed. But I have a son now, and I hope to one day have grandchildren. It is not myself that I strive for now, but them."

      Asborn's mother reached out and took Aelthena's hand. She stiffened in surprise. They had rarely touched, and never in such an intimate way. Yet she did not pull away, but sat, silent and listening.

      "Please, daughter-to-be, let me help you as I have helped you before. We face too many threats to withhold from one another."

      Aelthena stared into those blue eyes, so reminiscent of Asborn's, and found her resistance crumbling. She could not refute her points, not with anything but an overabundance of caution. But the woman was right. She would need allies if she was not only to outmaneuver Yaethun and Silverfang, but also face Ha-Sypt and any others pitted against them.

      She pressed the matron's hand in return. "You're right. If there's anyone I'm able to trust, it's you."

      Kathsla smiled. "Good. Now, tell me all you know."

      And so Aelthena did; she confessed everything. She told of her and Frey's excursion into the Squalls. She told of meeting the mysterious Bastor and the information he had told them, though she kept his three murders to herself. She told of Silverfang, and the traitor's name he had given her before the keepers broke through.

      All the while, Kathsla watched her silently, one eyebrow raised. As Aelthena finished, she said, "Well, I cannot say I'm surprised. He always was a slippery bastard, Yaethun Brashurson. And Silverfang, too." Asborn's mother shook her head. "What has Oakharrow come to that this is the way its men behave?"

      "A place that needs its women to lead."

      The matron laughed, the sound of it like a short bark, open and honest. "So it seems. Then we had best get to work. After all, we have a pair of eels to catch."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sometime later, Frey joined them in Aelthena's room, Kathsla having ordered the guardians released. By the time he entered, Aelthena and her future mother-by-bond had already delved well into their plots. She ignored Frey's silent suspicion as he stationed himself at her shoulder. She had decided to trust Asborn's mother; he would simply have to accept her judgment.

      Kathsla was not without her own information. She divulged that, while Aelthena had been confined, she had received a missive from the lawspeaker. Apparently, he had caught wind of Silverfang's rough treatment and objected to it. Whether Silverfang himself had confessed the incident, or if spies were planted within Vigil Keep, remained unclear.

      "Now he will not leave those grounds while we control of the city," Kathsla concluded. "He knows we know."

      "Then we'll go to him," Aelthena asserted.

      "And cause a greater schism within the city? No, Aelthena. We cannot risk fracturing the jarlheim further. If we are to catch him, we must outfox him."

      Aelthena glanced over her shoulder, as if Frey might be holding the answers. He only shrugged.

      "And how do you propose we do that?" she asked, turning back to the matron. "He's a slippery bastard, as you said before."

      Kathsla smiled. Though they plotted together now instead of against each other, Aelthena found it more disconcerting than her frown. "He's the lawspeaker still, is he not?" the aged woman said. "And he cannot abandon his duties without losing credibility or sacrificing his pride. No, if there is a reason he must appear as lawspeaker, he will come. But the reason must be strong, and the circumstances make him feel safe, so that he'll risk it."

      Aelthena worked through the possibilities. "The Winterbirth? The lawspeaker has some obligations—"

      "No, not a festival. A festival would cost too much and take too long to plan. Besides, you already used that excuse to lure Silverfang here. What I have in mind will be easy to improvise and be far more compelling for Yaethun."

      "Don't tease us, m'lady," Frey broke in with a raised eyebrow, as insolent before the Matron of Vigil Keep as he always had been with Aelthena. "Let's have it out."

      Kathsla did not even scowl at his impertinence, her eyes bright with her plots. "An execution, Guardian. We'll kill the traitor sentry and the captured Sypten. Or at least show the intention to."

      Aelthena tried to relinquish her previous plans as she worked through this new idea. "There will be a crowd."

      "Precisely what will make him feel safe."

      "He may plant allies nearby."

      "And so will we."

      Aelthena shook her head. "It's risky. But I don't have any better ideas. Very well. We'll do it your way. An execution it is."

      As they began planning the details, Aelthena hoped it would be enough. And that the execution would end with Yaethun's head rolling — and not her own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23. Misery’s Face

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Woldagi should be met with loathing and suspicion, for they are a savage people. As they have stalked and murdered us, so we kill their kind in like. I trust the green hunts will not cease until they are utterly extinguished.

        

        - The Seven Jarlheims of Baegard, by Sister Torhild, Gothi to Yusala

        

      

      He had not known misery's true face before that march.

      The Woldagi drove their prisoners mercilessly. League after league, they pushed through the mountains, barely stopping for food or rest. Bjorn's shoulders knotted and spasmed from the way his hands were bound. His feet had turned so numb they felt like two blocks of ice attached to his legs. But backaches and frostbite were the least of his worries. Every time he stumbled, every time he slowed, one of their captors would ride up and lash his legs with a switch until they burned with pain instead of the bitter cold. And every time, Bjorn rose to his feet and pushed onward, limping even more than before.

      There was a certain agony to the monotony of the march as well. The landscape barely changed over the two days' trek. Gray mountains with snow-covered slopes rose to either side. Pine trees, their limbs heavy and white with the cloud's gifts, bore silent witness to their suffering. The Teeth were quiet but for the crunching of snow, the whinnying of the barbar's and the Hunters' taken horses, and the occasional distant roar of an avalanche, yet another danger in late winter.

      Yet Bjorn knew he shouldn't worry about himself; his men suffered worse than he. Before him, young Keld was bowed nearly double as he fought through snow half his height. Loridi's good humors had finally been dampened, and he stared at his feet as he trudged along, filthy blonde hair a veil about his face. Seskef puffed all throughout the days, and slumped to the ground at nights, exhausted. The Woldagi especially liked to whip him, laughing as the big man stumbled beneath their blows and struggled to rise again. Only Egil, inhuman as ever, was not bowed under their fate. He stood straight with his head upright, suffering the march as he had endured their company's journey before, with a silent stoicism laced with disdain.

      Bjorn was the reason the Hunters in the White had formed. He was the reason they had come out into this frozen hell. He should have been the strong leader they could look to when their strength faltered. But it was all he could do to keep moving, and keep his mouth shut that he was the exiled heir. After all, if Chieftain Kard knew he was the Heir of Oakharrow, he might begin treating him well. The barbar would not risk losing his prize to a cold death. Perhaps he would even let him ride.

      But Bjorn knew better than to believe the idle imaginings. Dreams, just dreams. And as his father had always said: Dreams are worth piss, boy. The strength in your blood is what forges the world. Despite his heritage, Bjorn knew he did not possess strong blood. He lacked Annar's resolve or Yof's resilience, but he kept his mouth shut all the same. After leading the Hunters on a doomed quest into the Teeth of Nuvvog, if all he could do for his men was remain silent and suffer with them, he would do it. And if not, may Djur strike me down for the coward I am.

      "Halt!" Chieftain Kard bellowed from the front.

      Their ragtag line stuttered to a halt. Keld nearly ran into whoever was in front of him — Seskef, by the broadness of his back. Bjorn kept his head bowed as he watched their bestial captor turn his horse, a shaggy brute itself, down the line and ride past them. It was dangerous to attract any attention, but the chieftain ignored them as he addressed his men. Bjorn hid his sigh of relief. He had seen this ritual enough to know this meant they would soon make camp. Finally, he could rest.

      When Chieftain Kard finished, he gave his men a dead-eyed smile and moved back down the line. Bjorn did not see the switch that cut his legs back into motion, but he shuffled forward with the rest of his company, anger burning as much as the lash. Fury, at least, kept him warm.

      They stopped at a clearing. The Woldagi put them into two huddles, sitting up with their backs against the wide trunks of pines, then left them with a pair of guards and steel-backed warnings. Bjorn found himself situated between Egil and Vedgif. At least we can pass the time with good conversation, he thought with a cracked smile.

      When their guards began talking loudly among themselves, Vedgif leaned toward him. "Two dozen of them, by my count," he muttered, his voice hoarse from the long march. "With weapons and the element of surprise, we could take two dozen. Tonight's our best chance. From their talk, we're near their King of Barbars, and our men are growing weak. They'll expect us to act more rashly as we get closer."

      Bjorn could scarcely wrap his mind around the idea. Two dozen. The remainder of their company barely made up half that number. And even if he had a weapon, Bjorn doubted he could wield it. His limbs felt too heavy to lift on their own, much less swing a sword. But Vedgif, the man famed as a shrewd warrior and commander, was looking to him for an answer.

      "How will we free our hands?" he finally replied.

      Egil leaned in from his other side, apparently having overheard their muted conversation. "I found a stone last night. Sharp enough to cut. Just give the word."

      The first drang grunted in approval at Egil's words. Bjorn pushed down the resentment that rose in his belly.

      "Tonight, then." Bjorn spoke as much to placate Vedgif as to take back some measure of control from Egil. "Once they're asleep."

      Vedgif nodded, then began to mutter his strategies to him. Bjorn halfway listened as he pictured what the fight in the dark would be like. Silhouettes running at each other. Screams coming from nowhere. Blades, flashing in the firelight, barely seen before they cut into men's bodies… He shivered. 

      But you fought before. You fought, and you killed, and you survived. You can do it again.

      His bladder strained, and he had to fight to keep from pissing himself. "No strength in my blood," he muttered under his breath.

      "What's that?" Vedgif asked. But they both fell silent as the guards suddenly barked at them, then laughed at their meekness.

      Once the sun fell behind the nearest peaks, darkness descended quickly over the snow-blanketed valley. The sky, just visible between the pines' boughs, grew gray with dusk, then deepened into the black-blue of a winter stream. Bjorn watched the light fade, his heart beating faster with each passing hour, his breath coming quicker. Despite the rest of his body freezing, his hands began to sweat. He listened to the Woldagi quarrel and laugh and eat and wondered how all those men, all that noise, could be silenced by their weakened party.

      When darkness fell so thickly over the camp he could only see Egil and Vedgif as outlines next to him, he felt the first drang lean close to him again. His heart began to gallop.

      "It's time," Vedgif muttered.

      "Yes." Egil's response was quiet but firm, as if he harbored no doubts about the success of their escape.

      "Quiet!" One of the guards trudged over to them and cracked the switch on Vedgif's arm. "Quiet now, or gods pleasing, I'll quiet you myself."

      They sat completely still and silent until the guard turned away, a grin visible on his face.

      "Bastard," Egil muttered, then began shifting against the tree; searching for his cutting stone, Bjorn guessed. Sweat trickled down his scalp.

      As the lawspeaker's son quietly sawed at his bindings, Bjorn stared at the backs of their guards. Egil was partially hidden from sight by the tree, while Bjorn and Vedgif faced the camp. The sentry and the two on the other side of the tree would have an easier time of cutting their bonds, while Bjorn would have the trickiest. He was not surprised when he heard Egil shift and hand the sharp stone around to the men to his right.

      He waited, knowing their guards must turn around soon, must come over to check their ropes and ensure they were all still where they were supposed to be. He had heard their chieftain mention they would not have to watch them too closely, as any who escaped would soon die in these mountains. But these men were cruel, and had enjoyed making sport of their captives.

      It was not long before he heard Vedgif shift around to accept the stone and knew three of them were free of their bonds. That made three against twenty-four, including that beast of a man. Not so much a bone toss as a death wish. Yet they were committed now. Any who were found unbound would be killed, of that he had no doubt. And Bjorn told himself he would die with them. It was the least he could do. Even as the very idea threatened to make him wet himself.

      But Vedgif had not yet handed him the stone when one of their guards came crunching through the snow to kneel before Bjorn. "Didn't I tell you to be quiet?" he said in a soft voice, a smile curling his chapped lips.

      Bjorn knew better than to answer. He lowered his gaze. Fear, already his companion through the faltering first steps of escape, fully inundated him. He could still see the Woldagi's hand as he withdrew it from his coat. A blade glinted from the firelight behind him. Bjorn's breath hissed quickly through his throat. He pressed against the tree as if it might help him escape the knife.

      "Wait!" he choked out. "You don't know who I am!" The words pressed out of him, unbidden, shameful. But he could not stop himself.

      "No? And why the hells should I care?" He leaned closer, the blade drifting near Bjorn's neck, gently parting the furs around it to press cold against his skin.

      Bjorn couldn't repress a shiver. His bladder squeezed so hard he was sure he pissed a little.

      "I'm the heir," he gasped. "The Heir to Oakharrow."

      The Woldagi laughed. "And I'm the gods-damned Karah of Ha-Sypt. I don't like being lied to, you little rat. I ought to show you what happens to people that lie to me."

      The blade pressed into his neck. A trickle of something wet traveled down his skin. Bjorn didn't dare speak, barely dared breathe for fear it would drive the point in deeper. His eyes squeezed shut.

      A sudden sound to his right — then the cold metal fell away from his throat. Bjorn's eyes shot open as he saw the guard scuffling under someone, then going limp. Egil rose from the Woldagi in a crouch, a red knife clutched in his hand.

      He saved me. Bjorn stared at the lawspeaker's son dumbly, unable to reconcile how close he had come to death.

      But quiet as the scuffle had been, the sound had alerted the second guard. At the sight of his fellow lying on the ground, he howled a warning. Egil drew the dead guard's axe and charged the second, while Vedgif and the two others free — Loridi and another of the Hunters — surged forward to loot the fallen guard for any other weapons.

      The camp erupted into chaos. Shadows rose from their bedrolls, weapons swiftly grabbed and drawn. Bjorn rose to his knees and awkwardly stood, his hands still bound. Vedgif, a knife in his hand, was freeing the hands of the men at the other tree. He had either neglected Bjorn or forgotten him. Or needed to free more useful men, he thought bitterly.

      No stopping to think; his scholar's courage would be his death if he let it. Falling on his knees next to the dead guard, he tried not to imagine the man rising and stabbing him as he searched his stiff body for anything sharp. But he had been looted well in the brief interim. Bjorn found nothing.

      The Woldagi charged, howling, their weapons raised and their faces masks of fury. Bjorn stumbled back toward the trees before them. The other Hunters were free, and some had even gained weapons, but they looked a paltry resistance before the onslaught.

      We're all going to die, and I gave the order that killed them.

      He knew that should drive him forward, to sacrifice himself with his men in a last stand worthy of ascension to his ancestor's halls. But with the ropes still chafing his wrists, he found himself instead backing into the darkness of the pines. He hated himself for every foot he took backward. He could not stop himself.

      Coward! he heard his father rage in his head. You gods-damned coward! You're no son of mine! 

      His fear was stronger than his shame.

      Around the campfires, the two sides engaged, and men from both sides fell, howling in pain and fury. But another sound caught Bjorn's attention: whistling, and quick-darting shadows that surged forward from the forest around them. He thought them birds at first. Only as the first Woldagi fell, the shadows quivering in their bodies, did he realize what they were.

      Arrows.

      Hands seized his shoulders. Bjorn twisted out of the grasp and nearly butted his head into his assailant. But he recognized the face in the scant firelight. Bjorn stumbled back a step in surprise.

      "Yonik?"

      The gothi flashed him a smile from the darkness. "Later. Give me your hands."

      Numbly, Bjorn obeyed. Yonik cut cleanly through the ropes, then pressed the knife into his freed hands.

      "How did you — Who are these—?"

      "Later, Bjorn! Our brothers need our help. Just know the archers are on our side."

      With that, Yonik sprinted forward, two long knives springing into his hands.

      Before he realized what he was doing, Bjorn was running after him. He only held Yonik's shorter belt knife, which would hardly help against swords and spears. Perhaps the tide had shifted, but victory was far from certain. Yet, now that the gothi had awoken him from his mindless terror, Bjorn remembered why he had finally fought back in Jünsden. Keld. If he would not stand for his other brothers-at-arms, he could at least fight for his friend.

      As he approached the battle, Bjorn saw his foundling courage was unneeded. The unseen archers had thinned the Woldagi to less than half their number, and already they fell back before the Hunters' assault. Yonik led them, taking on Chieftain Kard himself. The giant of a man wielded a double-headed axe with startling deadliness, and he had far greater reach and strength than the gothi. Yet somehow, the priest held his own, one blade always turning aside the axe at the last moment, its twin darting forward to cut a glancing blow.

      Arrows, a dozen at a time, continued to fly out from the forest. The other Hunters pushed forward to finish off injured and incapacitated enemies. As Bjorn reached them, only the Chieftain of Jünsden remained standing.

      Yonik, who seemed uninjured, backed away for a moment. "Submit, Chieftain Kard, and we will spare your life."

      The brutish man's lips curled in a savage grin. "But the Jotun does not. Flee now. No matter your allies, you cannot survive. Flee, and never stop, and you may yet live."

      The gothi began to respond, but the chieftain darted forward, his axe a blur as he aimed for his head. Bjorn twitched, not knowing if he meant to flee or leap forward with his puny knife in defense. But as arrows flew from the forest to bury themselves into the giant man's flanks, there was no need.

      Yonik, having dodged the weakened blow, kicked away the axe and frowned down at the dying man, then into the forest. "I was hoping to learn more from him," he called.

      Shadows emerged from the woods. As shapes formed into people, Bjorn braced himself. He hoped to see Harrowfolk features, though he did not see why any of their countrymen would be out in Teeth to save them.

      But these were no Baegardians, for icy blue tattoos lined the faces beneath their hoods.

      Skyardi? He tried to understand what his eyes saw. The Skyardi, the last of the major barbar tribes in the Teeth, had aided Harrowmen. But why? There was little love between Oakharrow and the nomadic tribe; they, like the Woldagi, were subject to the green hunts each summer, if less often. Bjorn had always been told a Skyardi would sooner slit your throat than help you. Around him, the Hunters seemed to have similar thoughts, for they kept their weapons at the ready.

      "Who are these Skyardi, Gothi?" Vedgif asked of Yonik, his voice hoarse, yet still full of strength. "And why have they killed our foes?"

      "Why have we freed you, you mean." 

      The Skyardi who had spoken stepped forward and drew back her hood. Her face seemed carved of the mountain ice, the flesh hardened by years beneath the cold and the wind. A scar curled around her left temple and down to her cheek, telling of battles past. Her eyes, a brilliant blue even in the scant light, scanned their company. As their eyes met, Bjorn turned his head aside before he could stop himself.

      Yonik stepped between the Skyardi and the first drang. "This is Hoarfrost and her Snurkorfustalg — her scouting party. Hoarfrost, meet Vedgif Addarson, first drang to our company and—"

      "I know of Vedgif Addarson. The Rook, he is called among your people. Among mine, he is the Bald Crow." Hoarfrost did not shift her expression, but Bjorn gathered the name was not meant as a compliment. Vedgif, for his part, showed little affection in return.

      "Remember why we are both here," Yonik spoke, his voice calm as if speaking to a spooked horse. "We stand over the bodies of our common enemies. We must remember it is this Jotun whom we fight, not each other."

      "I remember." The Skyardi did not shift her eyes from the first drang. "I remember, and I am true. The word of a Snurkorfustalg is binding, and this I swear to you: So long as the Jotun lives, and so long as you do not betray us, we will assist you in fighting him and his servants."

      Vedgif met her stare, his stone to her ice. Say the words, Bjorn willed him. Part of him wondered if it should be him that swore them.

      But, as usual, he remained silent.

      Finally, the old veteran nodded. "I swear the same."

      Yonik stepped back, seeming only now to trust that the bloodshed would not begin anew. The priest glanced at Bjorn. Just as he thought the gothi might address him, perhaps to seek his approval, Yonik looked away. Bjorn tried not to let that slight smart. After all, he did just save your life.

      "Good," the gothi said. "Though we will soon rest, we must travel now. This near to Chasm Valley, Hoarfrost says there are many Woldagi patrols. We need to be far away from this camp before one comes to check on the so-called Chieftain of Jünsden."

      The Hunters in the White and the Skyardi scouts matched stares for a moment longer. Then, as if by silent agreement, Vedgif and Hoarfrost began calling out orders to their respective companies.

      Bjorn remained where he stood, searching the survivors for the one he cared most for, until one of his company approached. It was Keld. As relief flooded through him, Bjorn gave him a smile, and the lad flashed one back. It was the youth's first positive expression since Jünsden that Bjorn could recall. Though it was small and strained, Bjorn was surprised by how glad he was to see it.

      "Can you believe it?" the youth said in a hushed voice, as if still afraid of hidden captors overhearing. "We actually escaped! And Yonik brought those Skyardi just in time. We would have been slaughtered otherwise." Keld spoke the words lightly, but Bjorn heard the depth of feeling behind the boyish bravado.

      "It wasn't by accident." Yonik had joined them, silent as usual. "We found your tracks earlier in the day and caught up with you before nightfall."

      Keld's brow furrowed. "Why didn't you attack then?"

      "And fight their whole company while they were awake?" The gothi shook his head. "Patience is a hunter's truest arrow. If I was to save all of you, I knew the timing must be perfect."

      "But we decided it for you." Bjorn spoke the realization as it came to him. "When we tried to escape."

      Yonik wore a sad smile. "You did. We were almost too late to save any of you. As it was, two men died needlessly. But we cannot dwell on regrets now. That's a well many men have drowned in. We can only be grateful to Volkur that it turned out well enough."

      Spoken like a true priest. Bjorn looked around, taking stock of who had perished. But all the men whose names he knew were still upright and walking: Seskef and Loridi, Egil and Vedgif, Keld and Yonik. And me. For all the good that did his company.

      Another thought dragged him back out from his misery. "When you disappeared before Jünsden," he asked Yonik as he looked back around. "Did you know what would happen, that it was an ambush? Is that why you left?"

      The gothi was silent for a long moment, then spoke in a low, slow voice. "Are you asking if I fled the fight, Bjorn?"

      Bjorn stiffened. There, he saw in Yonik's narrowed eyes and hard-set mouth the knowledge he had feared. He looked down again. He knows. Gray bloody gods, he knows. He had always been a coward. But it was a harder fact to bear when the priest knew it, too.

      As Keld looked back and forth between them, his mouth twisted as he tried to see the hidden currents, Yonik spoke again, his tone lighter, if no less mournful. "No, I did not know. I had a suspicion something was amiss. But that Yewlings would violate the rules of hospitality — that, I believed, would be an offense too far."

      Bjorn nodded, content with the explanation. He knew Yonik did not share his craven nature; the priest had vied with that ogre of a man Kard, after all. And while he might have once made a mistake in regards to Bjorn, he had been a faithful guide and, at times, even a mentor. When he had lost half his family, Yonik had been there, offering comfort and shelter. He would not quickly forget that kindness. If the wild-looking man was a bit odd and followed his own path at times… well, it was something Bjorn found he could tolerate.

      Yonik spoke again. "Bjorn, I trust Hoarfrost and her scouts, but I think it's best if you keep your identity hidden. The Skyardi are in dire danger, and I cannot know how Hoarfrost might use that knowledge for her people's benefit rather than ours. A careful man counts his coppers, as they say."

      Bjorn nodded. Well did he know that lesson; after all, he had tried to trade in his influence to the Woldagi not an hour before. But considering the barbar's reaction, he wondered if an exiled heir counted for as much as he had hoped then.

      Yonik and Keld drifted off to scrounge supplies with the others, while Bjorn remained where he was. He felt as if his boots had frozen to the ground. He watched the bustling activity, his men and the Skyardi rifling through the pockets of dead men and looting their tents and packs. His gut twisted painfully.

      This is war, he reminded himself. The Inscribed Beliefs aren't the same during war. We must do what has to be done.

      But no matter what he told himself, he could not force himself to steal from the cadavers.

      "I saw you."

      Bjorn startled and turned. Egil stood at his shoulder. At the young man's expression, Bjorn took a step back. The lawspeaker's son usually showed as little expression as Hoarfrost. Now, disgust and hatred were plain to see.

      "I saw you," Egil repeated, taking a step toward him. "I saw you run for the forest and cower out of sight. You didn't raise your hand against any of those bastards, did you? You just hid behind the gothi's cloak."

      Bjorn did not answer. What could he say? Egil was right. Even if it stirred a caustic anger in him, he could not deny that his every word was true.

      The sentry took another step forward. A hand was tucked inside his cloak as if gripping something just out of sight. Bjorn tried to keep from staring at it. His heart pounded so hard he found it hard to hear anything else.

      "You don't deserve to be the heir." Egil's words came out in a hiss. "You don't deserve to be called a man."

      Bjorn tensed. He waited for the sentry to spring forward and end Bjorn's brief, false reign. He wondered if he would stop him. A strange, maddening calm had settled over him. His head felt like a bird tied to a string, liable to fly away at any moment.

      But Egil did not attack him. Instead, he turned away abruptly and made for the others, joining in their grisly tasks.

      Bjorn stood there, barely breathing, until the sentry had crossed to the other side of the camp. Only then did he suck in a breath and lean against a tree. His vision spun. You don't deserve to be the heir, Egil had said. You don't deserve to be called a man. He could not have agreed more.

      But even cowards had to press forward, if only from the fear that chased them.

      Bjorn moved his feet, shuffling at first, then taking his normal stride. He had to remember their goal. No matter how cowardly he was, no matter how much his company hated him, it did not change their purpose. They would hunt the Jotun, the man who had attacked Oakharrow and killed his family. And when they found him, they would give him a jarl's justice.

      If I have the courage, he thought wearily as he bent over the first body and began taking the departed man's belongings for his own.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            24. The Taut Noose

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "I've a rope waiting for you, Raper of Fields! Come down so I can fit it to your neck!"

        

        - Erik the Fist to Lord Vali Ulfson, Jarl of Aelford

        

      

      The wind swished through the empty nooses.

      Aelthena hid her shiver and pulled her cloak tight around her. She had long since grown uncomfortable as she waited atop the exposed scaffolding. A crowd had gathered around the platform, watching with the usual bloodthirst of the masses. She wondered if some hoped it would be she who swung that afternoon.

      Her fears were not entirely unfounded, she knew. She had made enemies with Silverfang and Yaethun Brashurson, to make no mention of the barbars and Syptens with whom they had allied themselves. Assassins could be hidden anywhere in that crowd of hundreds, waiting for their opportunity to strike and kill yet another Heir of Oakharrow, and thus clear the way for Yaethun to wear the Winter Mantle himself.

      At least he'll have to kill Father first. She had kept the jarl secured away in Vigil Keep, having commanded his thrall Uljana to hold him inside. It was not entirely from filial responsibility; if her father died, her claim to the Mantle died with him. Aelthena could bear neither of those possibilities.

      But her vulnerability was all part of the plan. She needed the lawspeaker to show up for the execution, and Yaethun would not risk it unless he felt he had the upper hand. By the time he discovered she was his bait, it would be too late.

      Or so she hoped.

      "Do you think he'll come?" Frey said from next to her. No one else stood near them, but the guardian spoke softly all the same.

      "Yes," she replied. "He has to."

      "So you've said. Yet snakes are hard to catch, and our lawspeaker is most certainly a serpent."

      Aelthena remembered the sight of the Harrowhall's stones, still smoking from Nuvvog's Rage. She pulled her cloak closer still. "That he is."

      "But serpents can be full of surprises."

      She looked where Frey pointed and saw a small company moving through the streets. The warmth of anticipation spread through her chest. She set her jaw and firmed the plan in her mind.

      Yaethun had come after all.

      The lawspeaker had brought thirty of his household guard. He seemed to gain confidence from the men surrounding him, his chin held high and his mouth set in an imperious frown. Aelthena met his stare and gave him a smile full of clenched teeth as he mounted the platform.

      Her eyes flitted away for a moment and caught on a surprising face. Tall and tanned as he was, Bastor was an easy man to pick out in a crowd. His gaze held hers for a moment before he made a motion with his hands like one might use to shoo away a pesky mongrel. She furrowed her brow, wondering what the rogue was trying to tell her.

      But as Yaethun stopped next to her, she tore her gaze away. Whatever Bastor's message, it would have to wait until later.

      The lawspeaker leaned in close. "I must admit, Lady Aelthena, I'm surprised to see you've come out here. Rather exposed, aren't you?"

      It took everything in her not to grab him by the throat then and there. "It's Lady Heir Aelthena, Lawspeaker, until my brother returns from exile. But if anyone should be surprised, it is I."

      "And why is that? Am I the one who threatened a wealthy merchant and influential Balturg elder?"

      "No. Your guilt lies with murdering my mother and brothers."

      She had not meant to speak the accusation. But it had asserted itself so strongly in her mind that she could not help it. She needed to voice it. She craved the fear she must see in his face, knowing she was coming for him.

      Yaethun leaned away from her, shock flitting across his face before it resolved to icy smoothness. "What can you mean, Lady Heir?" he said as if he were innocent.

      Aelthena cursed herself for the premature move. Now she would have to scramble to salvage the situation. There was no way out of it but forward.

      "Silverfang told me everything. How you had him pay off the sentry. How you arranged to have the barbars to smuggle in the Sypten and his sorcery. He was all too eager to pin the blame entirely on you."

      "Is that so?" Yaethun shrugged, seeming unconcerned. "I never knew the man capable of such lies."

      She leaned closer. "I would begin telling the truth now. Or my man will cut you down where you stand, the consequences be damned."

      The first sign of unease bled into the lawspeaker's expression. His eyes flickered to the side, as if he might see Frey's blade falling toward him even then. A moment later, he mastered himself and stared her squarely in the face. "No need for violence, Lady Heir. We can speak plainly. We need not be enemies."

      She painted on a knowing smile. "I wouldn't say that. Do you deny that you plotted against your jarl? That you desire to wear the mantle and reclaim your tyrant father's throne?"

      Yaethun returned her smile. "I deny nothing. But let me say one thing in my defense. Your family's deaths were not my doing."

      Her temper whipped the words from her tongue. "You told Silverfang to pay off the Teeth Gate sentry. You conspired with Syptens to sabotage the Harrowhall. I ought to have you killed here and now, you Djur-cursed traitor!"

      The lawspeaker's gaze could have bored holes in her. "There are more forces at work here than you know, girl — enemies and allies both. You're playing a game with half its players still hidden from view."

      "Who?" she asked through gritted teeth. "Who are these shadowy puppeteers?"

      "Lady Heir," Frey spoke from behind her.

      She whirled around, ready to chastise him for interrupting, until she saw his reason. Another procession made its way to the platform, a mixed group of keepers and sentries escorting two prisoners. Menith Laethson stumbled among them in his bindings, sobbing and begging his former compatriots to give him another chance. But the sentries wore stony expressions devoid of mercy. He had betrayed the code they lived by, and they knew he must die for it.

      The other captive, the nameless Sypten, grimaced as he limped forward. His face was still a mask of burns and his body thin and weak, but he put the cowardly sentry to shame with his stoicism.

      Aelthena looked back at Yaethun, caught for a moment between two yens. The desire to see Yaethun's blood spilled across the boards. The desire to know what game he spoke of, and who these illusory enemies were — if his forked tongue told any truth at all.

      She waited too long. The lawspeaker, sensing her indecision, made the choice for her. "Harrowfolk!" he cried out, stepping to the front of the platform and raising his arms. "Good people of our glorious city! You know what we have come for."

      A roar greeted his words. Nothing unites people like a spectacle, Aelthena thought sourly as she burned her gaze into Yaethun's back.

      "Justice!" Yaethun continued as the noise died down. "Justice for all of us. Before you stand two traitors — one even of your own blood!"

      Jeers greeted the doomed as they mounted the platform and were made to stand before their nooses. Menith had to be held up to keep from falling to his knees. His tears marked frozen tracks in his beard. Please, she saw his lips mouth. Mercy.

      Yaethun gave a full account of their crimes, as was required by law, then gained his orator's voice again. "For these transgressions, there is but one answer."

      "Hang 'em!" someone called from the crowd, and others took up the call. "Hang them! Hang them!"

      "Death!" Yaethun confirmed, and he turned to meet Aelthena's gaze. "Death," he said softer, and his lips curled.

      How she found the strength to stop from drawing her hidden knife then and there, she did not know. Somehow, she held herself in place. She could barely breathe for the strain of it. Her body fought against itself.

      Yaethun looked at the guards holding the prisoners and made a motion. The keepers and sentries placed the nooses over the necks of the condemned. The Sypten accepted his sentence quietly, though she noticed a slight quake in his knees. The former sentry nearly hanged himself prematurely as his knees gave out again and again.

      She stared at the dark face of the Sypten and again wondered at his earlier words: We had no choice. She had made little sense of them at the time. But with Yaethun's mention of secret adversaries, she wondered if there was more there than she had first thought.

      Too late now. The execution had to proceed. One thread would have be pulled to pursue another.

      Aelthena stepped to the side with Yaethun, out of the way of the trapdoors that would fall out from the feet of the condemned. Yaethun glanced at her, and she nodded. In this, at least, they were agreed.

      He raised a hand. "By the power vested in me as the Lawspeaker of Oakharrow, I—"

      But Yaethun abruptly paused, hand still in the air. Aelthena followed his frozen stare to see the crowd roil and part. Her stomach dropped at the sight of a group of rough men stepping into view, mere feet away from the scaffolding. Vurgs — it was plain by the yellow of their tunics and the ties wrapped around their arms. But she would have known it simply from the man who walked at their head.

      Despite the rumors, Skarl Thundson did not stand as a giant among men. He was not the biggest nor the broadest she had ever seen, though he may well have been the ugliest. His face was a mat of crisscrossing scars. As he smiled, there were more gaps than yellowed teeth on display. His hair was a mousey mane down his back, missing in patches from where scars crossed his scalp. His armor was dented and stained with old blood. But in the Vurg rebel, all these flaws added to, rather than subtracted from, his presence, serving to make him appear savage and powerful.

      "The royal sow and the skinny-necked lawman!" Skarl threw a hand toward the platform and grinned.

      Some in the crowd laughed. Too many, Aelthena thought, edging a step back. She cleared her throat to speak, but the rebel leader continued first.

      "Came for an execution, didn't you?" he called to the gathered. "A bloody spectacle? Good. I'll give you a gods-damned spectacle!"

      More in the crowd roared now. She stared at those who had once been her people. So quickly their loyalties change. Amid the unreality of everything else occurring around her, this final betrayal managed to scald.

      A hand grabbed her arm. "We need to go," Frey hissed in her ear. "They outnumber us. Especially if Yaethun is aligned with Skarl."

      Before she could respond, the Savage pointed a gauntleted hand at her. "I don't care a shit if you want to kill your traitors first, Royal Sow. But your head follows after!"

      Frey stepped before her now, his sword drawn and his shield raised. "Protect the heir!" he shouted.

      The few sentries and keepers who had not yet drawn their own weapons did so then. The dozen archers among them set arrows to their bows.

      "The heir," Skarl sneered. He took a step forward, ignoring the arrowheads pointing at him. "Heir to what? Heir to a city that treats Vurgs like cattle, like Djur-burned dirt. No more!" he roared as he drew his sword and thrust it into the air, to the roaring approval of the crowd. "No more!" he repeated with a predatory grin. "Today, the Mantle is mine. None will stand before Skarl Dragonskin!"

      Yaethun had begun shouting commands to his own guard as he backed off the platform. That he and the Savage were not aligned was one silver lining. "We have to go!" Frey shouted to her over the growing tumult. His eyes flickered back to meet hers, pleading with her to leave.

      But Skarl had come hunting for blood, just as surely as she had. There was no other way. She had to end it here, or the rebellion would only grow.

      She stepped around Frey and pointed at Skarl. "Archers!" she screamed at the top of her lungs. "Fire! Kill the rebel Skarl Thundson!"

      The men obeyed at once, drawing and firing in a matter of moments. But even that short delay was too long. As arrows fired, Skarl's men darted around their leader with shields upraised. Arrows punched through the wood, the short distance maximizing their force, and more than one man shrieked as an arrowhead burrowed into his flesh. Whether any found Skarl, she could not see.

      Frey moved in front of her again as Vurg archers emerged from the crowd to return the favor. Aelthena cringed behind the guardian. Her breath caught as the first arrows released. Missiles shot past them. One arrow glanced off Frey's shield. Another broke through, nearly cutting into his gut. Frey glanced back again. His face was set in a determined grimace. "Go!" the guardian shouted at her.

      This time, she obeyed.

      Aelthena fled down the stairs. From his footsteps, she guessed Frey to be just behind her. The street had erupted into violence. She could barely see who was friend or foe as swords flashed and shields thrust forward and arrows sprouted in bodies. Pine and Ratclaw appeared from nowhere, then broke off again as they intercepted men charging at them.

      "You must get to safety!" Frey backed her away from the fighting, sheltering her behind his shield. "We can attempt to make the keep, but we'll have to go around!"

      "You'll never make it to Vigil Keep!" a voice called from nearby.

      Aelthena's stomach clenched as Yaethun Brashurson and a knot of his guards appeared next to them from around the scaffolding. Frey positioned himself between them and her now. She counted six men in the lawspeaker's escort. As fine a fighter as she reckoned the guardian to be, he could not hope to prevail against such odds. And from the lawspeaker's expression, he knew it.

      "Come to my estate," Yaethun called to her. "Quickly, now!"

      It was not an invitation. Frey glanced at her, his eyes begging her not to consent. She could see he would throw himself onto the lawspeaker's men to give her even a slight chance of escape.

      But that was one sacrifice she could not abide.

      "Lead the way," Aelthena told Yaethun, every word bitter on her tongue.

      Yaethun's company formed around them, then they ran down the street and away from the fighting. She had never regretted wearing a dress more. Even holding it up, it conspired to trip her, catching between her legs. Frey kept pace, eyes flashing with warning. But she could not regret her decision. If it was between Frey's death and their capture, she knew which choice she would make every time.

      Movement in the corner of her vision alerted her. Turning, she saw yellow-garbed Vurgs burst from an alley next to them. She cried and stumbled back while Frey spun around her to intercept them. She barely dared breathe as she watched the flurried exchange. Frey's shield caught a blade. His sword chopped the leg out from a second enemy. Yaethun's guards closed in around them, aiding the guardian.

      After a few moments of frenzied fighting, the assailants were dead. Frey staggered away from the bodies, dripping with sweat and blood. Despite having fought with Yaethun's guards, he still put himself warily between them and Aelthena.

      "Hurry!" the lawspeaker barked as he turned back down the street.

      It was a choice between two uncertainties, both likely to end with her and Frey dead. But with six swords surrounding them, Aelthena knew she must spare their lives a little longer.

      She pulled Frey after Yaethun, even as it felt like she walked to her grave.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            25. A God Among Men

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        One of the more curious references is to the Jotunar and Surtunar — the giants of Fire and Frost. In our most ancient tales, they are cited as the enemies of men, with no more regard for our lives than we have for rats.

        As we have no evidence of giants in our present lands, I must express skepticism that a literal meaning was intended. Rather, I believe the Jotunar and Surtunar are metaphorical threats — blizzards and droughts, possibly, which are always great and terrible killers when they come.

        A scholar should not engage in speculation. Yet, with the citation of dragons' existence not two centuries prior — a creature that we do not find today — a part of me cannot help but wonder if giants, too, once roamed the world. Perhaps they live still in the Witterland from whence the tales come, forbidden by the Treacherous Sea from crossing to Enea…

        

        - Commentary on the Witterland Runestone, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      Bjorn had rarely questioned the sanity of his company's leaders. But as he rode behind Vedgif and Yonik and listened to them conspire with the Skyardi, he wondered if they had all gone mad.

      A day had passed since their rescue. After outfitting themselves the night before, they had snatched a few precious hours of rest before the sun filtered into the valley. His bedroll reeked of the barbar who owned it previously, but still he preferred it to the cold nights they had experienced since Jünsden. The morning came too soon, yet danger lay with failing to move. Bjorn felt as tired and stiff as the dead they had left at the Woldagi camp, but was ready to move with the rest of the company as it came time to depart.

      But he only wondered where they headed once he overheard the discussion between the leaders of the two factions.

      "They send five scouting parties out at a time," he heard Hoarfrost say, her voice carrying behind to where Bjorn rode Clap. "In the past five days, we have killed two companies; we may encounter three more. This was the largest of them. Most have no more than ten scouts."

      "When will the missing companies be expected back?" Vedgif asked, as usual cutting straight to the heart of the matter.

      "Seven days," the barbar replied. "Sometimes less."

      "And the army," Yonik broke in. "How many do they host?"

      Hoarfrost exchanged a glance with Summer, the Skyardi who acted as her second. He had blonde hair and a quiet, pleasant demeanor, making him much the opposite of the barbar woman who led the scouts.

      "Thousands," Hoarfrost finally answered.

      "Thousands?" Vedgif practically scoffed. "There's not even a thousand Woldagi in the Teeth."

      "But there's more than Woldagi down there, Harrowman. The Ovaldi and the Haddik have come as well, and the Telduri and the Roks. There are tribes there whose colors and symbols I do not know. The Jotun has done what no Teeth chieftain has managed before: he has gathered many tribes behind his shield and compelled them to fight as one."

      "He must be quite the leader," Yonik commented.

      Hoarfrost only barked a short, bitter laugh, evoking Bjorn's curiosity — and anxiety — all the more.

      Someone rode up next to Bjorn, interrupting his eavesdropping. He glanced over and greeted Keld with a small smile.

      "What've you heard?" The lad leaned in his saddle toward him, a dangerous move that betrayed his inexperience in the saddle.

      "Best not lean too far," Bjorn cautioned. "Seems we're traveling to where the Jotun's army camps."

      The youth corrected his seating even as his eyes widened in disbelief. "Really? Why? Shouldn't we be getting back to Oakharrow?"

      Exactly my thoughts. But he kept the notion to himself. Even if he had the right to question Yonik and Vedgif's decisions, he would not undermine their leadership before the boy. After all that had happened, insurrection was the last thing the Hunters in the White needed.

      "Vedgif knows what he's doing," Bjorn said instead.

      "And Yonik too." Keld shook his head. "We'd be dead if not for that priest."

      Bjorn had thought the same many times throughout the night. The gothi had always been known for his prodigious skills as a hunter. Bjorn had once heard it was during his vision quest when he'd killed the greatbear. But finding and securing them aid, then tracking their company so swiftly through the winter snows as to catch up to them, spoke of impossible talents. He stared at the half-head of the magnificent fur pulled over the back of Yonik's head and wondered, not for the first time, if he really knew the priest at all.

      "And these Skyardi," Keld said with a nervous glance around them. "Do you think we can trust them?"

      Bjorn looked back at their party. They rode near the front, the rest of the Hunters and Skyardi arrayed behind them. They traveled among their own camps. The Skyardi scouts numbered a dozen, which was far greater than the pairs Bjorn had heard they usually traveled in. Most did not travel by horse, as Hoarfrost and Summer did now, but navigated the snows on the skis their people were known for. They often fell behind on uphill stretches, but quickly caught up where the land turned downward again. The Hunters, on the other hand, had taken their horses from the dead Woldagi, and were glad not to march any longer.

      But though they were outnumbered by the barbars, and though he still did not know what to make of the Skyardi leader, Hoarfrost, Bjorn's answer followed a different logic.

      "Yes, I think we can. They're fighting this Jotun, the same as us. They need Oakharrow as an ally. They say Chieftain Jotun has thousands behind his shield. The Skyardi number hundreds at most, including their elderly and young. Only the Seven Jarlheims of Baegard united can hope to prevail against such a force."

      "If we can unite," Keld muttered.

      Bjorn found he had to agree. Our company can barely cohere, he thought sullenly. Much less all of Baegard.

      He could not help but glance back at Egil then. Ever since the sentry's warning the night before, Bjorn had kept a careful watch on him. Every time he looked back, shame washed afresh over him. The lawspeaker's son knew Bjorn for the coward he was. The sight of Egil reminded Bjorn of it himself, but that was a problem for a different time.

      Though the last thing Bjorn wanted was to move closer to their enemies, now that he had seen their face, he saw no other choice. And so he scrounged up what little bravery he possessed and pretended it was enough.

      Enough until the fighting begins, at least.

      "We must see this army for ourselves and take their measure," Vedgif was saying ahead of them. "Then we will bear back your offer of friendship to our leaders. With what we face, I'm sure we'll come to terms."

      At that, the Rook glanced back at Bjorn. Hoarfrost looked as well. Bjorn quickly turned his head aside. Yonik had advised that he keep silent about his vestiges of a title. The best he could do was pretend he was no more than a common warrior.

      They traveled through the day, then made camp near dusk amid a thick copse of pines. Each company lit their own fire and crowded around it. Though the possibility of another ambush made Bjorn's skin crawl, Hoarfrost had already told Vedgif that with three scouting parties out in the Teeth, they would not attract undue attention. And Bjorn supposed if the Rook was comfortable with the risk, he should be, too.

      After their meal, half-smoked meat from the pilfered supplies, Hoarfrost rose from her people's fire to stand by the Hunters. Bjorn glanced nervously at the barbar, but tried not to stare. Without her weatherbeaten features, she might have been a comely woman, even as she advanced into her middle years. But her eyes were too full of ice to bear for long.

      "You Harrowmen do not know what we face," she said at length. "What weapons our enemy possesses."

      "Then, as allies in this fight, you should tell us." Vedgif had not risen, but Bjorn sensed a tension billowing from him. He wondered if more lay between them than he knew.

      The barbar leader shook her head. "Words cannot describe this. Not so you will understand. It is a thing of the gods — those gods who hate men."

      "Nuvvog's Rage."

      The words were out of Bjorn's mouth before he could think better of them. But he knew his guess must be true. He felt the same, clammy reverence for that revolting magic that had torn his home apart and ripped away his family.

      Hoarfrost turned her cold eyes on him. "I do not know what you mean by those words. But from the look in your eyes, I know you have seen what I have: Fashtelag — The Fire That Burns Stone."

      "The Fire That Burns Stone?" Yonik repeated the words with a frown, as if they evoked a long-buried memory.

      "A curious name," Loridi observed, speaking out of turn with his usual disregard for authority. Just as I did, Bjorn realized. He resolved to keep his mouth closed.

      "One suited to it." The Skyardi leader paused, staring into the dancing flames for a long moment. "We first encountered it when one of our patrols went missing. After they did not return, we went seeking them. We never found their bodies, but we saw the ruin left in their wake. A cave appeared as we had seen none before, blackened and deformed as if a thousand fire sprites had danced within. We guessed at some terrible magic. But we still did not truly know."

      The camp was silent. Not even Loridi had anything to say after that grim beginning.

      "The next to encounter the black sorcery lived to tell of it," Hoarfrost continued. "A pair, as we usually patrol, who had ventured far into the Jotun's territory, were discovered. The jotunmen were only a few, and they could not catch my people through the snows. So they threw something after them — something small as an acorn that shone as it flew through the air. The patrol was not worried; what harm could such a small stone do? Then one landed behind them, and the world erupted."

      "Erupted?" Vedgif interjected. "Describe it."

      Hoarfrost, far from offended by the Rook's blunt request, answered, "Fire blossomed like water bursting from a new spring. The snow turned to steam faster than blinking. The stone beneath split and soared through the air."

      Bjorn could picture it all too clearly; even more, he was struck by a memory. The Sypten's metal barrel. It had been much larger than the orb the Skyardi described, but it had also produced a much larger conflagration. And that the container was made of metal would explain the missile's shine as it flew.

      He felt someone's stare and saw Yonik looking at him. Bjorn turned quickly away. Something in the priest's considering look made him feel uneasy.

      "But that was not our last encounter with The Fire That Burns Stone," Hoarfrost said. "After the patrol returned and told us what they had seen, we knew we had to look further — to see the Jotun's camp at its source. I sent a larger scouting party, almost as great as the one we travel in now, to the foggy valley where we had tracked the enemy back to. We descended a long way, and the snow melted beneath our skis so we had to walk on foot. And still, the trail went down. The air was thick with fog, so thick you could not see your own feet. Some began to stray from the narrow path, their minds wandering. After a very long time, they finally descended beneath the bank of clouds and looked upon what we faced."

      "Trolls?" Loridi asked in an exaggerated whisper.

      Not even Seskef laughed as Hoarfrost turned her gaze upon the jester. "Not trolls," she said. "An army encampment. And at its center, the rift. This gorge — what my people call the Reksh, the Chasm — is like an entry into a different world. Steam, or something like it, pours from it and poisons the air. In this steam, many see things that are not there. Towering figures, and battling armies, all cast in colors such as have never been seen before."

      Bjorn remembered his own visions of impossible things. His skin crawled. What would I see in that fog? Would I ever walk free of it? He did not want to find out. Yet he also knew he did not have much choice in the matter.

      "I think I would have preferred trolls," Loridi said in a loud whisper to Seskef.

      "Enough," Vedgif finally admonished him. "Despite what you think, Hoarfrost, we do know this weapon; we have seen this hellfire ourselves. We know it is not a thing to dismiss. Yet we must face it all the same, for both our peoples' sake."

      The barbar leader bared her teeth in what might have passed for a smile among wolves. "So we will." Then Hoarfrost turned away and returned to the Skyardi fire.

      Silence reigned over the Hunters' camp. Loridi drew breath to speak once more, but Seskef's heavy hand on his shoulder silenced him. Bjorn looked from Yonik to Vedgif and finally, reluctantly, to Egil. Each of them seemed absorbed by their own thoughts.

      "I don't like the sound of that weapon," Keld muttered from next to him. "The Fire That Burns Stone. And they're able to throw it!" The lad was working his shoulder, no doubt still stiff from the wound he had received.

      Bjorn had no response. He rose, more from the need to do something than any particular purpose. "Be back in a bit," he muttered to Keld, then turned and left the firelight.

      The woods pressed close in the dark around him. The snow looked ghostly in the pale night. Bjorn shivered, feeling the cold huddle in deeper than it had before, though it had not seemed possible. He stood still before a tree, pretending to relieve his bladder, as he let his thoughts spin around and around.

      "It is dangerous to be out here alone."

      Bjorn startled and spun toward the speaker. Even having just listened to Hoarfrost, it took him a moment to recognize her in the gloom. He struggled to find his own voice.

      "Just needed a moment alone," he managed at last.

      The Skyardi leader watched him without reply for a long moment. As he wondered if he should spin further explanations, she turned and motioned. "Come with me."

      Bjorn stared at her back as she wove through the trees. Does she know? He could see no other reason she would be interested in him other than she knew he was the jarl's heir. He wondered if he could refuse her instruction and simply return to camp. The greater part of him wished to do just that. But to refuse the Skyardi without reason might seem suspicious — and even more, distrusting. Neither were risks he could afford to take.

      Holding his fears close, he followed.

      Hoarfrost stopped not far away, the glow of the campfires still in sight. For a long moment, they looked at each other. Bjorn held his tongue as long as he could. He tried not to stare at the ugly scar that curled around the edge of her face, even as he wondered how she had received it.

      Finally, he could take her silence no longer. "You wanted to speak with me?"

      "I do. Bjorn is your name?"

      "Yes." He thought desperately of a surname to supply, but his mind had gone blank.

      In a rare stroke of luck, she did not ask for it. "Your city has suffered The Fire That Burns Stone."

      "Yes."

      "And the jarl's family was killed in that fire?"

      He had not expected the words. A sudden pain knifed through his gut and drove the air from his lungs. He doubted he hid it well.

      "Not all of them," he said once he had breath to speak again. "Lord Bor lives. His daughter and youngest son as well."

      Hoarfrost was quiet for a moment. When she spoke, her voice was soft, almost gentle, in stark contrast to how she had spoken before.

      "I, too, have lost family to the Jotun. My brother was not the best of the Snurkorfustalg. He was never the cleverest or quickest. But he survived the Teeth long enough to find a wife and bear a child. Goldbritches, they called him." She shook her head with a small smile, the first true smile Bjorn had seen from her, though it was tinged with sadness. "'And not for the gold in my pockets,' he'd always say."

      A hollow formed in his stomach. He now knew they shared that feeling. "I'm sorry."

      The Skyardi leader held his gaze for a moment, then turned and motioned toward the snow at their feet. "Look. What do you see?"

      Bjorn peered down, glad for the distraction. The snow was pressed in what was unmistakably an animal track, but he did not recognize what creature could make one so large.

      "A greatbear?" he asked skeptically, though it matched no bear's print he had seen.

      Hoarfrost shook her head. "No — a wolverine."

      He looked at the track again. He had never seen a wolverine, but he had glimpsed a few of their skins. Though they were said to be fearsome creatures, they did not grow beyond half a man's height. The prints before him indicated a creature twice as large.

      "How can it be?" he asked finally. "It's too big."

      "Which is exactly what I wished to show you. Things have shifted in the Teeth. Even the animals have changed in unnatural ways. Some, like this wolverine, have grown larger, stronger, and swifter. Others have grown tusks and heavy fur."

      A chill ran through Bjorn that had nothing to do with the cold. "Like the Chieftain of Jünsden. Former chieftain, now."

      Hoarfrost nodded. "There is sorcery in the Teeth such as we have not seen in centuries. And it comes from the Reksh in Chasm Valley."

      "Where the Jotun and his army camp." He wondered why she discussed this with him, and again suspected the truth. But his curiosity kept him where he stood. "But why? What causes these changes?"

      "As I said before, a fog hangs over the valley. It bewitches the mind, twists the thoughts, makes you see and hear things that are not there. And the jotunmen like the pretender chieftain… they are of the Jotun's making. The rift for which the valley is named, the Chasm — it is from there that they emerge, horribly changed, as they carry out the dust that lays within. That dust that creates the Fashtelag, your Nuvvog's Rage."

      Dust. How could dust have destroyed the Harrowhall? This was not the sorcery he had anticipated finding. "How could you know this?" he asked.

      "Prisoners, taken from among their ranks. By watching and waiting. We know the Chasm is always guarded. We know the people sent within come out changed, if they emerge at all. We know flames are never allowed within a hundred paces." She lifted one shoulder, as if implying that should be evidence enough, but continued speaking. "And the men who do emerge resemble the Jotun himself: they become beasts."

      "The Jotun is a beast-man?"

      "Not only a beast-man — he is everything his name claims. He is a true giant, stepped free from the legends. He is as tall as a tree, as strong as stone. The jotunmen are made in his image, but they pale to what the Jotun himself is. He walks like a god among men."

      "A giant?" Bjorn stared down again at the supposed wolverine track and tried to imagine a giant from the ancient tales. But though he could picture the Jotun from the descriptions of Alfjin the Scribe, he could not believe that was the enemy they faced. If it was, what hope did they have? In the legends, the giants were the rulers of humanity and saw men as cattle to be used as they deemed fit. There was no warring with jotunar and surtunar — only submission or slaughter.

      He studied Hoarfrost's face, wondering if this was some strange Skyardi humor, trying to pull the wool over a young Harrowman's eyes. But just as he was going to say something along those lines, a man spoke from behind him.

      "Men have contended with jotunar before and survived. We can do so again."

      Yonik had joined them. Bjorn turned to him and saw the gothi's eyes gleam with their strange luminance as he looked at the imprint at their feet.

      Hoarfrost eyed him. "Seeing the Jotun walk among his army, I cannot believe it so."

      "There are those who might know more. Have you gone to Eildursprall?"

      Eildursprall. Bjorn had occasionally heard of the town before. It was nestled at the foot of Yewung, the peak that soared high over the Baegardian valley. There, Yewlings and Baegardians lived side by side, supporting the temple where men and women learned to become gothi.

      The Skyardi leader shook her head. "There has not been time. We were not aware of the Jotun and his army until winter's peak, and have since needed to shelter and protect our people."

      Yonik's brow drew down, his eyes seeming to stare beyond the track. "Someone must go," he muttered.

      His gaze rose to meet Bjorn's. Bjorn looked away. Though he could not say why, the priest's words made him feel uneasy.

      Hoarfrost took a step back. "We have two days of hard travel before we reach Chasm Valley. Time enough to decide what must be done."

      Yonik nodded, and he and the Skyardi turned away. Bjorn lingered for a moment, staring down at the paw print. Was she japing? He could not tell. Her face seemed as if it were carved of ice. Somehow, he thought both lies and jokes were beyond her. Which left only the truth.

      It was only then that he realized his mind had turned. He had thought they needed to go back, to return to Oakharrow with all haste, to bear news of their enemy and the threats they faced to his sister and his people.

      But now he knew they needed to press on. They needed — he needed — to see if any of this was true. If the world faced the wrath of the jotunar once more. If the giants had brought hellfire with them. Legends were coming alive before him. The least he could do was witness it.

      Finally, he had found something stronger than his fear. And despite the cold, despite the hunger and pain and weariness, he smiled into the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            26. A Carpeted Prison

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        And if a weapon is raised against a host, or the blood of a guest is spilled, the offender shall be exiled from all of society, or receive another punishment of the highest order. For a violation of hospitality is a grave offense in the eyes of the gods.

        

        - The Inscribed Beliefs; Verse the Fifth, Line the Seventh

        

      

      For the second time in as many days, Aelthena found herself a prisoner.

      She paced the carpeted floor, gaining some small satisfaction in doing her part of wearing down the expensive fabric. It was the one extravagance, other than the tomes that lined the shelves, in the austere study where Yaethun had confined her and Frey. She eyed those large books, wondering if one might serve as a weapon.

      "We could break a window?" Frey suggested from the chair in which he sprawled near the lit hearth.

      Aelthena gave him a sidelong glance. "And what, leap out? We're on the third floor. If we didn't break our legs, we certainly wouldn't be in any shape to flee his guards. To make no mention that we'd still be stuck inside the gates."

      "I didn't mean to escape." The guardian gave her a lazy smile. "I simply want to break his stuff."

      Aelthena snorted a short laugh, but she could not quite find a smile.

      "We shouldn't have gone with him," she muttered. "We should have fled."

      Frey sat up. "My first job is to protect you, Aelthena. Skarl was at large, and we were caught outside Vigil Keep. To make no mention that Yaethun and his guards outnumbered and surrounded us. Going with him was our safest course."

      You didn't think we should have gone with him before. But she kept the thought to herself. He had acted in her best interest; he did not deserve censure for that. "He betrayed my family once, Frey," she said aloud. "However he might have denied it before, he's responsible for their deaths. What's to stop him from betraying the Bears again?"

      He rose and stood before her. "I know," he said quietly. "But we didn't have a choice. Though the lawspeaker's a viper, he seems to be a reasonable man. He's not in league with Skarl, by all accounts, which means we share an enemy. And considering his own meager resources, he'll see the value in allying with you against the Vurgs."

      "I know that, but we can't be allies as long as I'm in his power. So long as I am, every deal we make will be for his benefit, and his alone."

      "We'll find a way out."

      Frey reached up and touched her arms. She froze. Part of her knew she ought to lambast him for his impudence. The greater part of her longed to fold into his arms and have him hold her tight against his chest, to breathe in the earthy scent that belonged only to him.

      Before she could second-guess herself, Aelthena stepped closer and wrapped her arms around his waist. A tension that had surged through her body since the day the Harrowhall fell in flames eased, and she sagged against his chest. Her eyes burned. She did not even care that his armor stank with sweat.

      Frey held her, one hand stroking her hair, and murmured, "It's alright, it's alright."

      The lock in the door rattled. Heart setting off at a sprint, Aelthena pushed apart from Frey and quickly smoothed her hair, composing herself just in time for a thrall servant to press open the door.

      "Lawspeaker Yaethun invites Lady Heir Aelthena to dine with him," she said with a heavy Sypten accent. "Her bodyguard may accompany her if she wishes."

      Aelthena glanced at Frey and found him intently watching her, blue-green eyes seeming to search for something. She looked back to the thrall.

      "Yes," she answered. "I would appreciate my guardian accompanying me. Lead the way." But she made sure to keep a step ahead of Frey as they followed after the woman.

      Yaethun's manor was not grand or sprawling, and much of the wooden hallways were bare of decoration. Once, his family might have ruled the jarlheim, but Lord Bor had stripped them of much of their property when he had taken the Mantle for himself. Yaethun had been left with resources as befitted a minor highborn family. In the intervening years, the lawspeaker had clearly built on that meager foundation, but it fell far short of the wealth of the greatest houses, and was a shadow of what his family had once been.

      The dining hall proved little different from the rest of the estate. Though the room was small, and its two fireplaces were lit, it felt drafty and cold, a sign of inferior construction. Yaethun stood at the head of a table filled with food that looked wholesome, if not quite delectable. Yet Aelthena's hunger stirred at the sight, not having eaten for most of the day.

      "My apologies for keeping you waiting, Lady Heir Aelthena," the lawspeaker said smoothly. "Considering the state of the city, I needed to attend to my estate's defenses. I assure you, however, you are quite safe within these walls."

      "I'm sure I am."

      If Yaethun noticed her note of sarcasm, he didn't acknowledge it. "Please, sit and dine with me. Your man may eat in the servants' hall."

      Aelthena glanced at Frey. "No. He will eat afterward in our room. With your permission, I would like him to stand in attendance to our own meal."

      She wanted to keep him close, true. But if the duty was in small part a punishment, it was hardly unwarranted. She never would have yielded to her brief weakness, after all, if he had not acted so familiar with her.

      "Very well," Yaethun yielded. At a gesture from her host, Aelthena took a seat at the opposite end of the table.

      The preliminary dishes of fish soup and fresh bread were passed around in silence. Aelthena kept her gaze high, looking past the lawspeaker as she ate. This was a contest, she knew, and to speak first would be to cede Yaethun power. So she ate and pretended that time were not of the essence, and that her patience did not fray further with every passing minute.

      They ate sheep stuffed with cheese and winterberries and a side of roasted leeks, then finished with honeyed apples, only a little shriveled from their long winter storage. All the while, Yaethun ate deliberately, as if he, too, were unperturbed by the awkward meal.

      Only once the plates had been cleared away did Aelthena wonder if she had lost the contest by playing it, for the lawspeaker finally met her gaze with a slight smile. "I hope you were satisfied, Lady Heir Aelthena. Now, I'm afraid I must return to my duties."

      As he rose from his chair, she rose as well, not waiting for a servant to assist her. The chair's legs screeched across the floor. "Wait a moment, Lawspeaker. We still have business to discuss, you and I."

      "Indeed?" Yaethun raised an eyebrow. "I was under the impression that business is conducted between two parties who have something to offer each other. But, as I see it, you have very little to offer indeed."

      "I am the jarl's heir. And considering my father is… distracted these days, I rule Oakharrow on his part. I have everything to offer."

      The lawspeaker slowly sat again. "You have ruled for a short time, true. But what scant authority you can claim is quickly eroding. The Harrowhall's resources are lost. Vigil Keep is only yours so long as Lady Kathsla extends her invitation. The Thurdjur and Balturg elders remain only tenuously allied."

      "Yet I am still the heir." She tried to keep the snarl from her words and only partially succeeded.

      "You are." Yaethun leaned onto the table and steepled his hands. "And so we may yet reach a deal."

      She saw his intent: to undermine her confidence and knock her off-balance before the negotiations began. Aelthena tightened the walls around herself, shoring up her vulnerabilities. But she could not stay on the defensive if she was to get what she needed.

      "I am not the one with dubious power, Yaethun Brashurson," she said, calm and composed now. "I am not the one who has betrayed his Jarl and his people. I am not the one responsible for the destruction of the Harrowhall and Oakharrow's defenses. I wonder — if we were to level accusations against each other, you and I, who would the people believe?"

      The lawspeaker's jaw tightened, but only minutely. "It seems I must first set the record straight. As I said before, Lady Heir Aelthena, I am not the one responsible for your home's destruction. I do not deny my connection with Hervor Silverfang. I do not deny that the sentry Troel Magurson was ordered to look the other way in relation to the Yewlings. And neither will I deny that I ordered the Harrowhall's guardians away from the dungeons in the morning leading up to Nuvvog's Rage. But in the rest, I am innocent."

      If guards had not filled the corners of the room, she might have leaped across the table and strangled him. Instead, she kept her words and tone measured.

      "If you're so innocent, then who is responsible? And don't tell me it was an accident."

      "I am sure it was quite intentional, but not on my part. This is the doing of the one I've had these dealings with. They call him the Jotun."

      "The Jotun?" Aelthena frowned. "Like the giants of myth?"

      Yaethun smiled thinly. "Apparently, he is not above self-aggrandizing titles. I have only ever met with his emissaries; sometimes Syptens, but more often Woldagi and other barbars. Yet they name him the King of Chieftains, claiming he has united the barbar tribes behind his shield."

      He's united the barbars. It was an impossible notion. As many rifts gaped between the tribes as between Harrowfolk and wild folk. Yet if one man had… She feared what such an army might be capable of. How many would it even number?

      But she could not dwell on that now. For any of it to matter, she had to bargain her way out of Yaethun's clutches. "And what dealings have you had with this Jotun?" she pressed.

      It was a step too far. The lawspeaker's brow drew down. "That is my affair," he said stiffly. "I do not need to divulge all my secrets, I trust."

      She contemplated him for a long moment. Yaethun had his hands in many pots across the city with many interests, to be sure. But she could believe only one reason he would deal with a barbar chieftain. To take the Winter Mantle.

      Yet accusations would not get her far in these negotiations. She kept her words neutral, giving no indication of the anger simmering behind them. "So you claim this Jotun, whom you've never seen before, is responsible for Nuvvog's Rage."

      Yaethun's brow smoothed, tension leaving him as her probing inquiries returned to the line he wished her to swallow. "It is hardly as far-fetched as you might suppose. Anyone with eyes can tell there have been changes in the Teeth and among the barbars. Something has happened; something is stirring them. But I became no surer of their ill intent than when the Harrowhall went up in flames." The lawspeaker shook his head. "Such power… it would be unimaginable had I not witnessed it."

      Aelthena remembered seeing it from atop Vigil Keep. The flames engulfing the walls. The smoke filling the sky. She set her jaw and forced it from her mind. 

      "But that was Sypten witchery. A sorcerer from Ha-Sypt was responsible for it, not this Jotun." A thought flitted through her head: What had happened to the burned Sypten boy? She wondered if the keepers and sentries had managed to keep hold of him, or if he had died in the massacre. She wondered at all he might have told her.

      The lawspeaker lazily waved a hand. "Perhaps Ha-Sypt is involved, as you say. Or perhaps the boy was a thrall forced into a task no man would want part of. Either way, it was done with the Jotun's consent, for none travel through the Teeth without his permission."

      The realization ran through her with a shock. "You knew this. Yet you let Bjorn travel into the Teeth with his company."

      Yaethun's smile did not touch his eyes. "Yes."

      Burning anger coursed through her, driving away all reasonable thought. Bjorn. She had feared for him before. Now she could not see what hope he could have to survive.

      "But your own gods-damned son went with them!" she exclaimed, desperate for some reason to believe Bjorn could remain alive.

      "Egil can look after himself. The barbars will not harm him." He looked about to say more, but pressed his thin lips back together in a line.

      Aelthena struggled to collect her thoughts. She had known the lawspeaker to be a frost-bent man, but he was even colder than she had suspected. He turned her every attack back on her. It was time to drive her message home, to knock him so off-balance that he would have no choice but to negotiate. And then I can be rid of him for good, she promised herself, hoping it to be true.

      "You may not have known the Jotun would do what he did," Aelthena said with forced calm. "But you made it possible. You still betrayed and killed my family."

      The ugly smile returned. "As your father killed mine. Now, we can waste what precious time we have dredging up wounds from the past. Or we can put them behind us and move forward. Together."

      She did not want to. She wanted to drag him through his guilt until he was bloody and raw. But he was right. She did not have the luxury of nursing revenge.

      "I assume you have a proposal," she said stiffly.

      "You might say that. We have a common enemy, Lady Heir Aelthena. Skarl Thundson has effectively seized the city. I have had few reports, but what whispers have reached me speak of the Thurdjur and Balturg elders allying with the Warden to rally the sentries and other men to fight against the Vurgs. Pockets of violence have already begun to break out as each carves out their section of the city. But all is not lost. Together, you and I will provide a uniting voice for the city. We will lead the charge against Skarl and retake Oakharrow."

      If what he said was true, he had given her this information for free. But nothing is free in negotiations.

      "And the price for your help?"

      "Marriage."

      Aelthena stared at him, disbelieving for a moment. Marriage. It was the last avenue of assault she had expected.

      "But I'm promised to another" was all she could think to say.

      Yaethun smiled thinly. "I believe I have previously demonstrated that promises are easily broken."

      As the shock of the moment passed, it became all too apparent why he would want her hand. "You want to be the jarl. Through a forged bond rather than spilled blood."

      "Of course. If your remaining brother does not return from the Teeth — and with the Jotun about, I doubt he will — then I will become the jarl's heir. And considering Lord Bor's health and the times we live in, I do not think I will have to wait long for him to expire."

      It was as good an admittance he would kill her father before his time. Desperate, she found herself looking at Frey. The guardian's fury was ill-disguised. Afraid he might do something rash, afraid she might order him to, she stared at the wall behind the lawspeaker.

      "I will consider your proposal," she said in as even a voice as she could manage. "But only once you release me and my guardian back to Vigil Keep."

      Yaethun spread his hands. "I'm afraid that won't be possible. Oakharrow is far too dangerous to travel through, Lady Heir Aelthena. And you will be no imposition upon my hospitality."

      "So you mean to hold me hostage?"

      The lawspeaker only smiled.

      Aelthena lowered her gaze to the table. Fighting through the maelstrom of emotions and information spinning through her, she focused on the item before her. A knife. Sharp for cutting meat, the blade rested next to her right hand. She felt an itch to reach for it. This was something whose effect she could understand, solid and deadly. This was a tool whose purpose she knew she could employ.

      Only barely did she refrain from taking it in hand and dashing at her enemy. Too many eyes. Wait for the moment.

      She tried not to think of the violence that must inevitably follow.

      Aelthena glanced again at Frey and saw he had grasped her spontaneous plan. By his frown, he disapproved. But she would not give him a choice to voice his disagreement. The expressionless faces of the guards did not show that they suspected anything yet.

      She met Yaethun's gaze again. "You know what I want, and I know the same for you. But one of us must give. What do you suggest?"

      "Suggest? I am in my own house, Lady Heir Aelthena. I have given you the courtesy of believing you have a choice. But I tire of this game."

      Yaethun rose and began slowly approaching her from around the table. She did not bother to hide her revulsion, but let it disguise her exultation.

      Yes, you arrogant hog. Come closer. 

      Stopping next to her, the lawspeaker leaned over. "You will cast aside your betrothed. You will summon your father here to bestow his blessing. And you will make me jarl, as I always should have been."

      A yell and a grunt of pain sounded behind her. Aelthena glimpsed Frey turning from the guard he'd struck across the face to tackle a second. Without thinking, she grabbed the meat knife and rose, scrabbling at Yaethun and managing to grab his hair. The lawspeaker, utterly surprised, barely resisted as she placed the sharp edge of the blade to his neck.

      "Stop!" she yelled, a screech in her voice. 

      The guards, who had just bared their blades, hesitated and looked around. Frey took the opportunity to rise to his feet and wipe at a trickle of blood from his mouth.

      Aelthena shook her hostage by his hair, trying not to slit his throat on accident. "Tell them to stand down," she snarled in his ear.

      "Stand down!" Yaethun gasped, hardly daring to breathe for fear of the knife. "Put away your swords, fools!"

      Slowly, Yaethun's guards obeyed, sheathing the blades again.

      "Except you." Aelthena nodded at one. "Give your sword to my man."

      The guard glared murder at Frey, but he drew out his blade again and let it clatter to the wood. The man stepped back, and Frey bent and took the weapon in hand. As the guardian met her gaze, she saw a storm of emotions behind his eyes — fear, anger, worry. But he only silently took his place by her side.

      "Now, Yaethun, I am the one tiring of this game," she said to her hostage. "My guardian and I are leaving. In return for our safe passage, I won't slit your throat. So if you want to live, order your men to stay where they are."

      She had never imagined the lawspeaker to be a brave man. Yet it surprised her how quickly he spat out, "You heard her! Stay where you are!"

      "Good. Now, we'll be going." Slowly, she pulled Yaethun back. He obeyed, stumbling slightly with her awkward grip. Frey backed out after them, stolen sword held at the ready, as they left the guards behind in the dining hall.

      Aelthena followed Yaethun's resentful instructions as she pulled him through his manor's halls. Her arms burned with holding their positions, but she did not dare let the knife stray far, even when she knew her hostage to be a coward. A little longer, she told herself as the far end of the corridor brightened with torchlight. Just a little longer.

      Frey opened the doors. The cutting wind tore through their clothes, their winter cloaks left behind in the study. Aelthena shuddered but pushed Yaethun forward. No time to return for comfort. The guards at the manor entrance shouted at the sight of their employer held at knife point, but obeyed when Yaethun told them to open the gates. As soon as they yawned wide enough, Frey slipped through, and Aelthena pulled Yaethun afterward. They made for the buildings on the opposite side of the street. Flurries of snow blew around them as they crossed the empty road.

      "Enough!" the lawspeaker gasped. "You're free! Now release me!"

      "Well, well, Djur strike me where I stand, but this isn't the sight I expected to see."

      Frey whirled around, sword pointed at the figure who emerged from a nearby alley. But Aelthena recognized the rich baritone coming from the large, cloaked man even without seeing his face.

      "Bastor?" she said incredulously. "What are you doing here?"

      Bastor pulled back the hood, revealing his dark, striking features and incongruous blonde hair. "Coming to save you. But I should have known you were more than capable of saving yourself."

      "Stay back," Frey warned, a growl in his voice. "How did you know we were here?"

      The rogue shrugged. "I followed you after Skarl's coup."

      In the tumult of the Savage's insurrection, she had forgotten seeing him in the crowd just before it had occurred. Now, as the memory came back, many questions accompanied it. "Were you trying to warn me?" she asked. "Before the hangings and the melee."

      Bastor gave her a thin smile. "For the little good it did."

      "Enough of this!" Even with a knife to his throat, Yaethun had recovered his ire. "Release me, girl!"

      Aelthena pulled sharply at his hair, further exposing his neck. For a moment, she imagined slashing the knife across it and watching his blood spray across the snow-covered stones. But even as the scene flashed through her mind, her blood cooled.

      She lowered the knife. "You're to call me Lady Heir Aelthena," she said with a composure that surprised her. "Remember that."

      She released him and shoved him away. The lawspeaker slipped on the cobblestones, scraping his hands and knees, then stumbled to his feet as he dashed for the gates to his manor. He shouted as he ran, demanding that his huskarls admit him at once.

      "He'll send men after you," Bastor observed as he watched Yaethun flee. "It probably would have been best just to slit his throat and be done with him."

      "Probably." She met Frey's suspicious eyes, then Bastor's. "Can you lead us back to Vigil Keep?"

      "I could. But I'd only be delivering you into Skarl's hands." His dark eyes scanned their surroundings as he spoke. "It's time, then. Perhaps past time."

      "Time? Time for what?"

      He took a step toward her, and Frey raised the sword warningly. Bastor gave him a glance, making no move to draw a weapon of his own, and held Aelthena's gaze.

      "Oakharrow is lost, Lady Heir Aelthena. Whether it's Skarl or Yaethun or another who claims its bones, the jarlheim is lost. You don't have the men needed to reclaim it here. And there's only one place we can rally them." He pointed west, out toward the sloping Baegardian valley.

      Her temper rose with every word and gesture. "What?" she demanded. "You want us to run? To do what, exactly — plead our case to the Jarlmoot? Thane Asborn is already doing so."

      "Not just that. If you're captured, they'll kill you — or worse, breed from you. You have to leave for your own sake."

      Breed from you. As callous as Bastor put it, as cold and ugly a thought as it was to consider, she knew it was true. Yaethun had already announced his intentions to do so. Could she expect any less from Skarl Thundson and the other enemies that lay beyond their walls?

      "We don't have time for a conversation, m'lady," Frey said urgently, his gaze never drifting from the imposing man. "Yaethun could pursue us at any moment."

      Bastor nodded. "For once, your man is right. Go — find someplace safe and lay low. But if you come around to my thinking, meet me in the Squalls where we last parted at sundown tomorrow. I can smuggle you out of the city."

      Aelthena stared at the roguish man. "Who are you? What is your true name? You are not lowborn, but you act far from highborn. Are you some jarl's bastard son?"

      Bastor grinned, but there was a bitter edge to it. "Close enough. But it's best you not know, Lady Heir Aelthena. Or you'll trust me even less than you already do."

      Shouts sounded from Yaethun's compound. Aelthena turned to look in its direction, but saw no men appear from the gate yet.

      When she turned back, Bastor was gone.

      Frey grabbed her arm and pulled her in the opposite direction. "We can stay at my family's home," he said as they began running along the street. "Then we can talk this through and decide what's next."

      She nodded and followed him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            27. Steam & Stone

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The mysterious practices of the Gothi have always tantalized my imagination. Here, in their seidar — Seeing, as they often call it — it seems to me is a touch of the divine, a piece of the stories with which I have inundated my mind made real and tangible. Yet the Volur among the Gothi perform but the barest fraction of what they are said to be capable of. I ascribe this narrowing to either a retraction of magic from our world, as with the extinction of dragons, or to the restrictions put in place by the Inscribed Beliefs.

        But what I would not give to witness seidar in its pure, undiluted form.

        

        - Commentary on Djurian Culture, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      The uncovering of a greater purpose, Bjorn soon discovered, made a journey no more bearable.

      Day after day carried on with the same teeth-grinding tedium. The snow dazzled their vision as the sun emerged from behind the clouds. The trees always looked the same; the peaks, the same; the ravines, the same. Yet at any moment, Bjorn knew dark shapes might suddenly appear over a white ridge. Only through constant vigilance could they hope to survive.

      They traveled through the Jotun's territory now, after all.

      They had not encountered another patrol — a strange happenstance that greatly disturbed the leaders of their mixed company. Whatever its meaning, Bjorn was glad of it. Any taste he had for violence had long ago been sated. And he needed no more reminder of the craven he knew himself to be.

      Yet every day, as if to torment himself, his gaze inevitably wondered back to Egil. The lawspeaker's son rode straight-backed once more, seemingly recovered from their captivity and the many trials before. He's strong, Bjorn thought. Stronger than me. Bjorn wondered, as he had wondered many times before, whether he had been born to the wrong family. Egil should have inherited the Winter Mantle in his brothers' place, not Bjorn. The young sentry was far more suited to it. He spoke rarely, but when he did, the rest of the company listened. He had Vedgif's respect, a feat Bjorn had not the slightest inclination how to achieve.

      But it's not his duty, he reminded himself heavily. It's yours. If Aelthena gives it back. Part of him feared she would not, that she would treasure her taste of power enough to turn against her own family. Another part of him wondered if that would be so bad a betrayal. After all, had he ever really wanted it?

      Only when Keld rode next to him could Bjorn escape his tormenting thoughts. The lad had as quickly swallowed their destination as he had accepted everything in this deadly journey. He rarely complained of his shoulder, but Bjorn saw in his movements that it was still injured from the battle in Jünsden. Bjorn wished there was some comfort he could offer him, but was glad the lad now had a horse to carry his burdens. Despite the wound, Keld was in high spirits. He had told Bjorn many stories of his childhood, of mischievous deeds done, like stealing autumn apples from stands in the Dusty Wares or climbing atop the Tangled Temple when the priests weren't looking. Bjorn had even shared a few of his own, though reminiscing inevitably had him fighting back tears.

      Loridi and Seskef also had a penchant for making Bjorn laugh, as was the pair's gift. Sometimes, they rode up on either side of him and harassed him into speaking of himself. Each fresh fact and recollection of his past he revealed was prodded and made fun of. "A book moth!" Loridi exclaimed when Bjorn revealed how he had spent most of his childhood. "Paint me for a fool! And here I thought you were so familiar with a sword!"

      "Not as familiar as you, no doubt," Seskef gibed.

      But no barb could penetrate Loridi's oily defenses; he only grinned in reply. "Why else would they call me Lord Sword, my blubbery friend?"

      "How do you know each other?" Bjorn asked, suddenly struck with curiosity and grown comfortable enough with the pair to ask. "You always pry at my past, but I rarely hear more than a word or two of yours."

      "Ah…" Seskef glanced around Bjorn toward Loridi. "Well, that's a story."

      "One which I would be happy to tell," Loridi announced, showing none of the same hesitation his companion did. "Well, it began with placing the goat horn in Olsen's bed…"

      Bjorn listened as the tall young man tore through a tale so full of incredulities he doubted any word of it was true — how a prank involving a goat's horn ended in a holmgang, a fight to the death. Just as Loridi recounted the final blows being exchanged, Bjorn cut in.

      "So what does any of this have to do with Seskef?"

      "Oh." Loridi waved a hand. "We met at the fight. Thick as thieves ever since."

      Bjorn looked from the one man to the other. There was a tightness to Loridi's smile, and the bigger man was having trouble summoning one. He had the distinct impression that the pair was hiding something, though what, he could hardly imagine. Fights to the death were not permissible by the Inscribed Laws, but enough folks turned their heads the other way that they were not uncommon, nor should the mere witnessing of one provoke much guilt.

      "Bjorn. Will you come with me?"

      He startled and looked around. Once more, the gothi had snuck up on him. Bjorn, still infected with a jovial mood, pretended to scowl at the priest. "Do you have to move so quietly?"

      Yonik gave him a lopsided grin. "It adds to my mystique." As quickly as it had come, the smile slipped away. "Please. It's important."

      Sensing the priest's urgency, Bjorn felt the familiar fear set back in. "What is it?"

      Yonik laughed suddenly, startling Bjorn. "Nothing like an attack, if that's what you were thinking. This is urgent in a different way."

      Bjorn cast one last look back at Loridi and Seskef, who shrugged at the odd summons, then followed the priest out into the night. He wondered where they were headed, and what could be so pressing but not perilous this late at night.

      "Hoarfrost may know your true identity." The priest was ahead of him and did not turn around to reveal the news.

      Bjorn fought to master the anxiety suddenly curling through him. "She might?" he asked after several long moments.

      "I'm not sure how she guessed. Perhaps she has better sources of information than we suspected." Yonik cast a quick glance over his shoulder. "Not to worry, though. I believe our interests are aligned. She will not negotiate with this Jotun."

      He hoped the priest's judgment of the Skyardi leader was correct. But there seemed little they could do about it either way. They needed the barbars to survive out here and pursue their true enemy. He would just have to trust Hoarfrost would not use him as a bargaining chip.

      Pushing down his concerns, Bjorn remembered his conversation with her some nights before and all she had claimed. He had thought about it often since then — and dreamed of it as well. "Do you think it's true, what she says of this chieftain king? That he's a… a true giant?"

      "Yes."

      That simple word, spoken without even facing him, made Bjorn lose his balance. "How?" he asked faintly, struggling to keep his feet under him. "How could they exist all this time and no one ever knew?"

      "You know how. You remember the old stories, Bjorn. What they say of the jotunar."

      He tried to thaw his frozen mind. "They're said to live in the Witterland, across the Treacherous Sea. But that's supposed to be leagues wide. Did this one sail over?"

      The priest laughed, short and bitter. "Perhaps it swam. Who knows what feat is beyond these creatures of myth? But that is part of what I brought you out here."

      Before Bjorn could question further, he saw the glow of a campfire through the trees. Wondering what a fire was doing out here, he tentatively followed the priest through the forest to emerge into a small glade. A shallow cave was shaped out of the cliffside, little more than a lean in its face. The little fire burned in this nook, sheltered from the incessant winds. Around it, snow had been cleared to bare the rock and brown pine needles beneath.

      Bjorn paused at the edge of the hollow. An uneasy suspicion filled him. "What's this?"

      The gothi turned and watched him with a wild beast's wariness. He gave no more explanations.

      Bjorn studied the place further. Why light a fire separate from the camp? The reason flitted at the edge of his thoughts, but he could not quite grasp it. He stared into the flames as if he might find the explanation there.

      Then he saw it — the stone sparking amid the fire. Drascale ore. The priest was heating drascale, just as he had the day Bjorn thought he lost his mind.

      He took a step back, his heart fluttering in his chest. "Are you mad?"

      "Bjorn, please, listen to me." The gothi held his hands up, as if to show he bore no weapon. As if that were what Bjorn feared.

      "The sprites entered my mind. I almost killed a keeper. I saw things — things that weren't there." His voice rose in pitch along with his panic. "Flames and scales and death — you want me to see that again?"

      The priest stepped forward and gripped Bjorn by the shoulders. His hands were strong, more so than seemed possible for how thin the man was.

      "Bjorn, I was careless before. I didn't realize you would be so sensitive to khnuum's effects. But you cannot be afraid of the visions. They are not madness — they're a gift. A gift we may sorely need right now."

      Bjorn pulled away. "It's not a Djur-burned gift! It's a curse." He was having trouble breathing, like his chest was squeezed by a giant invisible hand, did nothing to ease his fears. Like the Jotun already has me.

      Yonik did not try to touch him again, but only watched him with his wolfish eyes. "Breathe, Bjorn, breathe. Nothing can be faced without air in your lungs."

      He struggled to do so, not to obey the priest, but because bright spots were appearing in his vision. Bjorn sucked in a ragged breath, and as he exhaled, his chest loosened ever so slightly. He breathed in again, leaned over, and breathed out. The tide of panic slowly ebbed back down.

      "I'm sorry, Bjorn. I have kept many secrets over the years. Some are our people's. Some are the Silvers'. Some are my own. I have grown so used to keeping secrets that I struggle to reveal them when I should." The gothi put his hand on Bjorn's shoulder again, but led him forward rather than arrested him now. "Come. Sit by the fire. Nothing need happen without your consent."

      His legs had gone weak with his bout of panic. Ashamed, yet grateful to sit, Bjorn slumped onto the cold ground next to the fire. He eyed the drascale ore sparking inside the flames with distrust. From previous experience, it was only when steam was released from the stone that the visions began. But he still did not like being near it.

      When Yonik had sat cross-legged opposite of him, Bjorn raised his gaze from the fire to the priest. "Why?" he asked again, his question plain.

      The gothi nodded, but did not answer for a long moment. "It is as I said before. What you can do, what you can see, within specific circumstances, is a potent tool."

      "It's madness. Nothing but seeing things that aren't there."

      Yonik shook his head. "They are not mere delusions put in your mind by sprites, such as what I fear your father endures. You are volur, a possessor of seidar — or what the Silvers call 'the Sight.' It is a rare and powerful gift, and one which is highly valued among gothi."

      Volur. Seidar. The Sight. Bjorn latched onto the only part he recognized in the priest's explanation. "The Silvers... The elders of Eildursprall, you mean?"

      "Yes. The Sight is well known to them, and they comprehend much more of it than they have shared with me, a common priest. I understand enough to know your visions are not the dreams of a forest witch. They are true seeing, the echoes of what may come to pass, should the path of the present continue as it does."

      Bjorn closed his eyes and pressed the heels of his hands into them. A dull throb had begun to well up from behind them. "That can't be true. I'm not…" I'm not sprite-touched, he almost said. But he was not entirely sure that was true anymore, not after the last experience.

      "Bjorn, listen to me. I know the visions and what they unlocked within you were frightening before. But I know what I am dealing with now. And with my help, you may be able to tell us what lies in wait for us."

      He removed his hands and stared blearily across the fire at the gothi. "And what if I try to kill someone else?"

      Yonik smiled, but it seemed born of sorrow more than any gladness. "That won't happen. You trusted me enough to come with me into the Teeth in the heart of winter. Trust me in this."

      No part of him wished to relive what he had before. But he was surprised to find just how much he did trust the priest. Especially when he didn't know the first thing about him.

      "You said you claimed your own vengeance once, long ago," Bjorn said slowly. "That it made you feel empty. What did you mean?"

      He had caught the priest wrong-footed by the widening of his eyes. Yonik looked away, seeming to try to master the emotions flitting across his face. Part of Bjorn longed to apologize, to take back the probing question. But if the priest was going to make him go through the madness again, he needed to know.

      Yonik finally looked up. "I had a home in the foothills of the mountains when I was a young man, just a bit older than you. I had a wife and two daughters, both less than three winters old. I was happy. But one day, barbars came. A group of young raiders from among the Skyardi looking for vengeance on Harrowfolk for all the green hunts committed against them. They came to my home while I was away." The priest averted his eyes and spoke in a quiet, choked voice. "They burned my family inside."

      Bjorn could not breathe. He did not want to look at the priest and witness his pain. He was horrified he had evoked it again. "Yonik, I…"

      The gothi met his gaze again. Tears caught the firelight as they trickled down his face. "You can guess the rest," the priest said softly. "I hunted them down, one by one. I tracked the last one to a cave. He begged for mercy. He said he only went with the others, that he did not know what they intended. He could not have been older than sixteen… I did not listen, not to him nor my own conscience. I left him in that cave, unburied, to be claimed as carrion.

      "I could not return to my old life — there was no life to return to. So after the rest of the winter drinking myself to Ovvash's hells, I went to Eildursprall and dedicated my life to the Inscribed Gods."

      "I didn't know," Bjorn murmured. "I'm sorry I asked."

      "You had every right to ask." The gothi's voice had grown stronger again. "And it was a long time ago. A lifetime before. But now you know. I understand how it feels to lose your family to Nuvvog's Rage, Bjorn."

      Bjorn nodded. He fought to restrain his sobs as he pictured first Yonik's family burning, then his own. He had always felt a strange affinity toward the priest. Now he knew they shared more in common than he ever imagined.

      "Let us prevent more disaster, if we can," Yonik said, quietly now. "Use your gift, Bjorn. Let me guide you. You will not come to harm, I promise you."

      His scholar's courage quailed inside him as it recalled the visions he'd had. The wall of fire, the wall of scales, the falling bodies… Bjorn blinked the memories away. He had been a coward many times throughout this journey. He could not succumb to fear once more. Not when he might save lives rather than ruin them.

      He slowly met Yonik's gaze. "What must we do?"

      The priest gave him a brief smile, then drew the long knives at his hip. For a moment, Bjorn imagined him leaping over the fire and running him through with them. Only by a force of will did he keep himself in place. Contrary to his daydream, Yonik only bent over the fire and used the blades to roll the piece of drascale ore, no bigger than a fist, onto the ground next to him.

      "We must work quickly before it cools," the gothi said. "Lean close as I pour water over it."

      Fighting his trepidation, Bjorn did as he was bade. The warmth of the fire and the stone pressed against his face as he held himself within a foot of it. A pot had been warming on the fire unnoticed by Bjorn, which Yonik now picked up and held over the stone. He hesitated before pouring.

      "Ready yourself, and follow each instruction as I give it."

      Bjorn clenched his muscles tight, hoping he would have to the courage to do as Yonik bade.

      The gothi poured the water over the ore. At once, steam erupted from the hot stone, enveloping and blistering Bjorn's face. He held his breath for a long moment, but a morbid curiosity won over, and he inhaled deeply. A heady sensation rushed over him. His body felt hot and cold all over.

      "Bjorn. Attend to me. You must look at the stone in my hand."

      Bjorn looked up. His vision swam, and the priest was indistinct as if he gazed at him through water. He tried to obey and lowered his eyes to the stone. It looked no more than a gray blotch at first, indistinct and meaningless. Panic rose in him. I'm doing this wrong. Nothing is happening. What am I doing wrong?

      But as he stared, something began to change. Thin lines, etched into the stone's surface, became clear, even as the rest of his vision remained foggy. Bjorn's balance wavered, and he had to reach out to the ground to keep himself upright. But he never lost sight of those carved lines. They did not form any shape he knew, nor any rune for writing. Almost, they resembled Old Djurian, the language of their migratory ancestors from the Witterland, but twisted beyond any recognition.

      Yet, somewhere in his mind, he knew it.

      "This is your focus," Yonik spoke, his voice coming from far away. "Hold to it. It will guide your visions. Now, Bjorn, listen very careful. Imagine Chasm Valley. Picture all that Hoarfrost has told you of it. Tell me, what do you see?"

      Bjorn's thoughts kept drifting as the gothi gave his instructions. But he had always been susceptible to imagination, and he seized upon the challenge at once. He painted upon the canvas of his mind first the broad strokes, then finer details. The narrow path down into the gorge. The thick fog hanging over everything. The opening into view again and the army encampment. The Jotun, standing tall above it.

      Then it was if someone else far more skilled seized the brush, and Bjorn felt himself yanked into the image.

      He stood on the path, standing at the point Hoarfrost had described. Stone was firm beneath his feet. Heat, strange for the season, clung clammily to his clothes. An odor, like eggs gone to rot, filled his nostrils. Spread below him, all across the vale, was the barbar army.

      Or, at least, the fortifications that had once housed them lay below. The signs of habitation were gone; only the bones of the encampment remained. Part of Bjorn thought this must be significant, but his curiosity was already drifting onward. In the center of the camp, something drew his attention. He leaned forward as if to see it more clearly. Smoke billowed up from the ground like a dragon belching, never ceasing or slowing. The Chasm, he realized. It was not only smoke, or steam, or whatever it was; something moved within that plume, something large and many-hued as a rainbow after a storm.

      Distantly, he heard Yonik's voice, urgent and edged with worry. Bjorn ignored it and leaned forward more. His toes scraped against the edge of the path. He wished to leap and throw himself toward this marvel, which was as nothing else he had seen in the world.

      And why not? Bjorn bunched his legs, leaned forward further still, then leaped.

      The jump should have only carried him to the sharp rocks below. But as he fell, the scene shifted. He did not plummet toward the ground; now, he fell through the smoke, the Chasm, and into the middle of the maelstrom. The colors he had seen faintly before now flashed with vivacity all around him. Vague shapes coalesced into scenes, and figures marched forth. Bjorn fell through the two factions of soldiers, reds and oranges and yellows pitted against blues and violets and greens. They scattered before his descent — but greater figures rose in their wake. These beings were not so numerous, but tall as mountains and brutish in aspect. Long teeth jutted from their mouths like a woolith's tusks. They clashed together, and again, Bjorn fell through them.

      Then the colors and mist were gone, and the world came back into lucidity. Bjorn saw the ground pass him by and knew he descended into the heart of the rift now. A terrible heat pressed in around him, suffocating him and making the air shimmer. A glow welled up from below. Bjorn's curiosity was long ago sated, but he could not stop. The forge's heart came closer, closer. The walls around him shifted, turning from pick-shattered stone to something that gleamed and formed in regular rows. Scales — a pit of scales all around him. The throat, the throat of a serpent, a great serpent. No, a dragon. No, Nuvvog himself.

      No! he tried to cry out. No! I won't go! I won't go! I won't—

      "Bjorn!"

      The cold pressed back against his feverish skin. Bjorn gasped, and it felt as if he opened his eyes, though his eyelids did not shift. The snow-cloaked night, barely kept at bay by the scant firelight, replaced the fog and the scales and the fire rising from below. He felt around him, and frost-kissed stone greeted his gloved hands, steady and unmoving. Even now, the movement of his long fall had not yet died.

      Then he raised his gaze and became aware of Yonik gripping him by the shoulders. He had the impression the priest had been shaking him a moment before.

      Bjorn opened his mouth to speak and nearly spewed his guts all over the gothi.

      Yonik gave a low chuckle as he helped Bjorn lean over. He heaved, gasping for air between bouts of sick, his gut clenching over and over like a caged beast within clamored to escape. Finally, it seemed satisfied and eased, and Bjorn took a tentative, shallow gulp of air as he rolled over and sprawled onto his back.

      "Ovvash take you, Priest," he rasped when he could speak.

      Yonik, who sat just within Bjorn's vision, winced. "I had hoped that would go better. And I am sorry, Bjorn. But if you don't speak of what you saw now, it may soon fade from your memory. Tell me: did you visit Chasm Valley?"

      He pushed down his weary frustration and tried to recall. Already, the vision faded like a dream upon waking. But he gathered enough threads to weave together a semblance of what had occurred.

      "Yes. I stood looking out over the camp. There were fortifications, wooden walls and buildings. But everything was empty. No fires burned. There was no army, no giant. Nothing."

      "Nothing." Yonik frowned. "Did you see more?"

      "Yes. I…" Bjorn scrunched up his eyes, trying to picture what he had seen against the dark backdrop of the sky. "I went into the Chasm."

      "Into it?"

      Bjorn nodded, the movement small. "I fell. Colors flashed around me. There were… armies, I think. Battles. And big warriors — giants, I think. The colors fought each other."

      "Fought each other?"

      "I don't know." His irritation was getting the better of him. "It's just how it seemed."

      "I'm not doubting you, Bjorn. Just trying to understand. Did you see more?"

      Bjorn clenched his jaw tight, but obliged once more. "A dragon… something about a snake, or a dragon. And fire." He strained a moment longer, then released the tension and relaxed, sighing as he did. "I'm sorry. I can't remember further."

      Yonik patted his arm. "That was good. Very good, considering the circumstances. That you saw Chasm Valley at all shows remarkable talent, Bjorn."

      Despite the sickening feeling that still enveloped his body, pride warmed his chest. "Thanks," he muttered, unsure of what else to say.

      "With training, you could be the greatest volur that has been seen in generations, at least to my knowledge. And I do not exaggerate when I say that."

      Bjorn could not believe the gothi's words. They reached too far. He might have been born a son of Bor the Bear, but he had always known he was nothing significant. As a boy, he had quailed at the slightest challenge and hidden in dark, candlelit rooms reading worm-eaten books while other boys ran outside and hunted and fought. He had never wanted to be the jarl's heir, and run from the obligation as soon as he could. He was nothing.

      But maybe you were never meant to be the heir, a small, tremulous voice spoke within him. Maybe you were meant for something else.

      He yearned for it to be true. But he could not quite believe it.

      Bjorn laughed aloud, the sound made grating by his tortured throat. "We'll have to survive for me to prove you wrong, old wolf."

      He did not know where the familiar phrase had come from. But as he glanced over nervously at the priest, he found Yonik grinning.

      "'Old wolf.' Can't say I don't think it's appropriate."

      "Neither can I."

      Bjorn's heart raced again as he whirled around toward the new voice. "Hoarfrost," he said, a bit breathless.

      The Skyardi leader stepped out from the night. Her cold eyes scanned the small camp Yonik had set up before settling on the priest. "You made far too much noise. We are in the heart of the Jotun's territory. Our enemy might hear."

      Bjorn wondered anxiously if she knew what had just occurred. Were the implements of seidar — or the Sight, or whatever it should be called — known among barbars? But he did not have to wonder long, for the gothi promptly revealed all.

      "He has the Sight. He saw the vale you spoke of. And he saw it empty."

      Hoarfrost looked from Yonik to Bjorn and back. "It cannot be. My scouts have seen the army. They have seen the Jotun. I know it to be true."

      "And I'm not saying it wasn't," the gothi replied. "He saw the remains of their camp, the fortifications that could not be moved. But there were no men or tents."

      The Skyardi leader turned again to Bjorn. "Is this true?"

      He nodded mutely.

      Another figure came crunching through the snow toward them. Bjorn braced himself until Vedgif's scarred face caught the firelight.

      "What in Djur's damned name is going on here?" He was as close to angry as Bjorn had seen outside of a fight. The first drang scanned the area, his eyes twitching with each new thing he saw. He finally looked to Yonik. "Witchery?" he asked in a low, dangerous voice.

      Bjorn would have wilted before that gaze. But Yonik only smiled. "This is a practice of the Inscribed Gods, Vedgif. It cannot be black magic."

      "Close enough." The Rook, famed commander at the Sack of Qal-Nu, actually looked uneasy at the thought of what they had done. Bjorn wondered if men possessed different kinds of courage. And maybe I have a strain of bravery, after all. For once, he did not immediately dismiss the notion but questioned if it could be true: that there was a way in which he was more daring than Vedgif.

      Yonik gestured. "I appreciate your concern for our young friend here. But we have learned valuable information. The Jotun's camp, and Chasm Valley where it rests may be empty."

      "Empty." Vedgif regained some of his old composure as he processed the news. "You believe they're marching somewhere?"

      "It's possible. Or that they've moved locations for some reason."

      "They would not," Hoarfrost cut in. "The Chasm is there. They would not abandon it."

      "If Bjorn saw correctly, and I believe he did, then they have," Yonik refuted.

      Bjorn, unsettled by all this talk of what he had or had not seen, broke in. "It was hazy recalling it afterward. Maybe… maybe I got something wrong."

      All three of the leaders turned to look at him, their expressions varying: Vedgif, relieved; Yonik, disappointed; Hoarfrost, considering. He crumpled before the attention, but tried not to show it.

      "Oh, lad," the priest said softly.

      Vedgif looked back to the other two. "If there's doubt, then we must confirm it with our own eyes. We continue on."

      The Skyardi hesitated a long moment, her eyes flickering to Bjorn. Then she nodded.

      Yonik looked slowly back to Bjorn, and he winced at his look. He hated to let the priest down who so believed in him. But how can he be sure when I'm not sure myself? he thought hopelessly.

      "Very well," the priest said heavily. "Come, Bjorn. Best get what sleep you can."

      Bjorn nodded, accepted Yonik's hand to rise, then followed the other two leaders back to camp. He only glanced back once to see the gothi staring into the fire, his expression disguised by the foliage and the night. Then he turned and fled for the scant comfort of his smelly bedroll.
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        Should a woman be found in violation of her oath of marriage, she shall be scorned in the sight of the Three Wives, those most faithful of women, and be stoned to her death in the public green.

        

        - The Inscribed Beliefs; Verse the Second, Line the Eighth

        

      

      Aelthena looked up at the house wreathed in the blowing snow and spoke through chattering teeth. "Is this it?"

      Frey cast her a wry grin as he led her to the door. "Everything you'd hoped for, isn't it?"

      "It's quaint," she said quickly, immediately regretting the choice of words. "I mean, not quaint. Nice."

      "Quaint…" The guardian hummed to himself, the sound edged with disapproval. "I wouldn't describe it that way before my father, were I you."

      As she wracked her frozen mind for a response, Frey cast her another lopsided smile, then knocked on the door.

      Aelthena clutched her arms around herself as they waited. She kept her lips sealed, having resolved not to give Frey any more fodder by which to tease her. Though the gods know I have greater concerns than offending a couple of lowborns. Only, when those lowborns were Frey's parents, and they were granting them shelter at the risk of their lives, the stakes became raised a fair amount more.

      She heard the scuffle of shoes within, then the throwing of a latch. The door swung open a moment later. She tried to summon a friendly smile for the woman framing the doorway and felt her stiff cheeks fall short of it.

      "My boy!" The woman wore a fraying aqua scarf over her curly brown hair and a stained homespun dress that hung unflatteringly about her wide frame. Yet she did not seem to have any self-consciousness for her appearance as she wrapped Frey in a brief hug and eyed Aelthena. "And — gray gods, who is this? Don't tell me. Lady Heir Aelthena? But you've not a cloak or furs to warm you! Come in, and you explain how you've mistreated your mistress, Frey."

      "Yes, Mother," Frey said, all but rolling his eyes as he followed Aelthena in and shut the door behind.

      Aelthena tried to hide her shivering as she stood in the entranceway and she examined the house. The opening hall was small and led directly toward a ladder to a loft. That they had two levels to their home was a sign of greater wealth than the average lowborn. Walls opened to either side, promising the kitchen and dining rooms, or what passed for them among folks poor enough that their rooms blended together. Ornamentation was liberal along the walls and from the ceiling, but of the sort that could be gathered from the surrounding countryside; stones, bones, beads, feathers, and other such common prizes comprised the majority. Aelthena tried to keep her judgments close to her chest, and especially from showing in her eyes.

      Either she did not manage it, or Frey's mother had some lingering shame about her home's meanness, for the matronly woman said as she ushered her in, "It's not much, I know, not for a great lady like yourself — please, by the fire, you look frozen through! — but I'm afraid it's what I can offer. A cup of hot tea?"

      "Yes, thank you," Aelthena replied with another attempted smile. She agreed to it more out of obligation than desire. At the very least, she could hold the tea to warm her hands.

      Once Aelthena was seated by fire, a fragrant wool blanket wrapped around her, Frey's mother bustled over to the hearth and put on a pot of water. There was no kitchen to speak of, Aelthena was quickly gathering, only a fireplace at which they cooked, and a table where they both prepared and ate their meals. The room she had assumed was the kitchen must be a bedroom. She was glad not to be under the observation of Frey's mother as she regained control of her surprise.

      But her realizations had not gone unnoticed. Frey was seated next to her and watching her, the beginnings of a smile curling his lips. Irreverent as always, she thought. But instead of scolding him, she found herself returning the smile.

      "Thank you for taking me in," she said to his mother. "Frey said you would not mind, but I fear we put you in danger the longer we stay."

      Frey's mother flapped a hand as she rose from the hearth with a slight groan. "Nonsense! You are always welcome, Lady Heir Aelthena. We are honored to host you."

      "Where's Father?" Frey asked.

      "Out fetching fuel. Cold nights means more chopping for him, you know."

      Frey frowned at that. Aelthena shared his worry. With Skarl and his rabble believing they owned the city, no one was safe wandering the streets, particularly not after dark.

      "I'll have words with him when he returns," Frey muttered.

      "You can try, dear. But seeing as you're as stubborn as he is, I don't see how he'll budge!"

      The guardian only made a noncommittal noise in response.

      At just that moment, the door shuddered under a pounding knock. "Thyra!" a shout came through the door. "Open up! Cold as Volkur's tits out here, it is!"

      Frey winced and grinned simultaneously at Aelthena. She only shook her head in bemusement. Frey's mother appeared scandalized as she hurried over to the door to let her husband in. As the door opened, a hushed scolding could be heard from the entranceway, then a tall, snow-speckled man stepped into the room.

      "Frey, my boy! And, ah, Lady Heir Aelthena. Absolute pleasure, it is. I hope you didn't hear my words before… a coarse man's curse, 'tis rightly."

      "I only heard a shout, no words," she lied. "Pleasure to meet you."

      "A pleasure, is it? Skirsala has sent her blessin' today! Ah, but pardons — I've forgotten all my manners…" Frey's father made an awkward attempt at a salute. "Is that it, my boy?"

      Frey grinned. "Just about."

      Aelthena looked between the father and son, grinning irreverently at each other, and hid her smile. The resemblance was unmistakable, especially as she saw the shock of blonde peeking out from under the older man's cap.

      Frey's father began to shrug off his heavy cloak, but was arrested by his wife. "Don't shake that in here!" she scolded. "To the door with you!"

      Muttering complaints, the older man stomped back to the door with Frey's mother behind, leaving Frey and Aelthena alone again. Aelthena glanced at the pot and saw it was beginning to boil. Looking up, she heard Frey's mother still scolding her husband from the door.

      She noticed Frey watching her again. He gestured toward the pot. "Why don't you take it off?" he suggested, his tone suspiciously neutral.

      Aelthena narrowed her eyes. "I may have had a household of servants. But I've moved pots of water before."

      "Have you?"

      She did not mention they had all been small basins for her morning wash, a fact she found irrelevant. "I would not wish to impose," she hedged, hoping she did not blush.

      Frey only laughed. She marveled how little she minded his making her the subject of his mockery, and wondered when that had changed.

      After Frey's father was settled into dry clothes, Frey's mother came back, apologizing all the way, and served them tea. Aelthena sipped at the mixture, which tasted more of hot water than anything else, and breathed in the steam. Slowly, she thawed from the outside in, and as she did, her mind began to turn again.

      We have to get out of here. They could not stay and endanger such kind folks, to make no mention of their being Frey's family. But where could they go? It was dark, and though Frey's father had made it home safely, she had little confidence the way to Vigil Keep would be clear. She didn't trust Yaethun, but she believed his report that Skarl had the keep guarded. Returning the bastion was not a possibility.

      Then where?

      As soon as she could, Aelthena made her excuses and left the merry company. Frey, sensing her mood, dismissed himself as well, saying he would show her to his old bed up the ladder in the loft. He apparently still had a room here, or part of one — the rest of it seemed to have become a place for winter storage for summer clothes and implements. She was preoccupied enough that she did not hesitate to sit on the bed and stare into the gloom of the loft as she tried to dredge up a plan.

      Frey stood near the ladder, his arms crossed. "We can't leave," he said softly. "Not tonight."

      "We can't stay," she countered.

      "For one night, we must. My parents understand the risk, Aelthena. I want to put this risk on them as little as you, but they're Thurdjurs, and they're a guardian's parents. They know their duty."

      She shook her head, less denying his words and more their inevitable conclusion. "I don't know where we could even go. The Thurdjur elders? Or even the Balturgs? To the watch and the warden? Yaethun seemed to believe them allies — but how can we be sure?"

      "We can't. But we do need allies. We must attempt to contact one of them."

      Aelthena only looked away. One last thought occurred to her. We could go to Bastor. We could flee. She could not voice the words aloud. Such cowardice, absconding when her people suffered under an illegitimate and cruel ruler. What kind of heir was she? Yet she could not quite banish the notion.

      Frey surprised her by kneeling on one knee before her. She found herself further flustered as he reached out and took one of her hands in his. "Whatever you choose, Aelthena, I will support you and protect you." For a wonder, the man looked serious.

      She should have pulled away, but she didn't. Aelthena clutched to Frey's hand like a drowning woman in a swollen spring river. She looked into his blue-green eyes, shadowed with the light at his back, and felt her pulse begin to race. Though it was much colder up here in the loft away from the hearth, she felt a flush spreading through her body.

      He was so different than her. He came from a life of near squalor and hard labor. She had thought herself a tough woman for what she had endured. But she saw now she had only the barest glimpse of privation. But their differences did not spread a gulf between them; rather, she felt it brought them closer. She wanted to understand all the ways he was strong. And he had always shown he respected her, in his own infuriating way.

      She was tired of thinking, so she acted on instinct. She reached up her free hand to his stubble-rough cheek. Then she drew him toward her and kissed him.

      Their lips lingered on one another's. Fire seemed to leap from him to her. A hunger was growing below her belly, a desire she almost found impossible to sate.

      Almost.

      She pulled away, her hand on his face arresting him from following. "We should sleep," she said, somewhat breathless.

      "Yes. We should." Frey did not move.

      Aelthena could not quite meet his eyes. She said the words neither of them wanted to hear. "I'm promised to another, Frey. To the man whose mother has done so much for me and this city. I…"

      He was already rising. "Of course. I'm sorry." Then he moved away to the ladder and descended without a backward glance.

      She stared, forlorn, at the square of faint light leading down. She entertained the thought of waiting for his parents to fall asleep, then creeping down it to curl up next to him by the fire. Though her reason had prevailed — for the moment, at least — her loins had not tempered their demands. Aelthena lay down on the bed, sighing in frustration. She had kissed Frey to escape her worries. It turned out she had only multiplied them.

      And though her city had devolved into chaos, as she drifted to sleep, she found at the foremost of her thoughts a realization: that a single kiss with Frey held more passion for her than all the nights she had spent with Asborn.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            29. The Heir of Oakharrow

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        They fought — tooth and claw, fire and frost — for a full turning of the seasons. Djur, with all the might of the greatbear, and Nuvvog, the wily and powerful leviathan, were of a match in both strength and speed. The contest seemed to have no end, and yet more of the lands lay in ruins.

        The Wild God, hearing the pleading of his people, knew the battle must come to an end. And so he reached into the earth and found the fire Nuvvog claimed as his own, and cast it against him.

        The Dragon God was immune to all flames, but for his breath. And so as Djur immolated him in his own fire, he was forced to flee from all the lands, to stare down upon us with his blazing eye from far aloft in the sky…

        

        - Tales of the Inscribed, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      He had never seen anyone so deeply troubled by the shape of snow.

      It was the second day since Bjorn had undergone his visions at Yonik's behest. The leaders of both the Skyardi and the Harrowmen had regarded him strangely ever since. Several times he had caught Hoarfrost watching him with a predatory gaze. He had always quickly averted his own eyes, not wishing to draw any more attention to himself than he — and Yonik — already had.

      Vedgif, on the other hand, seemed to do everything in his power to avoid Bjorn. The elder had barely looked at him since that night. Bjorn did not push the issue; no ordinary warrior would, and no matter what else had occurred, he was still pretending to be anything but the jarl's heir.

      Yonik's reaction was the oddest of all. Though he had always been interested in Bjorn, now, he always seemed to be nearby. He spoke to Bjorn in confiding tones, like he had found a new pupil. And maybe he has. Frightened as he was of the Sight he was supposed to possess, it also awoke in him a deep, resounding curiosity. He wanted to know more of what he might be capable of. He craved it. For the first time in three years, ever since he began training to be the next lawspeaker, Bjorn found himself with something to look forward to.

      But for the time being, whatever abilities he might have could not be explored further. They had continued their march, drawing ever nearer to Chasm Valley, where the Jotun and his army may or may not await them. According to the Skyardi, they were near the trail down. They would soon discover the truth of Bjorn's visions.

      Though Bjorn wanted to push on, their company came to a halt at Hoarfrost's command. Now she and her second, Summer, were scowling down at the ground as they slowly paced across the forest clearing. Yonik had joined them, his mouth set in its own frown, while Vedgif stood to the side.

      Keld joined Bjorn in watching the leaders of their mixed company, his looted horse walking compliantly behind. Bjorn shifted Clap aside to make room for the lad's mount.

      "What are they looking for?" Keld asked, open as ever to asking what he did not know.

      "Look there." Bjorn pointed. "See how the snow rises and falls unevenly? It shows that many people passed through here recently — two days ago, at most."

      To his eyes, a great many people had marched through, for the ground had been churned to mud. Too much ground had been covered for scouting parties to be responsible, to make no mention that scouts knew better than to leave such obvious trails. A whole host of people had passed here. He feared he knew what that meant. Perhaps I do have Yonik's seidar, after all.

      As he and Keld watched their leaders study the patterns, a shape formed between the misty trees ahead. Bjorn found he had backed up a step, his hand falling to the hilt of his sword, before he caught himself. At least I didn't bolt, he thought bitterly as he quickly stepped back next to Keld and watched a hooded person approach the Skyardi leaders. As she pulled back her hood, he saw it was another of the Skyardi. A blue tattoo of an eagle obscured her face.

      "I think we may find out more now." Beckoning him with a nod, Bjorn led Clap toward the barbars, and Keld followed behind.

      Yonik and Vedgif closed in on the newcomer. As he approached, he heard the stranger speaking rapidly in the Skyardi language, her eyes wide. He looked to the leaders of the Hunters and found his uneasiness mirrored in their faces.

      When the scout had finished, Vedgif asked, "What does she say?"

      "What we feared has come to pass." Hoarfrost turned her gaze upward, studying the branches around them, then pointed. "Do you see?"

      Bjorn looked up and saw branches broken high above on the trees all along the clearing. He frowned, wondering what strange weather had happened to cause that, even as his scholar's courage imagined it. Tall as a tree, Hoarfrost said he was, he thought with a shiver.

      Yonik's words drew him back to the conversation. "The Jotun and his army passed through here."

      "Yes. From our scout's report, it was his entire army."

      Vedgif muttered curses as he looked back the way they had come. "Only one thing lies to the west," the Rook said quietly.

      Bjorn's chest seized with panic as he grasped their meaning. Even after his vision, he had not considered their enemy's destination. "Oakharrow?" he spoke before he could stop himself. "They're heading for Oakharrow?"

      Despite Summer's usual sunny countenance, the barbar now directed a frown at him, no doubt wondering what a boy of their company was doing speaking out of turn. But Hoarfrost only nodded. "Yes," she affirmed.

      "How?" Bjorn could not hold back the words. "How did this happen? How did we miss their passage?" Why didn't we return, he wanted to ask. Why didn't we heed my vision?

      It was Yonik who answered. "When you were held captive, the Woldagi took you south of here down a smaller pass. Our paths wouldn't have intersected."

      Vedgif finally stared at Bjorn directly, warning plain in his eyes. Bjorn ignored him. "How long before they arrive? Can we catch them?"

      The gothi's eyes were unblinking as they met his. "No, Bjorn. They passed through here three days ago. Even as slow as an army moves, particularly through the Teeth in winter, we cannot hope to catch them before they reach the jarlheim."

      Bjorn's head reeled. "But they'll have no warning," he muttered. "Aelthena won't know what she faces." He had gone into the Teeth to discover their enemy and strike back. What good had he done now?

      Vedgif, either not hearing Bjorn or ignoring him, spoke next. "We have two choices. Continue forward to this Chasm Valley to see what we can find, observe their camp, and gain a sense of their defenses. Or we turn back immediately. The longer we linger, the more likely Oakharrow will have fallen. Little point in doing anything about their camp if we won't have an army to return with. As first drang to our company, I say we turn back now. We've gained some knowledge of our enemy. Perhaps it can aid in the fight, as late as it will come."

      To Bjorn's surprise, Yonik shook his head. "No. We must continue forward. As you say, we will arrive too late to be of use to Oakharrow, and bring them little they won't soon know. We must focus where we can still help."

      "And where's that?" Vedgif eyed him with his steely gaze.

      Yonik did not flinch. "We can change the balance of power. We can take away that which has allowed the Jotun to gain so much so quickly." His gaze slid over to hold Bjorn's. "We can take away their hellfire."

      The Chasm. His despair lifted slightly as he remembered Hoarfrost's earlier words. She had said the Chasm was where the substance — the dust — that caused Nuvvog's Rage came from. If that was true, and they destroyed it… We might stand a chance in this war.

      The Skyardi leaders were exchanging looks. The scout looked afraid, her eyes wide and her posture bent, though she seemed to try to hide it. Vedgif grunted. "Madness," he muttered. "What can we do to stop sorcery?"

      Yonik looked to Hoarfrost, and she seemed almost weary as she replied. "The Chasm for which the valley is named, is vulnerable to fire. No torches or even pipes are allowed within one hundred paces of its edges. And we have all seen what happens when it is aflame."

      Silence fell upon the small group. For a moment, Bjorn saw again the ruined walls of the Harrowhall rising above him, sulfur and smoke thick in the air. His throat tightened. He struggled to draw a breath. Never again, he promised silently, hoping it was not an oath sworn too late, knowing it probably was.

      "We can destroy it," the gothi continued, his gaze again holding Bjorn's. "And by destroying it, we will aid not only Oakharrow, but all of Baegard. Perhaps even all of Enea."

      Vedgif was looking from one to another, his expression growing more infuriated. "Baseless stories and hopes. We must turn back before more of our company are killed. Have you forgotten how many set out?"

      Again, they fell silent. Hoarfrost glanced at Summer before speaking. "You must make your decision quickly. The army moves further away with each moment."

      Bjorn looked from the first drang of his company, to the gothi, and finally to the Skyardi leaders. A numbing realization settled in. Oakharrow is on its own. Aelthena will have to take care of our people and fight the Jotun's army alone. There's only one thing we can do to help now.

      He stepped forward so he stood in the space between the two factions. Ignoring Vedgif's narrowed eyes, pushing away the worry that his voice might crack, he spoke what he knew he must, as surely as if he'd had a vision of it.

      "I suspect you already know this, Hoarfrost. But I'm not just another member of our company. I'm Bjorn Borson, Heir to the Jarl of Oakharrow, and I command this company."

      Summer stared at him, mouth open. Hoarfrost gave him a rare smile. Yonik smiled as well, though it did not reach his eyes. Vedgif only gave him a grudging nod, at last conferring a measure of respect. Turning away, Bjorn looked back to Keld. Even as the rest of their company gathered around their circle, he found the boy's admiring gaze gave him courage.

      He raised his voice louder. "As much as I wish our return could help Oakharrow, it cannot. We would arrive too late and bring too little aid. But if we continue on, we can assist them, and help win the coming war."

      His gaze fell on Egil, and for a moment, he faltered. Coward, a small part of him whispered, as if the sentry were saying it himself in his ear. But Bjorn shoved it down and clung to the purpose that had appeared before him.

      "We, the Hunters in the White, came out here to claim justice. I thought that meant finding and killing those responsible for the deaths of my brothers, mother, and the others that black sorcery has taken. But now I know it means more than that." Bjorn looked each of the gathered men and women in the eyes. "We must destroy the Chasm. We must destroy The Fire That Burns Stone, Nuvvog's Rage. We must destroy it, and save both our peoples. As the jarl's heir, this is what I command."

      His gaze settled on Egil. The sentry's gray eyes narrowed. A breathless moment passed. Bjorn realized then that he wanted — no, needed — this youth's approval. Why, he could not have said, but it seemed as if the plan would fall through if not for the lawspeaker's son. Or perhaps just that I will falter.

      He thought Egil would shake his head. But, to Bjorn's astonishment, he nodded. And around the sentry, more men and women nodded as well. The mood remained somber, but they had a purpose now, and with it came a hardened resolve.

      Vedgif sighed audibly. "If you command it, Lord Heir."

      "We will go with you," Hoarfrost said. "Lead the way, Heir of Oakharrow. The Snurkorfustalg will follow."

      All their eyes were on him. He found himself swallowing. Too late to cower, he told himself. If you're leading them into fire, you'd damn well better be at the front.

      With all the authority he could muster, he gave the command. "Then we go to Chasm Valley."

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30. The Gathering Storm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When the horns blow, every man must take to hand a weapon and rally to the Jarl's call — for this will signal the enemy has come for blood.

        

        - The Harrow Law; On Duty

        

      

      When the sounds of Frey's family up and about came echoing through the loft opening, Aelthena knew she could delay no longer.

      Rising, she tamed her hair into a braid for several frustrating minutes, then exhaled in attempt to calm herself. She felt more nervous than she had when she'd been standing atop the scaffolding the day before, death leering from all around her.

      You've faced down Skarl Thundson and the traitor Yaethun, she told herself. You can face this.

      Drawing in a deep breath, she set off down the ladder.

      As soon as she set foot at the bottom, she was assaulted by a barrage of Frey's mother's words. "Oh, there you are, my dear — I mean, thousand pardons, Lady Heir, I forget myself, such a fine lady in my house, you know. Always hoped Frey would bring home a lass, but never expected—"

      "Mother," Frey broke in as he stepped into sight. His bright eyes briefly alighted on hers, then darted away to look at his mother. "We won't be staying much longer."

      "But are you sure? With the way things are out there—"

      "I'm sure," Frey said firmly. "Just long enough to break our fasts." He looked to her for confirmation, and she nodded. Her heart fluttered in her throat. She was afraid of what might come out if she tried to speak.

      Frey's mother ushered them to the table and the four rickety chairs around it. Frey's father joined them a moment later from outside. Between the guardian's parents, the mood was almost jovial, though Aelthena found herself hard-pressed to join in. Her eyes kept moving of their own accord to Frey, though he never met them. Like a girl with a courtyard infatuation, she berated herself. But the gibe did nothing to abate her nerves. She doubted anything could when Frey sat so near at hand, yet seemed as distant as Yewung's snow-covered peak.

      They ate a meal of vegetable stew warmed from the evening before, accompanied by a heel of day-old bread and dried fruit. It satisfied Aelthena more than she had thought it would, and she easily rejected the apologies of Frey's mother. Afterward, Frey finally looked at her and stiffly invited Aelthena to join him by the fire. They sat on the warm hearthstone, both staring into the flames. The windows, openings sealed with wood-and-cloth covers for the winter, howled with the winds of the growing storm outside.

      "Have you made a decision?" Frey asked softly. She had expected harshness in his voice from his behavior throughout the meal, but there was only cordiality. Perhaps I misread him. Perhaps he's not upset after all.

      Trying to believe it, Aelthena nodded. The words weighed heavily on her tongue. "There's only one thing we can do."

      "And that is?"

      But she was not quite ready to admit it. Instead, she said, "The barbar chieftain Yaethun spoke of, this 'Jotun.' Have you heard of him before?"

      Frey shook his head. "I haven't been on a green hunt for many years, and there's little other reason to visit the Teeth."

      She had expected nothing more, but still found herself frustrated by the answer. She tried to keep her true feelings from tainting her words. "Where did he come from? How can he challenge the strength of Oakharrow?" Even as she spoke, she wondered what strength Oakharrow had left.

      Frey shrugged. "Whoever he is, the Jotun likely has a powerful ally in Ha-Sypt. And from what we've seen, at least some Yewlings and Woldagi serve him. If he's brought in more of the barbar tribes, as the lawspeaker claims…"

      "Impossible." But even as Aelthena discounted it, she considered the possibility. No one knew how many barbars lived in the Teeth. Perhaps not even the barbars themselves had a clear idea. They were a savage, uncivilized people. But banded together under a strong leader, backed by the sorcery of Ha-Sypt, perhaps they would be enough to threaten all of Baegard.

      "But then," she continued her thoughts aloud, "the Jotun wouldn't need much of an army, would he? Not when he has leashed the fire of the Dragon."

      That was another mystery she had often pondered. It had been many days since the attack on the Harrowhall. If the Jotun meant to seize Oakharrow for himself, why had he not pressed his advantage? Had their precautions among the watch paid off? Or was something else at play?

      She tried fitting another of the pieces together. "Skarl. How does he play into all this? He's not in league with Yaethun — at least, not anymore."

      Frey shifted positions, moving a little closer to her, she noted. She repressed the desire to reach out and touch him. There's too much at stake for that, she told herself, wishing her body would heed reason.

      "Perhaps they were, perhaps they weren't," the guardian said. "Perhaps Skarl, or someone like him, was inevitable. The Vurgs have long been a clan disregarded. It was only a matter of time before they challenged that."

      She opened her mouth to reply, but stopped short. She had not thought a bloodthirsty thug like Skarl could be in the right on any matter. But when Frey framed his cause that way, was it so unjust?

      Aelthena rubbed at her temples, an ache suddenly building in her head. "Either way, he has to be dealt with. But how? I'm sure that wasn't the whole of his strength gathered at the execution. Even if it was, it would be a bloodbath to challenge him. Hundreds would die. Perhaps thousands."

      Frey glanced toward the opening to his parents' room, where the murmur of their talk could be heard. His concerns were plain to read, but he still spoke them aloud. "War in the jarlheim would be bad for everyone. And it would become that much easier for someone else to take it."

      A chill ran through her. She clutched her arms tightly about her, wishing it was Frey's arms around her instead. "None of us benefit from this. Yaethun, Skarl, my own family — we all lose by clashing with one another. Only one side profits from Oakharrow's infighting."

      Frey nodded, a bitter smile curling the corners of his lips. "Ha-Sypt. And the Jotun."

      She sighed, accepting the realization that had slowly come upon her in the night while sleep evaded her. "I'm damned if I claim the Mantle, and damned if I don't. What am I supposed to do, Frey? Fight for what is mine and my family's by right? Or allow Skarl to rule in the hopes that a united Oakharrow might drive away the invaders? Our people will die either way. I do not know which might sacrifice more."

      The guardian stared at her, his eyes hiding none of his feelings. "You're a good woman, Aelthena," he murmured. "And a good ruler. Which is why I must ask: What right do you have to Oakharrow, truly?"

      A shock went through her that had nothing to do with what lay between them. "How can you say that? You, of all people?"

      He kept her gaze, unflinching. "Your father — didn't he take the Mantle just as Skarl is doing now? He overthrew Lord Brashur by sword and shield. True, the lawspeaker's father was even more of a bastard than his son. But it doesn't change that your right to rule Oakharrow is, at best, tenuous."

      The room seemed to slowly spin as she thought through it. She had always accepted her family's claim to the Winter Mantle without question; she, who had questioned every other rule placed against her. But she could not refute Frey's logic. But if I'm not meant to rule, she thought numbly, who am I supposed to be?

      "I'm not saying we shouldn't fight," Frey continued hastily. "Maybe we still should. You're the most fit to reign, I have no doubts of that. If you had the Mantle and all the gold and the guardians of the Harrowhall behind you, I know you would have forged Oakharrow into the greatest jarlheim that Baegard has ever seen. But the Harrowhall is gone, and its coffers with it. All the men who served your father are dead, or near enough."

      Frey's voice cracked at this last statement. As Aelthena watched him, she realized she had never wondered how deep his own grief must go. All the men he had spent his adulthood with, all his friends and comrades, had died along with Annar, Yof, and her mother. Yet he had borne his sorrow in silence, never mentioning it, while she openly wallowed in her own. A lump sat in her throat; a pressure built behind her eyes. Never had she longed more to take him into her arms.

      The guardian cleared his throat and kept on speaking. "You would have been a great jarl, Aelthena. But you don't have the men or the money to be one right now. Not on your own."

      "Then I must find allies and convince them to fight for my claim. Or I must flee."

      She looked toward the entrance to Frey's family home, listening to his parents' quiet laughter. They had so little, but they were happy. How can I take that away? she wondered. How can I risk burning any home to the ground — and for what? For another chance to pretend to be the jarl?

      But the title had never been hers. She had been the jarl's heir, but only until Bjorn returned from his exile, which she had to believe he would. It had been a struggle every step of the way. Nuvvog's Rage, Skarl, Silverfang, Yaethun — and now the Jotun and Ha-Sypt looming behind them. Men had died for her plans already — too many. She could not sacrifice anymore on the altar of her ambition. She drew in a trembling breath and felt a long-cherished dream, only recently acknowledged, begin to wilt away.

      Aelthena turned back to Frey, not quite meeting his eyes. "I will flee," she muttered. She imagined what her father would have said if he saw her mumbling her intentions. Speak up, girl! She drew herself up straight and spoke with conviction. "I will leave Oakharrow, but not to abandon her. I will go to Petyrsholm and the Jarlmoot there. I will convince the jarls to unite behind one shield and return to free Oakharrow from tyranny. Then, we will fight and defeat the Jotun and Ha-Sypt both."

      Her belief, bolstered for a moment by the strength with which she voiced it, faltered as she finished. Only doubts were left in its wake. What if the jarls do not unite? What if they do not support my claim? What if they squabble among themselves, as they always do, and cannot gather behind any shield, much less mine?

      Frey reached across the hearthstone and gripped her hand. She did not pull away, but felt his callouses pressed against her skin. His gaze pulled her eyes up to meet his. The accusation she had feared to see was utterly absent. Only wistful longing and hard resolve was left in its wake.

      "You won't go alone," he said quietly. "I go where you go."

      She found his stare hard to match. A tremor started in her. "Even if I'm not the heir?" she asked, hating the needling quality of her voice and the desperation in her words. "Even if I'm nothing more than a destitute highborn, with no title or power?"

      "Always."

      Her heart pattered against her chest. She wanted to lean forward, to draw him close, to feel the heat of his body against hers. She wanted his lips on her lips, their breaths intermingling once more.

      She thought of Asborn, and promises made, and already once broken.

      Aelthena withdrew her hand and stared into the fire. "The day is passing. We must leave, and soon."

      There was a long stretch of silence before Frey answered, his voice stone once more. "Do you mean to go with him?"

      She knew whom he meant. "Bastor says he has a way to smuggle us out. And I don't see many other offers."

      "Why? Why do you trust him, when he's given you no reason for it?"

      Why do I? It was a mystery she had pondered all the long night before. The strange rogue knew far more of Oakharrow's conspiracies than he ought to, enough that she suspected he was deeply involved in them himself. But for all that, he had helped her when the trail of her family's betrayers would have otherwise faded. His accusation of Silverfang had been true. And it seemed he had been coming to her rescue at Yaethun's compound before she and Frey had rescued themselves. A dangerous man he might be, but so far, he had been truthful — to her, at least.

      "He won't betray us," she said, trying to sound more sure than she felt.

      The guardian made a small sound, not quite a snort. "Speak the word, and I will follow." Despite his sincerity moments before, the vow had a caustic edge to it.

      Aelthena stood, weariness spread throughout her body despite the earliness of the hour. "But we can't leave yet. We're to meet him come evening. And in the meantime, we have to find a way to retrieve my father from Vigil Keep."

      Frey stood with her. "That is one wish too far. Even if we can make it past Skarl's thugs, the jarl can't travel across the valley in his condition. Besides, Lady Kathsla holds Vigil Keep still — surely, she will protect him."

      "Not if the rest of Oakharrow allies against her," she replied grimly. "She's a practical woman; too practical, perhaps. If they demand my father's life in exchange for the lives of her people, she won't refuse them. No — I won't risk it. Either we leave with my father, or we don't leave at all."

      She hid behind the pretense of filial loyalty, hoping that was truly her main reason, knowing it was not. Lord Bor still wore the Winter Mantle. As long as he did, he still had a claim to rule Oakharrow — and she remained his heir. Even more than she needed her father to be safe, she needed his authority. For all our sakes, she thought, trying not indulge her self-revulsion and despair.

      "Fine." The guardian donned a cutting smile. "Then I suppose we'd best find a way to pass the day till evening comes."

      For a moment, her breath caught at what she thought he implied. Then Frey stalked around her and through the entranceway.

      "Change of plans, dear parents," he announced as he disappeared from sight. "You'll have us a few hours longer."

      Aelthena sighed, sat again before the hearth, and settled in for the long wait.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They left as soon as the sun touched the mountains on the far end of the valley.

      After a hasty farewell and a sincere thanks to Frey's parents, they pushed out the door, borrowed cloaks pulled tight about their shoulders. The storm had been growing all day, whipping into a fury. Now, the snow thickened and gathered in fresh drifts against the houses and along the streets. Aelthena squinted into the gloom. No one else walked the road; even if a blizzard had not come on, the chaos of the past day had driven everyone, highborn and lowborn alike, inside their homes. All the better. The fewer people who noticed their passage, the more likely they would arrive at their destination alive — and the odds of that were long enough as it was.

      Frey led the way, more familiar with the districts peripheral to the Oakheart, and Aelthena kept close on his heels. A mist had fallen with the storm. The buildings around them rose in hazy silhouettes, and the alleys ended in impenetrable gray. Frey kept his stolen sword hidden beneath his cloak but at the ready. The guardian's eyes constantly flickered around them, the wary gaze of the hunted. She clutched Yaethun's meat knife, its edge wrapped in a cloth from Frey's mother so it did not accidentally cut her. She hoped she would not have to use it. She accepted she probably would.

      But the storm seemed to have driven the usurper's men indoors as well. As they traveled farther from the Oakheart and closer to the Squalls, few people showed themselves, and those who did quickly headed indoors upon seeing Frey and Aelthena. Who would have thought a winter storm a blessing? she mused as she wiped back a strand of wet hair from her forehead. She scanned their surroundings once again, weary though the task had become. 

      They were drawing near to the meeting place. Even with the roads obscured by snow, she remembered the layout of the streets; the Wolf's Den was not far ahead. Frey pressed on, hood shifting as he looked right and left. Aelthena dared hope they would make it. No one would come out in this weather, she hoped. Please, Djur, Wives, even Nuvvog, if you're listening — let no one be foolish enough to—

      Four shadows stepped out from the alcoves before them.

      "Halt!" one of them called. The four cloaked figures came stomping through the snow toward them. "What's your business here?" The man's accent spoke of a lowborn Vurg.

      Aelthena moved behind Frey. Her breath came quick. She could not see the guardian's face, but she heard the smile in his words as he spoke. "No business, friend. Just looking for a hot hearth and a cup of warming mead on a cold night."

      The Vurg did not sound amused. "This look like a night to jest? Do I look like I'm in a kindly mood? Answer the gods-damned question, friend. What in Djur's black balls you doin' out here?"

      The four men had stopped half a dozen paces away, just out of easy reach of a sword. Don't let it come to that, she begged whichever gods or spirits might be listening. If you have any mercy, please don't let it come to that.

      "Not looking for trouble," Frey said demurely, changing tactics. "Just going to the Wolf's Den for a drink."

      "A damned fool," a second man said. "He thinks tonight is a good night to drink!"

      "Or maybe he's one of them," the first man countered. "Might be a Thurdjur or Balturg agent. Hey, you — quiet one. What're you lot out here for?"

      Aelthena swallowed and tried to find her voice. She had not wanted to speak; no doubt having a woman as Frey's companion would only embolden the men. Putting as much authority as she could into her voice, she said, "That is none of your business."

      "Oh-ho! A highborn lady!" Laughter came from the four men.

      The first man spoke again. "Whoever you are, Skarl will be pleased to—"

      The man did not finish detailing what Skarl would be pleased to do, for Frey lunged and cut out his throat before he could react. As the Vurg fell bonelessly to the ground, his three companions raised their weapons and charged.

      Aelthena scrambled back, slipped, rose unsteadily and ran on, heading for the eaves. Over the hissing of her breath, she heard someone in pursuit and risked a glance back. A big man with a war-axe, moving far quicker than he seemed capable of, came after her. Terror claimed all reason and thought. She ran harder, though the snow made her slide and slip with every step.

      Suddenly, her feet flew out from under her, and Aelthena crashed to the stones. Twisting around, she saw the big man a moment before he pounced on her. He pressed her hard against the ground, the handle of his axe grinding painfully against her ribs. Her arms were pinned by her sides.

      "What's your name, lady?" The Vurg slurred his speech, his breath sour with drink. "Who would pay for you, hmm?"

      Fear gave her strength now. Aelthena struggled wildly to win free. He doesn't want to kill me; he wants to ransom me. She hoped it would give her a chance with the knife. But the blade was pinned by her side. And even if she wriggled free, she doubted the edge was sharp enough to pierce through his clothes, much less cause her assailant serious harm.

      The Vurg shoved painfully down, driving the breath from her lungs. "None of that, now, lass. Settle down, nice and easy. Maybe I'll give you a whelp to remember me by, eh?"

      She tried to gasp insults, but all speech had been robbed from her. The dagger was stuck. She was suffocating, the man's hot breath on her face. Angry tears burned in her eyes. She pushed, pushed against him—

      Then he grunted, and she suddenly heaved him off of her. 

      She fumbled for the knife as she rolled to her knees to face the man, but he lay still and unmoving. Another figure loomed over him. Disoriented, she wheezed and held up her small weapon as she tried to bring his face into focus, a task made more difficult by the dim light.

      His hood fell back.

      "Bastor," she gasped, letting the knife drop.

      "I'll be back." The large man was sprinting back toward where sounds of fighting continued almost before the words left his lips.

      Aelthena stumbled to her feet, as eager to flee the corpse as to rejoin Frey. Four men still fought in the street ahead. Bastor charged one, driving a shoulder into his back and knocking him flat. One of the other men cut down another as Bastor leaped on the fallen man and drove his knives down. The silhouette left standing ran toward her.

      Aelthena finally breathed again as she recognized Frey. "Aelthena," he said between pants. "I'm sorry, I couldn't—"

      She pulled him into a tight hug. "Don't be an idiot," she muttered into his chest. He was wet — with blood or melted snow, she didn't care. She clung to him all the same.

      Bastor cleared his throat from next to them. Aelthena pulled back to see him standing nearby, his knives stained dark in his hands, dripping inky darkness into the fresh snow. A smile twisted his lips. Frey scowled and kept his arm across Aelthena's shoulders, a reassuring weight and warmth.

      The rogue made no comment about it, but only said, "We're not safe here. If you're leaving with me, we have to go now."

      Frey looked over at her. She wrapped her arms tight around her middle. Though her cloak was warm, she shook all over. Her knees felt as if they might collapse under her at any moment. Every bone in her body longed to be away, to escape this place of hungry men and knives in the dark.

      Not yet.

      "We will go with you," she said aloud. "But we must go to Vigil Keep first. I can't leave my father behind to be torn apart by wolves."

      Bastor's smile faded. "I told you before, Skarl's men have it watched and surrounded. Even if we make it in, we'll never make it out."

      She tightened her jaw. "These are my terms. Will you help?"

      The rogue looked from Frey to her, then back to the guardian. "You're supposed to protect her. This will get her killed. Or worse."

      Frey met his stare, ice for ice, wearing a smile of his own. "I will always protect her. But I must follow where my lady leads."

      Bastor spat almost at their feet. Aelthena kept her face smooth, her gaze on his exposed knives, ready to jerk back at a moment. Though he had fought and killed on their behalf, she knew a blade might as easily be turned on an ally as an enemy, given the right circumstances.

      "I gave up just causes when I came here," the rogue said, his voice rough with repressed emotion. "When I understood what my role meant, what harm it caused, I saw what just causes were worth. From now on, I told myself, I'd look out only for me. I'd be my own man. I wouldn't get tangled up in other folk's plots and problems."

      He waved one knife at them, blood flicking off the point and scattering through the air. Frey stiffened, his sword rising. Bastor did not seem to notice, lost in his monologue. "Then you came along, looking for your family's murderers. And I helped you. Against my better judgment, against my self-interest, I helped you. And because you intrigued me, I looked after you as you scrambled across the city, quickly tightening the noose around your own neck. Too late, I find it's tightened around mine as well."

      "Then run," Frey told him, the point of his sword unwavering. "Run, and don't aid us."

      Aelthena knew she should intervene. They still needed Bastor, whatever Frey said. But fear still pulsed through her veins, making her meek when she needed more than ever to be assertive.

      Bastor gave the guardian a twisted smile. "That's just the thing, my suspicious friend. I tried to give up causes. But it's just one more thing I've failed at." He kneeled and wiped his knives on the corpse near their feet, then sheathed them as he rose. "I'll help you. But on one condition—"

      He abruptly cut off. Aelthena heard what he had a moment later: a sound, distant and cascading over the city's rooftops. She stiffened, immediately recognizing the call of the wall horns.

      Frey had jerked toward the sound as well. "The sentry's horn. But does that mean—?"

      More horns welled up, a jangling clamor. The noise swelled, flooding the streets and echoing in their ears. Her heart hammered against her chest. The terror's timidity was finally rattled away, and she found her resolve again.

      "An attack!" she shouted above the din. "Oakharrow is under attack!"

      She tore free of Frey's arm and ran down the street. Ignoring Frey's and Bastor's calls after her, she headed for where the horns sounded.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            31. The Final Descent

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Khnuum, as Gothi refer to the particular mineral in drascale ore, is a curious substance indeed. When inhaled through steam, it appears to promote hallucinations, and has been spoken of in association with the Volur and seidar. Those with a lifelong practice of inhaling khnuum appear to be changed — sometimes in the mind, sometimes in the flesh. One Gothi I encountered, who was said to have pushed their Seeing too far, was "sprite-touched" — untethered from common reality. Another had become distorted in their limbs, with grotesque growths of bones through their body.

        It is not a substance I would make light use of, if any at all.

        

        - Commentary on Djurian Culture, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      They reached the trail that led down to Chasm Valley as the sun blazed down from overhead.

      Bjorn tugged at the rope around his waist, trying to work it into a more comfortable position. It had been wound tightly by design. At Hoarfrost's suggestion, the Hunters in the White and the Skyardi scouts had been tied together like a caravan of mules before they set down into the gorge. "The mists cause madness," the barbar leader had said to the company. "They make you see things, hear things, smell things. They make you believe you are not on a narrow path, but walking on clouds, or swimming in a summer lake, or strolling through a meadow. They will be your death, unless you do as I say."

      Worried his visions would strike again as they descended, Bjorn had obeyed the Skyardi leader, and he had told his men to comply as well. To his surprise, they had. Loridi had endlessly teased Seskef about the number of loops they needed to wind around his broad belly, and Egil had stared balefully at Bjorn as he was roped in. But in the end, all had consented.

      It's almost as if you were truly their leader. He smiled mockingly to himself.

      But now, as they trudged down the snowy trail along the cliff's face, any warm feelings of victory had succumbed to cold fear. Though he told himself to keep his eyes on his feet, his gaze wandered toward the gray, empty expanse to their right. Colors flashed amid it; orange and red, blue and violet, mesmerizing in their patterns and hues. After many days in the snow-covered Teeth, white and gray surrounding them, the colors were a shock to his eyes, though a pleasant one. But when Yonik gently prompted him from behind, Bjorn looked back down at his feet. The path was only four paces across; it would not take much to slip and threaten the safety of the entire party.

      It was not long before the cold left his bones, to Bjorn's surprise, and he began to grow warm under his bundled clothes and furs. The snow and ice disappeared underfoot, leaving only bare, slate-gray stone threaded with silvery veins. Bjorn frowned at the rock. He had often seen ores of drascale iron even before the seidar ritual two nights before, and they looked similar to the stone forming the cliff. But he only blinked and looked away, trying not to focus on anything for too long. That path led nowhere he wished to go.

      The trail went on and on. The fog thickened. Soon, it became so pervasive that Vedgif, roped four feet in front of him, appeared as little more than a silhouette. The path grew murky beneath his boots. Had he been alone, Bjorn knew he would have been too cowardly to continue. But with a line of people before and after, and a title to honor, he had no choice but to put one foot in front of the other and turn switchback after switchback as they descended deeper into the canyon.

      When color and movement flashed again in the corner of his eyes, he knew it could only be in his mind. But as he smelled smoke in the foggy air, he found himself turning to look. The colors had returned, but had merged together rather than taking turns. Like two storms meeting, cool tones had gathered against warm ones. Bjorn squinted, trying to see closer. Yes — shapes emerged from the colors, forming into the shape of men. Each of the shapes struck forward, weapons in hand, but the blows only lasted moments before the colors resolved as they were before. A strange feeling that he had seen this scene before prickled his skin.

      "They've come," he heard Vedgif mutter ahead of him. Or maybe am I just imagining him muttering, he wondered with growing fear. The voice — Vedgif, maybe — spoke again. "They've come to take the unclaimed lands. They've come, shrouded in fiery fury and cold wrath."

      Is this all in my head?

      A hand shook his shoulder. Bjorn startled, disoriented. His arms jerked up, fearing he had lost his balance. His breath stuck in his throat.

      Then he felt his feet solidly on stone and breathed again.

      "You're still on the path," Yonik murmured in his ear. "You're still safe. But you must rouse Vedgif, or we soon won't be."

      Blinking, the afterimages of bright colors lingering in his vision, Bjorn reached forward and touched Vedgif's shoulder. The old veteran jerked around, falling against the cliff-face, and regarded him with such an expression of fear that Bjorn drew back. Then Vedgif blinked, and the fear slowly drained away, to be replaced by an embarrassed anger.

      "I'm fine," he said gruffly, his eyes downcast. He staggered from the cliff face like a drunken man and continued down the path.

      Bjorn swallowed and followed.

      He kept his thoughts carefully guarded and his eyes on his feet. All it would take was one slip, one unguarded moment, and it would be over for all of them. He had failed his men too many times to let that happen now. So he put one foot in front of the other, drew one breath after the next, and continued down the cliffside.

      Finally, the fog began to thin. The valley below slowly revealed itself. Hoping the visions would not return, Bjorn risked a glance through a gap in the mist. Though the day cast a pall over it, Chasm Valley was just visible. Fires burned near the middle of it, a mile or so away, as well as at the bottom of the cliff ahead of them. Wooden structures and walls were skeletons across the stony valley floor. A little ways from the campfires, a thick column of fog rose from the ground, spewing clouds in great heaves. It resembled the pillar of smoke that had risen from the Harrowhall as it burned.

      "The Chasm," Yonik murmured behind him. Bjorn turned his gaze aside, afraid of drowning in the memories that welled up inside him.

      The path widened enough for three men to walk abreast. The fire at the bottom of the cliff was no more than several hundred feet away. Hoarfrost halted the company and instructed them to remove their ropes.

      "Your men are strong," she murmured to Bjorn, who stood near her. "They fared well for their first exposure to the Chasm's mists."

      He shrugged, uncomfortable and unsure of what to say. He knew that he had nothing to do with his men's courage and strength, but he guessed that was not what a leader was supposed to say.

      Hoarfrost only nodded and pointed down the path toward the fire. "Sentries are posted in a tower at the bottom of the path. Unless we wish to try scaling the wall, it is unavoidable. In the past, there have been four lookouts posted. But there may be fewer now with the army departed."

      Bjorn could think of nothing to say but the obvious. "We need to kill them."

      The Skyardi leader nodded. "Quietly, if possible. With any luck, they have not seen us already and will not have the opportunity to alert the camp nearer the Chasm. Then we may maintain the element of surprise."

      When Hoarfrost regarded him in silence for a few moments, he realized what she was asking. "I could check for the best archers among my men," he offered belatedly.

      "Good. Summer is a fine shot, but Harrow bows shoot further."

      Bjorn nodded like he already knew this and turned back to see Vedgif and Yonik standing in a knot regarding him. Feeling more uncomfortable still, he approached.

      "She's looking for our best archers," he said to them. "Any ideas?"

      Vedgif's narrow-eyed gaze darted over their company. "Egil has sharp eyes."

      "I will shoot as well," Yonik said, not asking permission, but informing him. Bjorn pretended not to notice.

      "Good." He spoke as if he had confidence in the decision, though he wondered how much of Egil's skill was pretended. Yaethun's son expressed far more certainty in his abilities than Bjorn felt in them. But if he had the approval of the Rook, Bjorn would just have to trust them both.

      "We'll send you ahead to take out the sentries," he continued. "Try to remain hidden; we don't want them to alert the camp."

      The two older men nodded, and Bjorn marveled that neither of them looked resentful at taking orders from a man so recently out of boyhood. It's just my title, he told himself. Just the proper due to the jarl's heir. He wondered what the proper due was to an exiled heir.

      Yonik and Egil returned, bows in hand. The gothi had managed to keep his with him, while Egil's had been pilfered from one of the Woldagi patrol, somewhat negating Hoarfrost's argument in favor of the Hunters being the ones to shoot. The lawspeaker's son gave Bjorn a stony stare, saying nothing, yet somehow expressing every bit of contempt he held for him.

      Bjorn pushed down a sudden flare of anger. "Yonik told you the task?" he asked abruptly.

      Egil nodded, then pushed past.

      As the gothi followed, he paused to place a hand on Bjorn's shoulder. "You're doing well," he said, his eyes meeting his, unblinking. "I'm proud of you."

      Bjorn felt a strange mixture of feelings. He could only nod. Yonik nodded back and, lifting his hand, passed by.

      Bjorn followed them to where Hoarfrost waited, then watched their silhouettes grow murky in the fog as they descended. Summer stood with them, as did Vedgif. The rest of their company fidgeted behind. He tried to see if they had paused and drawn their bows yet, but the distance was too great and the mist too thick. All he could do was wait.

      Finally, their forms reappeared. They did not hurry. Taking it as a good sign, Bjorn closed the distance between them and was shocked to see Egil smiling and the gothi grinning beside him. 

      "One shot each," Yonik announced, then clapped the lawspeaker's son on the shoulder. "And I think Egil here took one straight in the eye!"

      The Hunters gave low whistles of appreciation at that. Bjorn tried to repress his rearing jealousy and gave them a wooden smile. It seemed Egil's certainty had been well-warranted. "Good," he said aloud, hoping his feelings did not show. "Let's proceed into the camp."

      The men moved quickly now, the danger of the mists passed and the end of their mission coming closer. Soon, the sentry tower came into clarity. Even with Yonik and Egil claiming to have killed the sentries, Bjorn still eyed the tower warily. All too easily he could imagine barbars flooding out from its door and rising from the tower to rain arrows down on them. But nothing moved within. Soon, they were safely past.

      The first of the fortifications appeared thereafter. The gates, lined with jagged pieces of pottery and metal barbs, hung open, revealing the rest of the mist-wreathed buildings. The fog was thinner here in the valley, but it had not fully lifted. As Hoarfrost loosened her hooked war-axe and took it in hand, Bjorn followed suit, drawing his sword and hefting a pilfered shield. He heard the sounds of weapons being bared behind him.

      They didn't send a signal, he hoped silently as they traveled through the muddy road. They moved between wooden shacks and empty spaces where tents had once been pitched. Sweat trickled down his back, and not just from the heat of the valley. They couldn't have sent a signal. They don't know we're coming. But his mind still played tricks on him. He startled at the shadows between buildings and sudden gusts of wind.

      "Steady." Vedgif walked at his side, his eyes narrowed as he gazed around them. "We have the upper hand. We'll claim your vengeance."

      Bjorn almost stopped in his tracks. Vengeance. Was that what he had been hunting? Was that why they were here?

      "Vengeance," he muttered. "Is that what this is?" Strange, how different it was from how he had pictured it.

      Vedgif frowned at him and gave no answer.

      Keld appeared by his other side. The boy still looked half-swallowed in his clothes, but he wore as determined a look as any of the men. He held his axe with steady hands, which was more than could be said of Bjorn.

      "There they are," Keld murmured, gesturing at the warm glow of the campfire ahead, not more than two hundred paces away. "We finally get to pay those bastards back."

      Bjorn winced. Even he yearns more for vengeance. He wondered if he would have the courage to face and kill their enemies. Or if the coward in him would seize hold again.

      "Yes, we'll pay them back." He spoke as much to respond as in the hope he might convince himself.

      Not wanting to be lost in his thoughts any longer, he glanced at the men and women surrounding him. Vedgif had pulled back his hood to bare his shaved head. A small, hard smile pressed on his lips, as if in anticipation of what was to come. Hoarfrost was all hard planes and shadow in the dim fog-light. Summer's smile had long gone, and his bright hair hung limp and dull. Keld brimmed with youthful eagerness, undeterred by the blood and violence he had witnessed and dealt. Loridi and Seskef walked with more surety than they had shown during the long march down. Egil stalked forward like a hunter after his prey.

      But Yonik had disappeared.

      Bjorn looked around, but he could not spot the gothi anywhere among the company. Once again, just before the fight, the priest slipped away. He frowned, wondering where he had gone. A coward was the last thing he could call Yonik. All the same, his absence made him uneasy.

      They were a hundred paces away from the center camp now. Hoarfrost began motioning directions, and Vedgif did the same for the Hunters, an unspoken consent passing between him and Bjorn that the first drang should command now that conflict was close. Their band spread out, moving off the main road to ghost between the encampment's structures. Keld stuck next to him, fear leaking through his determination with each passing moment. Bjorn's sword began to visibly shake in his hand.

      Seventy-five paces. Fifty.

      But still he heard no sounds of a lively camp. No men laughing, or fighting, or singing. No clatter of pots or sizzle of meat or sharpening of blades. Only the occasional crackle as wood popped in the fire.

      A memory of the clashing colors, the wave of red against the blue, flooded his mind again. And suddenly, with a certainty he rarely felt, he understood. Whirling around, he saw two shadows creeping up behind them.

      "Ambush!" Bjorn roared, and despite his voice cracking, he strained to shout louder. "Behind you!"

      As Keld turned, wide-eyed, the shadows charged and formed into men. Only, they were not men — each was tall, at least a half-head higher than Loridi. Teeth emerged like tusks from between their lips. Their bodies and faces were covered in coarse hair.

      Jotunmen. All the men camped there were as bestial and savage as the late Chieftain of Jünsden.

      The jotunmen roared with animal ferocity and closed the gap between them, their blades falling toward Bjorn and Keld.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            32. Where Courage Fails

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Beware these fallen days, these years of shadow. Beware the Hunter's claws, the Leviathan's fire. The throne is cracked and crumbled; the crown, mere malformed metal. All will fall to ice and ash. Only if all is sacrificed may any survive."

        

        - Torvald Geirson, the Last King of Baegard, days before his disappearance

        

      

      She ran through Oakharrow's streets, following the continued blare of the horns. The stones were slippery beneath her boots; more than once, she fell hard on her knees. But every time, Aelthena rose and ran on. Behind her, Frey and Bastor called for her to wait. She never slowed.

      An attack, she thought, over and over. My city is under attack. The Jotun is here.

      She knew it with a certainty; that the horns called from the Teeth Gate told the story. If it were Ha-Sypt behind the assault, they would have marched from the south, not braved the Teeth's winter with their desert army and lost half their men. No — those who approached from the east would be men used to the mountains' harshness, men who could weather it and emerge ready to fight. Barbars, come behind the shield of the chieftain who united the tribes.

      A clap like thunder boomed in her ears.

      Aelthena nearly lost her footing again as the wave of sound and air swept over her. The wind was unseasonably warm and bitter smelling. She staggered on, eyes tearing with the wind and exhaustion. A black plume of smoke rose from the wall ahead. She knew what it meant all too well.

      Nuvvog's Rage.

      Before she could continue, Frey caught her arm. "What are you thinking?" he snapped. "We can't go there!"

      "Oakharrow is under attack!" she snarled back. "Would you run away?"

      "There's nothing you can do, Aelthena. Nothing except to flee and return with an army at your back. Don't you see? Whoever has come — the Jotun, Ha-Sypt, the barbars — they bring hellfire with them. No number of men can stand against that."

      She heard the rationale in his words, understood the reasons. Yet another voice spoke in her head to which she listened closer. Turn your back on them now, and they'll never accept you as their jarl. You must face your people's enemies with them, risk death with them. Only then will you stand a chance.

      "This is my only chance, Frey," she said aloud. "To be the leader I'm supposed to be."

      She pulled free of him and ran on. But though she had fled the guardian's grip, she felt relieved when she saw both men still followed behind.

      The streets remained empty. Harrowfolk poked their heads outside of doors and unbarred windows, but none came out. No clatter of arms, no rallying soldiers. She despaired that Oakharrow would fall without even a fight.

      They passed Vigil Keep, rising to their right, and the ruins of the Harrowhall. Then she heard them: men, shouting, stomping, banging armor and arms together. Her heart lifted. Some still fought for their home. Some stood against the enemy.

      But as they came into sight in the street ahead, she skidded to a halt. Many of the men arrayed over the cobblestones wore no clan colors, but those few who did were clad in an unmistakable yellow. Vurgs.

      No Thurdjurs had come to the horns, nor Balturgs. Only Skarl the Savage and his rebelling clan.

      Anger flooded through her, paralyzing her mind. She did not know if she wished the usurper would fail or succeed. Either way, she would lose the jarlheim. Either way, she would never become the jarl. And my people will suffer. She knew she must do something, anything to right this before it was too late. But what?

      Bastor and Frey had come up on either side of her, panting to catch their breaths. "The battle is starting," Frey observed, wiping sweat from his brow. "But where are the rest of the defenders?"

      "Fleeing," Bastor guessed. "Like we should be. You said we must steal your father from Vigil Keep, m'lady. Now is our best chance to do so."

      Frey tentatively took her arm. "I hate to agree with him, but he's right. We should fetch the jarl and flee."

      "No." Just ahead, rising up the hill, she could see the smoking ruins of the gate. "We must defend Oakharrow."

      Bastor shook his head, and she was amazed to see he wore a grin. "They've broken through the wall. No doubt they have more of the stuff to deal with Skarl's ragtag army. It's over, Lady Heir Aelthena. We'll need the whole of Baegard to stand against the likes of this."

      She did not bother denying it. "I know. I know there's little hope for our paltry defense. But if Oakharrow is to be robbed from me, I must witness it. Either way it turns out."

      Bastor and Frey exchanged a glance, and the rogue shrugged. Frey's face hardened. "You'll come away after?" the guardian demanded.

      She nodded.

      He sighed. "Fine. I have a place in mind where we can observe the gate in relative safety."

      Frey turned back the way they had come, and with a lingering look back at the smoking gates, Aelthena quickly followed.
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        * * *

      

      Bjorn brought up his shield.

      Wood splintered as the jotunman's sword thudded into it. As his shoulder jarred with the impact, Bjorn twisted, trying to wrench the blade still embedded in his shield from the barbar's grip. Instead, he found himself tugged forward, the barbar heaving his blade toward him.

      Bjorn brought up his own sword and felt resistance as it found his enemy. A scream of pain grated in his ears.

      The instant after, the world fractured.

      Bjorn collapsed. His head throbbed with pain. Something had hit him, though he did not know what. Blood filled his nose, choking him. Coughing, he regained his feet and tried to blink away the stars in his vision as he looked for his assailant.

      But all he saw was Keld down in the mud, a second barbar standing over him. He did not hesitate. Ignoring his pain and wounds, Bjorn charged, leading with his broken shield. The jagged wood stabbed into the bestial barbar's ribs, and with all of Bjorn's weight behind the rush, he managed to bowl the huge jotunman over.

      Tumbling to the ground, Bjorn fell on top of his enemy. Fire lanced through his left shoulder, but he ignored it and found his belt knife with his right hand. As the jotunman yelled and pushed him roughly off, Bjorn managed to aim a stab at him. The blade thudded into his flesh.

      The barbar wheezed, then went limp. Bjorn rolled away, leaving the knife where it was, and stumbled to his feet. He looked wildly around for the first barbar and found him slumped in the mud, Bjorn's sword sticking out of his back. He looked back to the second jotunman and discovered, to his surprise, that his dagger had struck between the ribs, piercing the man's heart.

      He stared at the two men quickly becoming corpses. I did that. I killed them. And he had done it without fear or doubt. All those hours in the yard, drilling from sun up till sundown, had instilled in him instincts he had not dreamed he possessed. When Bjorn was beaten time and again, his brothers and father had eventually believed the training a waste of time, and Bjorn no fit material for a soldier. Bjorn had believed it himself.

      But he had done this. And he had not even thought of running away.

      Keld rose, muddy and bloodied, but other than a few cuts, he appeared unharmed. His eyes were wide as he looked at Bjorn. "They knew we were coming."

      He only nodded. The sounds of fighting, clashing metal and screams of pain, surrounded them. "We have to help the others."

      Retrieving his sword and knife, Bjorn led Keld between the bones of two abandoned structures. His heart thumped hard, but above the fear, there was something else that drove him. Excitement? Anticipation? He had killed without hesitation, killed two men stronger and bigger than him. Some part of him, long unknown and ignored, reveled in that fact. And now that it had awakened, it craved more.

      They turned a corner, and two men appeared before them, weapons and limbs swinging at one another in a deadly dance. Vedgif was one of them, the first drang of his company only barely holding his own. Bjorn dashed toward them, slipped in the mud, and saw by glimpses as Vedgif was bashed to the ground. A wide gash opened in his forehead.

      Not daring to slow, Bjorn stabbed at the barbar. His sword bit through his hairy hide. The jotunman twisted around, then shuddered and spat out something dark as he tottered, then slumped to the ground.

      The old veteran rose slowly, groaning and clutching his side. Bjorn felt his wary gaze on him as he pulled his sword free from the corpse.

      "Well struck," Vedgif wheezed.

      Bjorn only nodded, then turned away. His blood was already rising as he looked for the next fight. "Come on!" he shouted back as he set off at a run.

      He dashed toward the main thoroughfare; there, he guessed, would be the thick of the fighting. A smile pulled at his cracked lips as he reached the end of the building frames and spilled out into the street.

      But no amount of bloodlust could have stopped him from falling back as a roar cascaded down the path.

      Bjorn jerked his head around, trying to pick out whatever had made the sound. He saw it an instant later, swiftly coming down the streets. It was impossibly huge, a man and a half's height to its shoulder, and implacable as an avalanche as it sprinted down the street.

      A greatbear. They have a greatbear.

      Men were fighting ahead of him, unable to stop even at the roar. The greatbear crashed into them, sending men flying and leaving bodies limp and bloody behind it.

      Fear — clawing, suffocating — rose in him. No amount of newfound courage could stand before it.

      Bjorn turned and ran.
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        * * *

      

      Air wheezed in her lungs as she pulled herself onto the ledge. Frey took hold of her wrist to help her stand.

      "Look," he said, hushed, as she settled her feet under her and made room for Bastor. "To the gate."

      Aelthena turned. They had climbed up the ruins of the Harrowhall nearly two flights, and with no buildings crowding close, they could clearly see all the way to where the Teeth Gate had stood. Smoke still rose from the rubble, but it had begun to clear. Vurg warriors, small at the distance, encircled the opening, all on foot, their weapons winking in the pale light. A distant roar came from them, loud enough to cascade over the rooftops.

      One figure stood before them, a greatsword raised over his head: Skarl Thundson, rallying his men.

      Bastor climbed up beside them, brushing at the ashes that smeared their clothing. "Tell me we can get a good look now."

      "Look for yourself," Frey advised with biting sarcasm.

      "Quiet," Aelthena said sharply. "Something is happening."

      Skarl had turned and backed up a step. Around him, his warriors did the same, the line of men wavering like receding water. All of them stared toward the gap in the wall.

      Something moved within the smoke.

      Aelthena thought she imagined it at first, a strange pattern in the darkness, for the shape she detected towered over the walls themselves, and those rose nearly twenty-five feet high. Then the dark gray swirled aside, and instead of the monolith dissipating, it grew more solid.

      It stepped clear of the smoke, and she could no longer pretend it was in her imagination.

      Its body was covered in thick, brown hair like a woolith. Its limbs were as thick around as tree trunks. Long, yellowed tusks erupted from its head, as long as Bastor was tall. At the distance, its eyes were lost, but she guessed at its intelligence from the slow way it surveyed the army before it. It was not startled or threatened as a beast might be, but carried itself with all the calm confidence of a hunter. On its chest, a tarnished breastplate of dark iron hung. A helm sat atop its head. It easily hefted an enormous war-axe in one hand, though the weapon's head looked to weigh three anvils of iron.

      She knew its name. The Jotun.

      She had never listened closely to the ancient stories of the giants of ice and snow. But this creature could be nothing else. This was the enemy hidden in the mountains. This was the chieftain who had united the barbars. This was the one behind Nuvvog's Rage, who had stolen the lives of her brothers and mother.

      And she knew Oakharrow could not stand against it.

      Yet Skarl Thundson stepped forward and raised his sword, his whole body screaming defiance. She could barely hear his distant shout. Then the roar of the men behind him arose as they lifted their arms in turn. From the corner of her eyes, she saw Frey and Bastor exchange a glance. She did not dare look away.

      The Jotun took a lumbering step forward, stepping free of the ruined Teeth Gate and stopping before Skarl. As fast as blinking, it swung its axe through the usurper.

      Aelthena could scarcely believe it. One moment, Skarl had been standing before the giant; the next, he was nothing more than a red splatter across the road. Just like that, the Savage was dead.

      The Vurg warriors rippled back before the display, The Jotun took one further step forward. It was one step too far; the men turned and fled, stampeding like a startled herd of caribou. The giant did not pursue, but threw its head back and trumpeted, louder than any wall horn, its victory call blaring over the city. Aelthena covered her ears before it.

      Frey touched her arm, his meaning clear even when no words could be heard. She briefly met his eyes and saw her own terror reflected there.

      Nothing can stand before that, she thought numbly as she began to climb down. Nothing.

      Oakharrow had truly fallen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            33. The Chasm

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        "Though it is the greatest of blades when hardened in the fires of adversity, courage makes for the most brittle of shields."

        

        - Yofam Dragontooth, Slayer of the wyvern Vardraith, First Drang of the Iron Band

        

      

      He ran.

      He ran like wolves nipped at his heels. He ran like he was six-winters-old again, and the older boys chased him through the halls of the Harrowhall, laughingly calling threats after him.

      He ran like the coward he had always known himself to be.

      You Djur-damned craven — turn around! If you can't help your men, your friends, you can die with them!

      But no matter how Bjorn cursed himself, he could not turn back. Every time he tried to muster the courage, he pictured the greatbear charging in snarling fury, and his leaden legs would propel him away all the faster. He had left the sounds of battle far behind, yet still he ran, as if he could outrun fear itself.

      Only as he left the shelter of the encampment's buildings did he stumble to a halt and take in the sights around him. The camp ended abruptly, exposing mud and rock underfoot. Yet something still lay before him. A huge pillar of steam erupted from the cracked stone, billowing into the air and filling the valley with fog.

      The Chasm.

      Mesmerized — or perhaps just desperate to escape — he walked toward it. The Chasm was larger than it had seemed from atop the ridge, much larger, at least a hundred paces long, if not longer. He had not expected the stench either, the putrid stench of rotten eggs filling his nose. The fog that came from it was not just gray, but filled with flashes of color.

      As he neared, he saw the mist hid more than a rainbow. Scenes played out within it, entire battles — arrows falling in a sharp rain, and thrusting spears, and waves of dark bodies running forward to collapse against each other. Men fighting, men dying, then somehow rising and fighting again, as if it were just an enactment, a performance put on for the entertainment of an unseen audience.

      He walked closer still and saw the behemoths standing behind the armies. Like mountains, they loomed over the battlefield. The sky flashed blood-red and death-blue as the men before them were butchered. By those flashes of color, he saw their faces, and knew they were no mountains.

      "Jotunar and surtunar," he found himself muttering. Words came to his tongue as if another spoke them. "The final peace is broken. The giants of frost and flame rise to claim the world for their own. They bring ruin to all they cannot yoke."

      He drifted closer, closer. Then, the Chasm yawned at his feet, a stairway carved of the rock face leading down. He put his foot on the first step and hesitated. Somewhere in his mind, fear struck through him again. A warning tolled.

      Bjorn.

      He turned and stared back the way he had come, but the camp was swallowed in mist. He could not see who had spoken."Yonik?" he asked aloud, for the voice had sounded like the gothi's.

      As if the name had broken a spell, everything rushed back to him. The ambush. The fight. The greatbear.

      He took his foot from the stairway and turned, then walked back the way he had come. The cowardice that had made him flee was there, always there, waiting to claim him. It had been stronger than the sudden bloodlust.

      But something else had awoken in him that was stronger still.

      He began to run back toward the place had he had fled from. No more fleeing, he thought as he ran. No more fear. No more letting others control who or what I am. Only I will decide now.

      He had let himself be a leaf tossed in others' winds. But sometime, he had to take a stand. He never had been able to do it for himself.

      But he could risk it all for his friends.

      He ran. The world slid past him, strange and distorted. Fire billowed from the stone. Icy frost spun into twisters in the air. He knew they could not be there, yet the camp around him rose in flames, and the sky filled with snow.

      Neither flame nor frost could touch him. He ignored it all. His sword leaped into his hands. His doubts had burned away.

      I won't let them die.

      Bjorn burst from the alley, and chaos swallowed him. Men fought up and down the street. Farther down the road, the greatbear roared as it mauled a man into a bloody ruin.

      A shadow neared. Bjorn turned as an axe chopped at him. He reacted without thinking, dodging and cutting. The attacking jotunman fell away screaming, his leg spraying red.

      A second enemy charged, and Bjorn knew he could not dodge this time. But he did not flinch away. As the hammer clipped his shoulder, Bjorn buried his sword in the barbar's chest. The man's momentum drove the blade fully through his body.

      Bjorn let the sky's weight pull the jotunman free of his sword, then looked up. Two dozen paces away, the greatbear rose on its hind legs and swiped at someone before it. Bjorn charged, his left arm swinging numbly. Snow and fire leaped from either side of the road, but he ignored them for the delusion that they were. The huge animal had turned away from the street to scrabble against a building now, roaring in frustrated fury.

      Yonik. The greatbear had chased the gothi atop a building. Yonik barely kept out of reach of the impossibly quick swipes of the massive creature. As he watched, the greatbear swung again, and Yonik cut its paw with one of his long knives. But the bear's claw caught hold of his trousers, and as the greatbear drew back its arm, the gothi came tumbling down with it.

      Illusory fire leaped up as fury surged inside him. Bjorn ran straight at the greatbear and swung at its hind leg, driving the blade through the thick fur and skin. The bear roared and immediately spun toward him, but as it put weight on its injured leg, it tumbled to the ground. Bjorn skirted around behind it, keeping clear of its flailing limbs, and chopped at it again, this time only managing to score the pad of a foot.

      Then the greatbear turned, and he was flying breathlessly through the air. As the ground roughly greeted him, all the air was driven from his lungs. Every rib felt snapped in half. He wheezed and tried to rise, but strength had left his body. He flopped back to the ground.

      I'm going to die. He knew it, knew it down to his bones, and knew the thought should have terrified him. Yet as he watched the snow slowly turn and fall on his face to melt away to nothing, it didn't.

      All this time, it was not death he had feared. He had been afraid to live.

      The greatbear roared. A boy screamed.

      Only that scream could have made him rise. With a last effort, yelling hoarsely with the agony, Bjorn levered himself onto an elbow and raised his head. Keld held a spear that had stabbed the greatbear through one of its eyes. But though it should have immediately killed even such a beast, the greatbear fought on. Its claws flashed out. They cut into the boy. Blood and more spilled from the boy's middle.

      "No!" Bjorn tried to gain his feet. When that failed, he crawled. "Keld!"

      It was too late.

      Keld released the spear and slumped to the ground. His eyes were glassy. Blood-coated innards spilled over the mud.

      The greatbear swayed, stumbled. A strangled roar ripped free from its throat. It began to lumber toward Bjorn. He tried to stand again, but could only manage to rise to his hands and knees. He met the bear's stare, one eye dark, the other impaled by the bloody spear. He waited for death to catch him.

      Then, mid-step, the beast shuddered and slumped to the ground. A final breath heaved from its chest. It grew still.

      Bjorn closed his eyes. Hot and cold pressed against him, inside and out. Fear and fury still battled on, while sorrow and regret drowned them both.

      Opening his eyes again, he crawled forward until he reached the still hand on the ground. The greatbear had partially fallen on Keld, but part of the boy lay exposed. Bjorn took the limp hand and held it in both of his. He kneeled in the mud and blood and listened as silence fell over the camp.

      "We won, Keld," he whispered to the unhearing boy. "You felled the greatbear. You struck the final blow."

      He waited, willing Keld to move, to make any sign in response, any movement at all. But he did not. The boy, so fiercely loyal, so full of life, lay utterly, painfully inert.

      Bjorn raised his head to the gray sky and felt the tears roll down his face. He had never known victory would feel so hollow.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            34. The Distant Peak

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        And so Djur rose, bloodied and weary, from his conquering, and he cast his cloak over the world. Once again, the terrible heat from Nuvvog's Eye was blocked, and blessed night fell.

        The Wild God's appetite for violence had finally been tempered. And so he ascended the tallest of all mountains in the world, to watch his people rebuild their lives, and finally rest.

        

        - Tales of the Inscribed, by Alfjin the Scribe

        

      

      Aelthena stood on the riverbank, staring into the gray, sluggish waters of the Honeybrook, and doubts clouded her resolve.

      Better to leave? she asked herself once more. Or to stay?

      Her father muttered unintelligible words next to her. Without the Vurgs encircling Vigil Keep, it had been easy to retrieve the jarl from the citadel. They had brought him over to the Honeybrook in his wheel-rigged chair, but now, in a rare occurrence, he stood. Even still, he barely resembled the man he had once been. His great shoulders were bowed, and the Winter Mantle that draped across them dragged along the muddy ground. His thrall, Uljana, did her best to prevent the cloak's destruction, but Lord Bor was in a rare mood and was liable to swipe at the servant anytime she drew near.

      Frey stood at her elbow. Bastor was further down by the water, several oilskin packages at hand, watching and waiting to make good on their escape.

      To Kathsla, too, Aelthena had extended the invitation to flee. But, as she knew she would, Asborn's mother only gave her a small smile. "I didn't take the blows of one tyrant all my life just to bow before the next one," she had said. "Besides, someone must keep Asborn's holdings for him. But tell my son…" A glimmer of the mother shone through then. "Tell him I will keep his inheritance, no matter the cost. And to not judge me for it."

      Though uneasiness had stirred in her at that, Aelthena had told her she would pass on the words. But the Matron of Vigil Keep had not finished.

      "Take care of him, Aelthena. And take care of yourself. You have the will to do what must be done. Baegard must unite, whatever it costs. I have shown you one way. Mind the names of the jarls' wives and servants I've given you; approached discreetly, they may serve you well. Wild Wives' blessings upon you, daughter."

      Now, as Aelthena hovered on the riverbank, she doubted the woman's generous words. The aged woman had far more resolve than she could hope for, and it shamed her. Kathsla had the courage to stay. If Aelthena stayed as well, could they resist the Jotun together?

      But "Jotun" was no aggrandized title. He was a giant, a true giant, and none of the ancient lore had done him justice. The Jotun moved faster than she thought possible for a being so large. With a single swipe, he had made meat of Skarl Thundson, the hardest warrior of the Vurgs. The Jotun could tear down castles — if not with his bare hands, then with his hellfire. And he appeared to be more than a big brute. Unbelievable as it seemed, it had been the Jotun himself who had united the barbars into an army, possibly forged an alliance with Ha-Sypt, and divided and terrorized Oakharrow into submitting to him with barely a fight. If that was true, he was cunning as well as strong.

      We can't fight that. Not with Oakharrow's strength alone.

      "Aelthena?" Frey gently took her elbow. "It's time. We need to go before the Jotun's forces surround the city."

      "Is it the right thing?" She asked the question without meeting his eyes. "Fleeing? Leaving behind all these people at the mercy of that…?"

      She could not find a word sufficient for one so cruel, so clever, so terrifying as their enemy.

      "Yes." He said it with such belief she found herself meeting his bright eyes. Slowly, she nodded.

      "We don't have all day," Bastor called up the bank. "If we're leaving, we need to go now."

      Aelthena gestured to Uljana, who escorted the jarl toward the river, her father once more docile. Upon reaching Bastor, the thrall peeled the Mantle from Lord Bor's shoulders and his boots from his feet and handed them to the rogue, who stuffed it in one of the oilskin bags. Then, at Bastor's instructions, the thrall pulled the jarl into the river, and the current carried away her father's roars of protests.

      She hid a wince as she and Frey stepped down next to Bastor.

      "Not exactly a quiet getaway," Bastor observed as he watched the pair float under Oakharrow's wall and out of sight. "But at least it's easier than it was smuggling supplies in."

      He gestured, and Aelthena and Frey, after exchanging a look, surrendered their cloaks and boots. The blizzard had abated to flurries, but she shivered at winter's frigid touch. With only her wool stockings to protect them, and those quickly becoming saturated, her feet were going numb. She eyed the gray water skeptically.

      Bastor grinned. "You'll get dry clothes on the other side and warm up soon enough. But be sure to stay in the river as long as it takes to get out of range of the guards. Who knows who they'll shoot right now. As soon as you're in the trees, get out as quick as you can. Now, in you go."

      She stared at him until he met her gaze. "Your name. Tell me your name."

      He gave her a twisted smile. "You sure you want to know?" When she did not answer or look away, he sighed. "Very well. On the other side. We shouldn't leave your father and his servant to freeze."

      Reluctantly, she turned back to the river. But Frey had to take her hand and pull her in for her to leave.

      Pain, numbing pain, immediately seized her. She gasped, all the air in her lungs gone like the Jotun himself squeezed a hand around her chest. She tried to move her limbs, and panic rose in her when they moved slow and sluggish, not nearly fast enough to swim. The Honeybrook carried them to the wall — then they were under. She peered back fearfully at the city and saw a few heads poking through the embrasures. But if they saw them, they did not raise their bows. She wondered how many of them would flee themselves in the end.

      They reached the trees, and Frey pulled her back toward the shore. She kicked and paddled, trying to harken back to summer days learning to swim in the river. Her bedraggled dress caught and weighed down her legs, but the shore came steadily closer.

      Finally, pebbled stones appeared beneath her numbed hands. Feeling as if she had aged a century, she stumbled stiff-limbed up the shore to collapse just out of the water. It felt an eternity that she laid there, arms clutched around herself and shivering, before Bastor waded from the river and threw the oilskin bags down next to them.

      "Quick," he said through chattering teeth as he fumbled for the strings. "Strip."

      She had known it was coming, but still tried for decency. "Turn away," she tried to say, her quivering jaw muddling the words.

      Bastor tried to smirk, but his stiff face would not allow it.

      Even after she had pulled off her wet clothes and put on new ones, the chill remained in her bones. She had to stop herself from dancing in place as she stood, shivering and watching Bastor squeeze the last of the water from their clothes and place them in the oilskins. Frey had taken several of the packs, filled with supplies for their journey, while Uljana attempted to finish dressing Aelthena's father. She watched as the thrall clasped the Winter Mantle once more around his neck, her eyes lingering over the snarling bear insignia on the clasp. She wondered what the cloak was worth anymore.

      With everyone dressed and the bags packed, Bastor and Frey hefted their luggage. Then they set off on their long walk.

      Walking finally began to warm her. As her mind began turning again, she fell back next to Bastor and took one of the five bags he hefted. For a moment, he only stared at her with an eyebrow raised before he relinquished the satchel to her.

      She looked away as she settled the pack over her shoulder. It was heavier than she had expected, but she tried not to let her effort show. "I should do my part. After all, I'm not the heir anymore. Oakharrow is no longer mine to inherit. And what's a mantle without the jarlheim?"

      Frey had come up on her other side. "You're still the heir, Aelthena. We will claim back Oakharrow. The other jarls of Baegard will come to our aid. We just must reach the Jarlmoot."

      She wanted to believe him. If the jarls could agree on anything, it was war. But even if they took Oakharrow, would she be given it back? Or would one of the jarls seize the opportunity to expand his holdings?

      She returned her thoughts to safer waters and glanced at the man on her other side. "You said you'd answer my question now."

      The smuggler stared straight ahead. For once, he looked drained and mirthless. "I did."

      They walked in silence for several long moments. "Well?" she prompted, merciless.

      Bastor sighed. "You wish to know who I am? Fine. I'm a twice-told traitor. A traitor to my father, and a traitor to you."

      Aelthena halted, falling back a step from the big man. Frey had dropped his sacks to free his hand for his sword and stared at Bastor with narrowed eyes.

      But the rogue made no move to attack. He stared hard at Aelthena, something burning in his eyes. Anger? Guilt? Bastor looked as if he had been haunted by a ghost for weeks on end.

      "How did you think I knew so much, m'lady?" he said softly. "How do you think I knew all the conspirators of Oakharrow, all the dark politics moving under your nose? I was in on it. I smuggled weapons into Oakharrow, weapons for Skarl and his rebels. I acted as a go-between for Silverfang and the people he was paying off. I had my hand on every string."

      Frey drew his sword and leveled it at Bastor's chest. "You helped the traitors. All of them."

      "Yes." As he held Aelthena's gaze, all the smugness and mockery was gone from his dusk-blue eyes. "I did it at my father's behest. I knew it was wrong, knew it in my bones. But I told myself what my father had always said to me: 'Our first loyalty is to our blood.'" His lips twisted in a smile. "A horse-shit saying, I know now."

      Frey's sword had not wavered. "Shall I strike down the traitor, Lady Heir?"

      As she comprehended all that Bastor had helped cause, part of her was tempted. But she said, "Wait. Lower your sword, Frey."

      The guardian hesitated a moment, then obeyed, though he kept the blade exposed and at the ready.

      Aelthena stared hard into Bastor's eyes. "What changed? Why did you help me?"

      The rogue shrugged. "I saw your home go up in flames. I realized the consequences of what I was doing. Too late, I knew I couldn't be responsible for the massacre of a city. I did not know of Nuvvog's Rage before it was used on the Harrowhall. But I'd helped to smuggle it in. I'd paid off the sentry. I was to blame."

      For a moment, the words pulled at her tongue. Kill him. It would be so simple to say. Frey would spring to obey her.

      He helped you, part of her protested. He saved you. You would still be in Oakharrow at the Jotun's mercy if not for him.

      But a second voice noted, just as truthfully, Perhaps the Jotun never would have come if not for him.

      "Who is your father?" she found herself asking.

      Bastor sighed heavily. "Lord Ragnar."

      "Lord Ragnar?" Frey sounded outraged, incredulous. "The Jarl of Ragnorsglade?"

      A bitter smile had sprung to the rogue's lips. "The very one."

      Lord Ragnar. All she had heard of the jarl came back to her. He was the one Kathsla had said she must ally with to unite Baegard, and the one who would be most difficult to convince. Now, it became apparent just how wide the gulf was between them.

      Bastor's strange features finally made sense as well. "You're Alabastor Ragnarson, his named Heir, the bastard born of a Sypten thrall," Aelthena said.

      "Guilty as named."

      Frey's gaze found Aelthena's. "Lord Ragnar is a traitor," he said slowly, the thought still seeming to sink in.

      "And has been for years." The man they had known as Bastor gave a hollow laugh. "The other jarls always feared he was too influenced by Ha-Sypt. Turns out their fears were well-founded." The laugh faded from his lips as he turned back to Aelthena. "What is your judgment, then, Lady Heir Aelthena?"

      Her mind continued to battle with itself for a moment. But she already knew what her answer must be. "We have to reach the Jarlmoot in Petyrsholm, and we need your help. Until then, you are pardoned. But there, the jarls will decide your fate — and your father's."

      Alabastor Ragnarson nodded slowly. She wondered how she had ever thought him a mere rogue. Even draped in guilt and shame, he had the bearing of one in command. An heir to a jarlheim, she mused. Just as I am. As I was.

      She turned her gaze aside. Whatever their flaws and failings, they had the same goal now. To reach Petyrsholm and the Jarlmoot alive. To defend Baegard. To reclaim Oakharrow from their enemies. Or so she hoped.

      She remembered the Jotun, walking through smoke and fire, wind and snow, and knew they could not afford to fight among themselves. Gray gods know the war will be hard enough.

      "We should go," she said, and started walking again. "There's a long road ahead."

      She was glad when she heard Frey sheathing his sword, and both men's footsteps following behind.
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        * * *

      

      Bjorn watched as the burning encampment became lost in smoke and mist.

      The smoke stung his eyes, and his raw throat rasped with each breath, but Bjorn did not shift from his overlook. At his back, snow swirled and blustered. Caught between fire and ice, he thought.

      Slowly, his mind thawed.

      Keld. His still face, his motionless hand. Blood leaking from his body, crushed by the greatbear. Bjorn had clung to that hand until Yonik gently pried him away.

      "We must give him to the sky," the gothi had told him. "We must give him a warrior's sending."

      Bjorn had obeyed him. His visions of flame and frost faded as he helped to draw Keld out from beneath the greatbear's body and carry him over to where they had piled the bodies of their other companions. They were laid out in one of the buildings on a pile of scrap wood, a makeshift pyre. No farewells, he thought as he looked at the lad. No words to tell him what he meant to me. All he could give him now was a fire that would carry his spirit to meet the ancestors. All he could do was keep hold of the memories they had shared.

      Little enough.

      The others stood around the pyre, injured but alive. As he lifted his eyes from the lost, he met their gazes. Loridi and Seskef nodded, their smiles faded. Vedgif met his gaze with stony contemplation, cradling his right arm, the gash on his head bleeding sluggishly. Egil, standing next to the first drang, was bloody from the neck down, but little of it appeared to be his. He watched Bjorn with narrowed eyes. Bjorn wondered how many of them knew he had run when he saw the bear charging down the street. He wondered how many thought he should be lying there on the pyre instead of Keld.

      Hoarfrost stood among the living. She leaned on one leg, her other sporting a long, bloody tear. Only three of the Skyardi stood with her. The rest of the barbar scouts lay on the pyre. Her second, Summer, was among them.

      Eleven had died. Eleven. A small part of him knew it was a fair trade for how many they had killed in turn. The jotunmen littered the streets around them, perhaps two dozen of them. And the greatbear had been slain as well.

      Victory. Bjorn's lips curled in a mocking smile.

      Yonik had said some words; Hoarfrost spoke some more. They invited him, as the exiled heir, to speak, but Bjorn shook his head. He had nothing to say to the departed. Least of all to friends he had failed.

      They had burned the bodies. After the pyre's flames began to die down and the murky light through the chasm-fog dimmed, the Skyardi moved among the dead enemies and took their possessions. Those of Oakharrow, seeing Bjorn not participate, waited.

      Yonik approached him and leaned in close. "We still have a purpose here, Bjorn. Our blow against the Jotun."

      The Chasm. He nodded slowly. "We must destroy it."

      "Yes. With fire." The gothi narrowed his eyes at the thick plume rising into the sky, marking where the Chasm lay. "But if only a small piece of it can cause an inferno such as took the Harrowhall, how can we do it and remain alive?"

      "I walked to its edge."

      He had spoken without thinking, confessing as if they were back in the Tangled Temple. He felt the priest's gaze on him, but could not meet his eyes. The man's silence invited him to continue.

      "When I saw the greatbear, I — I ran. I ran all the way to the Chasm's edge. I don't know why. Maybe I meant to fling myself in. Maybe it was by accident, the quickest path away from the bear. But as I neared it, I began to see things. Colors in the fog. Grand-scale battles. It was like when I'd breathed the steam in your hut as well as two days back. And like then, I found my courage, or something like it. I came back."

      "Visions," Yonik murmured. "What did you see?"

      "Flames and frost, warring with one another. They each struck blows, but neither could win. And yet around them, the world began to wither."

      The gothi stared at him for a long moment before turning away. "The chasm-fog affects you, Bjorn. Just as khnuum steam does. I must think on what this means… But for now, we must focus on the task at hand."

      Bjorn nodded and stared up at the plume. They were silent for several long moments.

      "An archer," Bjorn finally said. "An archer with a fire arrow. If he stands far enough back…"

      Yonik nodded. "Egil should be able to accomplish it. It's a good plan."

      So those remaining of their company had moved to the edge of the encampment, to where the Chasm was barely in sight between the gaps of buildings, three hundred paces away. Bjorn doubted even that would be enough. They had watched as Egil stepped forward and eyed the plume of smoke. Then, the head of his arrow aflame with oil and cloth, he grunted as he drew the bow back as far as it would go, and with a final effort, let the arrow fly.

      Bjorn could tell it would fall short before it hit the ground. Yet as it neared, something strange happened. The very air itself seemed to catch flame, the arrow leaving a flash of fire in its wake. And as it neared the Chasm, the fire began to spread.

      "Run!" Vedgif barked. "Now!"

      They ran. Even with their injuries and exhaustion, fear propelled them onward. Everyone had seen the effects of chasm-dust. They knew what was coming.

      Yet none were prepared.

      Bjorn was running one moment and the next, he was face-down in the mud, his back throbbing as if hit again by the greatbear. The world was silent except for a faint, high-pitched buzzing in his ears. He tried to rise and found his vision swimming, his limbs weak and shaking. He blinked away the stars that filled his eyes. 

      As his vision cleared, he saw every one of the Hunters and the Skyardi had been laid low. All seemed to have come through alive, however. A thick smoke billowed over them, gagging him with its rotten stink. It reeked like the stench of a warren of dead rats he had once discovered in the depths of the Harrowhall. Coughing, Bjorn rose to his feet and saw Yonik staggering over to him, his eyes seeming to have trouble focusing.

      "We should not breathe this," the gothi wheezed. "We must go."

      Together, they rallied the rest of their company. Slowly, the Hunters and the Skyardi scouts had found their way through the ruined camp back to the mountain path above. Bjorn's cough grew worse, sudden fits bending him over and wracking his chest. But Yonik pulled him on, more urgent with each step. The chasm-smoke seemed to scare him more than the greatbear ever had. It was all Bjorn could do to keep his feet under him as he gasped for breath and let the gothi drag him away. Finally, the smoke and fog thinned, and fresh air greeted his lungs. Bjorn still coughed, and though it hurt, it was bearable.

      Soon thereafter, he found himself standing at the cliffside, gazing out over the cleared valley, their enemy's encampment burning below.

      The remaining company had gathered behind him. They had retrieved their horses from the forest and repacked the saddlebags. The few remaining Skyardi knotted around Hoarfrost. Some still coughed, and many wiped at smoke-reddened eyes, but no one seemed as bad off as Bjorn. At least I can thank the gods for that, he thought as he nearly hacked up his lungs again.

      As the fit passed, Yonik put a hand to his shoulder and spoke softly to him. "Bjorn. We must make a decision."

      He nodded, unable to speak, but gestured for him to proceed.

      "Someone must return to Oakharrow," the gothi said, speaking to the company now. "If the city still stands, they must tell them of all we've seen and done here."

      "Not someone," Vedgif spoke up, his voice hoarse, yet no less firm. "All our company must return. We must defend our home."

      Yonik slowly shook his head. "Not all. I, at least, must go to Eildursprall."

      Bjorn breathed shallowly and tried to make sense of it. The Hunters exchanged skeptical glances. But Hoarfrost just nodded, as if she had expected this all along.

      "The priests of Eildersprall train the gothi of Baegard," Yonik said. "They are keepers of our people's knowledge, and their archives reach back to when Baegard's ancestors sailed across the sea to Enea. If anyone knows more about the Jotun, the Chasm, and the sorcery our enemy possesses, it is they."

      Bjorn tried to think through his words, but his mind felt as clouded as the Chasm Valley had been. Then he felt Yonik's gaze on him.

      "Lord Heir Bjorn, I know it is your jarlheim and inheritance in danger. I know you must think duty compels you to return to Oakharrow. But I think you should come with me to Eildursprall."

      He coughed again, caught off guard by being addressed. But he was not surprised by the words. He raised his gaze to meet Yonik's.

      "I said once before that you have the makings of a gothi," the priest continued. "And that you possess seidar, the Sight. You have seen visions in both the chasm-fog and khnuum steam. Whether they are of the past or the future, I cannot yet tell. But what you've seen is significant. And I think it important for all of Enea that you see more still."

      Bjorn wanted to believe him. He tried to. I saw the empty camp, but I didn't see its result, did I? He thought of Keld, and Summer, and all the other men and women he had doomed. What good is the Sight if it can't protect anyone with it?

      "Trust me, Bjorn," Yonik continued quietly. "I have not failed you yet, have I? Trust me as you have trusted me thus far."

      He felt the rest of the gathered staring at him. He wished he was anywhere else.

      A decision. You have to make a decision.

      But every decision he had made seemed to end in disaster. Attacking the keepers to get at the Sypten. Setting out on this campaign into the winter Teeth for revenge. Moving forward instead of returning to Oakharrow. They had burned the Jotun's encampment and destroyed the Chasm — but at what cost? Keld. All the other Hunters before. All the Skyardi. And now he was gone from his home and unable to defend it.

      But Yonik was right; the gothi had not failed him. He had freed them from Woldagi captivity. He had stayed by his side through this useless quest for revenge, protecting him and guiding him. He had showed Bjorn he could be something more, something other than the jarl's heir. If Bjorn could not make the right decisions, he could let someone wiser make them for him.

      He nodded. "I'll go," he rasped. "I'll go to Eildursprall."

      Vedgif's scowl deepened. Egil's eyes narrowed. The others looked among themselves, their expressions varying, but confusion and surprise chief among them.

      Yonik nodded, though he seemed no happier for the answer. "It will not be easy. It will not bring you joy or glory. But it is what you must do."

      Bjorn, not knowing how to respond to these portentous words, only shrugged. He doubted much of anything could bring him joy now, and glory was an even flimsier dream. Doing what he could to make Keld and the others' deaths serve a purpose was the best he could hope for.

      "I will go with you," Hoarfrost spoke into the wind-cut silence. "You will need guidance through the Teeth. And my people should also learn what the Silvers of Eildursprall know of this Jotun."

      As the Skyardi nodded, Vedgif spoke, his voice harsh. "I will not. I must return to Oakharrow, to defend her and my kin."

      "And I as well," Egil said.

      Bjorn looked among their party and saw the growing fractures. Regret coursed through him. Not a glorious company of the stories, perhaps, he thought. But for their short time together, the Hunters in the White accomplished a great deal.

      "We'll go with you, Lord Heir, Skiff and I," Loridi called over the mutterings of the others. "Might need someone to watch your back."

      "Or two someones," Seskef amended. "Particularly if we're the ones doing the watching."

      Bjorn managed a small smile before a coughing fit bent him double again.

      Their decisions made, the company began to split into their new factions. By Hoarfrost's order, two of the Skyardi would travel with Vedgif and Egil to ensure they returned safely to Oakharrow. The third would go to the Skyardi caravan and tell them of all that had occurred.

      As each party readied themselves, Bjorn managed to stop coughing long enough to approach Vedgif and offer his arm. After a moment, his first drang gripped it.

      "Thank you, Vedgif Addarson," Bjorn whispered, not daring to speak louder lest the coughs take him again. "For leading the company when I couldn't. I hope you understand why I cannot return."

      Vedgif just nodded, then withdrew his hand. Bjorn had the distinct impression his words had done little to mend the rift between them.

      Bjorn turned to Egil and held out his arm to him as well. A moment passed. Just as he thought the lawspeaker's son would deny him, the sentry gripped his arm in return. Surprised, he did not think he had any words for Yaethun's son. But as he thought over all they had shared, the hardships and the conflicts, they came to him.

      "You pushed me. You challenged me. You made me a better man. I know I may not reach highly in your estimation, Egil Yaethunson. But I will remember all you've done for our company and for Oakharrow."

      Egil met his gaze, then looked away. "You faced the greatbear," he said quietly. "You helped to kill it. It was more than I could do. Maybe… my father was wrong. Maybe you're not the coward I believed you to be."

      It stung even as it warmed him. Bjorn held the grip for a moment longer, then turned away with fresh coughs.

      Farewells made, they turned their own ways. Vedgif, Egil, and their Skyardi escorts to the west. Bjorn and his company to the north. With raised hands, they began their slow treks away from Chasm Valley.

      Toward what? Bjorn wondered as he tried to hold the coughing at bay. Will we find the answers we're searching for? He imagined what his father would have thought of his decision had his mind not turned. He wondered if Annar or Yof would have chosen the same as he had. Then he realized it did not matter.

      I have to make my own decisions now. For better or worse.

      He lifted his gaze from his feet. Yewung, the tallest mountain in the Teeth, rose into the clouds, its peak lost among them. Their destination, Eildursprall, lay at its feet. For once, he knew where he was going. He would not lose his way now.

      Bjorn followed Yonik's footsteps through the snow and on toward the distant peak.
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      High above the clouds, seated upon a throne of never-melting ice, a man opened his frost-rimed eyes.

      His worldly sight had long since left him, but he could still distinguish light from darkness. And so, when a friendly light pressed gently in, he stretched his stiff skin into a smile.

      There is light still.

      He had been dreaming for as long as his memories reached back. His visions had been full of violence and blood, frost and fire, ice and ash. He had seen the upheaval of his world and people. Long before disaster had come, he had known it would.

      But now that the final war had arrived, he dreamed of what might come beyond it.

      Peace. Prosperity. Light after darkness.

      With his blind eyes open, he could see the sheep in green pastures and the smoke in homestead chimneys. He could see thralls stepping free of their chains to walk their own paths. He could see neighbors gripping each other's arms rather than menacing them with swords.

      But a shadow fell over his reverie.

      The man's smile faded. They came. He had known they would. In every one of his nightmares, the giants ushered in the Runewar.

      But every shadow is cast by light.

      The man closed his eyes again, reaching for the dreams once more. Soon, the day would come when his foretellings would fail or come to pass.

      And then, at long last, he would not need to dream anymore.
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      Thank you for reading The Throne of Ice & Ash! I hope you enjoyed it.

      If you did, would you consider leaving a review?
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      Click or tap here (or swipe to the end of the book) to leave a review!
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The World

        

      

    

    
      
        
        COUNTRIES AND CONTINENTS

      

      

      
        
        The Witterland - An ever-frozen continent to the north from which Djurians, the ancestors of Baegard and Benwold, are said to have long ago migrated.

        The Sumerland - An eternally hot continent to the south from which Zakai, the ancestors of Zakowa and North and South Vinaxi, are said to have migrated.

        Enea, or The Middle Land - A continent positioned between the Witterland and the Sumerland where the events of the story take place.

        Baegard, or The Seven Jarlheims - A nation founded among the mountains and the wide valley cradled among them. The jarlheims are city-states within Baegard that share similar cultures and unite for the purposes of common defense.

        Ha-Sypt - A nation that has long been the antagonist of Baegard. It is a land of deserts and oases, founded primarily along the rivers Nu and Qal. It is ruled by a monarch held to be a god, the Karah. Syptens are descended from Eneans, the native people of Enea.

        Benwold - A nation that shares a common descent from Djurian culture with Baegard and often allies with them.

        Zakowa - A nation of Sumerland descent that often allies with Ha-Sypt.

        North and South Vinaxi - Two nations of Sumerland descent that are in constant conflict with their sister nations.

        Xen’tia - A powerful republic of Oessa, the continent to the west of Enea; sometimes participates in the wars between Baegard and Ha-Sypt.

        Jin’to - A widespread empire of Oessa, the continent to the west of Enea; sometimes participates in the wars between Baegard and Ha-Sypt.

      

      

      
        
        OAKHARROW

      

      

      
        
        The Squalls - The poorest district; primarily populated by Vurgs.

        The Dusty Wares - The street-side markets along the main thoroughfare, the Iron Road.

        Oakheart - The richest district; primarily populated by Thurdjurs and Balturg highborn.

        Greenstead - The primary gathering place in the city for large-scale events.

        Dawnshadow - The cliff that looms over Oakharrow.

        Harrowhall - The former bastion of the last king of Baegard and the home to the present jarl; the center of Thurdjur power.

        Vigil Keep - The citadel of the thane and center of Balturg power.

        Honeybrook - The river that runs through the city.

      

      

      
        
        CLANS

      

      

      
        
        Thurdjurs - The ruling clan of Oakharrow; their clan color is aqua.

        Balturgs - The secondary ruling clan of Oakharrow; their clan color is red.

        Vurgs - The poorest and most oppressed clan of Oakharrow; their clan color is yellow.

      

      

      
        
        TRIBES OF THE TEETH

      

      

      
        
        Yewlings - The settled people of towns such as Jünsden and Eildursprall, who are on generally peaceful terms with Baegardians.

        Skyardi - A nomadic tribe with a tenuous relationship with Baegardians.

        Woldagi - A seasonally nomadic tribe with a hostile relationship with Baegardians.

        Ovaldi - One of the tribes who has joined the Jotun’s army.

        Haddik - One of the tribes who has joined the Jotun’s army.

        Telduri - One of the tribes who has joined the Jotun’s army.

        Roks - One of the tribes who has joined the Jotun’s army.

      

      

      
        
        MAGIC

      

      

      
        
        Volur - The Old Djurian word for one who can use magic.

        Seidar / The Sight - Magic as Baegardians know it; involves the ritualized use of runestones.

        Khnuum - A mysterious substance contained with drascale ore that causes hallucinations in those susceptible to its influence, such as Volur.

      

      

      
        
        BAEGARDIAN SOCIAL STRUCTURE

      

      

      
        
        Jarl - The highest social position in present Baegard; the ruler of a jarlheim and leader of the ruling clan.

        Thane - The second highest social position in present Baegard; the next-in-command of a jarlheim after the jarl and the jarl’s heir, and the leader of their clan.

        Lawspeaker - The primary judge and arbiter of justice in Oakharrow.

        Warden of the Watch - The primary leader of the city watch.

        City Sentinel - One of the captains of the watch, focused on the protection of the city.

        War Drang - The leader of Oakharrow’s patrols and, in times of war, its warriors.

        Drang - A leader of a company of warriors.

        Huskarl - A non-servile man-at-arms, such as a guardian of the Harrowhall, or a keeper of Vigil Keep.

        Gothi - Once a group of people dedicated to keeping old Djurian traditions alive, they have become in the modern era a codified priesthood. They have a centralized compound located in Eildursprall, where the three Silvers oversee the religion.

        Yeoman - A man who holds and manages a small estate of land.

        Thrall - A slave, often of Sypten descent and captured in raids.

      

      

      
        
        INSCRIBED GODS

      

      

      
        
        Djur - The Wild God, the Greatbear, the God of the Stars and Wrath; father to many of the pantheon.

        Nuvvog - The Trickster, the Dragon God, the God of the Sun and Deceit; father to the other half of the pantheon.

        Skirsala - Goddess of the Harvest; one of the three Wild Wives of Djur.

        Yusala - Goddess of the Forest; one of the three Wild Wives of Djur.

        Lerye - Goddess of the River; one of the three Wild Wives of Djur.

        Ovvash - Goddess of the Underworld; the daughter of Nuvvog and the surtun Finyurrle.

        Lavaethun - God of the Sea Moon; thought to take the shape of a giant sea serpent.

        Skoll - God of the Blood Moon; thought to take the shape of a giant wolf.

        Baltur - God of Poetry and Justice; the son of Djur and Skirsala.

        Volkur - Goddess of War and Glory; the daughter of Djur and Lerye.

        Mostur - God of Stone and the Forge; the son of Djur and Yusala.

        The Spinners - Three immortal beings who are said to spin the thread of each person’s life when they are born and determine the timing of their deaths.

      

      

      
        
        OTHER

      

      

      
        
        Jotunar, or Giants of Frost - The mythic behemoths of the Witterland.

        Surtunar, or Giants of Fire - The mythic behemoths of the Sumerland.

        Jotunmen - Barbars who have have been changed into bestial men that resemble the Jotun.

        Nuvvog’s Rage - The mysterious inferno that appears to manifest from Chasm-dust.

        Woolith - A livestock animal that resembles a mixture between an aurochs and a wooly mammoth.
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Characters

        

      

    

    
      
        
        OAKHARROW

      

        

      
        Thurdjurs

      

      

      
        
        Aelthena Of’Bor - Daughter to the jarl of Oakharrow.

        Bjorn Borson - Youngest son to the jarl of Oakharrow.

        Bor Kjellson - Jarl of Oakharrow.

        Bestla Of’Bor - Wife to the jarl of Oakharrow.

        Annar Borson - Eldest son of the jarl of Oakharrow; the jarl’s heir.

        Yofam (Yof) Borson - Middle son of the jarl of Oakharrow; the war drang.

        Frey Igorson - A guardian of the Harrowhall.

        Yaethun Brashurson - The lawspeaker of Oakharrow; son of the deposed jarl.

        Brashur Felson - Former jarl of Oakharrow; deposed and executed by Bor Kjellson.

        Egil Yaethunson - Son of the lawspeaker; a sentry of the watch; a member of the Hunters in the White.

        Vedgif Addarson - An elder of the Thurdjur clan; first drang to the Hunters in the White; known as “the Rook” for commanding role in the Sack of Qal-Nu.

        Keld Erlendson - Youngest member of the Hunters in the White.

        Morif Morifson - The warden of the watch.

        Brant Elofson - An elder of the Thurdjur clan.

        Fiske Yarison - An elder of the Thurdjur clan.

        Raldof Koryson - Blademaster of the Harrowhall

        Menif Laethson - A sentry of the watch.

        Skarif Graynson - A guardian of the Harrowhall.

        Menith Karlson, or “Pine” - A guardian of the Harrowhall.

        Pestur Yroelson, or “Ratclaw” - A guardian of the Harrowhall.

      

      

      

      
        
        Balturgs

      

      

      
        
        Asborn Eirikson - Son of the thane of Oakharrow.

        Kathsla Of’Eirik - Wife to the thane of Oakharrow.

        Eirik Havardson - Thane of Oakharrow; leader of the Balturg clan; known as “Bloodaxe” for his ferocity during the deposing of Brashur Felson and the Sack of Qal-Nu.

        Loridi Kelnorson - The self-proclaimed “Lord Sword”; a jester of the Hunters in the White; Balturg.

        Seskef Gulbrandson - Named “Skiff” by Loridi; companion to Loridi and member of the Hunters in the White; Balturg.

        Tait Knudson - A young keeper whom Bjorn attacks and injures.

        Snornir Baelson - A city sentinel of the watch

        Hervor Halvorson - Known as “Silverfang” for his silver false tooth; an elder of the Balturg clan; also a wealthy merchant and owner of drascale mines.

      

      

      

      
        
        Vurgs

      

      

      
        
        Skarl Thundson - Known as “the Savage” and “Dragonskin”; leader of a rebellion.

        Troel Magurson - A sentry of the watch.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thralls

      

      

      
        
        Uljana - The loyal servant to Lord Bor.

      

      

      

      
        
        Other

      

      

      
        
        Yonik Of’Skoll - A gothi (priest) of Oakharrow; famous for his greatbear cloak won from a hunt.

        Ilva Of’Skirsala - The head gothi (priestess) of Oakharrow.

        Bastor, or Alabastor Ragnarson - A rogue first encountered in the Wolf’s Den.

      

      

      

      
        
        OTHER BAEGARDIANS

      

      

      
        
        Ragnar Torbenson - Jarl of Ragnarsglade.

        Petyr Petyrson - Jarl of Petyrsholm.

        Alrik Adilson - Jarl of Aelford.

        Harald Sigurdson - Jarl of Skjold.

        Siward Jonson - Jarl of Greenwuud.

        Hother Alverson - Jarl of Djurshand.
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