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Do what you can.

Ignore what you can’t.
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Glossary and Pronunciation Guide



The World

Yggdrasil (EEG-dras-il) - the tree of life and common name for the world of the five Courts connected to its trunk by root-rivers

The Known Races of Yggdrasil:

Ice Court Fae - pale skin, blue hair, ice and water magic

Gold Court Fae - pale skin, gold hair, light magic

Shadow Court Fae - varied skin tone, black hair, shadow and fear magic

Earth Court Fae - brown skin, green hair, earth and nature magic

Fire Court Fae - dark skin, gray hair, fire magic

High Fae - also known as Vanir. Ancient psychic race now thought to live in the canopy of Yggdrasil

Rune-marked - humans born with rune tattoos that match to one of the five courts, able to create power staffs for the fae

Valkyrie - originally 9 shieldmaidens blessed to guard Odin. Subsequently, the name given to all of Odin’s magical Guardians trained at Featherblade

Language Used in Yggdrasil

Valkyrie (val-KI-ree) - Guardians of Odin

Val-tivar (val-TEE-var)

Oskorela (osk-oar-ELLA) - The Wild Hunt

Heimskr (HEEM-skur) - Stupid

Hersir - (HER-sear) - Commander

Dunga - (DOON-gah) - Useless person

Veslingr - (VEHS-ling-uhr) - Coward

Names

Madivia (ma-DIV-ee-a)

Freydis (FRAY-dis)

Brynhild (BRIN-hild)

Sarra (SARR-a)

Skoll (SKOHL)

Thyrvi (TEER-vee)
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Chapter 1
Maddy
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"Madivia!"

The use of my full name makes me blink, and suddenly the enormous white bear before me disappears.

"No!" I croak desperately. I try to scramble to my feet, to move toward where the fallen Giant lies unmoving, but my knees aren't cooperating. They buckle under me, and I stumble forward, landing hard on my palms, pain shooting up my wrists at the impact.

I hear Kain growl behind me, but I can't decipher the noise. I blink rapidly, trying to clear the haze from my eyes, the ringing from my ears, the whirling confusion clouding my mind.

Where has she gone? The majestic bear, my val-tivar, had been right there in front of me only a moment ago.

But now… she's vanished into thin air.

Panic rises like bile in my throat. I have to find her.

Frantically, I crawl forward, my hands scrabbling in the coarse sand.

The Frost Giant's massive blue fingers twitch on the blood-soaked ground, and I freeze, fear pinning me in place.

For a beat, all I can hear is the rustling of the Giant's clothes on the sand as it tries to move. Then the rhythmic beating of wings sounds loud overhead, followed by a fierce feminine roar.

I watch, stunned, as arrow after arrow thunks into the forehead of the prostrate Frost Giant, piercing through thick skin and bone, its limbs falling still again. Looking up, I see Valdis' gleaming silver armor catching the light as she hovers high above the destroyed Battleyard, black wings beating. Her arm is a blur as she loads more arrows into her bow and continues the barrage into the Giant's skull.

Trembling, hardly daring to breathe, I crane my neck to look at the fallen Giant's thick neck.

A huge chunk of flesh is missing, ripped right out.

I did not imagine her. The white bear, radiating power and ferocity, had truly been there. She had torn into the Giant's neck, and she had saved Kain's life.

Turning slowly, I see the fire-fae staring at me.

My skin feels cold, and I'm vaguely aware that I'm in some sort of shock. My thoughts are incoherent, and I can't feel my body properly. My vision is blurred and everything is swimming, swaying in front of me. I feel sick.

Is this what happens when you get a val-tivar? But… where is she?

"What in the name of Odin's fucking raven just happened?" Kain growls, his deep voice rough, laced with pain. Before I can even begin to form a response, Valdis lands gracefully beside us, folding her wings behind her.

"How did you take it out?" she asks Kain sharply.

He doesn't take his smoldering eyes from my face. "She did it," he rumbles. Valdis whirls to face me, her eyebrows raised in surprise.

"You?" she asks incredulously. "How?"

A wave of dizziness crashes over me and I slump back, my backside landing hard on the sand. I dig my fingers into the cold sand, trying to anchor myself.

Please, fates, don't let me pass out now.

It's shock causing my disorientation, not the blackouts, I'm fairly sure. I will my hearing and my vision to stabilize, trying to focus my spinning mind. Emotion is roiling in my chest, but there's no room for it—I am well beyond the fragile semblance of control I normally maintain over the chaos within my head.

Desperate, I try to replay what happened, try to order my thoughts.

I saw my val-tivar, of that I am certain.

But… but something about what just happened was… wrong.

My breath catches as realization emerges through the fog.

The bear acted independently of me. She didn't possess my body and make me strong enough to slam back a twenty-five-foot Giant myself.

She did it on her own.

Everything swims again, and I squeeze my eyes shut, fingernails biting into my palms, desperate to calm the hurricane in my mind.

"Rook, how did you take down the Giant?" Valdis demands impatiently.

"I—" The word escapes my numb lips, but I have no idea how to continue, how to explain any of this.

What just happened isn't possible, is it?

I rack my brain for any story or example of a val-tivar acting independently from its Valkyrie.

Erik's snake can leave him and heal others, can't it? That's what happened when it healed my foot—it wasn't Erik's hands healing. I felt the scales on my skin.

His words come back to me without any help from the gallery.

"Not all snake val-tivars can heal other people, but almost all can heal their bonded when they take possession. But mine… She is gifted."

Did that mean… my val-tivar was gifted too?

Did this mean I really could be a Valkyrie? Had Featherblade truly given me a power animal?

But if so… where had she gone?

I shake my head and squeeze my eyes shut tighter, utterly overwhelmed.

Valdis sighs in annoyance, giving up on getting answers from me. "There were three of them," she says grimly, addressing Kain instead. "One outside the main hall and one over in the Bird Wing."

My eyelids flutter open, her words forcing the tumbling thoughts to a stop. "Is everyone all right?" I ask hoarsely.

"No," Valdis replies, and my heart seizes. "Two rooks were killed. Erik is tending to those who were injured now."

I swallow, more dizziness assaulting me. Please let Sarra be safe.

Kain is still sitting on the blood-soaked sand, and with a sickening jolt, I notice for the first time the state of his right shoulder. It's a gory, pulped mess of torn muscle, sinew, and shattered bone, oozing dark red blood. Swallowing back bile, I quickly move my eyes to his face, which betrays no hint of the agony he must be in.

His burning gaze holds mine, and I realize my vision is clearing and my breathing slowing as I stare at him.

Focus on what is front of you, Maddy. Kain is injured, Featherblade has been attacked, and Sarra may be hurt. That's what is important. You can work the rest out later.

Mercifully, my mind slows. My hands are shaking less, and I keep sucking down large, level breaths.

"How the fuck did they even get into Featherblade?" Kain doesn't keep the pain out of his voice the way he is keeping it from his face.

"I was hoping you'd have an idea," Valdis says.

Kain's eyes snap to her. "You can't possibly suspect I had anything to do with it?"

Flashes of our earlier conversation come rushing back to me. He would gladly see every last one of these Valkyrie dead.

Valdis looks awkwardly between me and him. "Well⁠—"

He cuts her off, his tone harsh and low. "You left me chained to a fucking post. Why the fates would I set a monster loose in Featherblade and then let you chain me up?"

Valdis swallows. "It's not like you had much choice—" she starts, but again, he cuts her off.

"You know perfectly fucking well that I could stop them putting those infernal gloves on me if I wanted to," he hisses.

His use of the word them instead of you triggers a realization. The way they are talking holds an edge of familiarity, and the cold tone he uses with the others is absent. She defended his punching Orgid, I remember. She found it funny, in fact.

Are they friends? Or… more?

A surge of uncomfortable and ridiculous emotion forces me to my wobbly feet. I am teetering on the edge of control, and I'm not going to lose it over an absurd, unjustifiable jealousy.

"If she hadn't been here, all of me would look like this." Kain juts his chin at me and snaps an angry gesture toward his ruined shoulder, and I pause.

Valdis eyes me. "You saved his life?"

I didn't. A giant, beautiful, vicious bear did. And then she vanished. How could I expect anyone to believe that?

"I need to get back," I say.

"You need to help me get him to the healing chambers," she answers, tipping her head at Kain.

"I don't need any help," he growls, but makes a distinct lack of effort to stand. His dark skin is paler than usual, and blood is still seeping from his awful wound. Valdis is right. He needs attention.

"Heimskr," Valdis mutters. "You're too heavy for me to fly you. Rook, get over here." She crouches beside him, and her wing extends with her arm, lifting him by his waist.

I take a tentative step forward, relieved to find that I am steady on my feet. I move to Kain's other side, trying not to look at the amount of blood on the ground.

"Don't touch my skin," he barks, making me startle as I reach for him.

"I wasn't going to," I say through gritted teeth, though I am now reassessing how I can take his weight and avoid his bare arms and torn shirt.

I peer around at Valdis and copy her, gripping the belt around his thankfully intact trousers. He's swaying a little, but he is taking a lot of his own weight.

Slowly, we move across the sand, Kain leaving a trail of dark blood in our wake.


Chapter 2
Maddy
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We emerge from the cavern entrance and the view makes my steps falter. Valdis curses as Kain's feet slip. 

"Keep moving, rook," she grunts.

She's right—I have to keep moving. The walk has sapped Kain's strength alarmingly quickly and increased the flow of blood from his mangled shoulder. It's covering the wood beneath our feet, and he's not taking much of his own weight at all anymore. Truth be told, nor am I—Valdis is right about Kain being heavy. 

But the dead Frost Giant lying in the water at the base of the smashed steps up to Odin's High Hall is hard not to stare at. The Giant's foot is embedded in the mess of splintered wood, and I feel a surge of anger that the beautiful entrance to Featherblade has been damaged. 

Who did these creatures think they were, coming here and attacking such an incredible, sacred place, and killing rooks in training?

The reality, and the danger, of the situation washes over me, threatening my control again. 

This morning there were twenty-five of us. Now, there are twenty-one. Branka and the rook she killed, and the two rooks killed by Frost Giants, all taken in just a few short hours. 

"Harald!" Valdis calls suddenly, and I see him appear far below, in the direction of the Snake Wing, carrying a stack of long timber slats. He drops the wood and his brown wings unfurl quickly. He lands beside us and immediately takes Kain's weight from me. 

I step away, flexing my aching arms, then falter as I see the fire-fae's face. He's even paler now, and his eyes are only partly open.

"Ugly bear," he murmurs to Harald as the shadow-fae hefts him over his shoulder, careful not to make contact with his skin.

"Odin-cursed idiot," Harald mumbles back, and the two Valkyrie lift him off the wooden walkway completely, their wings opening wide.

They glide over the mess of steps, down toward the Snake Wing, and I almost call out after them to wait for me, but the faster they can get Kain to Erik, the better. I force myself to move, hurrying along the walkway to the steps down the east side of the hall—the fastest way on foot to the healing chambers. 

I see rooks on the way, some still and wild-eyed, others helping fix the mess of steps. They all stare as I rush past—probably because I'm covered in blood. Nobody stops and asks me if I'm okay, and I'm grateful.

Only earlier today we all saw Kain burn a fae to ash, then were told he was to be punished. I'm not convinced that any of the rooks who saw Branka's bloodlust believe Kain to be the villain, but I'm still not going to tell them that the blood all over me belongs to the outcast Valkyrie. Inga and Orgid already believe I'm involved with him somehow; I don't need to fuel that rumor.

When I get to the bank, I can't help pausing to look at the dead Giant in the water. She looks nothing like the one that attacked in the Battleyard. She has real hair rather than ice shards, a deep navy blue that contrasts with her white, frost-sparkled skin. Bright blue streaks of war paint run vertically up high, sculpted cheekbones, and her lips are deep purple. There's an angry expression on her lifeless face, and her red-tinged eyes look like they might have held thoughts beyond just "kill"—unlike the one we fought. I'm sure that creature operated on instinct. I didn't sense much intelligence in the way it attacked. 

The pull of the gallery is fierce, the desire to look up and recall everything we have been learning about Frost Giants and how intelligent they are almost getting the better of me. To retreat to my mind, to a safe place, would be bliss.

"How did you get in here?" I mutter as I stare down at the alien face. I almost find her beautiful. Is that possible? Can a monster be beautiful? Deep scars gouge her skin everywhere it is exposed; she was clearly a warrior. They are all long healed, certainly not caused today. 

The huge, gaping wound in her chest, right between her large, leather-bound breasts was caused today, though. I can see claw marks, and I wonder if Harald is responsible.

Harald and his bear.

My head swims again as the huge white bear's image fills my mind, the Giant forgotten in an instant. I start moving, forcing my feet along the path to the healing chambers. 

A bear. 

How can my val-tivar be a bear?

Pressure claws at me, and I shove the questions down. I will work it out when I have the time and space to think properly, but now, I need to get to Kain. 
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When I reach the healing chambers, Harald is gone, and there is no sign of Erik. Valdis has laid Kain out on one of the pallets, and his blood has already soaked the mattress.

"Wait with him," she says when I move toward them, then hurries from the room.

"Why?" Kain rasps when I get close. His face is paler than I thought his dark skin would allow, and blood is no longer trickling, but flowing from his shoulder, the air rich with its metallic tang. 

Please, don't let it be too late to save him, I pray.

"Why what?"

"Why didn't you run?"

I don't know how to answer him. I don't know why I didn't run. No conscious thought fed the decision. I just knew I had to try to save him. I shouldn't care about his life—I barely know him. I shouldn't think about him when I'm alone; I shouldn't dream about him at night. I shouldn't be anywhere near him. But here I am. And he's right to ask. Why in the name of Odin's arse did I risk my life to save his?

"You've lost a lot of blood," I say.

"I'd have lost my head without you." He turns to me slowly, wincing as it causes the muscles in his neck to move. His gray eyes pin me in place. Even though they're not blazing, and they're not filled with ash, his gaze still holds the power to mesmerize me. "What the fuck did you do?" he whispers. 

When I don't answer, he speaks again. "I wasn't conscious for all of it, but… It wasn't you who knocked that thing off me."

I shake my head gently. I can't tell him what happened, not until I've processed it, at least. And even then… "When Erik has healed you, we'll talk," I say.

"You're hiding things, princess." His words are a hiss of pain.

"Stay still. Stop talking. And moving."

"As if a little thing like you could tell me what to do."

I scowl, then shrug. "Fine. Lose more blood behaving like a heimskr. See if I care."

"I think you do care, princess."

He's right. I do care. And I shouldn't. I know how dangerous he is. "I told you to stop calling me that."

"I'll pick something else if you like."

I take a step toward him, and then footsteps sound behind me, making me stop and turn. It's Erik. His wings are tucked tight to his back, and his face is as serious as I've ever seen it. The front of his tunic is splattered with blood, though he appears uninjured. He must have already tended to the wounded rooks.

Without a word, he moves beside Kain. The fire-fae snarls halfheartedly but doesn't resist as the healer examines the gory ruin of his shoulder.

"This will hurt," Erik murmurs as Valdis steps into the room and gently closes the door behind her.

"Just do it," Kain grits out.

Erik places his hands on either side of the wound. He closes his eyes, his brow furrowed in concentration.

I see a shimmering light, and then my heart skips a beat as I barely keep from stumbling.

A shimmering serpent, black scales banded with yellow, is winding its way up Erik's arm.

It's Erik's val-tivar. And I can see it.


Chapter 3
Maddy
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How the fates can I be seeing another Valkyrie's val-tivar?

Erik told me explicitly, more than once, that no Valkyrie could ever see another's magical animal. 

So it should not be possible for me to be watching the ethereal snake, as unnerving as it is beautiful, coil around Kain's ruined shoulder. But I am. 

Its whole body is semi-translucent, but it gleams bright yellow, and though the creature is not huge in width—comparable to my forearm—its length goes on forever. As I follow the winding, interlocking scales, I guess that if it were on the ground, stretched straight, it would be twenty feet long at least. There's a faint hiss as it flicks its forked tongue out, which is immediately masked by Kain giving a grunt of pain, his muscles seizing up as the serpent sinks transparent fangs into his skin. I wince, then stare, as sinew and bone knits back together under the snake's glowing scales.

Emotion rises through me like a tidal wave, making my breathing shallow again. Valdis is watching me, and I murmur something about feeling sick. She looks back at Kain, apparently satisfied with the reason for my wide-eyed reaction, and I suck down air, trying to calm myself.

I was supposed to have a snake val-tivar.

It was supposed to heal my broken brain and put an end to the constant fear that every day might be my last.

Bone-deep disappointment seeps through me. I can't watch the incredible creature before me, because sorrow and disappointment will overwhelm me. I want Kain healed, of course. But it's too painful to see what I will never get. 

My skin flashes cold suddenly, and I gasp as a brand-new feeling floods my system. My mind fills with an image of the colossal white bear, and somehow she's smashing her way through the desolation as fiercely as she crashed into the Frost Giant. 

Strength. Strength is pouring through me, resolve and courage forcing out doubt and sadness. 

My val-tivar is an animal of strength. She is the power behind a berserker—the most fearsome warriors in all of Yggdrasil.

Wasn't strength exactly what I've lacked my whole life? Exactly what I have strived for since coming to Featherblade?

"If you can't handle it, wait outside," Valdis mutters to me, and I realize I am totally failing to mask anything that is happening in my head. 

"I-I—" I stammer, but then Erik steps back from Kain, and the snake winds up around his arm before resting across his shoulders. I could swear it darts a look at me, then slowly fades from view. 

"It will be stiff and sore for a week," Erik says to Kain. The shoulder is whole once more, an angry red scar forming, the only sign of how close he came to losing his arm entirely. "You're lucky I was able to tend you so soon."

"Lucky?" Kain glares at him. "You chained me to a fucking post and left me there. When we were attacked, the only one of you who came was Valdis. And you expect me to thank you?"

Valdis clears her throat. "We have had a breach of our defenses, and we need to deal with it, not bicker amongst ourselves. Frost Giants shouldn't have been able to set foot near Featherblade, let alone get inside. How in the name of Thor's hammer did they get in?"

Erik frowns. "The enchantments guarding Featherblade are ancient and powerful. To circumvent them…" He trails off.

"Would require immense magical skill and inside knowledge," Valdis finishes grimly. My stomach clenches at the implication, but Kain barks a harsh laugh.

"Someone in here helped them? The mighty Valkyrie brought down by one of their own—why am I not surprised? Honor and glory my arse. You're all self-serving fucking⁠—"

Valdis cuts him off. "Was it you?" 

"You know it wasn't."

"Then shut up. This is not the time for your grudges, Kain. Like it or not, we're all in this fight together."

Kain's eyes flash. "There is no together."

She holds his glower a moment, and the unjustifiable discomfort that there is, or was, something between them returns to me. It's making me angry that I care—I don't have room for any more emotions right now, and certainly not ones that don't even make sense.

"What the fuck just happened?" Brynhild bursts into the room, the door slamming open as loudly as her barked question.

She pauses as she sees me, then looks between the four of us, and some of her composure returns. "Why is she here?" She juts her chin at me.

I wish I could stand tall and strong and answer myself, but fatigue is washing through me, and I feel like my brain is so full that trying to form words will only make me look stupid.

"She saved Kain's life," Valdis says. 

Both Erik and Brynhild blink at me.

"How?"

"I don't know." Valdis turns to me too, and their combined expectant looks make me want to sink through the floor.

They won't believe me if I tell them about the bear. I know they won't, and I have no evidence whatsoever to back my story up.

"I don't know what happened," I lie.

"Did your magic finally present itself?" Brynhild asks sharply.

I open my mouth and close it again two or three times as I try to work out how to answer, and she tuts at me with an exasperated sigh. She holds out a hand and gestures for me to step forward. Reluctance grips me. I let her in once before, and I'm still not sure it was the right thing to do. I have no idea how much she can get out of my head when I allow her access.

When I don't move, she fists her hand on her hip instead. "If you will not obey orders, you can leave."

Erik steps forward. "Have you summoned Sigrun?" he asks, directing his question at her.

"Of course I have. She will be here within the hour."

"Then we must prepare for her arrival. It is us who should leave."

Brynhild's lips thin, but she turns and strides out of the room. "To the Gryphon's Nest, then," she throws back over her shoulder as she stomps out. Valdis' face is serious as she follows after her.

As Erik starts to leave, I speak. "Hersir?"

He stops and turns to me, eyebrows raised. "Yes?"

"Was anybody hurt?" I ask.

He nods gravely. "Yes, two rooks died."

"Who?" I feel guilty as a tiny part of me hopes that the rooks that didn't make it were Inga and Orgid. But he gives me two names I'm not particularly familiar with.

"Alice and Hans."

"I'm sorry," I say quietly. I swallow, then ask the question I'm truly dreading the answer to. "Were any of the humans injured?"

He shakes his head, and relief washes through me, making me sag. "No, the Frost Giants didn't get inside the High Hall, and very few humans venture outside."

"Thank the gods for that," I sigh. 

"He will sleep for a long time," Erik says, and gestures to Kain. I didn't realize that the fire-fae had passed out, but remembered how abruptly sleep took me after Erik healed my foot. "You look like you could use some rest too." His voice is gentle, and for a beat, I consider asking him about everything that has happened, and actually confiding in him. He's the wisest and kindest Valkyrie here. But as I stare between him and Kain, my lips form a different question instead.

"May I sleep here?"

There are two other pallets in the room, and I wave at one of them—the closest to Kain's, I realize.

Erik fixes me with an intense gaze. "Kain will be perfectly safe in here," he says slowly, "if you are worried about him."

I shake my head. "I…" I start, but I'm not sure how to finish the sentence.

"Are there no fae who will be relieved to see you safe?" Erik asks, and there's a heavy tone to his voice. He already knows the answer to that, I'm sure. Not wanting his pity, but also unable to lie to him, I shrug.

"It's quiet here, and I like the quiet." I stop myself from looking back at Kain, but Erik sighs.

"Kain is serving punishment at Featherblade," he says quietly.

"I know he is."

"You appear to be very interested in him," Erik pushes.

Indignation starts to swell, and I think about protesting, but I haven't got the energy. "He is interested in me," I say instead, fatigue seeping through my words. "He's hard to get rid of."

"Do you wish him to leave you alone?"

The question makes me falter. Do I want him to stop watching me? He's being paid by my family with a secret he doesn't know they don't have without me. It's a complicated situation, and not one I am willing to talk to Erik about. I'm certainly not going to mention the searing fascination that has been plaguing me for weeks, nor the fact that for some inexplicable reason I just risked my life to save his.

"Can I ask you something?"

"Of course," he says.

"Kain and Valdis…"

I see the healer's lips quirk at the corners. "What about them?"

"Are they…?" I trail off, unable to keep myself from looking at Kain's sleeping face.

"They have an affinity, yes," Erik says.

I tilt my head as I look at him. "An affinity?" I ask. "Does that mean they're friends, or more than friends?"

"It means that they are part of the same pack." Understanding filters through me. So, Valdis has a wolf val-tivar, the same as Kain.

"And that's all they share?" I ask slowly.

"It is enough. If and when you get your own val-tivar, you will discover that you feel an affinity with those with the same power animal. There are very few of us who are bestowed the power of a Valkyrie, and even fewer who survive long enough to tell others about it," he says, with a dry smile. "Not many know what it's like to be possessed by the power of an animal. Those who share the experience feel a connection."

The urge to tell him that I will never know what it feels like either, because my val-tivar did arrive, and it didn't possess me, bubbles up inside me. I want to ask him if I will now have an affinity with Harald, or with any other rooks here who develop a bear val-tivar too. In fact, I want to ask him a hundred questions. But I clamp my mouth closed.

"Why do you ask about Kain and Valdis?" Erik asks me. I feel my cheeks pink. "Be careful, Madivia. You are the most interesting rook the gods have sent here, and I am quite sure you will serve an important purpose. If that purpose involves Kain the Ruinous, then so be it. But if it does not, you must guard yourself."

Before I can answer him, he turns and sweeps from the room.


Chapter 4
Maddy
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The silence that settles when Erik leaves is welcome. I move around the space, gathering blankets and water, trying not to look at Kain's face, hard and scarred even in sleep. When I have everything, I slump down on the pallet nearest Kain's. My throat is sore from Branka's nearly lethal grasp, and my muscles ache like I've run for days.

The only candle still lit is on the metal trolley between our pallets, and I rest my head on the pillow and stare at Kain's back in the dim light. His hair, distinctly free of braids of honor, is a tangled mess over his dark skin, which is still bloodstained and covered in patches of his torn leather.

I long to go to him. To take a wet cloth and clean the mess away, to soothe his pains and make him strong again.

I long to touch him, and I don't understand why. I saw exactly what happens when somebody touches his skin.

The image of Branka turning to ash before me fills my head, and I sit up again to take a long swig of my water.

I'm going to have to go through everything that has happened, starting with the awful memory of the gold-fae losing herself to her wolf. If I relive each memory as I store it in the gallery, right from the start, then perhaps things will be clearer. Perhaps I'll be able to form some sort of plan. Or at least know where to go to make one. I need to know whom I can talk to and whom I can't, because all I have right now are unanswered questions, and that's going to drive me crazy.

Start from the start, Maddy. One thing at a time. Make a plan.

I pull my feet up under me, tucking them in, close my eyes, and let myself go to the gallery.
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It's a relief to be inside the cool ice walls. I know I'm safe in the healing room. Erik told me as much, and Kain is completely unconscious, so I allow myself all the time I need as the jets of water spurt up around me.

I start with what happened in the training room. I remember in painfully vivid detail the unhinged look in Branka's eyes as she lost control of herself, as she tore into every rook in that room. The sound the fae girl's neck made when she crushed it. The fear and resolve that gripped me when she was ready to choke the life out of me. The feeling when Kain pressed his ungloved hands to her skin, and the horror as I watched her burn to nothing.

Was that why I felt compelled to save Kain's life? Because scant hours before, he had done so for me?

But he told me he had killed her to save her from herself, not to save me. And he had risked nothing himself. For some godsforsaken reason, I risked my own life—practically suicidally—to try to save him.

Maybe my val-tivar made me do it? Maybe she somehow made me run back?

I hope this is true, that she's deep inside me somewhere, and that I wasn't actually willing to die for the fire-fae. Because that makes no sense.

You've been expecting to die every day for over two decades, Maddy. The thought unsettles me, though it is my own, because it is true.

"Expecting" to die is not the same as "ready" to die, though. I've never been ready to die.

What if I don't wake up tomorrow, and I never get to meet my val-tivar—the awesome, fierce, incredible bear I saw today? Would the gods be so cruel as to let me glimpse what I might be capable of, and then take her away?

The loneliness I've felt my whole life and my dependency on my sister for everything might finally be over. I might have a constant companion, a warrior and a protector.

A fierce resolve settles in my stomach as I sit down on the ice floor, pressing my hands to the cold, hard surface.

I will live long enough to meet her.

I have to. And that means I have to find a way to cure the blackouts.

The room around me changes, and a flurry of statues pass before me—memories of anything to do with my blackouts.

My sister and her belief in the tiara comes first, and I watch an hour of different conversations we've had about the missing stones and what the legends say the ice goddess Skadi's tiara is capable of. Then I see a recent memory, of Erik saying that his snake can fix some illnesses of the brain.

Could he help me?

An even more recent memory is next. Kain and I standing in front of the vault door. He is baiting me with the idea that there is something behind that sealed entrance that can fix me. He could be telling the truth.

The last statue holds a memory of my mother, standing with three healers. They all look solemn, and nobody will hold my eye. I'm young, and they are talking about me as though I'm not there, although I am.

"Any of the fainting episodes could be her last," a female says.

My mother nods gravely. "It is as we suspected. How long does she have?"

"It is impossible to tell. She could live a day, or a century."

"Will there be signs that the fatal blackout is different? Anything we can watch for?" I scan my mother's voice for emotion, but it is typically cool. She's a literal queen of ice. Everything she does or says is cool. It doesn't mean she doesn't love me.

"No, Your Majesty. She just"—the older male healer glances toward me, pity in his eyes—"won't wake up."

No more statues come my way, and the room around me shimmers and ripples, settling as the sculpting room again.

I take a few long breaths. "A century," I say aloud. That's what the healer said. "A day, or a century. And that was over twenty-five years ago."

I decided long ago I would not live in fear. I would not wait to die.

But the way I have avoided my deadly reality has been to fill my head with anything else, to never stop and really allow myself think about it, to never give the dread time to take hold. My inability to concentrate, to slow my hyperactive mind, is born of fear. I don't want to think about death, so I never give myself a chance to.

Freydis gave me something to focus on in the form of Skadi's tiara, and it worked. It kept my mind and body busy for years, even if it didn't give me the same hope she felt.

Now, I have even more to focus on. My brain is being filled with genuinely useful information every single day in my classes, and the stakes attached to my being able to concentrate are growing daily too. And I am reacting well to the pressure. I am improving. Because the reward is becoming a Valkyrie.

Who knows what might happen then? Will Sigrun help me? Will she be able to talk to the gods, or the high-fae, and ask them to help?

Even if she can't, surely my chances of surviving are better if I am blessed with the Guardian of the Gods' power?

My fists clench as hope fills me.

I have to survive Featherblade and prove my worth. I have to find a way to become a Valkyrie before I die. 
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The jets spring to life around me, and I form the next statue with renewed concentration. 

It's the conversation I had with Kain, after the deadly glima lesson. 

My sore throat constricts as I think back, as I see him say the words to me.

"My revenge belongs to me. It is mine by right, and it will come to fucking pass."

How could I help him? Why did I help him in the first instance?

I relive my refusal to get him into the vault and take a deep breath as the Frost Giant bursts into our conversation. 

Kain's speed, the monster's mindless drive to kill, my fear on realizing how useless I really was in battle—all fade away when I relive that final moment. When I see her. 

The statue is a giant, fierce bear when it is finished, and I think it's the most beautiful thing I've ever created.

It's hard, even in this sanctuary of the gallery, not to feel a wave of panic when I think about her vanishing. I want her back. I need her back. I need to find out about her, who and what she is to me, and how the fates she took out a Frost Giant without possessing me.

Maybe she isn't a val-tivar at all, I think as I stare at the ice likeness. It would make more sense if she isn't. After all, I don't even have any ice magic—how could I have a magical animal?

But… Could a huge bear have randomly turned up to save us and then vanished?

I take a deep breath and recall the feeling when I looked into her eyes. No. I know, for certain, that she is connected to me somehow. Perhaps she is something new? 

If she is my val-tivar, then does Featherblade think I am worthy of Valkyrie magic? That makes just as little sense. I am the weakest rook here, and any of the others would have done better against those Giants. 

Doubt fills me, and I chew the inside of my cheek. 

Maybe that's why she vanished, Maddy. She saw you, and she knew you weren't strong enough. 

If that is the case, I will train harder. I will get stronger. I will become worthy of her. And then she'll come back. She has to come back. 

The jets around me burst up one more time, and I'm surprised because I thought that that was the end of my statue making. But the memory replaying in my head now is the face of the Frost Giant in the water outside Odin's High Hall. The statue forming before me is holding details, minute details, about the Frost Giant we fought: the way it moved, the noises it made, the features on the face, and the differences between the one Kain and I faced in the Battleyard and the one in the water. Then the memory moves to the Valkyrie conversation about somebody inside Featherblade letting them in. 

My mind moves immediately to Inga and Orgid, but how could they possibly circumvent Featherblade's own defenses? They aren't Valkyrie, and they don't have enough magic. It has to have been one of the Valkyrie, as impossible as that seems. 

I don't believe it's Kain, no matter what Valdis insinuated, and no matter what Brynhild will probably accuse him of. How could it be? Why would he allow them to chain him to a post if he knew there was going to be an attack? 

A tiny bit of doubt creeps through the thought. He's smart, and he's obsessed with his revenge. Could he be capable of a double bluff like that? He's the only one who wishes harm upon Featherblade and its occupants. 

His words ring loud in my mind. "I won't lie to you."

He would have made his life a whole lot easier if he had lied to me about hurting people. I would have agreed to help him, and he knows that.

The statue has finished forming, and it is a replica of the second Frost Giant's face. It's beautiful in a monstrous, terrifying kind of way. I'm beginning to believe that it's very possible to find beauty in monsters.

I sigh, long and hard. Somebody inside the canopy has a reason to want Featherblade attacked.

I just pray it isn't Kain.


Chapter 5
Maddy
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When I wake the next morning, Kain is nowhere to be seen. 

I blink bleary eyes and barely have a moment to remember where I am and what happened before a swooping feeling assaults my stomach. I lay my head back down on the pillow and close my eyes with just enough time to pray I wake up from this one before I lose consciousness. 

When I come to, it's anger I feel rather than relief. If I'm to have any chance of seeing my bear again, I need to know that I can survive long enough. "Six hundred and sixty-six," I growl, but this time I add, "Of infinity."

I kick my legs over the side of the pallet and give a small groan at how stiff my muscles are. The fight with the Frost Giant has taken its toll on my body. I get a guilty flash when I think of what it did to Kain's body, and grimace as I remember the mess of his shoulder.

If he has left the healing chamber, though, it must be feeling better today. 

Swallowing my absurd disappointment that he's not here, I look down at my clothes, which are bloodstained and torn, and run a hand through my tangled hair. I need to go and wash, and then I need to go and see Sarra. I feel bad for not going to see her last night, but I needed the quiet, needed the space alone to work through all the insanity that has occurred in the last few hours.

I've woken up this morning certain of two things. The first: I will tell Sarra everything. Now that I have stored all the thoughts and worked out as much as I can on my own, I know I can't trust anyone I'm supposed to. One of the Valkyrie let in the Frost Giants. But I need help, and I am positive that I can trust her.

The second is that I have to try to talk to my sister again. She has always been whom I go to with everything, and she will know what to do. And, surprisingly, a tiny part of me wonders if she has had any progress at fixing the tiara in my absence. It can't hurt to try, right? 

I crouch to put on my boots, and when I stand, I gasp. 

It's Kain. He's still wearing his torn and ripped clothes, but there's moisture on his face, and I think he must have left the room to clean up. Most of the dried blood on his body is gone, but the angry red scar on his shoulder stands out against his tanned skin. My chest tightens. 

"Good morning," I say awkwardly. 

"Is it?" he growls. 

I nod. "Let's hope so." 

"Princess, you have some explaining to do." I swallow, but don't answer, and his gaze burns through me. "What the fates happened yesterday? Because I know you didn't send a Frost Giant flying ten feet through the air, and I sure as fuck didn't."

"I… I don't know what happened," I admit. It's true, even if it's not the answer he wants.

"You saved my life." Sparks dance across his eyes, and something occurs to me. If I saw Erik's val-tivar yesterday… would I be able to see Kain's wolf if he called it? My gaze darts around instinctively, and I wonder where the creature might be. Kain's brows draw together at my break in eye contact, and he follows my look. "You've got secrets, princess."

The tightening in my chest worsens. He's right. Fuck, I've got so many secrets I don't know how to deal with them.

"Don't call me that," I snap.

Kain steps closer, so that he towers over me. I can feel the heat of him, the power emanating from his skin. "You're hiding something. I can smell the fear on you. The guilt. I have since the day I met you."

"Horseshit," I whisper, my breathing shallow.

"What magic are you hiding, princess? You may have fooled the rest of them, but I'm different." He bares his teeth, and I plant my feet. I still can't feel his wolf, and I force myself to think clearly.

I can't tell him about the memory gallery, but I'm going to have to explain how I saved his life. If he wants an answer, I'll give him one.

"It was my val-tivar."

He blinks. "What?"

"My val-tivar. She saved you. She knocked the Frost Giant off you."

He opens his mouth, closes it again, and somehow stares even harder at me. "But… you were behind me. I didn't see clearly, but I came around as the thing took off the sand, and you had barely reached me."

"I know." I wait for him to tell me it's not possible.

"A bear?"

His words are unexpected.

"Yes." For some reason, he doesn't look in the least bit surprised, so I carry on. "How is it possible that she acted without me?"

"It's not. Is she with you now?"

"No. She disappeared as soon as Valdis showed up."

"So that's why you came back for me? You had your val-tivar?"

I swallow and consider lying to him. "No."

Sparks turn to flames as he takes another step toward me, the gap now only inches. "Then you must have expected to die."

"I didn't expect anything. I just… acted."

"You are a foolish princess," he hisses, and then fire flares into existence beside him, and there's no way I can hide my reaction.

There's a translucent gray wolf, standing five feet tall at the shoulder, eyes made of flame, crimson sparks firing along the ends of its coarse fur. Its eyes are trained on me, and its lips curl back soundlessly, revealing gleaming fangs dripping with saliva.

I stumble back and realize I'm not breathing. Part of me wants to take in every detail of this incredible creature. But most of me wants to run. Run like the fucking wind.

"What the…?" Kain whispers, looking between me and the wolf.

I draw long breaths, trying my best to override instinctual fear. But the wolf bares its fangs again, and even though it's flickering translucent, it feels as real as and as deadly as the fire-fae standing before me.

"I… You…" I can't make words work. The wolf hasn't moved, and rationally, I know that he is under Kain's control.

Kain won't hurt me. Kain has had many opportunities to hurt me, and he hasn't.

An image of him in his rooms, naked and laughing, flutters through the fear.

Kain won't hurt me, and neither will his wolf.

I stand straighter and force my eyes from the wolf to Kain. 

"You can see him," he breathes. It's not a question. He knows. There's fascination, perhaps even wonder, in his voice.

"Yes," I say on a shaky breath. "I saw Erik's snake too."

Eyes locked, neither of us speak for what feels like forever. Eventually, the wolf fades from my senses, and the fiery light in my peripheral vision leaves.

"You are a very foolish princess." His words are soft, and he moves his face close to mine. A sigh whispers from my lips as his scent overtakes me. "With secrets that I will uncover."

The spell is broken with the threat. The promise.

I step back, anger surging through me, along with embarrassment at my obvious enthrallment.

"You're one to talk about secrets," I say. "Maybe I'll uncover yours."

A mocking smile takes his lips, heat shimmering around him. "I'm an open book." He lifts his arms, spreading them wide and just failing to hide the wince on moving his shoulder. "I told you, I won't lie to you."

My stomach feels heavy as I remember his words when he was tied to the post. "Sure," I say. "You're entitled to your bloody retribution—I remember. But as long as you won't tell me what you are avenging, I won't help you."

"You just risked your life for me," Kain growls, low and dangerous. The wolf sparks back into existence, and I hiss a curse as his presence knocks my control, and my confidence, out. "Stop pretending that you're not as obsessed with me as I am with you."

The world slows. Did he just say he's obsessed with me? I wrote my feelings off as fascination, but obsession…?

"Tell me," I say, standing as tall as I can and moving my face as close to his as I dare. "What did you do, Kain? Who did you kill to end up shackled here?"

He goes utterly still. I can't even tell if he's breathing. I swallow hard, fighting the instinct to look at his wolf, forcing myself to hold eye contact. Something flickers in his molten gaze. Something dark and haunted. 

"This isn't about me, princess. It's about you." His mouth twists bitterly and his eyes bore into mine, alight with grim promise. "I'll uncover whatever it is you're hiding, and you will help me get into that vault. Whatever it takes."

My mouth is dry, and my heart is hammering as I stare back at him. 

He can't pluck my secrets from my head. Logically, I know this. But I also know myself, and the longer I spend in his company, the closer he will get to the truth. 

"Leave me alone," I croak.

"Never. Featherblade is revealing secrets to you it has kept hidden from me for two centuries. Where you go, I go."

"You can't follow me everywhere."

His eyes flash, and his wolf snarls beside him. "Watch me, princess."

"I told you. I can't help you hurt people. I couldn't live with myself. I'm not that person."

"You could be, though. I see it in you. You're capable of so much. You act all naïve and sheltered, but you're too tenacious, too smart for it to be true. You're a liar, princess. An actress."

I shake my head. "I'm not acting." I spread my arms, and realize my hands are shaking. "This is me. The princess kept a secret from the fae courts and hidden in a tower because she was an embarrassment to her family. My tenacity? That comes from years of expecting to die every day." My voice is getting stronger. Louder. I fist my hands and draw them back to my body, glaring. "Just because I'm not like the others here does not mean I'm fucking acting."

Kain's glare matches my own. "It's not just the others here you're different to. You're nothing like anyone I've ever known."

"Because I'm soft and slow?" I hiss.

"Because you are untested. You don't know what you are capable of, where your limits are." Flames roar across his irises, and he moves quickly. His mouth is barely inches from mine and his breath whispers over my lips as he speaks softly. "Do you have any idea how much I want to find your limits?"

My anger hits a wall at his tone, searing heat replacing it. I stumble back as desire assaults my body so hard it actually shocks me into silence.

He's not talking about fighting, or val-tivars.

My mouth opens, and for a horrifying second, I think I'm actually going to tell him to take me to every fucking limit he can think of. I'm his, ready and willing to do whatever he tells me to.

Mercifully, though, he speaks before I can. "I'll be watching, princess. You saved my life. You've shown your hand. We are bound, somehow, and you will get me into that vault."


Chapter 6
Maddy
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He sweeps from the room, and I slump back onto the pallet with a shaking sigh.

Odin's fucking raven, that fae is dangerous. How the fates can he make me abandon sense so infernally easily?

My hand is moving down toward the aching heat that is now pounding between my legs. One fucking sentence, and I'm desperate.

With a snarl, I force myself to stand. No. He can't control me this easily—I won't allow it.

He's dangerous. He wants to use me to get into the vault, find a powerful magic, and use it to hurt people.

"That is not arousing, Maddy," I tell myself, aloud and as firmly as I can. "It's deranged."

I stamp around the room, gathering my things, then lacing my boots, trying to ignore the barrage of images of Kain, naked and glorious, filling my head, and instead channeling my anger with him.

He's right, though. We are bound somehow, and if I wasn't sure before, then hurling myself across the sand toward a fucking Frost Giant has confirmed it. And it's confirmed it to him, too.

"You will help me get into that vault. Whatever it takes."

That's what he had said. But if he lied to me when he was tied to that post, I'd already be helping him—so apparently to him, "whatever it takes" doesn't involve lying. So, I'm dealing with an insanely arousing, unhinged, and detrimentally honest villain?

I shake my head as I check my boots are tied.

He doesn't know I'm the one with the precious "secret" that he's owed by my family. And he doesn't know about my memory magic. He can't know about it. One thing I have learned from my years of being hidden away by my parents is that it is too dangerous for others to know about. 

I leave the Snake Wing, making my way to Odin's High Hall and the rook chambers, where I can get washed and changed. I'm barely looking where I'm going, I'm so lost in thought. 

There's a part of me that wants to look up every fae in here, their families, who they are, and whether they've crossed paths with the Ice Court royals—and, therefore, whether there's any information on them in my gallery.

But years and years of warnings repeated to me by my parents and sister stop me. 

It is safer for me not to know. 

I'm too impulsive, too careless. That's what I've been told, and the truth is, they're right. If I looked up Orgid's family and found something out that I could use against him, how long do I really think I could keep it a secret? Could I wait for the perfect time to hold it over him? Could I be a blackmailer?

I almost snort aloud at the thought. The first time he treated me like shit, I'd let it slip in anger. And then he really would come after me. He wouldn't just bully or mock me. He'd try to remove me as a threat. 

I need to concentrate on becoming a Valkyrie, on my training. Not putting my life in further danger. 

"Hey, Madivia!" Eldith's voice snaps me back to my surroundings. She's hammering nails into the repaired wooden steps in front of the High Hall, and I was about to walk straight past her. She takes in my bloodstained clothes and her expression sharpens. "Shit, are you okay?"

"It's not my blood," I tell her quickly. "I'm glad you're okay. Did you have to fight one of those things?" 

"No, but I saw them. How the fates did they get in here?" I wasn't about to share that the Valkyrie suspected the only way they could have gotten in was through being betrayed by one of their own, so I shrug instead. 

"I don't know, but at least the Valkyrie made short work of them."

"Not before Hans and Alice were killed," she says quietly. There's no fear in her face, but there's an unease that I haven't seen on her before. 

"I heard." 

She frowns at me. "From who? Where have you been?"

"The healing chambers."

"Were you hurt?"

I shake my head. "No. I'm fine. I need to go and get cleaned up."

"Sure. There's no training today. Just repairs and"—she takes a small breath—"a memorial at the temple later for the four rooks we lost."

My skin crawls. Four dead in a day. "Okay. I'll see you there." 

I make my way up the stairs, avoiding any eye contact with other rooks I pass along the way. I get washed and changed as fast as I can, relieved not to bump into Navi in our room, and then race off downstairs to Sarra's workshop. 

She's there when I arrive, sitting in the large armchair with her arms wrapped around her knees. She leaps up as soon as she sees me, and instead of the hug I am hoping for, I'm surprised to see fury on her face. 

"Sarra, I'm so glad you're⁠—" 

"Where in the name of all the fucking fates have you been?" she shouts. "I have been so worried! I knew you weren't one of the dead rooks, but I also know that you don't fit in with any of them, and I couldn't trust anything they said, and I've spent all night worrying, and I am starving because I haven't left this room because you might come back here, and I can't believe you've just strolled in like everything is okay!" The words come out in a loud, messy tumble, and my heart swells that she cares about me this much, even as guilt assails me. 

I step into her, wrapping my arms around her and pulling her close. "Sarra, I'm sorry. I'm so sorry. I should have come to tell you I was okay straight away. It's just that Kain was injured, and we were in the healing chambers, and some stuff happened, and⁠—" 

She pushes me back. "Kain! You were with Kain!" There's both fear and anger in her eyes. "Maddy, they're saying it was him who let them in." 

I let out a long breath. "It wasn't Kain." 

She shakes her head, eyes filled with concern. "He's cast some sort of spell over you, Maddy. Why? Why do you believe him? He's not to be trusted. You know that." 

"I have a connection to him," I say, and as the words leave my lips, I know that they're true, even though I can't explain it. 

"What connection? How can you be connected to him? You've never been here before. You've never met him before." She squeezes my arm in frustration. "Maddy, seriously, I'm worried about you, and I hate to say this, but… you're lying to yourself." She half whispers the last few words. 

If I hadn't already been sure that I wanted to tell her everything, then I would have decided to at this moment. Nobody but Freydis has ever been so worried about me, and I can hear how hard it is for Sarra to tell me I'm making a mistake. She has no need to put herself through this if she doesn't care. Fates, she wouldn't have stayed up all night and forgone dinner if she didn't truly care for me.

"Sarra, it's not an adolescent crush, or some sort of Valkyrie spell, I swear." My cheeks heat a little. It is sort of a lie—there is no question at all that the fire-fae has inspired a hundred lustful thoughts since I met him—but that is not what I need to tell her.

"What is it, then?"

"Food first. Then I'll explain everything."

We go to the thrall quarters together, and Sarra sweet-talks the girl working at the stoves into letting us load up two plates with bread and cured ham before heading back to her workshop.

Slowly and deliberately, I go through everything, right up to the conversation I just had with Kain. I tell her all of it, only omitting my heated reaction to seeing Kain with no clothes on in the glade. But everything else, including my memory magic and the three statues I started with—and the now-melting wolf—I tell her. It feels strange telling someone else about the memory gallery. I've never had to describe or explain it to anybody since I was a small child, telling my parents. 

Sarra interrupts me frequently, but only to ask for clarity on things, or for extra information on small points. She offers no opinions whatsoever during the very long conversation, until I finish the very last word. 

"Maddy, I don't know how to say this, but the gods were right." 

I frown. It's not what I expected her to say. To be honest, I don't know what I expected her to say. "The gods?" I ask. 

"Your sister was never supposed to be here. You were. I have only studied a little bit about Featherblade and val-tivars, and inherent magic, but you are defying every single rule. There is nothing about you that is standard or normal. You were meant to be where all of these powers could evolve and thrive." 

I stare at her, her words making me uncomfortable, but also resonating. I've never fit in. I've never been normal, ever. Even without the fainting and the memory magic, I know I'm different.

I remember Kain's word. Special.

I take a breath. "Sarra, why did my bear leave? I wish you could have seen her. She was… something else." 

"How do you know she was your val-tivar?" she asks gently. 

"I know it as surely as anyone could know anything," I tell her. There is absolutely no doubt in my mind whatsoever now that she is my power animal.

Sarra nods. "Okay, then let's assume that she definitely is. She must be some new kind of val-tivar that Featherblade's given you." She shrugs. "This is a new generation of Valkyrie, so why not?" 

I absent-mindedly stuff more bread in my mouth, chewing slowly while I consider her words. I had a similar thought. Could it be true?

"You know you're going to have to talk to the Valkyrie about it." 

"They won't believe me," I say. "They've got no reason to believe me, and I can't prove she was ever there." 

"But Kain believed you?" 

"Yeah," I sigh. "But Kain's different." 

The warning look enters Sarra's eyes again, and I can see my story has done nothing to convince her that I should trust him. "He's dangerous, Maddy." 

"So everybody keeps telling me, but I don't see why he's any more dangerous than anyone else here. He has no magic or wings. And at least he's honest." 

"He has literally told you he wants to kill people." She says the words slowly, like I'm not hearing them properly, and for a moment I wonder if she's right. 

"Have you never wanted revenge for anything?" I ask quietly. 

She shrugs. "Nobody's wronged me enough to want revenge, and I'm grateful for that," she answers. 

"I believe I could be driven to wanting revenge," I say. 

"I'm sure we all can, but that doesn't mean that we will. And that doesn't mean that it's right. Don't create excuses for him." 

Explaining the connection between us, explaining the fascination—the obsession, as Kain called it—to her isn't going to impress upon her the depth of the feeling. It's inexplicable, to anyone except him. "We are bound somehow." I swallow. I can't tell Sarra he said that.

"Sarra, what if I promise you that I will be careful and that I believe you? I understand everything you're saying regarding the fire-fae, but that I know I can't reach my own fate without working out what my connection to him and the wolf statue is?" I grip her hand as I speak, and I try to inject as much sincerity into the words as I can, because they're true. I'm omitting the fierce attraction I feel toward him and the intense fear of what I might be capable of under his influence—and the unmitigated thrill that also causes. But the words are true. "Would that be enough to stop you worrying?"

Sarra squeezes my hand back. "Not really," she says, then gives me a rueful smile. "But I know you're willful enough that it won't matter, so I may as well support you." 

I smile back. "Thank you. And thank you for listening."

She gives a laugh, then picks up the last piece of ham. "As if you could stop me listening. Maddy, I really mean what I said. You're destined for something exciting. Featherblade likes you." She grins at me, and I pull a face.

"But I'm the weakest here!"

"By warrior standards, maybe. Though you won't be for much longer if you have a giant fucking bear to help out."

This time I grin. "Can you picture Inga or Orgid, or even Navi's face, if she turns up in training?"

"Do you think they'll be able to see her? Or will a massive invisible animal just knock them on their arses?"

"I don't know," I say, then sigh. "There's a lot I don't know."

"Talk to Erik. Or Harald?"

"One of them let the Frost Giants in," I say.

She shoots me a look. "Erik or Harald? I doubt it."

"Who, then? I can't imagine any of them doing it."

"Maybe they didn't. Maybe there's another force out there in the canopy that can let them in. Maybe Featherblade did it for some reason. Maybe a hundred other possibilities. Sigrun will be able to work it out."

I draw comfort from her matter-of-fact words. She's right—there are many possibilities beyond the most obvious, especially where gods and magic are involved. And Sigrun will likely be finding out what happened as we speak.

"You're right," I say, then change the subject. "I think I know what I want to put in the middle of the shield." 

Sarra smiles at me. "Let me guess." 

"A bear," we say together.


Chapter 7
Maddy
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We work on the design for the shield for the rest of the day, and once I feel like we've got the drawing of the bear right, Sarra tells me how to transfer the image to a sheet of metal once I'm in the forge. I'm furiously scribbling notes until Sarra stops talking. I look up, and her head is tilted as she watches me.

"What?" I ask her.

"Why do you need to take notes if you can store all this in your magical ice gallery?"

It's a strange sensation, being asked about that by anyone other than my sister. "You're right. Keep going, and when you're done, I'll store it all."

"And then, when you're in the forge, you'll be able to bring it all back?"

"If nobody is looking, yeah." I shrug. "Sometimes I'm subtle enough to do it while people are around. If it is a memory of an actual thing, like a piece of paper or an item, then I get a shimmery version of it that only my sister can see. If it is something I heard, I can hear it play out in my head. If it's a whole experience, like the Frost Giant attack, then it's harder to do in public because I kind of relive it in my head and it's really vivid."

I didn't have many memories like that in the gallery though, because my own experiences were so limited. At least, they were before I came here.

"That's amazing," Sarra says, and there's genuine awe in her tone.

"You don't think it's weird?"

She snorts. "Everything is weird, Maddy, and you're not exactly normal. I think it's incredibly powerful. But I do get how dangerous it makes you to others."

It's my turn to snort. "Fates, I wish the other rooks her thought I was dangerous."

She grins at me. "You get that bear back and they'll believe it."
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The memorial at the temple later that evening is a short, somber affair. We all stand inside the small, beautiful wooden church.

Erik holds one hand up. "Send whatever words of prayer you would like to the gods, and remember the fallen. They were brave and valiant, and may they grace the halls of Valhalla."

"May they grace the halls of Valhalla," we all repeat.

I can't help but wonder if Branka would make it to Valhalla. She didn't exactly choose her end, but would that awful bloodlust earn her a place in Hel?

Please, send her to the fields, I pray. That place between the worst and the finest of afterlives. She didn't want to kill me. Her bloodthirsty wolf did.

A frisson of fear that she may have had glimpses of an independent wolf in the run-up to her craziness ripples through me.

No. Her wolf possessed her, for sure. And Kain said he saw the signs of what was coming. Fates, he watches me enough that he will see the signs if I am ever about to suffer the same end.

I look around the tiny church for him, but I already know he's not here. Given that he is responsible for the demise of one of the four fae we are remembering, his absence seems appropriate. I wonder if he will pray alone, later.

But hasn't he forsaken the gods? If they are responsible for his punishment, then he will likely not consider them favorably. The desire to know what he did lurches through me, so intense it makes me clench my fists.

Maddy, you are not entitled to other's secrets, I tell myself. After years of being force-fed them, though, it's tough to want one this badly and not be able to get it.

I follow the other rooks to the feast hall, and rather than the somber mood lifting, it seems to intensify once we're seated around the tables. There are a few rooks with cuts and bruises, and I assume a few who have slept off Erik's healing today would have looked worse yesterday, but for the most part, everyone looks okay. Just incredibly uneasy.

I remember back to when the fae returned from the Oskorela, the injured Garda carrying the dead body of her partner. The reaction of the other rooks was shock, but not fear. We are supposed to be safe inside Featherblade. Now we know that isn't the case.

I take a second to assess my own fear. Am I more interested in my bear and the infernal fire-fae because I'm avoiding actually thinking about the fact that I was nearly killed by a monster that should never have been able to get to us? Or is the fear of imminent death already so ingrained in me that it didn't shock me like the others? A lot of them are from wealthy families, and although they've trained to be warriors, it occurs to me now that few of them will have actually been in life-or-death situations before.

The Wild Hunt, or the Oskorela, is designed to expose us to exactly that. We're forced to go out there and face dangers beyond the safety of Featherblade to avoid this muted, sober reaction to death. The Frost Giants came before the new trainees were ready.

Harald bangs his chest plate and stands. "A toast to those fallen," he calls, and everybody lifts a mug of mead or honey water or whatever it is that they're drinking. I do the same with my own water. "May the fates have mercy on their souls," we all call.

"Hersir?" calls a voice. It's Henrik. All the Valkyrie are sitting at one table together, aside from Kain, and they all look at him.

"Yes, rook?" says Brynhild.

"We thought that Featherblade's defenses were unbreachable," he says. "How did the Frost Giants get in?"

Everyone holds their breath.

Brynhild stands. "Sigrun has returned and has reinforced our boundaries," she says. "You need not worry about another attack." She's not answered his question, but most fae look relieved all the same, and I hear Sigrun's name muttered around the room.

"Is she still here?" someone close enough to Brynhild for her to hear whispers, and she snaps her eyes to her.

"She has better things to do. She's the gods' own missionary," she says. The rook nods meekly.

"They don't how they got in, do they," Eldith whispers to me. It's not a question.

I look sideways at her. "Sigrun will work it out," I say eventually, around spoonfuls of stew.

"Do you think she can work out how to stop us all turning into bloodthirsty, crazed lunatics at any moment, too?" she mutters. I wonder if Eldith is more worried about what happened to Branka than fighting monsters.

"Do you think your val-tivar will be a wolf?" I ask her.

"I'm really hoping for a bird," she says.

I smile at the unexpected and welcome insight. "Yeah?"

"Wisdom is powerful." She nods. "And I wouldn't mind the extra speed." She looks at me. "I'm assuming you want a snake?"

My smile falters. "Of course," I answer, unsure what else to say.

"Well, I can't imagine a bird or a snake doing as much damage as a wolf or bear," she mutters, and it's clear she's trying to reassure herself more than me.

There are a few moments of silence between us as we eat. The room is relaxing around us, conversations starting up. Navi is at the end of our table, and she looks as serious and alone as always, but the fae either side of her look less tense.

"There are rumors you were with Kain when the attack happened," Eldith says.

I'm surprised by the question, but I nod.

"After what he did?" she asks.

"You don't approve?"

"I don't disapprove," she says. "She would have killed everyone in that room if she could have. She had to be stopped. But burning her alive? I feel like there must have been a better way."

The instinct to defend Kain rises before I can stop it. "Erik confirmed that there was no way of saving her. She'd have kept killing and never have returned to how she was before," I say.

Eldith nods, a resigned look on her face. "I can believe that. Her eyes…"

She almost shudders, and I reach out to rest my hand on her arm. She looks at it, unsure, then at me. "You won't lose control of your val-tivar," I say quietly. "You have more control than almost every other rook here."

She wants to believe me; I can see it. "You don't know that," she says quietly. "In this place, nobody knows anything. From one day to the next, we can't know what to expect."

It's true. "I know you're more confident in yourself than this," I say, trying a different tactic. Her shoulders square a little, and I remove my hand. "You'll get your bird, Eldith," I say.

I see a glimmer of hope in her eyes, and then she smiles at me. "Thanks. I hope so. Do you want to put in some extra training tomorrow?"

"Combat training?"

"Yeah. We can all use as much as we can get."

"I agree," I say.

"Good. I'll see you in the weight room first thing."


Chapter 8
Maddy
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Sarra is asleep in the armchair when I get back to her workshop. I feel guilty that she stayed up all night worrying about me, and then I feel even guiltier about how warm that makes me feel inside. 

I have a friend. For the first time in my life, somebody who is not my sister cares about me.

And I care about her too.

I wake her gently. "You have a bed to go to," I tell her.

"Did you bring me any cheese?" she mumbles, standing. I open the napkin folded inside my leather pouch and hand it to her. She smiles at me, then looks at the cheese. "I'll save it for the morning. I'm exhausted."

"Good idea. I'm going to sleep here," I tell her. 

She nods, hugs me, and leaves. 

As soon as I'm settled in front of the fireplace, I retrieve the compact mirror. 

My pulse is quick, and I'm even more nervous than the last time I tried it. So much has happened, and I am so desperate to tell Freydis. I want her advice on whom I can trust, too, even though Sarra has lessened some of my worries about the Valkyrie. As the day has gone on, and my roiling thoughts have settled, it has become clear that I would be an idiot not to talk to any of them. All of them know more about val-tivars, Featherblade, and being a Valkyrie than I do. Kain included. 

I shake the thought of him from my head. Freydis would absolutely not approve of him. I get a flash of a real memory—Freydis' horrified face when she discovered that on one of our secret evening jaunts through a tavern, I had not been playing cards as I told her, but discovering exactly what it was a man kept between his legs. It was a tavern we'd snuck into many times, and I'd known him long enough to see how he treated the females around him. He was kind and simple, and I enjoyed the experience. More than once, in fact, but I didn't tell Freydis that part. I'd rather not have told her at all, but my impulsive side wasn't always good at keeping things from her. 

I open the mirror, holding on to the image of my sister's disapproving stare fondly, and hold my breath. 

Fifteen long, painfully quiet minutes pass. It's hard to keep the tears at bay. 

You're using it wrong, I tell myself. There is no way in Yggdrasil she would ignore you like this. She loves you. 

She must miss me like I miss her, surely?

I close the mirror gently. I've been here without her for weeks now. I will just have to manage a few more. As many as it takes for me to earn my wings, and then I will fly back to the Ice Court and see her face for real. 

Do what you can. Ignore what you can't.

Right now, I can't speak to my sister. But I can train. I can get stronger. I can build my shield. I can plea for my bear to return. So that's what I'll do. 

I rest my head, close my eyes, picture the bear, and pray. 
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I train with Eldith the next day, and I train hard. By the time we're finished, I've gone up a weight on the ladder of heavy balls, for both my arms and my legs. I manage seven laps again around the Battleyard, which is equivalent to just over ten minutes. Valdis told me to aim for sixty minutes. Now I know she has a wolf val-tivar, that seems a little easy for her to say—she has magical stamina, for fates' sake. But still, I never would have believed my stamina would hold out for ten minutes at a steady pace, so I set my next goal at fifteen minutes. 

I almost pin Eldith in the two hours of combat training we do. I'm getting better for sure, but I suspect she is going easy on me. If she really wanted to beat me, I believe she could, and every other rook here probably could, too. But I am stronger and faster than I was before, and all I can do is try to improve. 

That evening, in the feasting hall, I'm loading up my plate with smoked fish and pulped potato when Orgid shoves me hard with his shoulder. My plate tips and the food slops onto the floor. 

"Shame the Giants didn't take you," he snarls at me.

"The feeling is mutual," I mutter. I glance around for Inga, but don't see her. A gold-fae I've often seen Orgid with called Dimec is standing at his shoulder, an unfriendly look on his face. "Is Inga's staff problem sorted out yet?" I ask casually.

Orgid looks down at my own hip pointedly, which is completely devoid of a staff. "You'll pay for what you did to her," he says. Part of me wants to point out that I did nothing, but the other part of me is happy to take credit for Kain's work, so I just crouch to clear the food from the floor. He gives a sneering laugh, then leaves. Dimec kicks at the potatoes and flicks them over my hand and arm, then follows after him. Grinding my teeth, I wipe up the spilled food and remove the potatoes from my clothes as best I can. When I get a new plate, I opt for bread instead. Eldith arrives at the food table just in time to see me adding a wrapped lump of cheese to my belt pouch and raises her eyebrows.

"I have a friend who likes cheese," I say quietly.

"An animal friend?" she asks warily.

"No. Human."

She shrugs and looks over to where Orgid, Dimec, and a few other fae are talking loudly at a table. "Friends are good," she says. "Particularly when you have enemies."

I'd like to think Eldith is becoming my friend. Not in the way Sarra is, perhaps, but she is going out of her way to help me train, and whether that's still driven by guilt about breaking my foot or not, I don't care now. I trust her.

"Unfortunately, he has friends too," I say.

"They're just immature, spoiled children. Ignore them. I'll see you tomorrow."

Inga, Orgid, Dimec, and an earth-fae female called Thira appear in the same place as me annoyingly often over the next two days, taking every opportunity they can to knock into me, trip me up, or break my belongings. They do nothing worse than childish bullying, though, and I wonder if it's because everywhere I go, Kain does too. I can always feel his burning gaze on me, but it's rare that I see him. Occasionally I get a glimpse, and I'm sure that's only when he allows it, or when one of the others is giving me shit and he wants them to know he's there.

I have to fight going to him every time I make eye contact with him. I know what a bad idea being around him is. He made a promise that he would uncover my secrets, and the more time I spend with him, the more likely he will deliver on that promise. It takes more willpower than I knew I could draw on, but I don't go to him.

That doesn't stop the constant fantasies, though. Every time my mind gets a chance, if it's not occupied with training and classes or conversations with Sarra or Eldith, it fills with him.

On Saturday, I pass out in the middle of archery. It's embarrassing—it's always embarrassing—but the other fae must be getting used to it, because they don't pay much attention to it this time. Except Orgid's group, of course, who make a point of laughing loudly and commenting on my ineptitude.

When I'm back on my feet, Valdis grunts a halfhearted query as to my ability to carry on, and I tell her I'm fine.

As my arrows thunk into the target, my cheeks burning, instead of feeling relief that I survived another blackout, it's anger that I have to put up with this shit at all. It's anger that I have to live in fear. 

I pass out again on Monday in the healing class, which is particularly annoying because we are learning how to make a potion that slows enemies down. I am fervently taking notes when it happens, and I have absolutely no warning. Eldith isn't next to me, so nobody catches me as I slip off the seat, and I go down with a clatter, banging my elbow hard enough to cause an enormous bruise and knocking my jaw on the table edge. 

Sarra and I make up a compress that evening based on what I've learned in Erik's classes, to see if it will help the bruising. "See, this is a good excuse for an experiment." I rub it on the blossoming blue marks on my face and elbow.

"I can't believe nobody caught you," she says tersely.

"Navi was sitting beside me. There's no way she's going to lift a finger to help me. She believes the weakest link needs to be removed."

"She sounds like an arsehole."

"They are mostly like that, I think," I tell her. Although I don't know much about any of them, really. Only that my fainting makes them all uncomfortable.

"I thought you might talk to Erik today," Sarra says casually. "About your bear?"

I sigh. "I thought about it, I really did. But he won't believe me. None of them will. And it's not like she's come back."

Sarra knocks me on the arm. "She will. And when she does, you have to ask one of the Valkyrie about her."


Chapter 9
Maddy
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On Tuesday, when everyone else goes off to practice magic, I head to the forge. I'm looking forward to putting the finishing touches on my shield. I want to finish it today, and the thought of holding it in my hands when it's complete is making me smile.

Also, a secret part of me wonders if putting the bear on the center of it will be enough to bring her back, but I didn't admit that to Sarra.

I'm so desperate to see her again that I'm starting to think about her almost as much as Kain—although she hasn't made it into my dreams yet. 

I work in the forge all morning, and I'm gloriously engrossed in what I'm doing. In fact, I'm so focused that I don't notice I've left a molten-hot hammer just to the side of me—until I set my arm down on it. 

I scream as the skin is seared from my flesh and agony engulfs me. 

And then something incredible happens. Frost forms over my skin, instantly dousing the pain and the heat. 

I stare in astonishment at my cradled forearm as the frost glistens and shines, solidifying into ice and reversing the angry red burn.

Somebody bursts through the door, and I snap my head up. 

It's Kain.

He stares at my arm a beat, then his eyes rove over me—looking for other injuries, perhaps? They linger where my leather apron is tied tight around my ill-fitting clothes, accentuating my curves, then move back to my now-shining limb before settling on my face.

"You screamed."

"I… I burned myself."

With an effort, I pull my gaze from him, then raise my arm slowly. I wiggle my frozen fingers, and the cracking sound the ice makes brings a smile to my face. I look back at Kain and wave my arm.

"It's frozen."

"I see that." He's tense; his black shirt stretches across his taut shoulders and his hands are balled into fists.

"You don't like ice?" I guess. I wiggle my fingers again, marveling as the ice moves with them, cracking but staying adhered to my skin. Frost is still working its way up my arm.

"Ice is fine," he growls. "Your magic must have awakened with the arrival of your val-tivar."

I snap my eyes back to him. "Really? Do you think that's what it is?"

He shrugs one solid shoulder. "Unless you've been lying about using ice magic all this time."

I scowl at him. "You know I haven't."

"Can you control it?" he asks.

I look at my arm, narrowing my eyes in concentration as I will the frost to cover just my hand, and melt around my forearm. Nothing happens.

"It's turning blue. Does it hurt?" I can't tell if there's concern in Kain's tone, but it's definitely strained.

"No," I say with a sigh. "It feels good. I forgot how good the cold feels. It's been such a long time."

"It's been three weeks."

I throw him a glare. "We're not going back to the pampered princess horseshit. I miss my home, and that's allowed, so fuck you."

"Fuck me?" He takes a step toward me, eyes flaring. "Oh, princess, you keep standing there, wide-eyed and excited, sighing in pleasure like that, and I'll turn that 'fuck you' into a 'fuck me' the whole of Featherblade can hear."

My cheeks flame as my core turns molten.

"Stop it," I whisper, seizing as much control as I can, even as his heated gaze burns through my self-control. "I know what you're doing. You're trying to take advantage of"—I wave my frozen arm around—"of whatever this attraction between us is! But it won't work. I'm not helping you."

I am certain the desire in his face is real, but a bitter laugh escapes his lips. Lips I would cross hot coals to touch right now. To have on me. All of me.

"And what would I gain from that, princess?" He raises his own arm, which is gloved. "I can't lay a finger on you, even if you begged me to."

I would beg. Fuck, I'd do anything. But he's right. He can't touch another living person. His skin is cursed. Even if I threw myself at him, he couldn't touch me.

The sound of dripping water rings through the silence, and I glance down. My arm is melting. Reality filters through the haze of arousal.

Ice magic. I just accidentally used ice magic.

I jut my chin out, trying to clamp down the desperation swirling through my body, refusing to let myself squirm. "Go away." The words lack any conviction at all.

"No."

I glare at him and reach for a blanket to dry my arm.

"You said that you would help me into the vault if I told you why I was punished?"

His words freeze me as fast as the ice did my arm.

I nod, but I don't actually know if it's true. I'm just desperate to find out what he did.

Is he truly a villain?

Does it even matter at this point? If he is so bitter he will kill for revenge, then surely that makes him a villain regardless? 

"Liar," he says. But he doesn't hiss or spit the word, as he has done in the past. "You know, curiosity is a dangerous thing. And I'm fairly sure, foolish princess, that it will be your downfall."

The blackouts will be my downfall. But I don't say that to him. "Tell me what you did."

"Why? So you can judge me? Decide whether or not I'm entitled to my revenge?"

Yes. "No."

"Then to sate your curiosity?" The bitter smile returns, and my stomach tightens. There's something that could be cruelty in that expression. Something vicious. "My past is not something for you to play with, little ice-fae."

I glare at him and move my hand to grab my hip indignantly, but a squeak of surprise escapes me when water flicks from it, spraying down his face and over the exposed skin at the neck of his shirt.

He looks down, and I swear I hear a sizzle over the sound of my racing heart. When he looks back at me, the bitterness is gone.

"You should probably ask Brynhild for help with your new magic."

My face reacts before I can stop it. "I'd rather freeze to death than ask that hideous witch for help."

His lips quirk. "Tell me your secret, and I'll tell you mine."

"I'm not keeping anything secret."

He shakes his head slowly. "I can play this game with you, princess. I'm a patient male. Far more patient than you, I'll wager."

A fucking wasp is more patient than me. But I'll never tell him about my memory magic. Not even to find out what he did. "Move on, Kain. Go find somebody else to irritate."

"Oh, princess, there's nobody else. Trust me." He lifts a gloved hand and runs his fingers through his tangled hair, exposing a long scar across the right side of his forehead.

I instantly want to touch it. Ask him how it got there. Hurt whoever hurt him.

The last thought shocks me enough that I step backward into the counter. He cocks his head at me, the hair falling back over his shoulder.

"Sigrun will be here soon. I'll find a way to make you help me before then."

When I don't reply, he saunters from the forge.


Chapter 10
Maddy
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Imanage to wait until he's completely out of view before closing my eyes and letting out a long groan.

Odin's arse, he's like a poison to the brain. I can't think properly when he's near me.

My arm is still dripping water onto the stone floor, and I wrench my focus from Kain to what just happened.

I've never managed to freeze my own skin before, ever. It is by far and away the most I've ever achieved with ice magic. 

Is Kain right—did the arrival of my bear val-tivar mean I'm going to be able to access my fae magic? Maybe, all these years, the problem wasn't the magic but the fact that I couldn't use a staff to access it?

The thought is beyond exciting, thrills mixing with the butterflies left by Kain as I move around the forge, putting everything away. I'm too excited, too restless now, to finish the shield. I check the burn, and although the skin is puckered and red, it's not blistered. The ice arrived in time.

Frustratingly, my biggest impulse is to tell my sister. I can picture Freydis' face on seeing me actually use ice magic, after so many years of coaching me, trying to help me be a normal ice-fae. She will be thrilled for me, I'm sure of it. 

Making my mind up, I rush out of the forge and head to Sarra's workshop. I only tried the mirror the day before, but this has to be worth trying again. Nobody in the world will be as excited about me actually using magic as my sister. 

The workshop is empty, and I dive under the pillow I keep on the furs in front of the fireplace and grab the mirror.

"Come on, Freydis. Please. This time, please," I mutter as I cradle it in my hands.

For a second, I swear I feel something. A tingle, and the glass shimmers the tiniest bit. But then it falls cold and still.

"Freydis?" I whisper. Tears sting my eyes. "Freydis, I'm sorry. I don't think you can hear me, but I'm sorry."

One solitary hot tear escapes, tracking down my cheek. I watch it in the mirror, heavy resignation filling my heart.

I want her to know everything. I want her to know about the bear, about the magic, about Kain, about the whirlwind I've been through in the last few weeks. I need her opinion. I need to hear her calm and steady voice, her wise counsel. 

I miss her. 

But I can't try the mirror again. I can't. It's too much. It's too painful. 

If I were the one sitting in my rooms in the palace, and she was the one here, I would never put the mirror down. I would be hanging on to it at all hours, waiting to hear if she was okay, and how she was getting on. 

Does she even know if I'm alive? Does she care?

A lump forms in my throat, and I shove the mirror under the pillow and screw my face up in determination.

I will see Freydis again. I will find out if she hates me for taking her place here—and if she can possibly hate me more than she used to love me.

"Maddy?"

I turn at Sarra's voice. "Oh, hi."

"What's wrong?"

"I… I can't reach my sister. And I wanted to tell her I just used ice magic."

"That's fantastic!" Sarra sets her pile of books down and comes toward me, and I stand.

"I froze my arm after I accidentally burned it."

Excitement lights her eyes. "Do you think you can control it?" she asks. 

"I don't know." 

"Have you tried since the forge?" 

I drop my gaze. "No. I just wanted to speak to my sister," I admit. 

"Oh, Maddy." Sarra gives me a hug, and I feel a bit better. "I miss my family too. I'm sure she loves you, and I'm sure there's a very good reason she's not opening her mirror. Did you ever even test them before you came here?"

I open my mouth and then close it again. We never tried them at all. What if they've never worked? A bolt of hope runs through me. 

"No, we didn't test them."

"Give me the mirror. I'll study it," Sarra says. I hesitate, because it feels like something I should keep private, but I trust her. And she's a rune-marked, which means she can sense magic in inanimate objects. Who better to find out if the mirror can work or not? 

I give it to her, and she sets it on the countertop with her other paraphernalia. "I need to work on Aldrich's staff today," she says. "So why don't you work on your magic? The shield's nearly finished. And everything you need to do with it now has to be in the forge anyway," she says.

I nod. "How do you think I practice?" 

She snorts at me. "I'm human. You can't ask me how to do magic." 

I think back to the frustrating classes I had as a child and then realize that I need to go to the gallery. 

I watch a series of my sister's trainings, which are more complete than mine and the instructor is far more patient, and I'm sure I can use the same principles. Most of the instructions in how to use magic are to concentrate, feel the elements, draw them to you through a staff, and then find your innate thread of power within. 

"Okay. Here goes," I say, standing in front of the fireplace and taking a deep breath. I concentrate, I think about ice and water, and I feel for my thread of power.

Nothing happens.

There is no "innate thread" or "icy flow through my veins," or anything else the instructor said.

Frustrated, I think about what might have triggered it in the forge. Self-preservation. I burned myself. 

I glance at the fire. Am I really desperate enough to put my hand in it and find out if that's how I do it? 

I'm considering it, but I need my hands. There's only just over a week until Sigrun comes and we have to take part in the strength display. If my hands are injured I won't be able to fire a bow or hold my shield. 

No, I can't risk my hands. That would be stupid.

Wouldn't it? 

I force myself to turn away from the fire and let out a long sigh. 

Oh, bear, where are you? As soon as I picture the huge white creature in my mind, I feel the exact thing I've been trying to feel for the last half an hour—a frisson of cold whipping through my body.

Holding the bear's huge black eyes in my mind, I raise my hand and will it to freeze over. A small squeak escapes my lips as it instantly does. 

Sarra snaps her head around, looks at my hand, and then claps, her face lighting up. "Maddy, that's amazing!" she says. 

"Isn't it?" I breathe, staring. 

"Can you do anything else?" She puts down the wood fragment she's holding and turns to me. "See if you can put out the fire." 

I turn toward the fire and hold the picture of the huge bear in my mind. I picture her standing over the Frost Giant, fierce and strong and enormous, and then I push my hand toward the fire. This time we both scream as shards of ice fly from my palm, absolutely obliterating the embers in the fire. I gape, first at what remains of the fire, and then at Sarra, and she gapes back. "Maddy, everybody's going to believe you now."


Chapter 11
Maddy
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Ibarely sleep that night, I'm so excited. Sarra goes to bed, and even after three hours of creating snowflakes around my hand or freezing different parts of my body once I'm alone, I'm still enthralled.

Is this how easy it is for everybody else? Just imagine the ice, and there it is?

My mind is completely blown, and my overactive imagination is already picturing all the things I'm going to be able to do. I might even become powerful. I could stop Orgid's evil shadows, or Navi's wicked sword, just with my magic.

The only thing that eventually forces me to stop is that I black out.

I'm even more annoyed when I come around this time. Not only am I going miss out on a chance to get to know my bear if these infernal things kill me, but now I'm going to miss out on a chance to use magic as well.

It can't happen. I have to survive long enough to enjoy this.
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The first class we have the next day is glima, and it's clear as soon as I walk into the feast hall to get some breakfast that I'm not the only one who is apprehensive about re-entering the training room.

It was this time last week in glima training that Branka attempted her killing spree.

When I sit next to Eldith, my suspicion that she is far more worried about out-of-control val-tivars than the Frost Giants deepens. She's twitchy and restless in a way that I don't normally see in the older fae.

When we all traipse into the Shieldmaiden's Hold a short while later, every rook is silent, the air heavy with tension.

Kain glares around all of us, his gaze lingering on me too long.

"The best way to avoid what happened to Branka is to exercise self-control," he barks. I'm relieved he's brought it up immediately and faced the awkwardness head-on. And I'm not the only one—I see people visibly relax, shoulders rolling, heads nodding, as he continues. "Everybody here has the power within them for Featherblade to release their val-tivar. The stronger you are, the more in control you are, the more likely it is that your animal will turn you into one of the best warriors Yggdrasil has ever seen. And self-control is never tested more than when our enemy is under our hands. Now, pair up."

I step toward Eldith and am surprised when someone yanks her arm away. There are too many people moving around for me to see clearly who, but I do not miss that the person who's taken her place in front of me is Inga.

The fire-fae gives me an evil smile. "How's it going getting your staff replaced?" she asks me.

"Great, actually," I lie. "And you?" There are no fire rune-marked here, and she will never be able to replace her staff.

"Excellent," she says. "Let's train."

I swallow. I don't want to refuse because it will make me look weak, but there is also absolutely no way I want to fight her. A voice sounds in my head as I start to open my mouth.

"She'll give you a proper workout." It's Kain. When I look for him, he's not even looking at me—he's talking to another pair about ground holds.

He's right. I will have to fight properly against her, and it will test me.

We're not supposed to use magic in here, but the fact that I can now call on it if I have to gives me a confidence that I wouldn't have had yesterday, and I fist my hands on my hips. "Only if you agree to play fair," I say.

She holds both hands up. "You think anything else of me?"

"Fucking right I do," I mutter.

For the first hour, we go through the exercises—throws today—picking people up, rolling them over your hip, and using their momentum to take them to the ground. Inga is half a foot taller than me and significantly heavier, covered in wiry muscle. I'm trying to use it to my advantage, trying to use her weight to carry her over, but it's not really working.

She, on the other hand, has no problem lifting me clear off my feet and slamming me into the furs. So far, though, she's not deliberately hurt me or done anything cruel, and Kain was right—I am getting a good workout. Perhaps his presence is enough for her not to take it any further, but I don't understand what she's getting out of partnering with me. I'm on edge, waiting and watching her every move.

There's an agenda here, surely.

When we're given a five-minute break to drink some water, I decide to ask her outright.

"Why are you sparring with me?" She stares at me without answering, and I stare back. She has high cheekbones, her coal-colored skin making her gray eyes shine, and her full lips are set hard. She's fierce and beautiful, and I burn to know where she came from and how she ended up with Orgid. It's clear she would never tell me, though. There's hatred in her eyes, just as intense as Orgid levels at me regularly.

"What do you have against me?" I say. "You don't even know me."

"You're such a baby," she spits, and then moves back to the furs. I follow her.

"The rest of the session is groundwork," Kain tells us. "Once you've got your opponent on the ground, keep them there as long as you can."

I go first, practicing the move Kain demonstrates on the earth-fae, Staffan, slamming his hefty form into the furs, then dropping over him and wrapping his arm around the rook's throat until he taps his hand in submission.

Inga resists me, but not enough that I can't learn the moves, and then it's her turn. The first few moves are fine—uncomfortable when she slams me onto the ground, and she's using enough power to cause bruises, but that's not uncommon in glima. She drops over me, and her arm wraps around my neck. I hold my ground, staying still and tense as we're supposed to, and wait for her to let go once she feels she's perfected the technique.

But she doesn't let go. In fact, the pressure grows. Her grip tightens, her bicep trying to meet her forearm through my neck.

I tap the ground, the signal to let me go, but her grip doesn't loosen.

I tap harder, hoping someone else's attention is caught by the sound, but she rolls sharply. I gasp and bring both hands up to tug at her arm. I'm finding it hard to breathe, and my neck is still sore from last week when Branka got hold of it. Panic courses through my system. I roll hard, trying to dislodge her, and for just the briefest of moments, I glimpse white. She lets go, leaping off me, jumping backward and shaking her arm. "What the fuck did you do?" she hisses at me.

I sit up, gasping for breath and clutching at my throat. I have no idea what I did. I'm just pleased she's off me.

"You tried to choke me." A couple of fae are looking over at us, and even though I can't see Kain, I'd be surprised if he's not looking. He's always watching me.

"You're not supposed to use magic," she says, and then realizes what she said. "Wait. You can't use magic," she says much slower.

"What did she do?" says Orgid, striding over.

"Nothing," Inga says, too quickly. She doesn't want everybody to know that I hurt her with magic.

"She tried to choke me, so I froze her," I say loudly, hoping that it's true. I can feel how cold my skin is, so I'm assuming that's what happened. And if she's a fire-fae, perhaps she's more sensitive to the ice, which is why she was so startled?

Orgid scoffs. "You can't use magic, you stupid mongrel. You don't even have a staff."

I look to Inga, waiting for her to tell him that that's not true, but she says nothing.

"I want to train with someone else," I say, getting to my feet and glaring at her.

"Veslingr," Orgid says, but Inga grabs his arm.

"You’re right, she’s a coward. Let's train together," she mutters, and walks over to where he was standing before. The gold-fae he was training with, Roge, shrugs and comes over to me.

"Don't freeze me," he says, then drops into a defensive crouch.

"I won't. She really was trying to choke me."

"I can believe it. You ready?"

I nod, even though I'm not. I'm watching Inga and Orgid, shoulder to shoulder, talking quietly, and feeling a little smug.

I wanted them to know that I can defend myself, and now they do.


Chapter 12
Maddy
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I'm ready to finish my shield when we enter the fire pit in the afternoon.

I need to use everything that Sarra has taught me about carving—she is used to wood, but the principles of her methods work on the softer silver metal I'm using for the bear image in the very center of the shield—to make all the finishing touches to the front of the shield, and I need to weld on the straps to the connectors that I've made. It's all a little bit clumsy, and it's certainly not perfect, but I'm pleased with my progress, and I think Sarra will be too. 

Harald mostly leaves us to ourselves in forging now, sitting in the corner and only looking up from his book when somebody asks for assistance, but when most other folk have left and I'm still hammering, he comes over to me. 

"That's a fair-sized shield," he says. "Can you lift it?" He knows I've used lightweight materials so that my less-than-muscular arms won't tire too quickly. I pass it to him, and he moves it around experimentally. His hulking arms are almost the size of my waist, and he makes it look like it weighs nothing at all. 

"Excellent. You obviously take well to the forge. I'm pleased," he says. He turns the shield around, and I see his eyes widen and his arms stiffen. "That's an interesting choice of centerpiece," he says slowly. He takes his eyes from the shield and fixes them on me. "A bear?" 

I nod. What Erik said about Kain and Valdis having an affinity because they both have wolf val-tivars floats through my head. Sarra says I have to talk to one of them about the bear, and given that his own val-tivar is one, perhaps Harald is the one to talk to. If there's any chance he can help me get her back, then it's worth a try.

"I think my val-tivar is a bear," I say quietly, forcing myself to hold his gaze and trying not feel stupid saying it. 

His eyebrows rise. "You think?"

"I know." 

He frowns, eyebrows dropping as fast as they rose. "How do you know?" Concern flicks through his eyes, and I realize he's worried about another Branka situation. Possibly I'm worried about another Branka situation, but I force that concern down. 

"I saw her when the Frost Giants attacked, but now she's gone." 

I can see doubt in Harald's face. "You saw her, and now she's gone?" he repeats.

"Yes." 

"Okay," he says slowly. "What did she do?" 

Oh, fates, here we go. I take a breath, then tell him. "She knocked the Frost Giant off Kain," I say. 

Harald gives an impressed nod. "I've got to be honest, I didn't expect berserker powers for you. I was expecting healing, particularly with your"—he waves a hand at me—"ailment." 

"I know, I thought I would get a snake too, but she was very, very much a bear. She was huge," I say. He's assumed that she possessed me and that I knocked the Frost Giant off Kain, and I'm not sure how to correct him. 

Harald nods again, pride in his face. "My boy is big too," he says. 

"Like eight feet tall?" I venture. 

One brow rises. "About that, yes."

"She acted independently of me," I say quickly. 

Harald shakes his head. "No, that's not possible." 

"Well, she did. I hadn't even reached Kain when she appeared and smashed into that creature." 

Harald says nothing for a long moment. Then he hands me my shield back. "You must have hit your head, Madivia," he says gently. 

Frustration storms through me. This is what I feared would happen if I tried to talk to any of them. "No, hersir, I saw her. And now my ice magic is working." 

Harald pauses. "This all seems very unlikely." 

"I know it does, but why would I lie?" 

"You should talk to Brynhild," he says. "She is the wisest of all of us. If anyone has heard of this happening before, it will be her. And she is an ice-fae too. She should be able to help you with your magic."

I grind my teeth together. I wanted to talk to Harald because he has a bear val-tivar, not to Brynhild about ice magic. "She doesn't want to help me. She doesn't like me," I say. I try not to sound immature as I say it, but I can hear the petulance in my voice. "You have a bear val-tivar," I say. "Can't you help me?" 

He puts one huge hand on my shoulder. "If you see her again, come and find me," he says. "And, rook, I meant it about the shield. It's good work." 

"Thank you, hersir," I mutter. He lets go of my shoulder and ambles out of the forge.

Last week, his praise for the shield would have made me feel good, like I was improving. Excelling, even. But I see the doubt in his eyes. He doesn't believe me.

And can I blame him? The erratic princess with no magic, who faints and can't keep up with the others, gets an eight-foot bear nobody can see?

I thump my fist against my leg in annoyance and look at the bear on the shield.

"I will get you back," I whisper. "With or without help."

Kain believed you. He even guessed you had a bear.

I snarl at my own voice in my head. Kain is dangerous and working on his own agenda.

I pick up the shield and strap my arm into it.

Without the bear, I can prove nothing. Until then, nothing changes. I train, I improve, I survive.
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When I'm doing my laps around the Battleyard that evening, frustration is my predominant emotion. Annoyingly enough, it seems to be my predominant emotion most of the time right now. I do eight laps, but this time I'm not celebrating. I'm just thinking about when I can hit ten. 

The next morning at breakfast, I'm sitting with Eldith, eating in silence, when Henrik comes over. "We're having a big swimming race today," he says. Awkwardness crosses his face for a moment. "Alice was one of our best." 

Alice died in the Frost Giant attack. "I'm sorry," I say. 

"I didn't know her well, but…" He shrugs. "Look, we're a swimmer down. We could really do with your help." 

His handsome, hopeful smile pulls at me. I'd love to be involved. It would be a chance to make some friends here, which, with Orgid's growing group of arseholes, could be valuable.

"You can swim?" Eldith asks me, a faint note of surprise in her voice. 

"Yes," I say. "I swim well." 

"Well, fat is buoyant," Henrik says, and then flushes red. "I don't mean— I just mean— You know, muscle, it's heavy! A lot of the males here, they sink."

"It's okay, Henrik. I'm well aware that I've got more fat on me than all of you," I say. "But I can't help you. I'll drown if I pass out." 

The last time was last night, just before bed, but that doesn't mean I won't pass out again today. 

"Eldith and I will watch you. One of us will get you if you sink. I swear it. It's a relay race, and there's always people on the side watching. Besides, it's a team race—any of them would want to help you if they can," he says earnestly. 

"I assume Inga and Orgid are on the other team?" I ask. 

"Yeah." The desire to beat them strengthens his already compelling encouragement. 

"You swear one of you will catch me if I pass out? You won't let me drown?" I say, looking between them. 

Henrik holds up a hand. "I swear."

I look at Eldith.

"Absolutely. If you can make the difference, we need you on the team," she says. 

"All right. I'll do it."


Chapter 13
Maddy
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We walk quite a distance from Odin's High Hall, past the Wolf Wing and on into the canopy, headed to what Eldith informs me is called the Silver Springs.

When I see the pool nestled amongst the rocks and foliage, water flowing gently over shallow rocks into crystal-clear water, my heart swells.

I've missed the water. We have hot springs throughout the Ice Court Palace, but there have been many times where I lowered myself into the freezing water around the moving ice that houses our dwellings, and I always relished the deliciousness of the cold.

I was always with Freydis, of course, and I get a sharp pang in my gut. It's not just the cold I've missed.

There are fae all around the banks of the spring, talking excitedly. Many of them look up and then talk even more fervently when they see me approach. They know as well as I do that if I pass out in the water and sink, I could very well die. But I've got more chance of surviving now than I've had since I got here.

I want to try this. Perhaps I shouldn't, but I do. 

I have Henrik and Eldith, I have some magic, and if I can show them I'm a good swimmer, I potentially have everyone on the team to help me if I get into trouble. 

Most of the fae are in undergarments, although I see a couple already in the water who might be naked. I take a moment to decide what to do. Half of these people have already seen me naked, but that doesn't mean they need to again. The female warriors here wear tightly wound straps across their breasts like Navi's—even if they're not quite as severe as hers—but I don't. I wear a brassiere made in the palace that holds my fairly voluptuous chest in place, and I don't want to show anybody that. I figure keeping my shirt on over my underwear will be my best option. 

Roge bangs on one of the rocks to get everybody's attention. "Okay, folks, listen up! Here are the rules. There are two teams, one at each end of the spring. There are two batons." He bends to pick up two sticks that have been crudely painted, one red and one blue. "We have nine fae on each team," he carries on. "Swim the baton to each end, give it to the next person, and then they swim back. It's as simple as that. First team to have everybody go from one end to the other wins." 

"And what's the forfeit for the losers?" somebody calls.

"We'll come up with something, don't you worry." There's laughter and folk punching each other on the arm while making good-natured threats. I find myself swept up in the competitive excitement, and it outweighs my nerves. 

"Right, we start in half an hour!" calls Roge. "Warm up before the race begins." 

Henrik slides into the water easily, his underwear immediately sticking to his legs, and I feel my cheeks pink. He's built like a god. 

At that exact moment I swear I can feel a gaze on me. I turn, squinting through the dense foliage, looking for one fae in particular. But I can't see Kain there, so I shake the feeling and turn back to Henrik. 

"Race you to the end?" I ask him. 

"Okay." 

"I'll walk alongside," Eldith says, and I'm grateful, knowing it means she can dive in at any point to help.

I slip into the water, and the delicious feeling swallows me whole. I take a shallow breath and let myself sink, letting the cold water flow over my head and wet my hair slowly. I really have missed this. Freydis and I had many, many lessons on how to use our bodies in the water, how to get the most from each stroke and cut through the liquid efficiently. I may not be super slim or super fit, but I know the techniques to pull myself through water quickly, and I can hold my breath for a remarkably long time. When I break the surface, Henrik's grinning at me. The water is just deep enough that I'm having to kick, but I hardly make a splash as I do it. 

"Okay, touch the side," Henrik says, and we both reach out to touch the bank, shuffling backward so our feet meet the sandy bottom. "Three, two, one, go!" 

I crouch low in the water, sink under the surface, and then launch myself, gliding twenty feet at least just off the power of my push. I cut through the water like a sword through butter. Once my momentum slows, I power my arms in wide arcs, making sure they slice through the surface above me cleanly. When my lungs can't take it anymore, I barely tip one side of my head up to the surface, suck in air through the corner of my mouth, and continue on. There's no friction at all to slow me down. I've reached the other side before I've even begun to get going. Henrik is three or four feet behind me, and he's beaming at me when he catches me up. 

"You weren't kidding," he says, and claps me on the shoulder hard enough that I stumble under the water, digging my toes into the sand for balance. "Sorry." He grins. "This is going to be excellent. Race you back?" 

By the time we're ready to go, I can see that Henrik is right—I'm definitely one of the strongest swimmers here. They do need me, and that makes me excited. For the first time since I got here, I can actually make a difference to a team activity. I can actually help the other rooks be stronger. Formation fighting or fighting in a team are the things I've been convinced I will let everybody down in, and I know that they all feel the same, so having a chance to prove that wrong is sending a thrill through me. 

This might also make the other rooks less awkward around me. It's not that I need their approval, but it really wouldn't hurt to have a few more friends. Perhaps some might actually catch me when I fall off my chair, or help me off the floor when I pass out. 

"We're going to save you for last," Henrik says. I nod; it makes sense having the strongest swimmers go first and last. 

"I assume you're starting?" I ask him. 

"I sure am," he replies. 

Roge bangs the rock again. "Okay, rooks! Starting positions!" The teams form up on each side of the spring, and the atmosphere is electric. "Three, two, one, go!" 

Henrik wins the first round easily, but by round six we're starting to fall behind. It appears that we have the fastest swimmers, but we also have the slowest swimmers. The other team is more consistent, and that is serving them well. 

By the time it comes around to my turn, they're ahead, but only by half a length. 

I can win this. I'm sure of it. 

I'm waiting in the water to my waist, as the rules dictate, reaching out as far as I can to grab the baton from my teammate as soon as she reaches me. She's panting as she does, and I swipe the wooden stick from her and do exactly as I did on my test race with Henrik: I crouch in the water and launch myself through the liquid. 

I'm in my element, adrenaline flowing through me as my arms power me through the water. The baton is slowing me down slightly, causing some friction, but not a huge amount. 

I can see my opponent and I'm gaining on her.

I can really win this. I might finally make a difference. It may be a friendly competition, but still, everybody's here. I can prove to all of them that⁠— 

Something tugs on my leg, hard. 

I just keep from crying out and sucking in water, but then the tugging increases, and I'm pulled down under the water.

My first thought is that I'm going to lose the race, and it only takes me a moment longer to realize that I am now over a foot under the surface. 

Shit. Panic replaces the competitiveness as it occurs to me that I might be in actual danger. 

I look down through the clear water and see black shadows winding their way around my ankles. 

Orgid. It's fucking Orgid, and he's trying to kill me. 

I can't swipe at them—they're shadows. I picture my bear and hold out my hand, and icy shards erupt from my palm toward them, but nothing happens when they meet the shadows; they are completely resistant to it. They're dragging me down further, and I can see the bottom of the spring, but I can't fight them enough to get to the top. I last took a breath too long ago. 

I hear a splash and look up to the surface and see Henrik. He's dived in and he's swimming toward me. Hope floods me. They think I've passed out and he's coming to help. 

But the next thing I know, Inga's in the water too, and she's thrashing her way toward Henrik, hitting him in the side hard and stopping him from getting to me. Beyond the rippling surface I can see other fae moving, but everything's become a blur. 

I was worried that a blackout would cause me to drown. It never even occurred to me that what I should have been worried about all along was Inga and Orgid. 

My vision starts to fade, black swirling beyond the water for a moment. I think I can see something flashing, a flicker of fire, a dark form, white hair. Is it Kain? Is Kain going to save me? It's my last thought before conscious thought becomes impossible. 

There's a splash so massive that it jolts me free of the shadows. My fuzzy brain registers that the tugging isn't happening anymore, and I kick loosely, but my mouth opens and water starts to trickle in. 

Then all I see is white. 

The colossal head of a bear is scooping under me and rolling me down its neck. I can feel wet fur beneath me, and I'm so shocked that I barely notice my mouth opening the rest of the way, my lungs forcing my body to try to take air. But I break the surface just as I do, the powerful creature swimming hard, me clinging to its back. And in its wake, in our wake, I realize that the water is turning to ice, fae scrambling to get out of the spring on either side of me.

I lose my grip on the bear's thick fur and slide off the creature's back, blinking dazedly.

My feet hit freezing, solid ice. I am standing in the center of the completely frozen spring, next to an eight-foot white bear. And from their faces, there is absolutely no question that every other fae here can see her too.


Chapter 14
Maddy
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Most of the silent faces staring at me as I heave in shaky breaths are shocked or confused. But one of them stands out from the others, because it's the only one smiling. 

Kain. 

He's standing between two trees, further back from the spring than everybody else. His wolf is flickering beside him. 

He came to help me, I know he did. I saw him. But… she got here first. 

I tear my eyes from the fire-fae and turn to the bear. My bear. 

It's hard not to step back, she's so big, and my instinct is to protect myself. Huge black eyes blink at me. 

"Thank you," I breathe. 

In response, her form flickers. 

"No!" I cry, and reach for her fur, but my fingers close around thin air. Once again, she's vanished. 

"Fuck!" I stamp my foot. Ice cracks beneath me, and there's a ripple of murmurs from the fae staring. Slowly, I walk across the frozen spring back to the bank. Nobody says a word, and for some reason my feet are carrying me toward Kain. Why? Why would I go to him? I force them to change direction, moving instead toward Orgid.

His mouth isn't hanging open like some of the others, but his eyes are narrow and hard. Inga's sitting on the bank beside the water, barely having gotten out in time before she got trapped in the ice. Henrik's sluicing water off beside her, his eyes furious. "What the fates do you think you were doing?" he shouts at the shivering fire-fae, breaking the silence, and I'm relieved it's not me who had to. "This is a friendly game, and you tried to kill her!" He throws an arm out toward me, spraying water over her. 

She stands up, glaring straight back at Henrik. "She's not one of us," Inga spits. "She’s a dunga, she'll get us all killed. Removing the weak link is the valiant thing to do."

"Weak link? Not only can she sure as fuck swim faster than you, she just got rescued by a massive fucking bear!" says a female voice. It's Garda, the impressively powerful female shadow-fae who survived the Oskorela and brought her dead companion back. "Does that make you a weak link? You have no magic, you can't swim, and I don't see a magical animal showing up to help you right now. Maybe you’re the dunga."

"If she'd passed out, the same thing would have happened," snarls Orgid, stepping up beside Inga. "We were just speeding things along a little."

"Horseshit," says Eldith. "You dragged her down, and then stopped anyone from getting to her! That is not what would have happened if she had fainted." There's a loud murmur of voices, and the reality of what is happening dawns on me. 

Fae are defending me. 

So far, I've said nothing, and the others are defending me. 

Dimec and Thira move behind Inga and Orgid, just as I reach them. "You're a danger to all of us. You're going to end up like Branka, and that bear will rip us all apart," Dimec says. His face and tone don't have the venom Inga's carries when she looks at me, but he's clearly picked a side.

I've reached Orgid, and I don't even think before I act. I kick my bare foot out toward his stomach. He moves to block me, and just as Eldith has been practicing with me, the second his attention is on my leg, I snap out my fist.

Pain explodes in my knuckles as I make contact with his prominent cheekbone.

Fury fills his face as he reacts, throwing an anger-fueled punch at me. I duck, only just in time, and when I straighten, Garda, Henrik, and Eldith are standing right behind me.

"Orgid," I say, letting the adrenaline and rage coursing through me fill my voice. "If you touch me again with those shadows…" I'll what? Kill him? 

I know I'm not capable of killing somebody. But… perhaps the bear is? 

Bitterness that I can't keep her around long enough to find out swirls through me, and I snarl at the shadow fae. 

"You'll what?" he spits. It's quiet enough that I don't think anybody else can hear. "Set your fire-fae on me? Set your big, angry bear on me? I don't think so. You're a defender—that's how you've stayed alive this long. You're not a fighter." 

He's wrong. I've been fighting my whole life, against an invisible enemy. 

"Whatever your problem is with me, get over it. This is done. Leave. Me. Alone." I say it loud enough that every other fae can hear me, then turn away from him.

Emotions I've not felt before are whirling through my body. I feel alive with exhilaration, laced with rage and frustration, and it's making my head light and my skin tingle. I guess it is adrenaline, and it feels… good. I feel strong.

I march to where my clothes are, scoop them up, and make my way through the silent fae, out of the glade. Nobody follows me, but I feel Kain's gaze on me the whole way.

I want him to come to me. He'll understand the rush I'm feeling right now.

Which is exactly why you should avoid him, Maddy.

I'm deep into the trees, halfway between the springs and the Wolf Wing, when I sense him behind me.

"You'll want to ice that hand," he growls. I slow, then turn to him.

Willing it to work, I hold up my fist, which is bruising already, especially around the second split knuckle, and think about ice. Shining blue frost appears, then solidifies over my fingers. I grin, then let out a sigh as I realize how much it soothes the throbbing.

"I hadn't even noticed it hurt," I say softly.

"She's magnificent."

"What?"

"Your bear. Fucking. Magnificent." He steps closer to me, and my eyes skim his chest. His shirt is open to the waist. I bite my tongue as I stare up into his face, dropping my bundle of clothes.

"She is."

"She's a part of you."

Is he calling me magnificent? His eyes are sparkling, his voice a tiny bit breathless. Am I imagining it, or is he as fired up as I am?

I swallow. "She left again."

"She'll be back. And in the meantime, apparently, you can punch anyone who tries to kill you yourself."

"I've been practicing." I step into him, as close as I dare. Why? Why am I stepping into him? I'm already too hot, too worked up, too everything to be able to think straight.

He steps back. "Play with fire and you'll get burned, princess," he growls.

"Why do I feel…" I trail off, not knowing the right word.

"Alive? Powerful?" His eyes burn into mine. "Aroused?"

I nod wordlessly.

"Bloodlust, princess. You have the power of a berserker in there somewhere."

I suck in a long breath. Bloodlust. I'm not a violent person. I didn't even draw blood. But fuck, do I want to hit Orgid again.

"He tried to kill me. They hate me enough to actually try to kill me." The reality of that seeps through the haze.

"And now, every single one of them knows how dangerous you are."

"It wasn't that good of a punch."

"The snarling eight-foot bear should give them something to think about, though."

A new thrill buzzes through me. He's right. They all saw her, about twenty other fae. And they all saw her act independently of me.

"She saved me," I say, the memory of what just happened replaying before my eyes. "She swam under me and lifted me from the water."

A flare in Kain's eyes makes the memory fade and my attention sharpen on him. "She's different. Just like you."

A stab pierces my hazy elation. "Why do I always have to be different? It would be nice, for once, to be normal."

His hard, beautiful face contorts. "Normal is shit." I blink at his words. "The whole concept of normal is horseshit. There's no such thing. It's a word for routine. Something I doubt you'll ever keep."

Is he right? Normal is what you make it, I guess. For me, that includes the promise of passing out and never waking up every day. That's a normalcy I could do without.

I nod slowly. "Why is she different?"

"Because you are. You need to punish them," he says, and my skin tingles at his tone. His voice has dropped, and I can see sparks beside him. His wolf. Do the sparks mean he's keeping it at bay? Or starting to will him out?

I want to ask, but I shake my head instead. "They've seen her now. They'll leave me alone."

"No. They have shown you how much they fear you. Now that will worsen."

"Fear me?" I gape at him.

"Why else do you think they have targeted you since you arrived?"

I spread my arms out. "Because I'm weak and it makes them feel powerful? I've seen a hundred powerful fae do it at court."

He gives an angry scoff. "They are not powerful. They are wealthy. There's a difference."

I shrug. "Does it matter? The point is, they feel big when they make others feel small."

"That is not why they just tried to kill you, princess," he growls. "Every single Valkyrie here, and every single fae, has wanted to know why you were brought to Featherblade. It wasn't for your strength, and it wasn't for your magic. Which means you have something else. And fae like Orgid?" His voice rasps on the shadow-fae's name, as though it's a bad taste in his mouth. "They fear anything they don't understand, can't control, or might be more powerful than them."

I stare, trying to believe his words. It is an explanation, of sorts, for the questions I've been asking for weeks. "If they are so cruel and dishonorable, then why did the gods let them come here?"

"We all must be tested, princess."

My eyes dart to his shoulders. Where his wings should be.

His mouth twists. "I failed no tests here," he hisses. "And it counted for nothing. If I'm to be cast as the villain, I'll fucking act like one. I'll punish those little pricks for trying to kill you today."

"No."

"Why not?"

"A hundred reasons."

"Starting with?"

I don't want the whole of Featherblade to think I need Kain to stand up for me.

I don't want to see him punished in return.

I don't want to seek revenge… because I'm scared I'll like how it feels.

"They aren't worth the time or effort," I say as firmly as I can. "And they are my enemies to deal with, not yours,"

An angry rumble in his throat is the only response I get.

"Kain, don't touch them. I mean it." I put my hands on my hips, then jump a little at how cold my iced hand is.

The fire-fae stares at me. "You're giving me orders in nothing but a dripping wet shirt and a pair of boots," he says quietly.

Realization washes over me, and color leaps to my cheeks. "Yes. I am," I choke out, any authority in my voice vanished.

Shit! How in the name of Freya's tits did I forget that I had no fucking trousers on?

"I need to go now." I scoop up my trousers and leather wrap, then turn. I'm now painfully aware that he will be able to see my backside clearly; the damp cloth is completely stuck to it. Is that any better, or worse, than my shirt clinging to my breasts, which he's been standing in front of for the entire conversation?

Face aflame, I march through the forest. "Featherblade, you have a lot to answer for," I whisper through clenched teeth. If even a little of what Kain just said is true, and me and my bear are different, then it's even more important that I meet her.

Please, please, please, send me back my bear, and let her stay this time.


Chapter 15
Maddy
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Ihead straight to the washrooms, which are empty because almost all the fae are still at the Silver Springs. I take my time getting cleaned up, washing my long hair thoroughly, and then carefully tying it back. I've come up with a system of knots at the nape of my neck now that does good job of keeping my usually tangled locks straight and out of my way securely.

When I'm done, I lock myself in the room I share with Navi. She didn't make a move to help me at the springs, so I don't feel bad shutting her out. If she comes back, she can wait.

I go to the gallery and store everything that just happened.

Kain is right about at least one thing: the bear is magnificent. She's breathtaking. And she saved my life.

The fact that my bullies have stooped to such levels is worrying, and part of me wonders if I should have let Kain frighten the shit out of them. But all the reasons that made me stop him still stand.

Besides, I have a bear to save my life. That seems to be when she comes—when I'm in danger.

The other Valkyrie will have to believe me now, and Harald told me to talk to him again if she came back, so I will.

When I eventually unlock the door, I find Navi sitting against the corridor wall outside. She pulls herself to her feet, and I tense. She wants to talk to me. I can see it. I look up and down the corridor and there's nobody else around. "Ingra and Orgid shouldn't have done that to you," she says.

"I thought you agreed with the weakest link theory," I say. 

"I'm starting to wonder if you're not the weakest link at all." 

I tilt my head. "Really?" 

"You clearly have power now. You have a val-tivar of some sort, and you're the first of all of us to get it." 

"Technically, Branka was the first," I mutter. 

Navi scowls. "I don't know what it is about you that has everyone so obsessed, but perhaps they were right. Perhaps there is something about you." 

My jaw clenches. It seems I'm going to draw attention whether I want it or not. I guess at least now it's for something better than being shit at everything.

"Perhaps there is," I say, and then turn and head down the stairs. 
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I don't knock when I enter Sarra's workshop because I'm not expecting her to be there until after dinner, so I'm surprised to see her sitting at her workbench. "Oh, Sarra, am I relieved to see you. You will not believe what has just happened," I say. 

When she doesn't turn around, I wonder if she's in a rune-mark trance, so I move around to the side, slowly, not wanting to startle her. I've seen her woodworking before, but when I see her eyes, I know immediately that that's not what she's doing now. Her eyes are open, but they are glowing a weird hue of green. Her hands, which are holding Aldrich's staff, have a strange hue to them too, a dark gray starting at her fingertips and working its way back down her fingers. 

"Sarra, are you okay?" I grip her shoulder and she jolts, dropping the staff and turning to me, blinking. The color fades immediately from her eyes, and I look down to see that it also has from her hands. "What are you doing? What's happening? Are you okay?" I barrage her with questions, and she shakes her head. 

"I'm fine, I'm fine," she says, a little dazedly. "I'm just working on the staff." 

"But your eyes were green," I tell her. 

She scowls. "Really?" 

"Yeah, and your hands were turning gray."

Her frown deepens, and she looks at her fingers. "You sure?" 

"Yes," I say. She looks thoughtful for a moment and then picks up the staff again. "Have you worked out anything about it yet?" I ask. 

"No, but there's definitely magic here I've never come across. I'm making some progress, but it's slow," she says. 

"Well, maybe be careful." 

She nods. "Okay. Next time I work on it, I'll do it when you're here, and you can tell me if the same thing happens," she offers. 

"I think that's a good idea."

"So why are you here before dinner?"

"I've had an eventful day," I say, and sink down into a chair. 

"What happened? Did you pass out somewhere embarrassing again?" she asks. 

"Oh, no. It was much bigger than that." I start from the beginning, telling her about Henrik asking me to join the swim race, right through to what just happened. 

"Maddy, this is amazing," she says when I'm finished. Her eyes are wide and she's crouched down in front of me, gripping the chair. 

"I know. A fucking eight-foot bear showed up in front of everybody and saved my life and then froze an entire spring," I say. "It's like something from one of our books."

"You need to walk into that feasting hall tonight like you are the one who is eight feet tall!" she exclaims. Her eyes are gleaming and she's grinning at me. "You need to own this. You are, right now, the most powerful fae here, and the closest to being a Valkyrie." 

I stare at her. "You think so?" 

"Yes," she says. She stands up and barks a laugh. "Yes! You need to rub this in Inga and Orgid's faces as much as you can. You need to show that bitch Brynhild that you can do ice magic, too."

"Oh, fates, I don't want to be anywhere near Brynhild," I groan.

Sarra's smile falters. "You froze a whole spring, right?"

"Well, either the bear or I did, yeah."

"The thing is, Maddy, you really do need to learn more control." We both look toward a bookcase that I accidentally drenched, ruining half the books on it, and a smashed vase on the mantelpiece that I broke with some wayward shards of ice. 

"Yeah, I guess you're right. And Harald will believe me now. He didn't when I tried to tell him in the forge yesterday, but now he'll have no choice." 
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The entire feast hall falls quiet when I walk in. I deliberately go in late, at Sarra's encouragement. She said I had to own it, so I will. 

Within two minutes of moving into the room, I'm surrounded. 

"How did you do it?" 

"What was it like?" 

"Why did she act independently of you?" 

"When did it first happen?"

They are throwing questions at me so fast I can't even work out what all of them are saying. 

"Give her some space," calls Harald, and everybody falls silent as he pushes his way through the group. He claps me hard on the shoulder, and I only just stop myself from stumbling. "Sorry I doubted you, rook," he says to me with a cheerful grin. "Tomorrow, you and I are having a conversation about val-tivars." 

"Really?" I say. 

"Really, hersir," he corrects me. 

"Do you know why she acted independently of me?" I ask. I know that there are at least ten other rooks around me, and I've just admitted that I don't actually know as much as they think I do, but the question slips out before I can stop it. 

"Nope. No idea." He beams at me. "But I'm excited to find out." His enthusiasm and lack of concern for the things he doesn't understand settles me, and I smile back. Erik comes up behind him, and he gives me an equally interested smile. 

"As am I. I knew you were here for a reason, rook." 

"Thank you, hersir," I mutter. I go up to the food table, pushing my way through the crowd, and load up my plate with food. Eldith smiles at me from where she is already seated at a table, and I hurry to sit with her. Within another few moments, the table's full. Everybody is asking me questions.

After thirty minutes, I'm sick of saying, "I don't know." 

"Do you think it's going to overtake you like Branka?" one of the fae asks. 

"No. None of us saw Branka's wolf," I say. "So, no, I don't think so." 

I don't tell any of them that I can see other people's val-tivars, but I do admit that I don't know why she keeps leaving. I know Inga and Orgid are listening. I can see them on the next table over with Dimec and Thira, but there's no point pretending I can call the bear at will—at some point that lie would surely be exposed—so I add loudly, "but she's saved my life every time it's been in danger." 

The questions slow down when most of the rooks realize I'm not going to be able to help them, and by the time I've finished my stew they are all talking amongst themselves, mostly about what kind of val-tivar they hope to get. 

"She really was something," Eldith says to me. 

I smile at her. "I wish I knew how to make her stay. I want to know her name."

"I told Erik about Inga and Orgid."

I raise my brows. "Why? Do you think the Valkyrie will care?"

"Yes. You're not supposed to try to kill the other rooks."

"What did he say?"

"That they would be punished accordingly."

"Oh. Thanks." Punishment from the other Valkyrie will likely not be what Kain had in mind. I think of the catacomb cells, and then the post in the middle of the Battleyard. They are the only demonstrations of punishment I've seen here, so far reserved for the disobedient fire-fae.

My eyes find Kain when I think of him. 

He's staring at me across the room, and his lips twitch when our gazes meet. His wolf flares to life beside him, and I gasp, dropping my metal spoon with a clang. Kain chuckles. 

"Bastard!" 

Eldith frowns at me. "Who? Orgid?"

"No, Kain! He did that on purpose, just to—" I catch myself and stop speaking. 

Eldith is now frowning over at the fire-fae, who is ignoring us both and languidly spooning stew into his mouth.

"Never mind." I shake my head.
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When I drift off to sleep that night, I have a dream. 

The Frost Giants are back. There are more of them this time, and they are ravaging Featherblade. Tears streak down my cheeks as they smash apart the ancient, magical wood of Odin's High Hall and freeze all of the surrounding water. One of the leaders, a monstrously beautiful female just like the one I saw dead in the water, but with violet eyes, has strung each of the winged Valkyrie up on posts, like they did to Kain. 

"Which one of you let us in?" She laughs and runs a massive finger along each of their cheeks. "I would like to thank you personally."


Chapter 16
Maddy
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"Erm, Maddy, there's someone to see you," Sarra says, waking me with a start the next morning. I'm groggy, and she sounds nervous.

I roll up into a sitting position and blink at her. "Here? Who?"

"Harald the Strong."

"Shit." I scramble out of the furs and pull my clothes on. "What the fates is he doing here? How does he even know I'm sleeping here?"

His big voice booms through the door, which is ajar. "I'll see you in the throne room in five minutes, rook!"

I pull a face. I wanted coffee and bread, not a conversation with Harald five minutes after waking up.

"This is good," Sarra says, though she's wringing her hands anxiously. "He can help you."

"I hope so." I strap on my belt with its pouches, and then pull my larger book bag over my shoulder. Who knows what the big Valkyrie has in store for me? "I'll see you later."

"Good luck!" she calls after me. 
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"Come," says Harald as soon as he sees me. 

I hurry after him as he makes his way up the steps on the left side of the hall, toward the dormitories. Is he going to reprimand me for not sleeping in my room?

"Three rooks told us what happened at the spring yesterday," he says. 

"I told you I wasn't lying about her," I say, then realize how impudent I sound. "Hersir," I add lamely. 

He snorts. "All the rooks here are talking about the bear. I meant three rooks specifically told us what Orgid tried to do to you." He slows and turns to me. "That he tried to drown you."

I swallow. "He and Inga don't like me. I'm not sure why."

"There are many fae I don't like. Much as I would like to, I do not try to drown them." He wraps his fingers around his massive, braided beard and looks at me thoughtfully. "You really do not know what they could be so upset about that they would try to end your life?"

I can always hear doubt in Harald's voice, I realize. I heard it in the Ice Court Palace when they came to get Freydis, I heard it when I told him about the bear, and now, when somebody else told him what the two arseholes did at the spring. 

Kain didn't doubt me. He said they are trying to kill me because they fear what I'm capable of.

My desire to confide in Harald drops.

"I have no idea," I say. "They just keep saying I'm a weak link and will get them killed."

Harald tilts his head in a half shrug. "I suppose they have a point." I scowl at him before I can stop myself. He laughs. "That's what it may look like to them," he clarifies, then turns and carries on along the corridor. 

I follow after him. "Will they be punished?"

"Do you want them to be?" 

"I want them to leave me alone. I'm getting stronger, and I'm learning. I'd be able to do more if I wasn't worried about them all the time."

"Do you think they'll leave you alone if we punish them?"

"No."

He chuckles. "Then you haven't seen all of our punishments." Wild thoughts of chains and torture devices flash through my mind. I'm not about to admit that I've seen the cells, but they looked reasonably comfortable to me. Before I can ask anything, though, he speaks again. "Brynhild will decide what to do with them."

"Oh."

We walk on in silence, out of the higher exit and along past the temple and its pretty garden. A small set of steps is carved from the organic wood of the path, seeming to lead straight into a dense bush covered in purple berries. Harald stops in front of the steps and looks at me expectantly.

"You want me to go into the bush?" I ask him. 

His face droops a little. "Bush," he says with a sigh. "You see a bush with red berries?"

"Purple berries."

He brightens a little. "Purple? Huh. I wonder what that means."

I'm wondering what everything means. "What do you see?" I ask eventually when he says nothing else and keeps gazing at the bush. 

"Oh, the Bear Wing."

My heart skips a beat, and I look back at the bush. "Really?"

"Yes. I hoped if your val-tivar presented itself, you'd be able to see it now."

Disappointment whirls through me.

"Are you sure⁠—"

I turn to him sharply. "Do not ask me if I'm sure she was my val-tivar," I snap, then wince. I'm shouting at a Valkyrie.

He grins at me. "Okay. You're sure. Maybe you just need more control before Featherblade shows you the Bear Wing." 

I relax a tiny bit. "What's in it?" 

"Ah, that's for you to find out. They said she was a real beauty," he says, giving me a sideways look. 

"My bear?"

He nods. "You weren't exaggerating when you told me how big she was. Or that she didn't possess you."

I look from the berry bush to him. His large eyes are trained on me. He may not have as much faith in me as I'd like, but he knows what it's like to have a bear val-tivar. 

Making up my mind, I turn squarely to face him. "Can you call yours at will?" 

"Yes. But he's always here. I can always feel him."

"So, you call him, he appears beside you, and then when you fight… does he… take over your body? Or is he beside you and he just lends you his strength?"

Harald considers me a long moment. "You are supposed to learn this yourself, but given that you are experiencing something different, I suppose it can't hurt to tell you. When I perform magic, I can just sense him, as part of me, a whisper in my mind. When I want him before me, to converse, to threaten, to increase my aura, I can call him, and he will stand beside me. When I need his power to use as my own, yes, I absorb him. I can't see him when I fight, but I hear him in my mind, no longer a whisper, but a commanding presence. He moves my limbs, uses my voice, swells my muscles."

I stare at Harald. "And you let him have that much control? You never worry that he will do something you wouldn't?" 

"He is born of me. A part of me. If I can control my own bloodlust, he will feel that boundary."

I think of Branka, and the insatiable hunger of the wolf, and then Kain. The image of the flaming, snarling wolf causes a frisson of fear to ripple through my veins. He allows that beast to control him when he fights?

"When your bear is beside you, is he solid?"

Harald's brows draw together. "No," he says slowly. "A solid being could not be absorbed. He is more like a spirit. A collection of magical energy, in the form of a great brown bear."

"My bear is solid," I say. "Not shimmery and translucent. She physically lifted me from the water, on her back. And she knocked the Frost Giant off Kain. But she can vanish into thin air, so she's not a real bear."

"I wish I had seen her," says Harald.

I take a deep breath. "Can… can I see yours?" He cocks his head and looks at me like I'm an idiot. I start speaking again, before he can and before I can change my mind. "I saw Erik's snake. And Kain's wolf."

Harald's mouth falls open. "How?"

"I don't know, but ever since I first saw her, it seems I can see other val-tivar too."

Without him moving, or changing his incredulous expression, Harald's val-tivar flickers to life beside him. 

"Odin's arse," I curse, and stumble back. 

He's huge. Fucking massive. Larger than my bear. And where she has big black eyes filled with something deep and maybe wise, the look in Harald's bear's eyes is terrifyingly mean. 

Huge fangs drip with glistening saliva as he stares at me, his dark brown fur coarse and jagged and his claws flexed and sharp.

I drag my eyes from him to look at Harald. "He's amazing," I whisper. "More vicious looking than mine."

Harald slowly shakes his head from side to side. "I wasn't sure about you," he says quietly. "But the gods rarely make mistakes."

"You don't know why this is happening to me, do you?" I say, staring again at his bear. I don't really expect him to, but at least I have more information than I did before. And I've seen this incredible beast. 

The bear cocks his massive head at me, baring his fangs again.

"No," Harald replies. "And I don't think the others will, either. I must tell them, though."

I sigh. I knew that was coming. "Please, if they know anything that could help me get her to stay, or work out how to summon her, tell me."

"Of course." His bear flickers, then fades from view. "You must get breakfast before the day starts," he says.

I start to respond, but my stomach swoops. I drop to the ground just a second before I lose consciousness. 

"Your reflexes are improving," Harald says as I come around. "You managed to avoid any risk to your head that time."

"Six hundred and seventy-one," I mutter through the nausea. He's right, though. I pretty much got my head onto the warm wood before I blacked out. 

I clamber to my feet, and my stomach grumbles loudly. "Breakfast," Harald says, and points toward the High Hall. "Keep coming back here. When the bush becomes a door, come find me."


Chapter 17
Maddy
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Ireturn to the berry bush twice a day for the next three days, but it doesn't change. 

I don't see my bear again, and worse, the more I try to practice my magic, the more wayward and errant it seems to become. Sarra relegates me to outside practice only after I almost flood her workshop. Sometimes I cause great snowstorms with a single focused thought, and other times I give myself a headache trying so hard and barely conjuring an ice cube. I'm struggling to see any pattern or reasoning for the lack of consistency, and it's only adding to my building frustration. 

Erik stops me on Saturday evening when I'm leaving the feast hall to ask me about seeing his val-tivar. 

"Harald told you, then?" I ask.

"Indeed. I wish you told me yourself."

"I wasn't sure whom I should tell. It was a lot to take in," I say.

He holds out an arm, and the snake flickers into view, sliding along his limb. She's watching me, and I gaze at her. 

"She's beautiful," I breathe.

Erik smiles, something flickering in his eyes. "You know, it is an unexpected treat to share this. I have lived a long life believing nobody else would ever see her beauty."

I look up at him. "I never thought of it that way."

"I look forward to seeing your animal," he says. "I hear from the others that she was very impressive."

I nod. "Me too."
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The other rooks lose interest in me, no longer crowding me in the feast hall or trying to talk to me during training, which I'm actually quite pleased about—even though I'm far from pleased that I haven't seen my bear again. The same is not true for Kain. His interest in me is not waning at all. I faint during my laps around Battleyard on Sunday night, and when I wake, he's ten feet away. He doesn't move to help me up or say anything; he just turns and walks away when I stand. 

I dream about him most nights, and it drives me crazy. The dreams vary wildly, from his setting the entire world on fire, to his focusing all his fiery passion on me—very specific parts of me. And because I'm clearly deranged, I wake up hot and flustered and wishing desperately that the dreams could be a reality, that I could truly feel his touch, even though I know perfectly well that it would be a deadly experience.

My longing for him must be one of those ridiculous things where your mind wants something purely because it can't have it, I think on Monday evening, as I try not to stare at him across the feast hall.

When Tuesday comes around, I'm surprised to discover that there's a small part of me that wishes I could go with the other ice-fae to train with Brynhild. 

Not being able to control my magic is a problem, and she's the obvious answer. If I'm being honest, there's also a small part of me that wants to go and show her how much I can do now, to show off, to force her to admit that she shouldn't have turned me away. 

But my pride won't allow me to go back. Added to this, I don't trust her. The more I think about how much access I allowed her to my brain in the Ice Palace courtyard, the more I regret it. I don't believe she knows about my memory power, or surely she would have said something by now. Either way, I don't want to be around her if I can help it.

So, instead of slinking back to Brynhild and asking her for help with my new ice magic, I train. 

I do my weights, and I'm happy to find that I'm still moving up swiftly. I run my laps, and once I've washed, I go to the forge. 

My shield had a good test in training on Monday, and I've realized that the straps aren't in quite the right place for the most comfort and ease of moving it around.

I carefully melt down the fixings and set about creating new ones to attach a little farther apart. I'm bent over a clamp, holding a small metal ring that I'm filing, when I get the sensation of somebody watching me. I'm used to it now. It's always Kain. 

But this is different. I hear a clatter. Kain never makes a sound when he's watching me. 

I turn around, and my muscles tense instantly. 

"I think you're getting too big for your castoff boots," Orgid says. He's entered the forge and moved a few feet to the right, and Inga has gone in the opposite direction. It's a circular room with the smelting pit in the center, so they've blocked my exit. 

My pulse quickens. "You're supposed to be in magic training," I say. 

"So are you," Inga resorts. "And besides, who the fuck is going to teach me—Kain the Ruinous?" She says ruinous sarcastically. "There's nothing that fae has ruined except his own life." 

"Leave me alone," I say. 

"How did you make your val-tivar appear?" Orgid says. They've both moved closer toward me.

"I don't know. Featherblade's doing it, not me. Now fuck off and leave me alone," I repeat. I move my hand back, feeling for anything I can use as a weapon. I close my fingers around the handle of a small hammer. 

"You know more than you're telling us. You've had secrets since we got here." 

I roll my eyes. "You're the one who has a problem with me. I've never done anything to you from the day we got in that boat at the Ice Palace. Go back to your magic training and leave me alone." 

"We don't need to go to a magic class," Inga says. "I think we can learn more from you." 

"You can't learn anything from me. I don't know how she came." 

"She?" Orgid says, and cocks his head. I'm annoyed I've given them any information at all. 

"Yes, she. Now fuck off." 

"How do you know it's a she?" 

"I just do." 

"Have you spoken with her?" 

"No." 

Inga picks up my shield, and I can't stop myself reacting.

"Give me that."

"This weighs nothing," she says, then throws it up with one hand and catches it with the other. 

"Put it down," I say. 

"Is this her?" She turns the shield to me and shows me the bear in the center. 

"You know it is." 

"Is this how you're doing it? You've created magic in the shield instead of a staff?" Orgid and Inga look at each other and then back at me. For half a second, I wonder if they're onto something. Have I accidentally created a shield instead of a staff to channel my magic? But I didn't put the bear on the shield until after I saw her. And the shield was only finished a few days ago. 

"No," I say. "It's got nothing to do with the shield." 

"Pity," Inga says. "I thought we might have actually learned something." She shrugs in an exaggerated gesture and then, to my horror, tosses the shield into the fire pit. 

I lunge for it, my hands instantly shooting ice toward the burning furnace. I get halfway to the pit, but Orgid steps forward. His shadows burst toward me, slamming me out of the way. 

I can't reach the shield. 

I see the wood burning to nothing, the metal warping as it starts to melt, the bear's face obscured by flame. 

"Arseholes!" I shout as anger floods my system. The shield was so much work, and not just mine. Sarra and I have spent so many hours creating it. It's been a comfort, something to channel my concentration—it's been everything I've needed over these weeks. 

And now these selfish, bullying pricks have destroyed it.

Ice blasts from my body, shoving Orgid back. I lunge forward again. My hand is completely covered in frost as I thrust it into the fire and yank out what remains of the shield. It's just the warped metal plate bearing the bear's face, but it's something. I'm staring at it, trying to work out if it's salvageable, when they grab one arm each. I'm about to drop to the floor to escape their grip, just as we've been taught in glima, when a voice growls across the room. Both of them freeze. 

"Take your fucking hands off her."

Kain steps through the doorway, and I glare at him. 

"I'm not a child," I spit, throwing my arms out as hard as I can whilst dropping to the ground sharply. Shards of ice fire at Ogrid and Inga, and I hear a grunt as each of my arms is relinquished.

A flurry of snow spins around me as I stand back up. For a second, they look at each other, and it's clear they are weighing their chances. But with Kain there too…

"It was a shit shield anyway," Inga snaps, and they both move toward the door. 

I swear I can see Kain restraining himself as they move past him, and the great, fiery wolf beside him snaps at their heels. They both speed up.

Kain turns to me, and my snowstorm dies. My arms are still completely covered in ice, though, and water drips around me as it starts to melt in the hot forge. But all I care about is the ruined mess of metal now lying at my feet. 

"Pricks," I mutter as I bend down to scoop it up. 

"You know, doing magic without a staff is only possible if you're a High Fae or a Valkyrie," Kain says. 

"Well, I'm no High Fae," I snap, staring at the mess of what was my shield. 

He shrugs one shoulder. "Then I guess that first day in the garden, you were right." I look at him, the memory of our conversation returning unaided. 

"Do you really believe you can become a Valkyrie?" he asked me.

"I'm not a Valkyrie yet," I say. "I have no wings." I can't help but look at the blank space where his should be. His shoulders tense. 

"You're the only rook with a val-tivar so far, princess." I start to tell him not to call me that, and he holds his hand up. "Fine, fine. How do you like 'petal' instead?" 

More of the memory of the first time I spoke to him in the flower garden plays in my mind. "You burned the petal," I say slowly. 

"I burned you too." His voice is quiet, and I glance down at my arm where he grabbed me. There's no mark there, but I remember the feeling, though now it's covered in ice.

A thought abruptly thrusts itself into my mind. 

I just plunged my whole hand into a furnace to retrieve my shield and wasn't burned.

Could he touch me if my skin was frozen? 

My face heats first, followed by my whole body. Kain, to my surprise, actually takes a step backward. Surely he hasn't realized what I was thinking? Or… is he thinking the same thing?

"Go away," I mutter. It's halfhearted, and he knows I don't mean it, but I have to at least try.

"Help me get into the vault."

I scowl, but I'm relieved at the change in subject. "No."

"I've always known you're special," he says. "Now they all do, too. You're destined for so much more."

Hearing him say I'm special makes me feel all kinds of ways that I don't know how to deal with. I don't want to be special; special means attention, and that means being at risk of having my memory power discovered. 

But to pretend that I don't want to be special to Kain, when he's standing in front of me, oozing whatever the fuck it is that makes me stupid, is impossible. 

"Flattering me won't help," I force out. "You want to get into that vault, not me." 

His eyes narrow and darken. "If I told you what I really wanted, you'd run a mile, princess."

I gulp. I don't know if he's referring to burning the world down or setting my body alight; I've seen both vividly in my dreams. And he's right. Either should make me want to run a mile. I don't know that I would, though, and I'm aware how insane that makes me.

"Regardless of what I want, Featherblade wants you in that vault. It wouldn't have shown you how to get there if it didn't. It wouldn't have given you access to me and the cells."

I look back down at the center plate of my shield. Could he be right? Does Featherblade have something for me in there?

"It's Featherblade that's giving you that beast," he says, and gestures at the melted bear face. Slowly, I raise my eyes to his.

"Is this your new tactic? Have you given up on the flattery and secret delving?" I ask softly.

"Think about it, petal," he says, then turns and walks out of the forge.


Chapter 18
Maddy
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The next morning at breakfast, Harald bangs his breastplate, and he and Erik stand in front of everybody. "I am pleased to tell you that our mighty leader, Sigrun, will shortly grace us with her presence," Erik calls as everybody falls quiet.

"There will be a feast in honor of her arrival tomorrow evening, and the strength display will be held on Friday at midday," Harald says. "So prepare yourselves, and make sure you are ready. It will be a magnificent demonstration of the work we have achieved so far. Do yourselves proud in front of our mighty leader."

The rest of the day passes quickly, nervous excitement buzzing through everyone. We swap sparring partners four times in glima, and since the episode at the spring, none of the others seem reluctant to train with me. During forging in the afternoon, I try to patch my shield. I don't have as long as I need to get it to how it was before, but it's long enough to at least fix the straps and attach new, clumsy, and heavier wooden panels, and Sarra will help me somewhat straighten out the bear's face on the front.

Harald waits until everyone has left before asking if I have seen my bear again. I tell him, through barely concealed frustration, that I haven't.

"Is that the same shield?" he asks, squinting at the rough wooden edges of my patchwork job.

"Yes."

He frowns. "What the fates happened to it?"

"It fell in the pit," I growl, refusing to look at him.

First my staff destroyed, now my shield. I square my shoulders, trying not feel ashamed that they keep getting the better of me.

"Try to show them up in front of Sigrun," Harald says quietly.

I look at him, grateful there's no pity in his voice. "How?"

"Surprise them. Surprise us all."
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The next day, I concentrate on making potions to help me if I get injured, then head over to the Battleyard. The building has not been fixed yet, but all the debris has been stacked out of the way on one side. I find a fae-sized piece of broken wood and stand it against the railings.

The best way to surprise everyone would be with magic.

I try to summon shards of ice and fling them at where the chest would be on my wooden target.

Nothing happens.

"It's too accursedly warm here," I mutter.

I try again, and a flurry of soft snow storms around me instead.

Ice, I think, concentrating. I need sharp, dangerous ice. Snow is not going to help me in a strength display.

After what must have been hours and some semi-successful attempts to shoot ice at the board, Valdis lands in the Battleyard, her wings barely causing the sand to stir as she sets her boots on the ground.

"This area is being set up for tomorrow—you need to leave."

I look up and see Erik and Harald flying toward us, carrying a huge crate between them.

"I haven't run my laps," I say, and fail to keep the relief from my voice.

Valdis gives me a sarcastic smile. "What a shame. You'll have to miss your run today." I turn to leave, but her voice makes me pause. "How many are you up to now?"

"Eight."

"When you hit twelve, come see me."

"Why?"

Her wings flutter. "I'll help you with some other exercises."

"Thanks. I'm lifting weights too," I say, and give a slightly pointless flex of my arm. All it does is show how damaged the shirt I'm wearing is.

"Good. I can show you things that will make your lungs and heart work better. Improve your stamina."

Stamina is a strength of the wolf, and even as I think the words, I see a flicker beside her.

"I'd appreciate that, thank you, hersir," I say.

Harald and Erik have landed and are pulling boards and smaller crates out of the large one.

"Is there anything else?" Valdis says pointedly, as I'm still standing there awkwardly.

Apart from the familiarity she has with Kain making me feel odd, I have a huge amount of respect for Valdis. She has never once looked pityingly at me or put me at a disadvantage in training. She was the one who fished me out of the water when I fainted on the ship, and she makes no fuss when I faint in her archery sessions.

Is she the one I should confide in?

Just as I'm opening my mouth, though, Brynhild appears in the sky above us.

"No." I shake my head.

"Then I'll see you at the feast. And Madivia?"

"Yes?"

"Go to the thrall quarters and ask for Margaery. Tell her I sent you, and you need something to wear for the display that doesn't have holes in it. And go now, so she has time to find something."

"I didn't know I was coming here, so I wasn't able to bring any clothes," I say, wishing I could hide my embarrassment. "These were lent to me from the laundry chambers."

"I'm not mocking you," she says quietly. "I want all the rooks to look presentable for Sigrun. That's all."

I nod. "Okay, thank you. I'll go find her."

"Good. Go now."

Brynhild sets down on the sand and throws me a cool look, and I hurry to do as I'm told.
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Margaery turns out to be a kindly lady, a human thrall with brown eyes and neat hair. She eyes me for a moment or two, looking appraisingly at my body. "Well, my dear, this could be tricky," she says.

"Because I'm not the same shape as everyone else?" I sigh.

Margaery looks apologetically at me. "I'm sure we can find something, though. It'll take me a while to gather everything. Let me take some measurements, and then you can go about your business," she says. She wraps a tape measure around my chest and my hips.

"I'll be in Sarra's workshop," I tell her when she asks where she can find me.

"Sarra?" she says, raising her eyebrows.

"The earth rune-marked," I clarify.

"Yes, dear, that's the only Sarra I know here. I'm just surprised to hear of a fae spending time with a thrall," she says.

I shrug, because I don't know what to say to that. "Sarra's my friend."

"She's a nice girl," Margaery agrees. "Okay, well, I'll have something for you as soon as I can."

"Thank you," I tell her sincerely.


Chapter 19
Maddy
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Sarra helps me with my hair before the feast. Braids are honor-won in Yggdrasil, but she manages to create some elaborate twists and knots that are allowed, and my long mop of silvery-blue strands actually looks half as good as my sister could have produced by the time we're both finished with it. I give my friend a hug.

"I don't know what I'd do without you," I tell her, trying to force down the pang of sadness as I think about how my sister used to make my face up before busy events to keep me calm.

"I feel the same, Maddy," Sarra says. "All the other thralls are either a lot older or already in their groups. They're not very interested in talking to me."

"Maybe that's because you're spending all your time in here with me," I say apologetically.

She punches my shoulder gently. "Don't be daft. You know we're all invited to watch the strength display tomorrow?"

"Really? It'll be nice to see your face in the crowd," I say.

"It'll be nice to get out of Odin's High Hall," she says. "No feast for us tonight, though."

"Do you want me to bring you anything back?"

"Oh yes," she says, her eyes lighting up. "Some of those pork pies, and⁠—"

I finish the sentence for her, laughing. "That sheep cheese that you love."

She grins at me. "Yes, please."

"Got it. Will do."

"And if you can sneak any brandy out, my store's getting low."

"That's harder, but I'll do my best," I say. My belt pouch is easy to smuggle small things in, but I can't really go to a feast wearing the full book sack that would be ideal for hiding a bottle of brandy in.

"What will you do tonight?" I ask her. She glances toward the table, and I give her a warning look. "You said you wouldn't work on Aldrich's staff without me here. Honestly, it was weird, Sarra. Please."

"All right, all right," she says. "I won't work on it without you. I'll have a look at your mirror."

"Thank you. After tomorrow is done, we can spend all of Saturday on the staff if you want?"

"After tomorrow, I think you will begin formation fighting on Saturdays," she says. I get an unpleasant knot in my stomach as I remember the other thing that's going to happen after Sigrun's visit. The Oskorela is supposed to begin. I shake my head, forcing the thought away.

"I'm looking forward to seeing what Margaery comes up with for you. You know she's handmaid to Valdis and Brynhild? She's going to have access to all the good stuff," Sarra tells me.

"Huh. It'll be nice not to stand out quite so much," I say. Never mind that they are all trained warriors who don't pass out at any given moment and I'm… well, me.

"Do you miss all your princess things?" Sarra asks me.

"No," I say. "But I do miss my sister."

She squeezes my arm. "Have fun tonight."

"I'll try."
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When I get to the feast hall, the food tables have all been pushed to the side to make a huge U shape around three walls. They're absolutely loaded with pastries, cheeses, breads, and cured and dried fish and meats.

There are a few fae moving around between them with plates, but there are no tables or chairs. I look to be one of the last to arrive, and my suspicion that they would all put their finest armor on for the occasion appears to be correct. Gleaming metal breastplates, shining, buffed leather greaves and shin guards, and fur collars of rich red fox and bright white mink adorn all of the rooks. I'm wearing my least scruffy shirt, the battered leather wrap, and Sarra's boots.

"Tomorrow," I mutter to myself. With Valdis and Margaery's help, I'll look better tomorrow.

I take a plate and load it up, sneaking bits for Sarra into my belt pouches while I'm fairly sure nobody's looking.

"Is that for your human friend?"

I snap my head up and see Eldith nodding at the glazed pastry pie I've wrapped in paper.

"Yes," I say.

"You ready for tomorrow?" she asks me.

"No, my magic's still a bit erratic," I admit. "How about you?"

She nods. "I'm looking forward to it."

"I'm looking forward to seeing Sigrun again." It's true—she was absolutely awe-inspiring last time I saw her, and just being in her presence made me feel like I could take on anyone, dominate whatever I put my mind to. She oozed power, but in a way that made you feel strong too, rather than intimidated, and I craved it.

"Looks like you won't have to wait much longer." Eldith is looking over my shoulder, and I turn around, my breath catching as I see her.

The magnificent Valkyrie strides into the feasting hall, and everybody falls silent as her aura crackles around, setting the air alight with energy.

"Rooks!" she calls.

She comes to a stop, her great gold wings tucked in and her arms spread wide. She turns in a slow circle, taking us all in one at a time.

"You did well when the Frost Giants attacked, but you need to do better." Her lyrical voice carries through the room, and shame washes through me. We've disappointed her. "Two of you died, and I hear it was up to your instructors to do most of the work against our enemies."

Indignation tries to work its way through the shame. Our instructors are centuries-old, battle-tested Valkyrie. None of us even have wings, let alone experience in fighting Giants.

"I want you all to rest assured that we will find out how the Frost Giants got into Featherblade." She casts an accusatory eye around us all, and I squirm in discomfort. How could she believe one of us did it? None of us are powerful enough, surely?

She claps her hands, and I'm not the only one who startles at the unexpected noise. "I have reason to believe that something big is coming." My discomfort grows, and she shakes her head, a smile pulling slightly at the corners of her green-painted lips. "As our enemies evolve, so do we. The Giants may be coming, but something big is coming for the Valkyrie too." Her eyes find mine, and I see a flicker of wings over her shoulder that aren't her own.

My skin goes cold, goosebumps rising all over my body as her gaze bores into mine. I find myself breaking it, unable to hold the eye contact, and fates be cursed, the first thing I do is look for Kain.

I find him at the back of the room, behind everybody, leaning casually against the wall, and his eyes just as fixed on me as Sigrun's.

"I look forward to seeing what you are all capable of tomorrow," the Valkyrie leader calls, finally looking away from me and around the room. "For tonight, enjoy the food and the music afforded to you by the gods."


Chapter 20
Maddy
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Within an hour, Harald is singing raucously in the center of the room while two rooks play a seated box drum and some sort of string instrument.

Initially, some of the rooks sing along with him tentatively, but before long he's managed to encourage other Valkyrie to stand up with him. Erik's wings flutter out behind him when he stands and extends an arm to Valdis.

She takes his hand, does a small bow, and tucks her wings in, and then Erik spins her so fast I gasp in delight.

Harald roars his approval and then starts to sing a different song, something much livelier. Others join Valdis and Erik on the dance floor. Unsurprisingly, Henrik is one of the first up, and he has plenty of dance partners to choose from.

"Well, this is definitely not for me," Eldith says. She's leaning against the wall beside me, chewing on a piece of dried beef. "I'll take fighting over dancing any day of the week."

I look around for Navi, thinking she's not going to be interested in dancing either, but unwilling to risk missing her being twirled around, wide-eyed, if I'm wrong.

Sadly, I can't see her anywhere in the feast hall.

"I'll see you tomorrow, Maddy. I need sleep to be ready for the display," Eldith says.

"Goodnight," I say to her.

All the warriors here talk about needing good sleep before they fight. Perhaps I should be learning something from that. But the energetic atmosphere and music are reminding me of the balls from home a little, and it's been ages since I heard a proper tune played.

My decision to stay a little longer soon proves to be a bad one. Eldith is not gone for more than five minutes before Orgid and Inga step in front of me.

I tense, then force my muscles to relax. I don't need them to see that they affect me. I stay leaning against the wall, flick my eyes over both of them, then settle my gaze on the dancers.

"I assume princesses know how to dance," Orgid says.

I don't look at him when I reply. "Whether I can dance or not has nothing to do with you."

"But I was going to ask for your hand," Orgid says sarcastically.

"Go dance with your mate, and leave me alone."

He coughs, and I glance at Inga. She's pulling an odd face, and it's the most revealing they've been about their relationship.

Are they more like brother and sister than bound mates? I don't know if it matters—whatever they are, they are close enough that it will always be the pair of them that comes after me. 

"I think she's lying. I think she can't dance," says Inga, in her usual snarl.

"Go annoy somebody else," I say.

Shadows curl from Orgid's staff, moving toward me. The room is lively and loud, and nobody is looking our way.

I don't want to let these pricks force me from the feast hall or think they can control or scare me. I really don't. But I haven't got it in me to fight with him this evening. The strength display is tomorrow, and I'm not wasting energy and emotion on these fools.

I step out of the creeping shadows' grip and push past the two of them.

"Yes, that's right. Run away, brave princess!" Inga calls after me. I don't turn. I just walk steadily away from the feast hall, and then along the bank of the water, not stopping until I reach the small bridge to Odin's High Hall.

"I could kill them for you."

The growl makes me whirl around. Kain is leaning against the outside of the nearest building.

"Tempting. I'd rather kill him myself, though," I mutter.

"I think you just don't want to be in my debt," he says, pushing himself off the warm wood and moving toward me. Low light flickers off the water, turning his scars silver against his tanned skin.

I scowl at him. "I saved your life. You owe me."

"And what would you have me do, petal, if I'm not to slay your tormentors?"

His eyes are firing with sparks tonight; he's alive with energy. It's intoxicating. And dangerous.

I just walked away from one fight. I'm not walking into another. With my own infernal body.

"Goodnight, Kain." I deliberately turn away from him.

"Sigrun's here. We're out of time. If we are to get into the records room, it has to be while she is here."

I shake my head and step along the bank. "I told you I wouldn't help you."

"And I'm telling you, it's the only way you'll survive Featherblade."

I stop and turn, hissing when I see that he's right behind me. "You can't know that."

"The treasures in that vault are beyond your imagining."

"Stop trying to manipulate me. The 'treasures in that vault' are what you want in order to set the whole damn world on fire," I snap at him.

He raises one eyebrow. "I'm glad to see you're not underestimating me."

I'm not going to tell him that my imagination has shown me in glorious, vivid detail exactly what he might be capable of.

When I say nothing, he takes another step toward me, closing the gap to inches. "You want a cure, petal, and you haven't got a snake to do it for you, so you're going to need to get into that vault."

"Are you just baiting me with this, or do you actually know of something hidden inside Featherblade that has healing powers?"

I see the indecision on his face as he stares down at me. He wants to lie to me. I know he does. But eventually, his massive shoulders drop.

"No, but Featherblade is ancient and has been home to some of history's most powerful fae. There could be anything in there."

I grind my teeth.

Why didn't he lie to me? If he had, it would be so much easier to walk away.

Do it, Maddy. Just. Fucking. Walk. Away.

But he didn't lie. For the second time, he's chosen honesty over tricking me into helping him.

I take a deep breath.

Even if I did want to help him, which I don't, because he's a convicted murderer, I would not be willing to cross Sigrun to do it. She's here to see how strong we've become, and I'm praying I can use my magic or even get my bear to show up in front of her to impress her. Breaking into her personal chambers would not achieve that goal.

If Kain is right and Featherblade wants me in that vault, then it will find a way. A way that doesn't involve breaking into the records room and risking my place here.

"Leave me alone, Kain," I say, and mercifully I manage to inject a modicum of conviction. "I'm not helping you, and I'm certainly not fucking with the most powerful Valkyrie in the world. That would be just plain stupid." Before he can speak, I hold my hand up. "And I don't like 'petal' any better than 'princess.'" I turn and stride off toward the High Hall as fast as my legs will carry me.


Chapter 21
Maddy
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When I wake, I'm still tired, and I regret not following Eldith's example and going to bed earlier. I'm equal parts excited and nervous. It's only a display, not a battle against something that might kill us—like the Oskorela—but I truly want to impress Sigrun. And I want to see my bear.

I'm washing my face when I feel the swoop in my stomach just a second too late. I clip my jaw on the basin as I drop to the ground.

It throbs when I wake up. "Six hundred and seventy-three," I murmur. I didn't hit my head, which is good, but now the fear of passing out in front of Sigrun is at the forefront of my mind. I try to soothe myself with the fact it's rare for me to pass out twice in a day. It doesn't help, though.

When I reach the feast hall for breakfast, I realize I'm not the only one who is nervous about the strength display. There's a buzzing aura of tension and excitement in the space. Rooks are either sitting alone with focused concentration on their faces as they eat, or they're speaking quietly and slightly too quickly to each other in small groups.

I'm not particularly hungry, but I force myself to eat some porridge. I know from Harald's rigorous lectures that a warrior needs food in their belly to fight. 

As I'm walking back through the High Hall after breakfast, to go and get ready with Sarra, I stop in surprise.

There are strangers here.

We never see anybody except the rooks here. Featherblade's completely inaccessible.

My curiosity piqued, I try to melt back into a column to see what's going on. There's a tall figure with black hair, pale skin, and a shadow-fae staff standing with a small woman whose elegantly styled black hair is filled with braids. The male is speaking animatedly with Valdis, who has her arms folded and appears to be less engaged than them.

I immediately get pulled to my memory gallery, and I'm well hidden enough that I don't fight it. I want to know if I recognize these folk.

I find him quickly, in a memory of bartered information with my parents. He's Lord Gloggvingr of the Shadow Court. I don't have time to relive the full memory, so I force myself to ignore the voice in my head that begins to replay what I overheard.

An uneasy feeling is coiling through my stomach as my brain puts two and two together.

A Shadow Court noble is here for the strength display. There's only one shadow-fae noble here that I know of, and that's Orgid.

Could these be Orgid's parents? I watch as the two shadow-fae nod one more time to Valdis and then turn and stride out through the High Hall main doors, following a nervous-looking human thrall. 

I move quickly to Valdis. "You should be preparing for the strength display," she says when she sees me. "Why aren't you wearing what Margaery found for you?"

"Why are they here? Who are they?" I ask. 

"None of your business," she says. 

"Are they Orgid's parents?" 

She cocks her head at me, and then gives me a resigned look. "Yes." 

"Why are they here?" 

"Because they have influence." 

"Influence?" They don't have any influence over the Valkyrie, or the gods, or anything happening in Featherblade, surely? 

Valdis' voice drops. "They have influence in the fae courts, and Sigrun wants everyone to know that we are training an army here."

"Why does she need everybody to know that?" I ask slowly. 

"Because someone, somewhere, is helping the Frost Giants. And until she knows whom to threaten directly, she'll make sure the word gets out." 

I stare at her for a moment. It makes sense, but in order to get the word out there, you would need more than just a few court nobles, wouldn't you? Unless they're particularly gossipy ones.

The doors open again. Valdis' wings flutter out and her face breaks into a smile. 

"King Mazrith," she says, and hurries forward to meet a fae who looks like no fae I've ever seen in my life. I drag my eyes from his incredible skin to the woman by his side as Valdis says, "And Queen Reyna." Valdis bows low, and my eyebrows shoot up in surprise. She doesn't look like a fae at all, and more incredibly, she has copper-colored hair. I've never seen any fae with red hair, ever.

Again, the gallery pulls me, and I duck backward to stand in the shadow of the pillar again. I'm drawn instantly to a statue of a teardrop. I hear a spy talking in hushed tones to my parents about an uprising in the Shadow Court against a cannibalistic queen, and a dark prince who has bound a human rune-marked to himself as a bride. I really struggle this time to ignore the voice and focus on the King and Queen of the Shadow Court. Valdis is talking animatedly to the fae I suppose is still her king, even though she is a Valkyrie.

The doors open again, and a young male steps through. He's barely twenty years old, but he too is wearing a crown, a magnificent gold affair that stands over a foot tall on his head. He has the telltale yellow hair of the Gold Court, and his robes are some of the finest I've ever seen. Erik, beside him, gestures around the room. His eyes land ever so briefly on me before moving back to the young king.

"Your Majesty, we're so pleased to welcome you to Featherblade for this rare treat. Sigrun wishes you to see the impressive display of strength of our next generation of Guardians of Odin." 

The King of the Gold Court throws an uneasy look at the enormous King Mazrith, and gets a suspicious glare back from the red-haired queen. "I am pleased to be here, Erik the Kind. My mother sends her apologies."

"Of course. Is she still unwell?"

"The healers believe it to be connected to this Earth Court sickness." He glances around sharply. "There are no earth-fae nobles here today, I assume?"

"No, Your Majesty." Erik shakes his head. "They felt it safer to stay within their realm." He flicks a glance my way. "All other courts are represented, though."

Almost as though somebody has slowed time, my mind connects the pieces, and I realize with a heart-stopping jolt what is coming next.

Court nobles are not enough to spread the word. The King and Queen of the Shadow Court are here, the King of the Gold Court is here, and that means…

The door opens again, and in stride King and Queen Verglas of the Ice Court.

And right by their side is Freydis.


Chapter 22
Maddy
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Ishout my sister's name, and I'm halfway across the hall before I realize that she isn't running toward me. In fact, she barely even glances at me.

She's standing straight, her hands clasped at her front, and she's looking straight over my head at Odin's throne.

My run turns into a faltering lope, then stalls.

"Freydis?"

Slowly her eyes find mine. "Hello, sister," she says.

I feel sick. I barely recognize the cold tone of her voice, although she looks exactly as she's always looked.

"How are you, daughter?" My mother's voice makes my eyes move to hers. I've never heard her call me daughter before, certainly not in public, and the question throws me completely off balance.

"I… I…" I stammer.

"Eloquent as always," my father says. I glare at him.

"I am doing well, thank you," I answer, copying Freydis' cold stance and clasping my hands in front of me. "I've survived so far."

"We hear that some fae have not," my mother says. There's something in her eyes that could be concern or care, but I can't tell. I look back at Freydis.

Surely she's relieved I'm alive and doing well? Surely I can find something in her face that shows she loves me?

She's not looking at me.

Her words in our shared bedroom that fateful night the Valkyrie came ring in my head.

"We're connected, Maddy. That won't change when I leave."

I step toward her, reaching for her hands. "Freydis, I have so much to tell you about this place. So many things have happened."

She steps back, and her face is expressionless as she shakes her head. "We are here at the invitation of the Valkyrie, to watch the strength display. You need not tell me what I am about to see for myself," she says, and her reprimanding tone makes my heart ache, because it is the one she has always used with me. Except the words are hollow, her demeanor hard as ice.

"Freydis," I whisper. My eyes are burning. "Freydis, I've been trying to use the⁠—"

"Your Majesties, welcome to Featherblade." Brynhild's voice rings out, and we all turn. She is standing at the top of the steps and begins to sweep down them. My family all bow in unison.

I turn back to Freydis and speak quickly and quietly, not caring if my parents hear, but not wanting the ice-fae Valkyrie to. "The mirror. Please, Freydis, let me explain, let me⁠—"

"Madivia?" Brynhild's sharp tone is right behind me, and I turn to her with my teeth clenched. "Why are you still here?"

"I haven't seen my sister in weeks." And before that, we spent every single day together. I'm struggling to keep my emotion in check. All I want, more than anything in the world, is to hug Freydis. To feel her embrace, to hear her say she loves me.

"Nobody here has seen their families. That is part of your training. You think because you are a royal, you are exempt from this rule?"

"No, hersir," I grind out.

"Then why are you still here?"

This might be my only chance to see Freydis, and I have to do whatever I can to make her realize that I'm sorry—that I didn't mean to be here instead of her.

If I can't tell her about my magic, or the bear, or Kain, or any of the other things that have happened here, and I can't find out how she is, and whether she is still getting the headaches, or making any progress with the tiara, then at least I can try to prove to her that I still care.

"I believe my sister would make a magnificent Valkyrie," I say, turning from Brynhild to Freydis. "I think you should reconsider her for training here."

I swear for a second something flickers in my sister's eyes. But then she fixes her gaze on Brynhild. "We are grateful for this invitation," she says, and bows her head.

"Sigrun is keen that you see how well the training is going," Brynhild answers, moving toward them, past me. "Madivia, we will see you in the Battleyard."

"I hope you do us proud," my father adds, but I can't hear much hope in his voice.

"Stay safe, daughter," my mother says, and they turn and follow Brynhild from the hall.

My intense gaze is still fixed on Freydis, and I will her to say something to me, to step forward and hug me, to wish me luck. Anything.

She blinks at me, then turns and walks after the others.

"Freydis, I'm sorry," I whisper as I watch her walking away. But the door closes behind her and I know she never heard me.
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I'm able to hold back the tears until I get to Sarra's workshop, but as soon as I see my friend, my control crumbles.

"What's wrong?" she asks, setting down a huge sack that she scooped up when I came in.

"My family are here," I croak.

"Your sister?" Sarra says apprehensively, although I assume she already knows what I'm going to say from the fact that I'm crying.

"She hates me."

"Oh, I'm so sorry, Maddy." Sarra folds her arms around me. "She'll come around. You've got your whole life to work it out. She just needs more time."

My whole life. There's a concept that's never really meant anything to me.

"I have as long as the blackouts give me, and right now she won't even speak to me."

"It's not your fault, Maddy. She knows that; she's just disappointed. It must have been such a shock for her, and I'm sure she will forgive you. It's only been a few weeks, and if she wanted this as much as you think she did, then it's going to take her a while to let go of it."

I nod, Sarra's words a balm on my devastation.

She's right. It's not been that long, really. I just so hoped that the lack of contact with the mirror was a mistake.

I knew, though, deep in my gut, that it wasn't. I knew Freydis was choosing not to speak to me.

The cold look in her eyes, her frosty tone—it couldn't be further from the motherly warmth she's shown me my entire life.

The tears burn again, and Sarra moves back, gripping my arms.

"Maddy, you have less than an hour before you have to be in the Battleyard. I'm sorry, but you have to dig deep and channel some of that Valkyrie determination."

I blink at her.

"I know it hurts, and I'm sorry, but you don't have time for this right now."

She's right. I have to pull myself together, at least for the rest of the day. Later, I can cry all I want. And I probably will.

"Look, I have something for you. Margaery stopped by." Sarra lets go of me and moves to the bag. "Get dressed. We'll sort your hair out, and then you're going out there and you're going show your family, and Sigrun, that you can become a fierce-as-fuck Valkyrie."

Her words make my shoulders square, and I swipe the moisture from my eyes.

My family have no idea that I'm able to use my ice magic now. After two decades of being shut away in a tower, I finally have a chance to show them what I'm capable of. It might not help my sister forgive me, but it might at least prove that the gods were right to choose me.
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When I'm dressed and standing in front of Sarra, I can see that she's impressed before she speaks.

"Maddy, you look fantastic," she says. I beam at her. If it weren't for what had just happened with Freydis, I would feel fantastic.

I'm wearing trousers that actually fit me for the first time since I got here, both around my backside and my thighs, before they taper neatly into Sarra's boots. The shirt I'm wearing has sleeves that come all the way down to my wrists and then tie with short leather cuffs which lace up the side, and they protect the most vulnerable part of my forearms. A wide collar tucks low into a new leather wrap, and this one is so much stiffer and thicker than my other one. It takes a few minutes for me to get used to bending in it, but it's going to stop all but the sharpest blade, the leather is so thick. There's a faint design carved onto it, and as I squint at the mirror, I realize that it's of snowflakes.

Am I wearing a hand-me-down from Brynhild's wardrobe? The twinge of unease that comes with that melts away, though, as I turn and bend in front of the mirror. She is one of the most magnificent ice-fae to have ever lived, and wearing her old armor is practical and probably effective. I didn't need to like her to do myself a favor and dress for the oncoming fight.

There are leather shin wraps that match the wrist cuffs, and Sarra helps me lace up before tying my hair back in a sturdy knot at the nape of my neck, tucking all the loose strands in and then pinning them so that they won't get in my way.

I pick up my shield. It's not quite as light or complete as I hoped it would be, and it's certainly not as beautiful as it was, but it does display the image of my bear in the center of the plate of metal, and the wood around it will protect me to some extent. I check my belt pouch for my tinctures and potions that we've learned to make in healing, along with the dagger I always keep in there.

"I think I'm ready," I tell Sarra.

"Yes, I think you are," she says. "I'll see you up there. Good luck."

"Thank you for everything, Sarra. Thank you."


Chapter 23
Maddy
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The atmosphere in Odin's High Hall is even more intense than it was in the feasting hall. Everyone is moving around, restless energy filling the huge space. I can't help soaking it up, and my stomach squishes nervously as I look for Eldith. Annoyingly, I find myself looking for Kain too, but there are no Valkyrie in the room. Navi is one of the few fae sitting still, in her meditative, cross-legged position. The skittish energy is making it hard for me to concentrate on any one thing, my eyes skipping over the paintings on the walls, the signs over the doors, the decoration on the throne, the whorls in the wood of the staircase, the⁠—

"Madivia."

The hissed voice is the last one I would expect to hear, and I spin around.

I can't see her… but I'm sure I heard⁠—

"Over here."

The door to the Scholar's Hold is ajar, and I can see movement in the gap. I hurry over, slipping through the door and staring in surprise at my mother.

"Aren't you supposed to be at the Battleyard?"

"I feigned feminine requirements," she says airily. "I wanted to see you."

She looks beautiful. Her delicate, jewelry-covered hair and regal gown are topped with a thin, pale hooded cloak, but it does nothing to diminish her grand appearance.

I open my mouth, but I'm not sure what to say. Where to even start.

"Have you made friends?" she asks.

It's not the question I'm expecting, but I nod. "A few."

I see the tiniest flash of concern in her eyes. "Any of the nobles' families?"

Suspicion collides with my disappointment. She hasn't asked how I am, or if I need anything. I know what is causing her concern.

"Nobody knows about my power, Mother. Your secret is safe," I say heavily.

"Oh, Madivia, you wound me," she says, touching her chest. "I was merely inquiring as to how well you are equipping yourself here. It's not like strength or magic will keep you safe; you need strong allies. That is how we have fared so well as a court."

Blackmail is how they keep their allies. But I say nothing. In her mind, what she is saying might be true. It might genuinely be her way of caring.

Her eyes dart over my clothes. "These are new?"

"They were Brynhild's. Did you bring me any of my clothes?"

Something that might be guilt crosses her face. "No, I didn't know we could bring you things."

I shrug. "No, you probably can't." It wouldn't have stopped me trying, though.

"Where is your staff?"

"Destroyed. In an accident."

This time, real concern shows on her face clearly. "What kind of accident?"

"Someone here melted it."

"Melted?"

"A fire-fae."

"The Valkyrie murderer with no wings?" she whispers.

"No. Inga. Another rook."

"Oh." She touches a delicately painted fingernail to her lip. "So, you have no magic at all now?"

For a moment, I think about trying to use some. But I'm moments from the strength display, and I don't want to risk messing anything up.

"I am learning a new magic. Valkyrie magic," I say evasively instead.

"Oh. And it is not affecting your… other powers?"

"Not yet."

"Madivia, we don't have much time, and as a princess of the Ice Court, you are still bound to us."

I frown. Where's she going with this? "Yes. Valkyrie still belong to their courts," I say.

"Exactly. Now, the new King of the Gold Court has just elevated a human to a powerful position in court." She barely manages to stop her lip curling. I bite the inside of my cheek.

Ah. I know exactly where this is going.

"Could you just take a moment to see if you have any information on the human's clan?"

My mother is not interested in my health, progress, or happiness. She just wants to use my memory magic.

I want to say no. It would be the first time.

But will that make things worse with Freydis? Will it look like I'm turning my back on my family?

A gong sounds from the throne room, and it's followed by a shout.

"Rooks, let's go!" Harald's bellow saves me the decision. My mother's face falls as I step backward, toward the door.

"I must go. Goodbye, Mother."

I don't give her time to reply. I slip through the door and merge with the throng of rooks making their way out of the main doors.

Anger and disappointment are trying to claw up my chest, but I draw hard on Sarra's no-horseshit attitude from before. I don't have time for emotion today. I have to be a warrior. And besides, I shouldn't be surprised. It's the only relationship I've ever had with my mother. Why would that have changed now?

Because I'm on a stage with twenty-one stronger, faster, more powerful fae battling for glory?

My apprehension grows with every step we take toward the Battleyard, and it's only slightly calmed by Eldith and Henrik falling into step beside me.

"What do you think we're going to have to do?" asks Roge, Henrik's gold-fae friend.

"I don't know, but I hope it has to do with blades and not magic," Henrik mutters.

"It wouldn't surprise me if it was a team event," says Eldith, and Roge scoffs.

"Not a chance! They need to show us all off."

"Maybe an obstacle course?" I say, and all three of them look at me. "I saw some of the things the Valkyrie took over to the Battleyard the other day, and it would be a good way to test us all individually," I admit.

"That would be good," says Henrik, rubbing his hands together.

"Hmm," says Eldith doubtfully. "I think they'll make us fight."

When we reach the sandy arena, my mind finally stills at the scene we're met with.

"You were right," breathes Roge.

"Wow, they have been busy," Henrik mutters.

Eldith nods.

The arena is unrecognizable, filled with contraptions and obstacles so numerous and spread out that I can't work out what each thing does.

"Keep moving!" calls Valdis, and we climb a small set of steps onto a raised wooden platform with railings at the side of the ring. Before I can start to make sense of what's before us, Sigrun swoops over our heads, doing a lap around the rings of raised seats that have been set up around the Battleyard. There are probably a hundred spectators, I guess. 

"Welcome, rooks." Sigrun's voice magically echoes through the air. "And honored guests! You are here to bear witness to the progress the elite of the five courts has to offer the gods as their own personal army. Let me show you what the rooks will be asked to endure today," she calls, banking toward the left side of the arena. She gestures at a stack of rounded boulders all a little larger than an apple. "The rooks must collect a boulder and make it through all the obstacles with it intact. If they lose it, they must start over."

Eldith and I look at each other before Sigrun continues.

"First is Heimdall's Bridge." 

From our raised vantage point, I see that she is hovering over an area covered in sharp shards—what appears to be broken glass—in front of a tall post with five small sacks hanging from sticks at various heights. "Using whatever projectile they like, rooks must shoot all five targets to lower the planks and cross safely," she says, then takes her spear and shoots a beam of light at the top sack on the pole. A board shimmers into being out of nowhere over part of the glass-covered sand. 

She flies over the rest and gestures at the next obstacle, which is simply a ten-foot-long carpet with barriers made from large sandbags on each side. "Then we have the Gauntlet. One randomly selected rook from each strain of combat must be bested. So, that's one archer, one blade fighter, and one glima fighter."

Shit. Please don't let me get Inga, Orgid, or Navi, I pray. Most of the rooks here could best me in combat, but those three would actually try to do me some damage.

"After that," Sigrun calls, flying on, "we have my personal favorite. Fenrir's Leap." It's a raised wooden pool, only a foot off the ground, but I can see from here that it is filled with something black and steaming. Four large logs are bobbing around in the thick liquid. "Rooks must make their way over the hot tar using nothing but the logs. This is the only obstacle where magic is not allowed. Drop the boulder, and you're starting again."

My balance is okay, but not exceptional, and the idea of falling into hot tar does not appeal.

"Lastly, we have the Serpents' Crawl," Sigrun says, moving over a shallow trench that snakes its way all the way past the other obstacles, back to the pile of boulders at the start. It is filled with a vivid green liquid and covered with a shining metal net adorned with glinting barbs. "Rooks must crawl the length of the Battleyard to return their boulder. The fastest to complete the course will receive a reward from me, personally."

She turns in the air to face us on our stand. "Rooks. There are few rules here, but I do not expect you to do any lasting harm to your opponents in the gauntlet. After today, formation fighting will begin and you must learn to work together to defend Yggdrasil from peril." She raises one perfect brow. "However, this is a competition. Don't go easy on your friends. Try to win. The spoils will be worth it. And so will the glory." Her voice gets louder. "Honor is the end of all things, and if you wish to show these fae here—and more importantly, Featherblade—what you are capable of, then today is the day. Be strong, be valiant, be fierce. Win!"

The rooks explode into clapping, myself included. For a few minutes, in the wake of her powerful words, I feel like I can win.

Unfortunately, I'm unable to hang on to the feeling for very long.


Chapter 24
Maddy
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The first rook up is Garda. She's repeatedly proven herself as one of the best of the twenty-one of us left, and I'm expecting her to do well. In fact, I'm rooting for her. I want her to do well.

She grabs her boulder and fires shadow magic at each of the bags. She does it so fast that all five drop quickly, creating a complete bridge over the shards of broken glass. We all cheer as she runs across it and slows to a halt at the start of the gauntlet.

It's divided into three, and from our stand, where the rest of us are watching and waiting, Dimec has been designated a bowman.

Garda takes a deep breath and runs as fast as she can, holding her shield up to one side of her. Dimec's arrows ping off the shield and Garda skids to a halt at the line that marks the next rook: the blade fae. She whips out her sword, still clutching the boulder in the same hand as her shield, and has the other rook on their back, blade out of hand within sixty seconds.

Once again, we all cheer. She's up against Henrik in glima, and I wonder how having to hold on to the boulder is going to affect her. She just closes her fist around it and smashes her arm hard into the side of Henrik's head. He's clearly not expecting it and falls to the ground with a yelp.

Laughter filters through the crowd as she picks her weapons back up and races on to the next obstacle: Fenrir's Leap. She skips up the foot-high step with no problem whatsoever and pauses to take a breath. Tentatively, she sets one foot on the log, and we all gasp as it starts to roll, bouncing in the steaming, sticky liquid. She pulls her foot back and takes another deep breath. She looks behind her, looks ahead, and then tosses her shield onto the sand. Presumably she doesn't believe she's going to need it again, and she'll have less weight.

"She should lose the sword too," I mutter. "She'll be able to balance better." She obviously has the same thought, because she unbuckles the weapon from her belt and tosses that, too. Holding nothing but the boulder, she spreads both her arms out either side and begins to move across the logs.

She moves swiftly and surely, and it's not until the end that she slips ever so slightly, one boot touching the tar before she makes a giant leap for the other side. She lands hard on the sand, slipping on the wet boot and bringing down her whole weight on one knee. She stumbles as she stands up, but as she starts to move again, another cheer goes up.

With a burst of speed, she runs to Serpents' Crawl and throws herself under the net, careful to avoid the barbs.

Everybody in the stand hears her cry of surprise as her body is engulfed by the green liquid. I see her wince even from here. She starts to move quickly, crawling, using the strength of her arms to drag her through the trench. Mud is churning up around her with the green goo, but she keeps pushing through. When she gets to the other end, she's a little too quick to get out, and we all see the barbed net catch the back of her leather armor and gouge out a chunk of the material.

It doesn't slow her down, and she runs back to the pile of boulders and sets hers back down on the top, throwing her arms up in success.

A roar goes up from the crowd.

"Garda sets a time of four minutes thirty," Sigrun calls. "Next!"

Harald steps up and randomly selects three more of us to man the gauntlet, and then the next rook goes—Niclas, a small-built male shadow-fae. He's not as fast as Garda, nor is he so good on the logs, slipping one leg in up to the knee.

When he returns, he's got an angry red burn on his shin.

"What do you think's in that green stuff?" Garda whispers to him.

"I don't know, but it stings like shit," he replies.

Navi leans over. "What do you mean it stings?"

"I don't know, it's like it's full of biting animals or something. It itches—it's horrible," Garda answers, rubbing her arms where the stuff still clings to her shirt.

Navi sits back, her face thoughtful.

Another fae takes so long to hit the first two targets that the crowd actually starts to chant at him. Once he's got them all down, though, using a bow and arrow, he's the fastest over the logs, moving so quickly he just skips across them. He takes a lot longer on the crawl, though, coming in last of the three so far.

The next up is Orgid. I'm annoyed that I haven't been selected to shoot arrows at him. I'm even more annoyed when he completes the course in record time, using his shadows consistently as he goes, even to help pull himself along the crawl.

"Orgid is our new leader at four minutes ten," Sigrun announces when he's finished, and I see his family cheering.

"Prick," I mutter.

"Agreed," Eldith says.

The next rook to go falls off the logs and into the tar completely. The audience falls quiet, especially those of us who've seen the angry red burn on Niclas' leg. She pulls herself out fast, and then she runs the Serpents' Crawl. The tar covering her body begins to mingle with the bright green liquid, causing the mud to thicken even further. It takes her a painfully long time to crawl through, and by the time she gets out, she looks like a lobster, her skin's so red. Erik pulls her to one side after she's dropped her boulder and Sigrun has announced her time, and I think everybody is relieved she's getting some help.

Henrik's up next, and I'm willing him to beat Orgid's time with everything I've got. He uses his vines to shoot down the targets incredibly fast, and he makes short work of all of the rooks manning the gauntlet. He copies the rook who cleared the logs quickly, moving so fast across them that they barely have time to roll, and then powers his way through the now tarry, bitey, sticky Serpents' Crawl.

"Four minutes fifteen," Sigrun announces.

"Loki's balls," I mutter.

Next is Eldith, and I'm selected to be on the bow and arrow. As she's running my part of the gauntlet, I halfheartedly shoot toward her, knowing perfectly well I'm going to miss. I know Sigrun said we had to play to win, but there's no way I'm going to sink an arrow into her.

She does well, but she doesn't come close to beating Henrik or Orgid's times. In fact, she doesn't beat Garda's time. But she comes out completely unscathed, and I'm pleased.

"Rook Madivia," Harald barks, and my stomach knots.

It's my turn.


Chapter 25
Maddy
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Please don't pass out. Please don't pass out. Please don't pass out.

I repeat the prayer in my head all the way down to the start line. I grab a bow and a quiver of arrows out of one of the chests that's open on the side of the arena, and then I grab a sword from another. It's a clunky thing, but it's the best of the bunch in the practice box, and until I make my own sword, there's not a lot else I can do. My shield is shoved up my arm on its straps, and I arrange the quiver and the bow as best I can as I pick up the boulder. I feel like my hands are full, and my pulse is racing.

I've spent my entire life hidden away from public view, and now here I am, every eye in the arena trained on me. For a beat, I feel frozen. Paralyzed.

No one is supposed to see me. I don't exist. I'm a princess' handmaid.

The thoughts batter me, and my brain starts to spin.

They're not there. They're not there. Just pretend they're not there and get through this. Do what you can. Ignore what you can't.

My sister's mantra causes a lurch in my emotions, and my shoulders straighten. Whenever I've done the best in training, it has been through anger or shame.

Don't pretend they're not there. Use them. Show them who you are, what you can do. Show them that you're better than they all think you are.

I take a deep breath, draw my bow, and aim for the first sack.

I miss, and I hear a smattering of laughter. I feel my cheeks heat and grit my teeth.

Archery is something I'm good at.

Come on, Maddy, sort it the fuck out.

I draw again and hit the sack, but barely give myself time to celebrate. I draw again and again and again, making short work of all of the rest of the sacks as the platforms fall over the broken glass.

There's no cheer, but I don't care. I won't need the bow and arrow again, so I drop it. There's no point taking it with me; it's unwieldy and annoying.

I hurry across the bridge and raise my shield as I run the gauntlet. Just before I do, though, I make a stupid mistake. I look at who is behind the bow and arrow on the raised platform. Inga.

Of course it's fucking Inga.

With a deep breath, I sprint across the section she's covering. Everybody else has fired two arrows, three if they were quick enough. Somehow, Inga manages five, and I only manage to block four of them with my shield. The fifth slides past, the shield too heavy for me to lift high enough to block. It misses my leather wrap completely and glances across my shoulder. I feel the skin split and hot pain leap through my nerves, then realize I'm barreling toward the blades rook. It's the bulky earth-fae Staffan, whom I've sparred against in glima before. He's got a foot on me in height, and I know immediately what I have to do.

I don't slow down. I barely draw my sword in time to block his blow, and then I drop all my weight to the ground and just skid underneath him, swiping back at his legs as I go through in a halfhearted attempt to look like it's a fight. I'm past him, fast.

I drop the blade and the shield as I reach the glima opponent, now just gripping the boulder in my hands. It's a female ice-fae, Erika, whom I don't know well, but she looks serious as I face her. I relax my stance as Eldith taught me and let her throw the first punch. I catch her arm, drop, sweep my leg, and use her own momentum to roll her as hard as I can across the ground. It works almost too well. We both roll, and I have to struggle to hold on to the boulder. She grapples with me on the ground, but a well-aimed kick to the calf makes her yelp, and I leap to my feet.

I'm through. I'm through the gauntlet. I have no weapons and no shield, but I do still have the boulder.

It takes me a second to jump up the footstep to Fenrir's Leap, and I eye the logs warily. I've seen more people fail here so far than anywhere else, but the people I've seen do the best have gone fast. I take a deep breath, put my arms out to each side, and run. The second my foot makes contact with the log, it lurches and I've clearly miscalculated how I'm supposed to distribute my weight. Speed is on my side, though, because my other leg has carried me across the log just as I kick it out behind me.

Steam from the tar fills the air around me, and suddenly its heat is overwhelming.

Panic bursts up through me, and horrifyingly, I can feel my magic growing with it. This obstacle does not allow magic. If I get eliminated, I'll have to start again, or worse, not finish the course.

My panic lends speed to my feet, and I'm flying across the logs now, feeling them spin beneath me. The next thing I know I'm tumbling off the edge, landing hard on my shoulder as snow begins to flurry around my body. I keep rolling, trying to get myself as far away from Fenrir's Leap as I can so that nobody can accuse me of using magic near it.

Somehow, miraculously, I'm completely void of tar, but I'm sweating. I'm too hot, and the hotter I get, the more magic rises in me.

I stay on the ground and crawl toward the trench. The boulder's gripped tight in my hand, and as soon as I enter the murky green liquid, I discover what the others were talking about. It's like being bitten all over my exposed skin by tiny teeth. The only parts of me not being assaulted are my leather-covered torso and my feet inside Sarra's boots.

So many people have been in the tar and also through the trench that the green liquid is thick and difficult to move through, and my arms aren't as strong as the others'. I'm pulling myself forward in a crawl as fast as I can, but I'm painfully aware how slow it is. Snow flurries around me, adding more liquid and obscuring my vision. The sense of urgency and panic isn't relenting, even though I'm off the logs, and as I look up and see the sharp points of the net stretched taut only half a foot beyond, claustrophobia begins to press in.

I'm stuck here. Trapped.

I'm halfway, perhaps, so there's no benefit to going back. All I can do is go forward, but I can't do it quickly. There's no way out. I'm going to have to keep pushing my way through this thick, horrific, stinging, painful, hot—so fucking hot—ooze.

I have to get out of here.

Some part of me, a tiny part, is aware that this is a panic attack. But the rest of me, the dominant part, genuinely believes that if I don't get out of here right now, I'm going to burn up and die.

But there is no way out.

I can't breathe. It's too hot to breathe. It's too hot to⁠—

Ice bursts from my fingertips, my arms, my chest—firing from every single part of my body, slamming power through my terrified thoughts.

No, no no no no no!

Within seconds, I'm completely frozen into the ice, only my head and shoulders above it. I'm numb, and it's not from the cold—it's from the shock of what happened.

How is this possible? I was scared that I was trapped because I was overheating. Now? I'm frozen into a solid block of ice.

I'm sucking down air, trying to slow my thoughts, my panic, enough to calm down, to work how to get out of this shitshow I've created. There's a swooping in my stomach.

I just have time to curse every god who ever existed before I black out.
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It takes me sixty seconds to remember where I am and what has just happened when I come around.

I froze myself into the green, itchy ooze in front of all the other rooks, my family, and Sigrun.

The nausea is worse than usual, and for a beat I really think I might throw up.

I take a heaving breath to try to counter it and realize that the ice around me isn't actually solid anymore. Blacking out must have severed my out-of-control magic. I move one elbow forward through the sludge, and my body moves an inch.

The sound of cracking ice around me is the only thing I can hear in the otherwise deafening silence.

I move my other arm, my head swimming and my vision blurred. Shame like I've never felt before is threatening to send me face-first into the melting mud.

They all saw me.

I wanted them to see my magic. I wanted them to see my bear. What they've seen is a colossal fucking mess.

I push harder with my right arm, trying not to think about the fact that I'm still trapped. I drag myself forward and hear a solitary cheer.

"You can do it, Maddy!" It's Sarra.

Tears brim in my eyes. Sarra says I can do it.

My options are: die here in the middle of a trench of sheer fucking embarrassment, or haul my sorry arse to the end of this obstacle.

I move my arms, one at a time, focusing on nothing but the inches each movement gains. I get into a rhythm, dislodging the last of the ice around me, and the itching starts again. I manage to build enough momentum to move my knees through the sludge, forcing my way through as hard as I can.

It takes an age to get to the end, but I get there. When I drag myself to my feet, I can't raise my head. I can't look at the people around me. My shoulder is burning, and I remember Inga's arrow as I stagger to the pile of boulders. When I drop mine on it there's a huge whoop, I assume from Sarra, and a small smattering of claps. I still can't look up.

I hurt, and I'm dizzy. Adrenaline, shame, and the aftermath of the genuine terror I felt under that metal net combine to make me feel sick.

I can't throw up in front of everyone. Please, gods, leave me some fucking dignity.

"Rook," I hear Valdis bark. I force my chin up and see her coming toward me, gesturing me to return to the stand. I don't see pity in her face.

I walk uneasily to the steps.

"Eight minutes forty," calls Sigrun. I hear another couple of claps, and some laughter.

"Next up, Rook Merit!" bellows Harald. Merit hurries past, throwing me an awkward glance as she goes.

"Good job finishing," Valdis says quietly as she comes to stand beside me.

"Good job?" I mutter. Bile is clawing up my throat and my face is burning. My ice bath has cooled my body, thank the fates, but I'm sure shame is going to keep my face hot for hours. Maybe even days.

"You didn't give up. Here." She passes me a small horn, stoppered with a cork. I take it from her with hands that have started to shake, hard. A cheer goes up as Merit starts her run. "It's just brandy."

I fight with the stopper a minute, then drain the horn. The liquid burns away the bile, and I concentrate on the feeling of it, focusing on nothing else. The dizziness lessens.

"Thanks." I hand the empty horn back to her. She nods, then moves to stand at the side of the Battleyard again.

I'm gripping the rail, trying to force myself to move up the steps to join the others, when Brynhild strides over. Another roar goes up from the crowd, and I look over to see that Merit has cleared the logs.

"You will come to magic training on Tuesday," Brynhild says quietly. "That is not a request."

My stomach sinks even further, but I've just demonstrated that I now have ice magic and that I cannot control it. What choice do I have?

I pull myself up the stairs when she strides away, and the sniggering starts immediately.

Keeping my gaze glued to the planks, I move to the back of the crowd and lean against the railings. My clothes are sodden, and everywhere the fabric touches, my skin itches. Pain burns in my shoulder, and I want more brandy. Anything to distract me.

"Five minutes two!" calls Sigrun, and mercifully, most of the rooks' attention moves back to the Battleyard, cheers going up for the shadow-fae.

I haven't escaped Inga or Orgid, though.

"Wow," says the shadow-fae noble as he saunters over, Inga at his side.

"Fuck off, Orgid," I spit.

"And to think we thought you had something we didn't," he says.

"Rook Inga!" calls Harald. To my relief, they both whirl around, moving away.

Somebody else fills the empty space immediately. "You need to learn to control your magic."

"I know, Eldith," I grind out. "You think I'm not aware that was a fucking disaster?"

She pulls a face. "Want some help with that?" she asks, pointing at my shoulder. I can't really see the wound.

I glance over her shoulder, and everyone is now watching Inga take her run.

"Is it bad?"

She peers at it. "No. But it's full of mud and shit. It needs cleaning."

"Thanks," I mumble.

I give Eldith one of the poultices from my pouch, which is filled with disgusting liquid too, and she carefully cleans and dresses the hole in my skin. It stings like shit, but I stay as still as I can.

"I'm surprised you're willing to be seen talking to me, let alone helping me," I say quietly.

Inga has finished her run in just under four minutes, and I get a smug sense of satisfaction that she's covered head to toe in the green shit.

"You didn't give up," Eldith says. "Plus, it takes some power to freeze the whole trench." I give her a look, and for the first time ever, I see her smile. "Especially with yourself in it."

She's not mocking me to hurt me, I realize. She's trying to make light of it. To lessen my embarrassment.

"Eldith, how am I going to face my family?" I whisper. "They all saw that."

"Was it your sister who cheered for you?"

Heat fires at the back of my eyes. "No. My human friend."

"Then fuck your family. If they didn't want you to make it, then who cares what they think?"

I blink.

"This is good now. I'm going to watch the others," she says, then, with a tap on the arm, she heads to the front of the stand.

I stare after her, my mind in turmoil.

She's right. If they wouldn't even cheer me on, then I'm not doing this for them. But who the fates am I supposed to prove myself to if not them?

Sigrun. Featherblade.

I rub my hand over my face and regret it. There's ooze all over it, and it stings.

I've done the complete opposite of what I hoped for today.

There's a collective gasp from everyone in front of me, and curiosity takes me five steps forward without thinking.

Martom, the young ice fae, is standing at the front of the Serpents' Crawl and has just fired ice at the green mud.

My mouth opens in a small O as he glances up toward us, then runs at the now-frozen trench and skids under it, straight under the barbed net, moving through it far faster than anybody else.

Orgid and a couple of the other leaders start to call out in annoyance, shouting things like "cheat," but nobody said you couldn't use magic on the trench.

He flies out of the other end, runs to the pile, and drops his boulder. The crowd erupts into cheers as Sigrun calls, "Three minutes twenty!"

When Martom returns to the stands, he makes a beeline straight for me.

"I'm sorry you didn't do so well, but…" He shrugs. "It was a good idea. I used it."

I don't know what to say, so I just nod.

Nobody beats Martom. His freezing of the trench secures him the win, and most of the rooks celebrate with him. We're told to return to Odin's High Hall for the Champions Ceremony that evening, but to get cleaned up and changed first.

I don't know if family and nobles are coming to the ceremony or not. A few hours ago, I'd have wanted them to. I would have given anything for another chance to talk to Freydis. Now, though, I don't want to be around anyone except Sarra.

We're walking past the Snake Wing toward the High Hall when Valdis drops into step beside me.

"The washrooms in the Snake Wing are empty," she says quietly. I look at her, but before I can say a word, she's moved on. She's suggesting I don't use the shared bathrooms with the other rooks. She's trying to save me from their mocking and my own embarrassment.

My cheeks burn with continued shame, but she's right. I do not want to use the shared washroom with the others. So when everybody else filters into the hall, I duck back and move down to the healing chambers. The green stuff stings just as much as I wash it off, but all of the leather that I've been given cleans up absolutely fine, none of the disgusting ooze sticking to it. I have to put on my wet trousers and shirt once I've wrung them out thoroughly, but at least they are now clean.

I consider going to the gallery and storing what just happened, but I can't face it. I can't imagine feeling strong enough to relive today. "Like I'll need any fucking help remembering this," I mutter as I make my way out of the Snake Wing.

"You need your bear." Kain is leaning against the arch to the door, and his low voice makes me jump.

"And you need to leave me alone. I don't want to talk to you," I say.

He opens his mouth, but there's a beating of wings, a flash of silver, and then Sigrun appears above us. A look of pure hatred takes Kain's face, and before her feet can touch the ground, he's moved off, his wolf lending him speed.

Sigrun looks after him as she touches down silently, then moves her gaze back to me.

"You and I need to talk," she says.

I open my mouth to answer, but nothing comes out, so I nod instead.

"And we shall not talk where untrustworthy fire-fae might hear us."

Vines coil slowly from her hands, and shock pins me in place as they wind around my shoulders.

"Wha—" My question is cut off as she beats her wings twice, and then she's lifted off, carrying me beneath her.
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My heart is racing as we fly, fear of what the leader of the Valkyrie might want to talk to me about warring with the fascination of being over Featherblade for the first time. Her vines have me tight in their grip, and I feel no nervousness of falling, so I let my eyes roam and try to calm my mind.

The view is absolutely magnificent. Sigrun soars high over Odin's High Hall and then banks left beyond the temple. I look toward Harald's bush and the supposed Bear Wing but still see nothing. She banks right toward the central trunk, and I know that the aerial platforms are somewhere in this direction, but then she heads toward the thick foliage. A circular building juts out of the leaves, and with a surge of nerves, I realize it must be the Gryphon's Nest.

Sigrun alights on a small platform out at the front, and her vines slowly recoil once I'm stable on the wood beside her. "Follow."

I trail behind her through an open archway that leads into a circular hall. There are another four doors off it, and pedestals display vases, weapons, and artifacts, as well as a series of trunks and chests. I itch to go and look at all of them. Sigrun's wings are tucked behind her, although the space is easily big enough to accommodate them. She walks toward one of the doors. "In here," she says. I follow, no question of disobeying her to look at the displayed items.

We enter a room that my parents would call a receiving room. It's got comfortable furniture everywhere, long counters covered with glasses and decanters full of liquids, bookcases filled with tomes, and a huge fur rug in the middle. Most of one wall is windows, and all that is visible through them is the thick green canopy of Yggdrasil.

"Why are you keeping company with Kain the Ruinous?" Sigrun asks, and I snap my attention from the windows to her.

She's standing at the counter and picks up a porcelain pot in the shape of a falcon.

"He keeps company with me," I say, "not the other way around." I pause and then add "Hersir," because I don't know how to address her. She throws me a look over her shoulder as she pours liquid from the falcon pot into two small mugs.

She's so very, very beautiful. Her skin is the deepest, richest color of bark, and her hair every shade of green I can think of, knotted and tied together in intricate braids. There are strands of gold weaved through the green, and the beads that end her braids are all shining berries or fruits of the earth.

"Do not call me hersir," she says. "It means 'small commander' in the ancient tongue. Answerable to a king, or even a jarl." Her eyes flash. "I answer only to the gods."

I nod. "I'm sorry. How shall I address you?"

"Sigrun will do fine," she says. "Sit."

I try to calm my nerves as I lower myself into one of the chairs and rest my hands in my lap. There are so many things to look at, and my emotions are so overwrought that it's hard to focus.

I fear I'm in a strange place between completely numb and total breakdown.

"Tea?" she asks.

It seems strange that the leader of the Valkyrie is making me tea. I stand. "I can do it."

"It's already done," she says. "You know, you're the reason I'm here, Princess Madivia." I squash the churning in my stomach. I suspected as much, but I don't admit it.

"Maddy is fine," I say quietly.

"Erik told me about the bear."

I nod, because I'm not sure what to say.

"Can you tell me about her?" Sigrun asks.

"No," I say quietly. "I wish I could, but I can't tell you anything."

"He tells me that she acted independently of you rather than possessed you with her strength. Is that true?"

"Yes."

"To save the life of the fire-fae."

Shit. Now it feels like I was lying when I said he was attaching himself to me and not the other way around. I nod in agreement, though. She already knows it's true.

"The rooks have tales of her saving you from drowning when two other rooks attacked you in the water."

"Yes."

"Have you spoken with her?"

"No."

"And your ice magic. Tell me about that."

I try to tamp down the embarrassment. "It started when I first saw her. I am having trouble controlling it."

Sigrun walks over with the two cups of tea and sets one down on a small wooden stump in front of me.

"I see that." She sits, tucking her wings in tight behind her, and I can't help but stare at the feathers now that I'm this close. She's just magnificent. Her presence, her aura—everything about her is completely overwhelming. "Have you always been different, Maddy?" she asks me.

"Yes. My whole life."

"Featherblade has taken an interest in you, but I was wrong. I do not believe that you are something new at all," she says quietly, her green eyes locked on mine. There's no cruelty or question in her tone. It's simply a musing that she's made out loud. There's a flicker beside her, and my eyes are drawn to it instantly.

As I stare, a falcon forms before me. She languidly beats her wings, hovering over Sigrun's shoulder, and her eyes gleam like polished amber. Feathers of deepest forest green shimmer with iridescence, and her curved beak looks as sharp as a dagger.

"She's beautiful," I breathe.

Sigrun's eyes sharpen. "He," she corrects me.

"He." I nod.

"Erik told me you would be able to see him. Will you let him read you?"

"Read me? What do you mean?"

"My val-tivar is exceptional at reading fae," she says slowly.

I think about Brynhild and the Ice Court Palace, and fear clamps around me. I don't want Sigrun to know about my memory powers, and if Brynhild didn't manage to find out last time, surely this exceptional Valkyrie will. I'm not ready to give that secret up yet. It belongs to me, and it has my whole life. I can't just pass it over.

At my hesitation, Sigrun speaks again. "If you don't want to give up information, he won't force you to. He'll only be able to take what you willingly give."

I'm certain that's a lie. I believe that her bird could get anything he wanted from me if I let him in.

My doubt must show on my face, because Sigrun surprises me with a smile. "Well, at least you're not an idiot. That's good to know. Of course he'll take what he wants once he's in."

I let out a long breath.

"Tell me about the fainting," she says.

It's not a subject I usually want to talk about, but at least we've moved on from the bird getting into my brain. "It's happened to me my whole life," I say.

"Have you spoken to Erik about healing it?" she asks me.

"Yes, but he said broken brains are much, much more difficult to fix than broken bodies."

"You could let him try."

"I could," I say hesitantly.

She frowns at me. "What on Yggdrasil would stop you? If you are flying, if you are swimming, if you are at any kind of height or a dangerous moment in the middle of a battle, then losing consciousness is surely a death sentence."

I let out a long sigh. "The fainting is going to kill me anyway," I say.

Her scowl deepens. "What do you mean?"

"It's terminal. They told me when I was young. One day I won't wake up. The other Valkyrie already know this," I say, surprised that she doesn't, but she's still scowling at me. Her bird flaps its wings, and I freeze as it moves closer to me.

"He's not entering your mind," Sigrun says dismissively. Her eyes have darkened, their usual rich green turning the same shade as the deep plumage on her bird's back and tail.

The falcon flies over me in fast circles, and I tense as I stare up at it, unsure what to do. It only lasts a moment, though, and then Sigrun folds her arms across her chest.

"Just as I thought. Madivia, I am one of the original nine Valkyrie. Do you know what our purpose was when Odin first made us?"

I nod. "Yes, you were battlemaidens."

She nods. "Correct. We escorted the souls of those we saw were worthy of Valhalla from the battlefields when they died. The ability to judge an individual's soul comes from the battlemaidens, and it is the same magic Featherblade uses here." I nod, a tiny bit breathless. "I deal with the dead. I have flown over a thousand battlefields, watching and waiting for those about to die. I know when somebody has the mark of death hanging over them." She leans forward, and I stop breathing altogether. "Madivia, let me tell you with absolute certainty that there is no mark of death over you."
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"You're certain?" I whisper.

She nods. "Yes. I have come across many, many fae and humans marked to die with terminal illnesses or imminent disaster since my original duties to Odin, and let me tell you, if anything is going to kill you here it will be your fainting at a lethal moment, or a bad decision on your own part."

There's a ringing in my ears, and I'm opening and closing my mouth repeatedly.

I'm trying to process what she's saying, but the revelation that the blackouts will not kill me is sending me spiraling.

"So… the healers when I was a child… They got it wrong?" My own voice sounds distant.

Sigrun shrugs again. "I don't know. Or they lied to you. Either way, it's not terminal. You're just losing consciousness."

She keeps speaking, but I can't really hear what she's saying anymore.

They couldn't have lied to me. Who would be cruel enough to tell somebody that they're going to die at any moment? To let them live a lifetime believing that?

They must have got it wrong. There is no way they deliberately lied to me.

But rage at the thought that it's even possible, rage that somebody else's mistake has caused me to live a lifetime of fear, makes my hands shake and my thoughts tumble.

"You're not going to die, Madivia," Sigrun says. I look at her, trying to focus. "That's a good thing, but you look angry."

"I'm not going to die," I repeat slowly.

"Not from the blackouts."

I'm not going to die.

Sigrun sighs. "I suppose it's going to take a moment for that to sink in. Drink the tea. Wait here—I'm going to get something for you."

A moment to sink in? A fucking moment to sink in?

I barely keep my mouth shut. But she's Sigrun, leader of the Valkyrie. Losing my shit with her is not going to help.

And besides, it's not her I am angry with. She's just lifted the weight of a thousand boulders, a lifetime of unending fear, straight from my shoulders.

I'm not going to die.

Sigrun stands, stares at me for a beat, then walks slowly from the room. "Drink the tea," she calls back at me. I look down at the tea and pick up the cup. My hands are shaking more now than they were before, though, and restlessness is overtaking my body.

I can't sit still. I don't want to sit still.

I set down the tea and pace the large room, rubbing my hands over my face and trying to calm myself.

I am not going to die from the blackouts.

Sigrun's right, they might very well still kill me, and they are still dangerous, but the fear that I won't wake up every single time… I don't need to live with it anymore.

A string of the worst curse words I know leaves my lips in a messy torrent, and I'm half laughing around them.

I'm free.

I'm free of the fear. The fear was never even founded. Somebody made it up, got it wrong—it was never real.

I'm dizzy for the second time today, but this time it's heady elation, an inability to fully process what I've just been told.

I stare blankly at a bookcase in front of me as my feet slow.

Could they have known? Could the healers have known and lied? Could my parents have known and lied?

How could they make such a huge mistake?

"How? How do you get that wrong?" I whisper, and then I'm saying the word "how" out loud, over and over again.

"Shit. Get it together, Maddy." I shake my head too hard, and pain lances through it. It's been a really, really long day, and I have to get a grip.

Images of the day flash before me, and my heart stutters in my chest

Freydis.

If any part of her still loves me, surely this is news she will want to hear. Surely she'll be happy that I'm not going to die?

She might still be here, somewhere.

I turn toward the door. Can I catch her? Can I reach my family before they leave? Tell them they got it wrong? The anger swells inside me, and I take a deep breath.

Calm down, Maddy—you have to calm down.

I touch things to try to ground myself, like I always have when I get overwhelmed.

Ground yourself in the details. My eyes fall on something on the edge of the shelf nearest me. It's a set of keys on a carved wooden ring. I don't know what possesses me, but I close my hand over them.

You're going to steal from Sigrun? Are you fucking crazy? The voice in my head is tiny. Too small, too insignificant compared to everything else today.

So I ignore it.

Sigrun says Featherblade is interested in me, and if there is a key to the records room on this ring and it's right here in front of me, then perhaps the ancient magic is sending me a sign.

Or perhaps you're going to get yourself disgraced, just like Kain!

I crush the voice and drop the ring of keys into my belt pouch. Sigrun comes back into the room before I even have time to start pacing on the other side of the room.

"Do you think my parents knew?" I blurt out. "They might still be here, and I⁠—"

"Madivia," she says firmly. She's holding a piece of paper, and she drops it to her side and sighs. "I understand that might matter to you now, but what you need to focus on is becoming a Valkyrie, not your past. What is important now is your future."

"But… my past is who I am."

"No. Not now you're here. Your past is irrelevant. Your future is what you make it." She moves toward me and holds out her hand, passing me the piece of folded paper.

"What is it?" I ask as I unfold it, then realize the question is redundant. It's a map. The most beautiful map I've ever seen, in fact. It's of Featherblade.

I scan it quickly, wondering what's on here that I might not already know about. Primarily, I'm looking for the vault. If it's on here, then Sigrun knows about it. I let out a long breath when I don't see it, and Sigrun chuckles.

I look up at her, eyebrows raised. "Why are you giving this to me?"

She shrugs, and her long green braids tumble around her dark shoulders. "Instinct tells me you'll benefit from it. Show it to nobody."

I nod. "Of course. Thank you."

"I look forward to seeing what you achieve here, Maddy."

"You saw me freeze myself into a trench and then black out today," I say. "No bear and out-of-control magic. I thought you were going to tell me that I am a failure, that I had to leave."

"I don't know if you'll fail, but I do know that if you do, it will be more spectacular than we've seen before." Her eyes are glinting when she says it, and I'm not sure how to take her words. Does she believe in me?

"Do you think my family are still here?" I can't help asking again, whatever she just said about forgetting my past. My sister needs to know that the blackouts aren't fatal.

"I doubt it. And besides, you're not supposed to interact with them. The idea of Valkyrie training is that you're isolated."

"Then why did you invite them here?" The words leave my lips without me thinking, and I redden. "Sorry, hersir."

"Sigrun," she corrects me, giving me a wry look. "There is no point asking them if they knew. They will lie to you if they did."

She's right. Of course she's right.

"Now, I have to be elsewhere. Work on your studies, work on your training. Do not get distracted. And Maddy?"

"Yes?"

"Do not let Kain the Ruinous destroy your chances of becoming what you have the potential to be."

I bite the inside of my cheek. My instinct is to defend him, but sense tells me not to. Instead, I leap on my last chance to learn something from her.

"Do you know how I can summon my bear? Or keep her here if she comes?"

She laughs. "Madivia, I don't even know how she acted without you. All I know is that this is ancient magic, older than I am."

"But there were no Valkyrie before you. How can it be older than you?"

"There is war coming, and it is with creatures that are also older than the Valkyrie. The Giants have been in our world since the first dawn. It's about time the gods leveled the odds."

I swallow. "And you really think they're starting with me?"

"Featherblade holds great power. Find it. Use it. Become who you are meant to be and we will find out."


Chapter 29
Maddy
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When Sigrun drops me back inside Odin's High Hall, flying straight through the giant, circular window that opens by magic as she approaches, I'm relieved that there's nobody around. If the other rooks knew that I'd been flown up to Sigrun's personal quarters, they'd all assume the same as I did—that I was going to be expelled from Featherblade.

She sets me down in front of the throne, and I expect her to just take off, but she pauses and runs her fingers over the arms of the grand seat.

"Have you met Odin?" I ask, my curiosity getting the better of me.

There's a far-off look in her face when she turns to me, and I'm taken by a fierce desire to have access to her memories, to discover what she may have seen and done in her life.

"I pray you one day know the glory of the gods' company, Maddy," she says, before touching my shoulder and then launching from the floor, flying back through the open window. I stare after her.

In some ways, she makes me feel completely insignificant, but in other ways, she makes me feel invincible.

Is she right? Is there something about me? An ancient power, an untapped potential?

I've been held back my whole life by the constant belief that I might die at any moment of any day. Did they tell me that to stop me from going outside, from interacting with other people, for fear that the secret of what I could do would be exposed? That their power, as the Ice Court royal family, came from bartering secrets and having access to unparalleled amounts of information?

A voice interrupts my thoughts, and I whirl around. I recognize it. It's my father's voice.

They're still here! And that means I might have a chance to talk to Freydis.

I move toward it, but another voice cuts it off, and I freeze. It's Kain.

"You owe me," he says, his voice fierce.

"I owe you nothing," my father says. I dart behind the nearest column as the footsteps get louder. I hear a thump, a grunt, and then I see them, my father stumbling into view and Kain advancing on him. "There is no deal."

"Information for the safety of a princess," Kain growls. "That was the deal."

"Wrong princess," my father says. My stomach knots and my skin grows cold.

My parents will not pay for my safety.

Fear of what the fire-fae might do if he doesn't believe he's going to get whatever secret it is he thought he was going to from my parents is mingling with the bone-deep sadness that even though I was the one selected to come to Featherblade, and even though I have survived so far, and even though they saw that I have magic now, they still don't believe my life to be worth paying Kain a secret for.

A sad realization flashes before me.

If I die, then they would never have to worry about my secret getting out. They've already lost access to all my information, to all of my secrets. All of their bartering power was lost when I was taken to Featherblade.

"We made a deal, King Verglas," Kain says.

"No, we didn't. That deal never came to pass."

With a flare of light, Kain's wolf bursts to life beside him. Sparks fly in his eyes. I can see them from where I'm peeking out from behind my column. The wolf's fangs are dripping with saliva as he advances. I can only see my father's back, but his hands are shaking, his body is tense, and he's trying his very hardest not to back away. He can't see the wolf, but he's terrified.

"Leave me alone. There's no deal," he says, and I can hear the fear in his voice. I stare as, somehow, both Kain and his wolf seem to grow, and the power rolling from him intensifies.

He's feeding on the fear, I realize.

"You're scared of a powerless, wingless Valkyrie, mighty king," Kain hisses. There's venom in his voice. He's dripping with malice. He's every inch the villain everybody says he is. "I have heard the rumors, and I see now that they are true. You rule with secrets instead of strength, deceit instead of valor. You are weak."

"Wh-what would you know about valor?" my father stammers. But for every inch that Kain is growing, my father is shrinking. He looks nothing like a king of one of the five fae courts.

"You are not willing to pay for the safety of your own daughter." Fury laces the words.

My heart hammers in my chest. Why does Kain care about that? He cares about the secret, surely, not about me.

My father splutters but says nothing. How can he defend himself? Up until recently, nobody even knew I existed.

"You are pathetic," Kain spits.

"You are a criminal," my father coughs out. "Nothing but a criminal." He tries to stand straighter, and the wolf bares his teeth and growls. Instinctive fear trickles through my veins, and the king stumbles backward.

Kain barks a long, low laugh. "I hope that one day she puts you in your place," he says. "The gods chose her. By abandoning her, you abandon your gods. You are a fucking veslingr." When my father says nothing, Kain turns and strides from the hall. It takes my father a long time to straighten, and when he does, he leaves the room silently.

I slide down the column, press my head to the cool wood, and close my eyes.

I'm just imagining Kain being furious because he cares. It's just a fantasy, fueled by seeing him stand up for me like that. He wanted payment, that's all. That's why he was so rage-filled.

"I hope that one day she puts you in your place."

Because he wants my father humiliated for reneging on the deal, not because he cares for me.

My father called me the wrong princess. He cowered in front of Kain and refused to even acknowledge me as his daughter, let alone pay for my safety.

A tight coil of something unfamiliar knots in my gut. It's not anger. It's beyond anger.

"You rule with secrets instead of strength, deceit instead of valor."

I've always known it, of course I have, but it's like it is sinking in, slapping me across the face, for the first time.

My respect for my own family is abandoning me.

I agree with Kain. I hope that one day, it is me who puts my father in his place. Right now, I would do anything to be the one towering over him like Kain did, terrifying the shit out of him. Proving that he is the weak one, the dunga, not me.

Valor, honor, courage. The core of every good citizen of Yggdrasil, a necessity for a Valkyrie. And utterly missing from my father.

Sigrun is right. My past is becoming unimportant. Where I'm from and what I've been led to believe is no longer who I am.

But I can affect who I'm going to be.


Chapter 30
Maddy
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Ican see the pity in Sarra's eyes as soon as I walk into the workshop.

"It's okay," I tell her as she comes toward me. "I should have done what Martom did, huh?"

She hugs me, gentle around my shoulder, and it touches me that she remembered.

"Where did you go after?" she asks.

"Sigrun took me to the Gryphon's Nest."

She gasps. "Really? Why?"

"She wanted to ask me about what everyone had told her about the bear. I saw her val-tivar."

"Tell me everything," Sarra says.

"Only if you have brandy."

"That bad?"

I smile at her. "Not all bad. Just… shocking." I let out a long breath. "The blackouts aren't terminal."

"Freya's cats, that's fantastic!" She beams at me, fisting her hands in front of her in excitement. I can't help hugging her again.

"I know."

"Did Sigrun cure you? I didn't know she could do that!"

I shake my head. "No. No, she said she knows if somebody has the mark of death, and I… don't."

Sarra's smile falters. "Then why were you told they would kill you?"

"Either they got it wrong, or they lied."

Sarra blinks at me, then turns. "I'll find some brandy."
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By the time I've told her everything, I'm even more certain I've crossed a line with my parents that I can't uncross. Whether or not they knew, they gave up.

"Are you going to talk to Erik? I mean, it's great that you'll always wake up, but Sigrun's right that they might still kill you. Being a Valkyrie is too dangerous to randomly faint all the time."

"I know. I will talk to Erik, but I can't risk his finding out about my memory magic, and I'm certain that the two things are linked."

"You're worried that if the blackouts stop you'll lose access to your ice gallery?" she asks.

"Yes."

"Would it be worth giving it up? For your safety?"

It's too difficult a question to answer, and I shrug. "I don't know. I need to think about it more, I guess." Does it actually get me anywhere here? I don't know if I have anything on the people here, but even if I did, is blackmail—ruling by deceit and secrets—the way I want to live my life?

Recalling so much information helps me learn, but not fainting whilst in the air or underwater or climbing something is surely more important than being able to remember the exact recipe for a tincture to stop infection. Everybody else manages without it.

I glance down at the pouch at my side. If we get into the records room, I'd need my magic to memorize all the information we find there. No one else could do that without taking the actual piece of paper with them. Part of me is pretty sure that's why Featherblade chose to show the vault to me. Because Featherblade knows I, and nobody else, can do it.

"I kind of stole from Sigrun," I admit, and knock back the rest of my brandy.

"What?"

"There were some keys on the side, and I assumed they're for the other rooms in the Gryphon's Nest and took them."

"Why would you do that?"

"She just told me that I wasn't going die and that my whole life has been a lie."

"You don't know that they were lying to you."

"I've still lived a lie. Kain is honest."

"So you stole the keys for him?" There's mild horror in her voice, and I shake my head.

"No. Featherblade is showing me the vault for a reason. I think there's something in there for me, that only I can get to."

"Then you have to make a deal with him," she says.

I look at her in surprise. "So now you think I should do it?"

She snorts. "Abso-fucking-lutely not, but I know you're going to."

She's right. Kain knows it too. He's known it for ages.

"He said he's been here for two hundred years and explored every inch of Featherblade, and he's never seen that vault. The cells let me in to talk to him, and then they led me straight to that door. Featherblade wants me in there."

"Then you have to make sure that if he gets whatever he wants from inside, he's not going to hurt anybody. You have to take control."

"Control?" I gape at her. "Control of Kain? I just watched him scare the ever-living shit out of my father. Trust me when I tell you nobody can control Kain," I say.

"Do you have anything he wants other than access to the vault?" she asks.

I pause. "Yes. I think I have the secret that my family promised him. I don't know what it is, but I'm assuming it must be in the gallery somewhere if my parents offered it up. But he can't know about my memory magic, or he'd have complete control of me."

She lets out a sigh. "Well, try to come up with something you can use to barter with him."

I nod. She's right.

"Brynhild says I have to do ice magic training with her," I say after a long silence.

"Brynhild's right. You can't lose control like that again," she says.

"I know."

"I really hoped to see your bear today," Sarra says quietly, after another long silence.

Disappointment rolls through me. "Me too. Maybe she only shows up when my life is in danger. Loss of dignity is not a strong enough motivation."

"I think when you get more control, you'll be able to call her. You just have to get better at magic. Lessons with Brynhild will help, I'm sure, but it's only Friday today, and you don't practice magic until Tuesday." Sarra gives me a look, and I groan because I know what she's going to say before she says it. "You should go and ask her for one-on-one lessons before then."

"She hates me," I say.

"You've asked Valdis and Harald for help getting stronger, and you're spending most of your spare time building shields and running laps and lifting weights. Why would you ignore the most important advantage you're now being given?"

"I would ignore it because she's an absolute witch," I grumble. "Nobody in the whole of Featherblade has made me feel as small as her. Orgid and Inga can be as unpleasant as they like, but I didn't respect them in the first place, so they don't hold enough power over me to make me feel like shit. Brynhild, on the other hand, I've admired since I was a child, and she humiliated me."

"She's the only one who can help you control the ice magic." Sarra shrugs matter-of-factly, reminding me of Freydis.

"Fine." I sigh. "What do I do about my sister?" I ask, now that she's in my mind.

Sarra's hard look softens, and she squeezes my arm. "It'll take time, but she will come around."

"I don't know that she will. I've never seen her like that."

"Don't give up, Maddy."

Don't give up. That seems to be the mantra of today.


Chapter 31
Maddy
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We're forced to abandon the brandy and make our way up to Odin's High Hall for the Champions Ceremony, as everyone was instructed to be there.

I make myself enter the hall with my head held high. Everybody saw what happened, and I can't change it. I can act like I don't give a shit, though.

I move straight to where Martom is standing and give him an awkward clap on the shoulder. "I wish I'd been smart enough to do what you did," I say. He grins at me.

"Would never have thought of it without you." Some of the tension leaves my body as a couple of people laugh—because it feels like they're laughing with us.

"Congratulations," I say.

"I'm going to talk to the kitchen girls," Sarra says to me awkwardly.

"We're allowed to talk," I say.

"The thrallmasters here are pretty relaxed, but all the same," she says with a shrug, "I'd rather not draw attention to myself." She squeezes my arm, then heads over to where the other thralls are gathered at the side of the huge space.

I scan the room. As usual, I'm looking for Kain, but I don't see him. Inga and Orgid are glaring at me from across the room, but I can't spot Eldith, either, so I wander over to a barrel that is covered in mugs of mead.

I've had enough brandy that adding mead to the mix is probably a bad idea, but if it slows the chaos in my head, I'm not sure I care.

Navi appears beside me. "Why don't you sleep in our room?" she asks.

"I didn't think you'd miss me." I give her a sarcastic smile.

"If you're not going to be in there, you might as well move your stuff out."

"Hopefully I'll be in the Bear Wing soon," I say. It's a bluff, obviously. I can't even see the infernal Bear Wing yet.

"Why didn't your bear show up today, in front of all those people? She let you literally fall on your face."

I grind my teeth and then plaster yet another smile on my face. "I'm sure I will gain control of my val-tivar soon." Concern flicks through Navi's eyes, and I regret my words. "She's not about to take me over like Branka's did—it's not a lack of control like that," I say hurriedly. I don't actually know if that's true, but it certainly doesn't feel like I'm being possessed with the desire to become a berserker at any point.

Navi says nothing for a while but stays beside me, sipping from a tankard I doubt has anything but water in it. It's the most time I've spent in her company, and I'm not quite sure how I feel about it. I don't trust her. She's unkind to me, but her motives seem to be purely for the good of Yggdrasil. They're not selfish or personal like Orgid and Inga's appear.

"Your magic is a danger to us all if you don't learn to control it," she says eventually, and I sigh. Here we go again.

"You know, nobody asked you to be the warden of Featherblade," I say.

She shoots me a look. "The Valkyrie work as a team," she says.

"Then maybe you should start acting like a team player," I reply.

"A team is only as good as its⁠—"

"Weakest link," I finish for her. "Yeah, you've told me before. I don't need this shit from you today, Navi."

I walk away from her, annoyed I lost my calm. I don't want to be around a load of others right now—I want to be back in Sarra's workshop, working out how I feel about the torrent of shit that has been thrown at me today. And celebrating the good news I received.

A gong sounds, and we all look toward the throne. The Valkyrie are standing in front of it, minus Kain, and Harald holds out a small vial.

"Rook Martom!"

Martom moves to him, and Brynhild beams.

"This is from Sigrun, as a reward for winning today. She looks forward to seeing what else you are capable of." He claps the small male on the shoulder, and everyone cheers.

"I wonder what's in the vial?" I hear a female near me whisper to her friend.

The fact that I'm not consumed with curiosity is evidence that my brain is as full as it has the capacity to be.

The blackouts aren't fatal. Who cares what's in Martom's vial? I'm not about to drop dead.

Fae move around the room again now Martom has been presented with his reward, and I hurry over to Sarra.

"I'm going to bed," I tell her.

"Get good rest."

Rest seems unlikely, but I nod. "See you tomorrow. And Sarra?" I lower my voice and pull on her arm. She steps away from the other humans.

"What?"

"I never thanked you. Your cheer—I don't know if I'd have been able to push on without hearing it. You made all the difference, and I'm beyond grateful."

She smiles warmly at me. "You're welcome."
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I settle in front of the fire and try to shoot ice to douse the embers.

I'm sick of heat. I miss the cold. Maybe that's why I keep freezing myself by accident, I think ruefully.

The claustrophobic reaction I had today was worrying, but it will have to take a place at the back of my line of current concerns.

A smattering of mushy, half-frozen water spurts over the fire to put it mostly out.

I know I should go to the gallery and store what has happened today. But it's too much. Freydis' rejection, making a fool of myself in the strength display, and seeing firsthand that my father is an arsehole would be overwhelming alone. But finding out that I don't have to live in fear every day?

I let out a long breath, and try to let it sink in.

Nothing is more important than that. I've dreamed of being told this so many times, longed to hear the words.

I close my eyes and picture myself fainting. I let myself feel it, live it in my mind. Only I remove the terror that I won't wake up.

"I never have to feel that again," I whisper. "I'll live long enough to at least try to meet my bear and earn my wings. I might become a Valkyrie."

The reality, the joyous fucking reality, finally pierces the mammoth wall of shock, and when I laugh this time, there isn't an edge of hysteria. I open my eyes and tip my head back.

Everything will be different now. I'll live Sigrun's words. I'll make my own future, and it will be one free of fear.


Chapter 32
Maddy
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Archery practice goes well the next morning, and I get almost every single one of my arrows in the target, and mostly where I want them to be. I feel more driven today than I ever have since coming here. In fact, I feel invincible.

The feeling overshadows the embarrassment of what happened in the strength display, and I find myself smiling all day. The others give me odd looks, and I don't give a shit.

I'm not going to pass out and never wake up. Let them look at me however they like.

In the afternoon we start doing formation drills for the first time. To my dismay, I find them incredibly hard to concentrate on. There's lots of standing together, moving together, lifting shields together, brandishing swords together, listening to direction and following it—and it couldn't suit me less. My mind wanders constantly, trying to pull me to Kain and the vault, my sister and family, my bear, fixing my shield, and what secrets I might have on Orgid's noble family.

I must hear my name called a hundred times in two hours for mis-stepping or failing to follow instructions properly. Most of the other rooks are glaring at me when I leave, but I haven't got it in me to feel guilty.
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That night my mind is too busy to sleep, and it's filled with Kain.

Even forcing myself to relive the awfulness of everything yesterday to store it in the gallery in four different statues hasn't helped the restlessness, or moved my focus.

The memory of his defending me to my father occupies every restful moment I try to get.

There was something about him, the power, the control…

It scares me a little, because I can't deny that there's a part of me that wants to know what that must have felt like.

My conversation with him after the Frost Giant plays in my head.

"I told you. I can't help you hurt people. I couldn't live with myself. I'm not that person."

"You could be, though. I see it in you."

He said that because he wants me to trust him, not because he thinks I'm like him.

I just found it… appealing to see him like that.

I groan into my pillow. There's something wrong with me, and I need to stay far, far away from him.

Reading usually occupies my brain enough to help sleep to come, but when I reach for my book, my fingers close over the map that Sigrun gave me. I stare at the beautifully inked lines. I'm still not really sure why she gave it to me, except to push home the point that Featherblade has an interest in me.

There's nothing on the map I haven't seen before except the Bear Wing. I run my fingers over the ink, and as I reach the area marked catacomb cells, I freeze. Letters are forming, along with a small, dark line snaking across the page. It's moving underneath the water represented at the very bottom of the drawing.

I hold my breath.

Vault of the Talekeepers.

Odin's raven, it's the vault. The map is showing me the vault.

If I hadn't been sure before, I'm now completely certain. Kain or no Kain, I'm getting into that vault.
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"Well," I mutter to myself, staring up at the seemingly endless mass of tree bark. This wasn't quite what it looked like from the air. The map, much as I studied it and much as I willed it to show me a route, yielded nothing on how to get to the Gryphon's Nest, or the records room, without wings.

There is only one way, and that is to climb. I swallow down my nerves. I'm fully aware that if I faint while I'm climbing, I will fall, and as I try to pick out a route up to where I can just see what I'm pretty sure is Sigrun's chambers, I am positive that I won't survive it.

The climb itself doesn't look too hard, though. There are plenty of handholds, vines and branches and knots and gnarls in the bark. It's definitely doable.

"Okay, Maddy. Let's go," I mutter to myself. "Do what you can, ignore what you can't."

I put one hand on the bark. It feels solid. I pull myself up, my boots finding footholds. When I'm three feet up, I pause.

This is stupid.

I want to carry on. I want to will myself to move up the tree, but I can't do it. If I faint, I will die. And much as I want to get into the vault, I'm not willing to die for it.

Frustration floods through me. Featherblade wants me in that vault, it's made that clear, but how am I supposed to get the information needed to get through the door if I can't climb the fucking tree?

I jump down, landing hard and allowing myself a string of curses.

"Odin's fucking balls." I stamp as I glare at the bark.

I have magic now. Could I make myself an ice ladder up the tree?

I crane my neck to look all the way up and raise my hand experimentally. Ice does shoot from my palm, but it just puffs against the wood and disappears.

That's a no to the ice ladder, then.

Navi's words ring in my mind. "Why didn't your bear show up when you needed her? Why did she let you fall on your face?"

"I could really use her help right now," I say, still glaring up at the inaccessible building. "Surely bears can climb trees."

"Of course we can."

I gasp at the voice. For a moment I can't make out if it was in my head or if I actually heard it, and I spin around on the branch.

I freeze.

She's materializing before me. Slowly, the white bear is becoming solid. Once again, her size floors me. She's massive. Her fur is bright, crisp white, and her claws are jet black, as are her eyes and nose. Her lips curl back and display teeth as long as my hand.

"But I am a warrior, not a method of transport. Now, where are our enemies?"

Her huge head swings from side to side, and I realize I'm not breathing.

"You're here." My words are barely audible, but her massive eyes fix on mine.

"For now."

"You're… incredible."

"Yes." I stare as she goes back to scanning the leafy surroundings. "It's warm here. Where is the snow?"

I reach behind me for the trunk, needing something to steady myself.

She's here, and she's talking to me.

"There's no snow in Featherblade."

Her gaze snaps back to me. "What? Why not? Snow is glorious."

I nod. "It is. What is your name?"

"Thyrvi," she answers.

"Thyrvi," I repeat in a whisper. "Where do you go when you're not with me?"

"Nowhere. I just… don't exist." I frown, trying to imagine that. I can't. "It's shit," she announces, and I blink.

She swears. The giant magical bear swears.

She takes a step toward me, the branch moving with her massive weight. "Which is why you need to learn to keep me here."

"I'm trying."

"Try harder. Where are the Giants?" She sniffs the air.

"What?"

"I'm ready to fight Giants. Where are they? They must feel the torrent of their own lifeblood gushing from their bodies at my fearsome claws." She growls low and claws at the branch again.

She swears and she's desperate for a fight.

I can feel her power, her beyond-intimidating aura, but it's like I'm inside the bubble somehow, and I feel absolutely no fear of her.

"There are no Giants in Featherblade. It's safe here."

"Is this not where I tasted the magnificent tang of a Frost Giant's lifeblood before?"

"Well, yes, but they weren't supposed to be here."

"Oh." She sounds disappointed. "What about the fae who tried to kill you with shadow magic in the water?" She drops low on her haunches. "Let us tear them limb from limb, and show all that⁠—"

I cut her off. "You can't kill him."

"Why not?"

"Because he is training to be Valkyrie, like me."

The bear straightens and stares at me. "He tried to kill you."

"Yeah."

"So he is your enemy."

"Yeah."

"But… we can't kill the enemy?"

I nod. "Correct."

Her enormous rear end slams down onto the branch. "And there's no snow."

"No snow," I whisper.

"I don't know why the gods bothered sending me here," she mutters.

"Thyrvi?" I look into her huge eyes. Eyes I had thought held ancient wisdom. "Do you know anything about how you exist, or how I can control you?"

"Control me?" Her tone is indignant. "I am brute strength and magnificent ferocity! You don't need to control me. You need to abandon yourself to me. Together, we can destroy all who dare oppose you!"

"I'll take that as a no."

She flicks her head. "You're the smart one. You work it out."

"Can you…" I try to work out what to ask her that might yield anything useful. "Can you control me?"

There's a long pause, and then she cocks her head. "No."

"Did… did you just try?"

"Yes."

"What did you try to make me do?"

"Tell me where the fae who tried to kill you sleeps."

I rub my hand over my forehead. "How old are you?" There's a distinct air of childishness about her. A monstrous, killing machine child.

"I don't have an age. I'm part of you."

That seems so utterly impossible right now, I'm not sure what to say.

"I came to fight enemies, and there are no enemies," she says, and now she sounds bored.

How did I summon her? She thought she was here to fight. Perhaps Featherblade really does want her to help me get into the records room?

"Can you climb?"

"Of course I can climb." Her voice is indignant again.

"Can you take me up there?" I point up the tree to the Gryphon's Nest.

"Are there enemies to slay up there?"

"Erm…" Before I can decide whether to lie to her or not, her outline shimmers. "No!"

She stands and shakes her fur. "Make it stop. I want to find the enemies who wait for us atop this tree and make them rue the day they were born," she growls.

"I don't know how to make it stop!" I move toward her, but she's half translucent now.

"You have magic, don't you?"

"Yes, but—" I hold my hand out, willing ice to form. It does, and shoots out around me, but passes straight through Thyrvi.

The last thing I hear before she vanishes completely is a distinctly sarcastic "I take back what I said about your being the smart one."

I stare at the space she was occupying, my pulse racing.

I just met my val-tivar. Her name is Thyrvi, and so far, she is just as disappointed in me as everyone else.
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Sarra's not in her room when I get back to the workshop, and I wonder if that's a good thing.

I immediately go to the gallery and store the entire conversation, short though it was, with Thyrvi. I'm left with a shining sculpture of a daisy, and I know I'm going to visit it often. While I'm there, I look up her name.

A ghostly book appears in my hands in Sarra's silent workshop, of ancient runes. I skim it until I find Thyrvi. "Thunder Warrior," I say aloud.

A grin takes my lips. Fates, I need to work out how to make her stay.

I am buzzing with excitement, my whole body tingling every time I picture the huge bear in my mind.

She's real. Not that I thought I made her up, but to speak with her, to actually converse with her, no matter how unexpected she is, seems like a dream.

She wants me to work out how to keep her here, so it's definitely me that's the problem. Her words come back to me. You're the smart one. Am I, though, really?

I stare at the map absent-mindedly, my fingers hovering over the area where the vault is. I still want to get in there, but the interaction with my val-tivar has shifted my focus. Not that that's hard to do, I think with a sigh.

Control of my magic seems to be crucial. Thyrvi's a part of my magic, and her appearing and disappearing is as erratic as my ice and snow bubbles. That must be the key. I can't think of anything else that would make a difference.

Tomorrow morning is Sunday, and we have runes class first thing, in the Scholar's Hold. The thought of speaking with Brynhild makes my stomach feel like it's filled with lead, but there's nobody else here who can help. If I want to see my bloodthirsty, sweary bear again, I'm going to have to suck up to the awful ice-fae.
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I wake up crazy early the next morning, and as soon as I'm washed and dressed, I go straight to the Bird Wing. I don't know which one is Brynhild's door, but I'm saved solving that problem because I can see her in the library as soon as I reach it. She opens the door when I knock on it and frowns at me.

"Runes is not for two hours."

"I'm here about ice magic."

"Magic training is on Tuesday," she says.

"I wondered if we could make an early start, hersir," I say as politely as possible.

"Well, I can understand that after such an embarrassing performance on Tuesday at the strength display," she mutters. The shame crawls its way up, but I slam it down before it can get even a slight hold on me.

"I want to be able to control my val-tivar," I say firmly.

Brynhild raises one brow. She looks absolutely perfect, her beautifully braided hair piled on top of her head elegantly, the feathers in her wings shining.

"Your val-tivar," she says thoughtfully. She casts her eyes over my clothes, noticing them for the first time, and the other brow rises. "Are you wearing my old warrior garb?" she asks.

I nod. "Valdis asked Margaery to find me some clothing, as I wasn't able to bring any with me." I wait to be told that I'm not worthy of her castoffs or called a thief, but she nods.

"Yes, it suits you. That makes more sense for one of your position. Why do you think that controlling your magic will control your val-tivar?" she asks me.

"Do you not think it will?"

"Oh, I'm certain it will. I believe it's the only way to control your val-tivar," she says. "I just wonder why you think so."

I'm not going to stand here and be mocked, but I need her help, so I'm going to have to play her game.

"I met her yesterday, and she wants to be able to stay in Featherblade with me."

"You met your val-tivar?" she says. Again, her words are more thoughtful than challenging.

"She says it's not her fault that she can't stay here, but mine, and I think that the only way I can improve my control over her is to get better at my new ice magic."

Brynhild doesn't speak for a moment, and when she does, her tone is careful. "She implied it was up to you to learn how to keep her by your side?"

"She didn't imply it, she outright said it," I answer.

"She spoke with you?"

"Yes," I say, frowning. Brynhild is looking at me with a strange expression. "All val-tivar speak with their bonded, don't they?"

"They speak to us, yes, but it's not like the way you and I are communicating. We communicate via image, via feeling, via impression, emotion, and command. They don't speak."

Is anything about Thyrvi normal?

"So, you had a full verbal conversation with this bear?"

"Well, I mean, her voice was in my head, but yes, she had a voice, a tone, words. In fact, she likes to swear."

Brynhild looks genuinely surprised for a minute, and then her hand moves to her jaw as her bird flutters to life beside her. I can't help looking at it. I don't know if it's rude to stare, but it's hard not to. It's a blue owl, eyes like luminous sapphires. Its feathers, an impossible shade of azure, glow, and its heart-shaped face is framed by icy-blue plumage. It gazes at me, expression one of undeniable wisdom.

"You can see her," Brynhild says.

"Yes."

"The others told me this was the case."

"She's very beautiful," I say. It's true, but the owl scares me. Before I can stop myself, the next question tumbles from my lips. "What did I let her do to me when we were back at the Ice Court Palace?" The creature's huge eyes blink at me.

"You let her see a future with you in it."

"A future?" I snap my eyes to her. "What did you see?"

"I saw you changing Featherblade forever."

Shock rolls over me.

"But you didn't want me to come," I whisper. "Does that mean I change it for the worse?"

Brynhild considers me a long moment and then shrugs. "Whatever is in motion is beyond me stopping, so I may as well tell you. The futures I see are varied and unpredictable. I can see one of many outcomes, but usually, a theme is present if I can take more than one reading. I know that you will change Featherblade, but I don't know how you will change it, and I don't know if it will be for better or worse. I don't know if this brand-new type of val-tivar you seem to have is responsible for the future I saw, or if it's because you keep company with the most dangerous fire-fae in Yggdrasil. All I know is that you will have an impact on this place, and possibly the rest of the Valkyrie that follow here."

I stare at her. I know she's right about Featherblade taking an interest in me. There are far too many forms of evidence now to refute that.

But I still believe I'm the most likely to die here. I'm still the one with the least control over any of my power, and the most lacking in fitness, strength, and skill on the battlefield. I let out a long breath.

"I'm a good person, hersir," I say, quietly but with conviction. "I would never do anything to hurt Featherblade or the rooks here."

"Many unwittingly unleash great evil into this world," she says.

I know she's talking about Kain.

"Well, I want to make the world a better place," I say. "There are rooks out there who tried to drown me, who take pleasure in hurting me. Have you ever seen me behave like that?"

After another beat, she nods. "It is true that I do not sense malice or cruelty in you. But you are impressionable. You are young and naïve."

"That's because I was locked in a tower my entire life," I say, trying to keep the words level. "That does not make me stupid." I'm met with a long, hard silence. I don't know if that means she agrees or disagrees, so I shrug. "Will you teach me ice magic?"

"I'm obligated to teach you."

Would it kill you to just say yes? I manage to keep the retort in my head, but my hands fist at my sides. "When I try to focus, as I have been taught, nothing happens. The level of focus I use doesn't seem to have an impact on my magic," I say.

"Then you're not focusing hard enough."

"All I'm thinking about when I'm trying to do magic is the magic. I hold my bear's face in my mind, and that's all I concentrate on. Every time I do it, I get a completely different result. And I am not able to summon my bear when I want to, no matter how hard I concentrate."

"Then you are not concentrating hard enough."

Anger's running through me now. Just repeatedly telling me I'm not doing it well enough won't teach me anything. "There's nothing in my head when I'm trying to do it but my magic," I grind out.

Her eyes bore into mine. "Is that true?"

"Yes," I say, but doubt flares up. Is there really nothing else in my head?

My head is never empty. The gallery's in there.

I clearly don't keep the scowl from my face, because Brynhild cocks her head at me smugly. "You need to learn to empty it completely."

Does that mean to control my magic, I have to remove the gallery? That's not possible. Both because I don't know how to do it, and also because I don't know that I'd want to do it.

"So, that's all you can tell me?" I say eventually. "Learn to empty your mind of everything except the magic."

"Concentrate on the bear if it helps you focus. Concentrate on anything that helps you channel something, but it must be one thing, and it must be connected to the magic. And there must be nothing else in your head. I shall see you in runes in one hour." She closes the door, leaving me standing and staring.

Well, if emptying my mind is the only way I'm going to get control of anything, then I'm fucked.
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Istruggle to pay attention the whole way through Brynhild's rune lesson, which only serves to prove her point about my not being able to concentrate properly.

In archery class I pass out, and it's the first time it's happened since I've discovered that the blackouts aren't going to kill me.

"Six hundred and seventy-five," I murmur as I come around, and then realize with a jolt that it isn't the number I've survived. This is just the number I've suffered.

Martom is next to me, and he actually helps me to my feet and reinstalls my bow in my hands whilst Dimec and Thira laugh at me from my other side.

"Thank you," I tell him.

"You good?" he asks.

"Course." I shoot arrows into the targets, and realize I'm smiling the whole time. I'm better than good. I'm not going to die.
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I go back and check the berry bush, in the hope that now I know my bear's name and have actually spoken with her, I might be able to see the Bear Wing. But it's still a berry bush.

Later that night, after dinner, I see Sarra. When I tell her about my conversation with Thyrvi, she is delighted.

"I can't wait to meet her."

"I assume she can only talk to me," I say thoughtfully. Although it seems like Thyrvi's a law unto herself as far as knowing what to expect goes.

"Well, I still want to meet her."

"She's kind of terrifying," I say. Sarra gives me a look, and I hold up my hands. "Obviously she was only interested in 'tasting the tang of lifeblood' of my enemies, so I'm sure you'd be safe. I'm just saying… She's kind of big. With really big teeth. And claws."

Sarra doesn't look in the slightest bit put off. If anything, she looks more excited.

"Let's get your shield finished, and then you can tell her I helped you put her face on it."

We redraw the patterns for my shield, making adjustments to the design, but I don't have much time over the next week to work on it.

In addition to my laps around the Battleyard and my weight training, I try to practice my magic every single day.

When I go to magic training with the other ice-fae on Tuesday, about half of the time I'm able to do what I am asked, like freeze the ground beneath my feet or create a snowstorm twenty feet away from me, but the rest of the time, my magic doesn't respond to my commands. Brynhild is curt but not rude, and the other rooks don't laugh or mock me.

Wednesday in forging class is the only real time I get on the shield, and I'm determined to make it even better. To my surprise, Harald takes far more interest than before, giving me advice during the whole class and then helping me with the actual forging well into the evening, when everyone else has left.
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When I get back to Sarra's workshop that evening, I freeze as I step through the doorway. The entire room has been completely trashed. All the things on her table have been knocked over, the chair is tipped to one side, there are scorch marks on her bench, and the embers from the fire have been distributed all over the furs.

"Maddy!"

I spin to see her coming in behind me with thick gloves on, carrying large burlap sacks. Her eyes are wide, and I hug her.

"What happened?" I ask. She passes me a sack, and I join her in picking up everything off the floor and putting the broken or beyond-repair items into the sacks.

"I don't know. I think—" She pauses, and I can hear fear in her voice. "I think they may have drugged me."

"Who?"

"I don't know! I just woke up in my chair and the room looked like this, and I feel so sick."

"Oh, Sarra." I drop the bag and move to hug her again. I'm worried that this was meant to be an attack on me. If any of the others know where I've been sleeping, and know that the furs that are now burned and singed are my bed six nights out of seven, then this could have happened to get to me. But why would they have drugged her? That makes no sense. They could have just waited until she wasn't in the workshop.

She's pale, and I can see her hands are trembling.

"Sarra, I'll clean all of this up. You go to bed—you need to rest."

"I can't. Look at it all. It needs sorting out."

"I can do all of that."

"But how do you know where everything goes?"

"Sarra, I've been in here enough to know where everything goes, I promise."

Eventually she nods and lets me lead her to her bedroom in the thrall quarters that she shares with two other human women. They're not there, but I tuck her in, give her a quick kiss on the forehead like my sister used to do to me when I felt unwell, and then go back to her workshop.

I clean the room and can't see anything missing or anything badly damaged on her workbench. I find some new furs from the laundry room and attempt to patch up the pieces of the big fur that I like sleeping on the best with them, and by the time I'm done, the workshop looks mostly like it did before.

It's hard to get to sleep that night, though.
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On Thursday, we're told at breakfast that instead of choosing between sailing, kitchen skills, or swimming, we're going to learn hunting skills in preparation for the Oskorela. It's a sobering reminder that we'll be going out into the canopy soon, but I'm also finding myself excited at the idea of learning new skills.

Harald and Valdis take us up past the Bird Wing to a large glade that's nowhere near as pretty as the small one I found myself in with Kain.

The one that makes me blush even to think about.

"This is the Hunting Grounds," Harald informs us. I recall seeing that label on my map. He points to some tables that have been set up. "First, we're going to go through food. You're going to learn how to cure meat and gut fish."

It takes all morning to learn how to prepare food that's been foraged yourself. Preparing meat is interesting. I've never seen it done in the Ice Court before, and treating it so that it doesn't go rotten and stays good to eat is fascinating. Learning which berries and fruits are safe to eat and which aren't is less interesting because I already read about it in stories as a child.

Around the middle of the day, Kain strolls into the clearing. Everybody turns to look at him, including Harald and Valdis, but when nobody says anything, they carry on instructing us. I'm looking down at a dead fish, trying to stop my lip curling as I hold the sharp knife in one hand and try to remember exactly how to remove the guts that would make you sick if you ate them.

"You know your bear would eat that raw," Kain says in my head. I snap my head up and glare at him.

"Well, I'm not eating it raw," I mutter to myself. The rook nearby throws me an odd look, and I sigh. Everybody here thinks I'm crazy.

When we're done with the fish, Valdis talks us through how to use a sheet of canvas to protect yourself from the elements. "When you have wings, it's particularly important that you keep your feathers safe," she tells us, and a spike of desire for wings assails me so hard that I almost gasp. "For now, you're going to learn in pairs, as you will be undertaking the Oskorela in pairs."

Everybody moves into pairs, pulling canvas sheets out of two large chests, and I'm standing completely alone. There are twenty-one of us. I can erect my canvas alone. I stride over, picking up a huge piece of fabric. It's heavier than I realized. I'm just beginning to regret my decision when a black-gloved hand reaches down and takes most of the weight for me.

"I'll be your partner," Kain says, his eyes glinting. I bite the inside of my cheek to stop myself responding.

Valdis rolls her eyes. "Fine," she says. "Now, you'll need to find at least four sticks. They'll have to be at least three feet high, and then you'll need to sharpen the ends of all four into points," she calls.

People start drifting toward the thick canopy surrounding the clearing, looking for suitable sticks.

"How can you talk to me in my head when you have no magic?" I say to Kain as soon as everyone around us has gone.

"I'm a Valkyrie and we're in Featherblade. All the Valkyrie here can do that."

"Does your wolf speak to you in your head?" I ask, and then wish I'd not engaged him in conversation. It's the first time I've spoken to him since the shitshow that was the strength display.

"No," he says. "He gives me impressions. He gives me commands. He shows me emotions. I know what he's thinking, sure enough, but he doesn't speak inside my head."

"Huh." I head toward the nearest tree, scanning the ground for sticks. He strides after me.

"You spoke with your bear," he says.

I sigh, bend down, and scoop up a large stick that looks perfect for the job. "Yes."

"Actual words?" he asks.

"Yes."

"And what's she like?"

I look at him. "A bloodthirsty toddler."

He barks a laugh, and my insides flip. His eyes harden again. He looks annoyed that the laugh escaped. "I might have guessed. I knew you weren't as innocent as you pretend to be."

I stare at him a beat, and almost tell him what I learned about the blackouts. But if he knows he can't bait me to help him into the vault with the allure of a cure, he might try something else.

You could ask him to help you into the records room. It's my own voice in my head, and I ignore it.

"Just because my val-tivar is bloodthirsty, does not mean I am," I say.

"Oh, princess, I saw you after you punched the shadow-fae prick. You loved it."

I screw my face up and wave my stick at him. "Find sticks."

"Sigrun's gone, but there must be somewhere else we can find a key," he says quietly. "Or we try to get in without a key."

I keep my face a mask.

We carry on erecting the canvas in silence, and Kain is an enormous help. I couldn't put the tent up by myself. The canvas is too heavy, and the task is too awkward for one person. He doesn't speak to me anymore, but his blazing eyes never leave mine, and I end up just chatting away to myself through sheer awkwardness. Kain saunters off as soon as Valdis says that the lesson is over, and I take my time folding up the canvas carefully. When I take it back to the chest, I hear a voice that makes me pause.

It's Inga, and she's talking to Harald.

"I swear to you, hersir, I saw a bear. It was ten feet tall at least, and it was on fire."

Her voice is urgent with excitement, not fear. I hold my breath, worried that anything might give away my presence. They're on the other side of a tree, but I can hardly see them, so I assume they can't see me.

"A ten-foot bear made of fire," Harald repeats, and I can hear the same doubt in his voice that I heard when I told him I'd seen a giant white bear.

"Yes! Yes, she was there! I saw her. I was connected to her, I'm sure…" Inga trails off, and my blood runs cold.

She has a bear val-tivar too.

"Do you have your fire magic back?" Harald asks. There's silence, a kind of flickering sound, and a flash of light on the other side of the tree.

Harald grunts. "This is exactly the same as Madivia."

"I'm nothing like her," Inga snaps instantly.

Harald's voice is placating when he replies. "Neither of you have staffs, and now you both have glimpses of a new kind of val-tivar along with staff-less magic."

There's another long silence, and then Inga says, "How do I make the bear stay?"

"I don't know," replies Harald, "and nor does Madivia, yet."
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Sarra's back at her workshop table and looking much more herself when I rush in that evening.

"How are you feeling?" I ask her.

"Much, much better, thank you," she says. "I don't know what happened."

"I'm sorry if it was because of me," I tell her.

"Nobody knows you sleep down here, do they?"

"They could follow me. I know Kain does," I answer.

"Well, they didn't take anything. I checked."

"That's good," I say. "Did you report it to the Valkyrie?"

She shakes her head. "No, but I did inform the thrallmaster. So hopefully, if it happens again, we'll have more to go on."

"I'm sure it won't happen again," I say, although I'm not sure at all. I'm just saying it to try to make her feel better.

"What's new with you?" she asks.

I tell her I just heard Inga say that she's seeing a bear too.

"A bear?" Sarra asks.

"I know. That means if I ever move into the Bear Wing, she's going to be there too." I sigh.

"That is interesting, though, that both of you had your staffs destroyed, and now both of you are the first to get your magic another way."

I look at her thoughtfully. "So, you think if other rooks start destroying their staffs and ruining their access to their magic, Featherblade will give it to them in a different way?"

She shrugs. "No fae I know is going to risk that."

"Agreed," I tell her.

We work together quietly for the rest of the evening, having the odd conversation about my shield design or what she is studying. But I struggle to sleep that night. This time, instead of Kain on his flaming wolf, it's Kain on his flaming wolf next to Inga riding a flaming bear.
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The next morning, I'm treated to a sharp reminder of where I am, and why I'm here.

"Fridays are now the Wild Hunt days," Erik says, clapping his hands together as we're all eating breakfast in the feast hall. "And today, two of you will head out on the Oskorela, and we shall see you return tomorrow, hopefully victorious and with rewards."

My heart hammers in my chest.

Please not me, please not me, please not me. I'm not ready, absolutely not ready. My shield's not rebuilt, I don't know how to control Thyrvi, I don't⁠—

He speaks again, cutting off my wildly running thoughts.

"Today will be Merit and Staffan," he says. Merit and Staffan exchange uneasy glances, but they both stand, and everybody claps and cheers. I join in, throwing as much enthusiasm behind it as I can, figuring they're going to need all the confidence that they can get. There's a sudden energy in the room, a tense, tightly coiled nervousness.

"So this will happen every single Friday now?" someone whispers.

Eldith looks at me. "Fates, I don't feel as ready for this as I thought I would," she says quietly. The fact that the older woman, who's clearly much better at Valkyrie training than I am, is saying that does not fill me with confidence, but I give her the best smile I can.

"You'll ace it, Eldith, and you'll come back with something to make you even stronger."

"Like what?" she says.

"I don't know." What I do know is that Featherblade is absolutely packed with secrets. But I just say, "With any luck we'll all find out very soon, and without any more deaths." I instantly regret saying death, because she gives me a dark look, and then goes back to eating her porridge.

Nobody really knows what to do with themselves once we see Staffan and Merit out of the feast hall with shouts of good luck.

My nervous energy is running at an all-time high, and I'm having trouble even keeping one thought in my head in a straight line. I have to do something. I can't just spend all day in the forge on the shield—I know I can't.

I need to work out how to control this magic by next week. If my name is called, there is no way I can survive out there without Thyrvi. I need somewhere quiet to go, somewhere I can actually concentrate, or at least work out how to try to get just one thought in my head at a time.

My thoughts land on the small glade. It's very, very quiet there, and if I hide under the sweep of the tree, another rook could walk straight past and not even know I'm there.

Making my mind up, I load up my larger pouch with food from the table and head out. It's just as quiet as I remember when I get there, and it's cooler today than usual, a strong breeze whipping through the hanging willow.

I close my eyes and drink in the change in temperature. It's delicious, but I wish it were colder. Snow falls gently above me. I open my eyes and sigh as a snowflake lands on my eyelashes. I really, really need to get control of this. I slump against the tree, blushing slightly as I remember last time that I was by this tree, and head to the gallery.

I'm looking for any memory of anything I've ever been told that might help me learn to concentrate. I'm there for about an hour, coming back to reality and watching memories of the old scholar talking to my sister, or the occasional abstract memory of overheard conversations from people at parties.

Nothing is helpful because nothing applies to the way my brain works, and I know it almost instantly every time I replay a conversation that the people speaking never knew was being recorded.

I can't keep avoiding my true worry. Do I really have to give up the gallery in order to be able to control my magic?

There was something in what Brynhild said that's still resonating. As long as the pull of the gallery is a constant presence in my mind, which it always has been and I assume always will be, then I guess my mind is never truly empty. It's never truly just on the bear.

What if I concentrated on the bear statue in the gallery, I wonder? Even as I think it, I'm transported, whizzing along until I reach the memory I created of Thyrvi the first time I saw her, the giant crystal bear before me. I reach out for it and let the memory of when I first saw her wash over me. But when I slip back to reality, a shout drowns out the roar of the Frost Giant in the memory.
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"Princess, we know you're here!"

My heart quickens. That's Dimec's voice.

Why is he here? Why is anyone in this glade?

Only a second ago I was completely vulnerable, inside my mind in the gallery. The memory I brought back is still replaying, and I try to wave it away. Pulse racing, I stand up, keeping my back to the tree, and will the breeze not to lift the branches and reveal where I am.

I hear a smattering of whispered voices, including a female one. Shit. Dimec's not alone.

"Found you!" Thira, the female earth-fae, whips the sheet of willow to one side and steps through.

Adrenaline surges through me as she is followed by four others stepping through the curtain of foliage—Dimec, a small shadow-fae female called Ulrika, and, of course, Inga and Orgid.

I realize with a jolt that every single one of them is armed. Inga and Dimec have bows, Thira has a small blade, Ukrika has a short spear, and Orgid is holding his staff high, his other hand on the sword at his hip.

Inga levels her bow at me, the arrow pointed straight at my head.

"Leave me alone," I say, relieved my voice betrays none of my rising fear.

"We're supposed to be practicing hunting," Orgid sneers.

"Yeah. We're hunting useless princess scum," says Dimec, and the others laugh.

"You'll be punished worse than last time," I say, praying to Freya and the fates that the statement's true. I don't even know if or how they were punished for trying to drown me.

"We want to see your bear," Inga says.

"And we figure that this is the best way to draw her out," Thira adds.

I raise my eyebrows at them. "Really? You're threatening my life so that my killer bear can show up and attack you all?"

Dimec snorts. "He's not going to kill us."

"She told me herself that she wants to kill you," I say slowly. "Now fuck off before she gets here."

Please show up, Thyrvi. Please, please, please, for the love of all the gods, please show up, I pray.

"Not until we see her," Orgid says, and then Inga looses her arrow.

I hear the twang, and thankfully my reflexes kick in early enough for me to shift just a few inches to the left. The arrow thunks into the wood right where my eye was.

"Are you fucking crazy?" I shout as all of the others laugh.

"They're fucking dead." Kain's voice rips through the laughter, and I see every single face around me change as they look for him.

One minute, there's no sign of him, and the next he is tearing through the rooks like some terrifying harbinger of death.

He's broken two noses within seconds, and bright crimson spatters the rich green of the willow tree. He's moving between my tormentors so fast it should be impossible. I can see his wolf beside him, and every few seconds it disappears into his body and he gets a burst of speed, then it flies out of him again, snarling and snapping and flaming.

It's magnificent, and I'm so caught up in it that I don't even realize what's happening right next to me.

"Why does he get to fight and we don't?"

I gasp as Thyrvi's voice sounds in my head, and I spin to the side. She's right by the trunk beside me, watching Kain lift Dimec clear off his feet and slam him onto the leafy ground. I grin at her.

"By all means," I say, and with a roar she leaps toward Inga, who's firing arrow after arrow pointlessly at Kain, and hasn't realized that my bear has arrived. Thira does notice, even through her already swollen eyes. She screams, turns, and runs, and I don't think I've ever seen a rook move so fast.

Thyrvi reaches Inga and knocks the bow from her hands hard enough to send the fire-fae sprawling on the ground. Inga's dark skin pales as she tries to scramble to her feet and finds herself looking up at my monstrous bear's wide-open maw. With a twinge of horror, I realize that Thyrvi is lifting her colossal paw, claws flexed and ready to eviscerate.

"No, don't actually kill her!" I shout. Inga's eyes flick to mine, I see a flash of pure terror, and then she's running from the glade. Orgid, bloody and limping, looks at the bear, and then he and Dimec run after her, Ulrika close behind.

"You told me I could fight," Thyrvi says, turning to me.

"Fight, yes, not kill. These are my teammates," I tell her. My heart is hammering against my ribs and I'm getting that same weird, light tingling I did last time I had to defend myself. Only this time, I did nothing. It was all Kain and Thyrvi.

"They're veslingrs," the bear says.

"They're shit teammates," growls Kain at the same time.

I turn to look at him. "You followed me here," I say.

"No. I followed those pricks when I saw them arming themselves."

"Why is this wolf see-through?"

I spin to Thryrvi at her voice.

"You can see his wolf?"

The massive bear is staring at the flaming spirit wolf, which in turn has his eyes fixed on Thyrvi.

"Yes. It is the bloodlust and stamina magic of this angry warrior fae. I like him. He wants to kill people."

"Huh," I say, looking at Kain. "I assume you can't hear her?" I whisper to him.

His rigid shoulders drop a little, and the sparks settle in his eyes. "No. But from the look on your face, I wish I could."

"She… likes you."

"Then she is the first in two hundred years."

"It's because you want to kill people."

He looks between my face and the bear. "Then I like her too."

I take a deep breath and turn back to Thyrvi. "Thanks for your help. Are you going to stay this time?"

"I have no idea. I'm just here to slay our enemies. Only you won't let me."

As she says it, she begins to fade. Frustration wells, but I know I'm going to see her again. "See you soon, Thyrvi," I say. "I promise I'll work it out."

"Next time I'd better get to kill someone," she answers, before she vanishes from view.

"You should not let others hear your power animal's name," Kain says.

I look at him. "Oh. Yeah. I forgot." I glance down at his wolf, who is now staring at me. "I bet he has an epic, fierce name."

"As fierce as Thunder Warrior?"

I give him a look. "I didn't choose her name."

"She named herself?"

"Yes."

His eyes darken, and his wolf disappears. "She names herself and decides which of the people around you she likes. She sounds more like the familiars of the ancient gods than a val-tivar."

Sigrun's words come back to me. This is ancient magic, older than I am.

Has Kain worked that out? How does in see me in a way that nobody else seems to?

"Who did that?" I ask, stepping toward him and looking at the cut on his cheek.

"Orgid. I do believe I've made an enemy of that little shit." His eyes flick over my face.

"Will you get in trouble for hurting them?"

"I would have been punished for killing them," he snarls. "But attacking an unarmed fae five on one?" Sparks fly in his eyes. "It is their cowardice that will be punished." His righteous rage is infectious, and the adrenaline is rushing through my veins like electricity. The longer I look into his face, the more I agree. They need punishing. They deserve the broken bones and bloody noses. They deserve worse.

I feel a delicious shiver of cold flow over me, countering the rising heat my body is creating from the inside.

"You are making snow," Kain growls.

I nod and look down at my hands as cool frost tingles over them. They are both frozen in seconds.

Before I can even think it through, I touch my finger to the cut on his cheek. He stiffens so much that I think he might fall over. There's a sizzle as my fingers make contact, but I feel no burn.

A rush of something moves through me, hard, and I nearly stumble. But I hold my ground. Kain's blazing eyes burn hotter than any part of his skin ever could.

"Princess, what the fuck are you doing?" His voice is strained to breaking point, and the flames in his irises are filling them entirely.

Slowly, carefully, I trail my frozen finger along his jaw.

The ice is melting, and I feel the heat now. I move my hand faster as he tenses further, into his collar, along his shoulder. Down his chest.

He steps back, out of my reach, a rush of breath leaving his body.

"Please," I gasp.

"Please what?" His voice is barely more than a croak. "What do you think I can do for you? How long do you think that will last?"

His eyes move to my hand, now wet with ice that has already melted.

I look back into his eyes. "Then tell me what to do."


Chapter 37
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Fuck.

She has no fucking idea what she's doing.

This is fucking madness.

But she's standing before me, those infernal fucking big blue eyes staring at me like she'll do anything I tell her.

She just touched me.

Touched my skin.

I haven't been touched in two hundred fucking years, and now I'm supposed to exercise self-control?

She's a spoiled princess. I watch her because she fascinates me. I follow her because Featherblade favors her. I need her to get into the vault.

Lies.

All lies.

She's a fighter. I watch her because she's fucking beautiful. I follow her because if anyone harms her I will burn them alive, for as long as I can. I need her… period.

Odin's raven, this is intolerable.

It's idiocy. It's two hundred years of planning down the drain because of her wide eyes and parted fucking lips.

I need to get her out of my system. Stop her living in my head every second of every day.

She's flesh and blood, nothing more. It's just been too long since I saw a woman in pleasure. And I can prove that that's all this is, right now.

"Undress for me." Even as the words leave my lips, I regret them.

Her chest heaves as her cheeks instantly pink, and my already hard cock twitches.

She takes two steps back and reaches behind her, unlacing the leather wrap she's wearing. When she's cast it to the ground, she looks at me a beat, and I see the resolution in her eyes.

Fuck. She's doing this.

She lifts her shirt over her head quickly, as though she's worried she'll change her mind, and pulls the brassiere from her chest.

An involuntary rumble moves though my chest at the sight of her breasts, nipples hardening in the cool breeze.

She's staring into my eyes as she removes her belt, then unties the breeches. She pushes them to the ground with whatever underwear she was wearing, and a full growl pushes its way through my lips.

She's fucking perfect. Round and soft, her face filled with warring defiance and eagerness.

"Oh, princess. You have no idea what you've let yourself in for."

She lets out a long breath, then lifts her chin. "Aren't you going to undress?"

"I'm going to do whatever the fuck I like, and so are you. Touch your nipples." Her pale cheeks flush the deepest red I've seen them, and I barely stop myself reaching down to my aching cock. "Now."

Tentatively, she lifts one hand and brushes her fingertips over her nipple.

"Pinch it."

She closes her fingers around it, her lips parting.

"Harder."

She does, but it's experimental. Gentle.

"Princess, if I don't hear you gasp, then you're not fucking doing it right."

She pinches harder, and I get the gasp I want.

"Good girl."

Her eyes lock on mine, her chest heaving. Her other hand is moving across her stomach.

"Don't even think about touching yourself." Dismay flickers over her features, and I smile. "Have you been with a male before?"

She nods, her hand moving from her breast.

"Did I tell you to stop?" A flare of anger at her answer makes my voice rough. The thought of her with another male has me ready to burn the entire fucking glade down. But I should not be angry. It is good that she has some experience. It means I can push her further.

"No."

"Then don't fucking stop. So, you know what it feels like to have something other than fingertips between your legs?"

She nods again, and she's breathing fast now.

"What it feels like to have a cock pressing against you? Inside you?"

Another nod, and now she's biting her lower lip, hard.

I shake my head slowly. "You have no idea, princess. None. You have never felt anything like me. Like my cock filling you completely. My touch sending you places you can't even imagine. And you never will. You're going to have to imagine it. Can you do that for me?"

Her hand moves again, toward her stomach.

"I asked you a question, princess. Move your fucking fingers back to your nipples."

"Yes," she says, her voice barely audible. Her chest is flushed now too.

"Get on your knees."

She pauses, uncertainty on her face. Slowly, I drop to the ground, crossing my legs. It causes my breeches to pull tight across my crotch, and her eyes fall on my obvious erection.

"Get. On. Your. Knees."

She drops to the ground, removing her boots and untangling her trousers quickly.

"Crawl to me."

Her breasts swing as she complies, her eyes on mine the entire time.

She stops when she's close, and lets herself stare at my cock straining against fabric.

The thought of her mouth only inches from it is too fucking much.

"Sit. Spread you legs for me."

"But…" She bites her lip again.

"But what, princess?" I whisper. I know what she's going to say. "I'll see you?"

She nods.

"Sit and open your legs."

She does, and fuck, I've made a mistake. A massive fucking mistake. This isn't going to get her out of my system.

What the fuck was I thinking, taunting myself with this?

She's flushed and wet already, and shit, I'd give a fucking limb to touch her. To feel, to taste, her arousal.

"How does it feel to be spread in front of me, dripping wet without even being touched?"

There's a pause before her soft, hesitant answer. "I think I like it."

"Of course you like it." Her eyes are locked on mine as I speak, my throat rough around the words. I should stop. But they keep coming. "I know who you really are, princess. I know what you really want. You want my aching, hard cock. You want to feel it press against you; you want to believe for a moment that it's too big, that it will never fit. And then you want to sink down onto it and let me split you in two. Let me drive myself into you again and again until you know nothing except my name, my body, my fucking soul. There's nothing but me left in your entire fucking world."

She whimpers. She actually fucking whimpers.

Fates, I'm screwed.

"I want to see you." She's breathless.

"If you're a good girl. Touch yourself. Slowly."

She moves her hand, and her head tips back with a shuddering sigh as she swipes her finger along her wetness.

"Use your fingers to spread yourself. Show me where you'd take me."

She does, and her hands are shaking.

She has no idea of what pleasure she is capable of feeling, and the thought of her face when she finds out what her body can do is fucking unbearable.


Chapter 38
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Ican't believe I'm doing this. I'm splayed before him while he stares at me like I'm a fucking meal, my thighs parted and my arousal wet and hot and inches from him.

His hands move to his trousers.

Oh please, please, please let me see that incredible cock.

When he pulls it from his breeches, huge hand fisted around it, I let out a long sigh, and my fingers move faster as they rub and spread the wetness around.

I didn't know they could look like that, so iron-hard, yet so soft, so desirable.

"You're thinking about this taking you?"

"Yes," I gasp.

"Slow down. Rub your clit."

I almost snarl in annoyance as I flick my eyes from his cock to his face.

But then he starts to move his hand, glistening moisture catching the light, and I forget to be annoyed.

I would do anything to do exactly as he described. To lower myself onto him, to feel him fill me.

I flick my fingers over my clit, feeling the pressure build, the heat and the ache growing.

What am I doing? This is madness. A really, really bad idea.

But my fingers move faster, trying to make up for the empty, hollow ache.

"Slower," he growls. "Tease yourself." His own hand slows, moving from the base all the way to the tip of his outrageous cock.

Another moan escapes my lips. "When?"

"When what, princess? When can you fuck yourself with your fingers?"

"I need something inside me. I ache."

This time he moans, his expression almost angry.

"You won't put a thing inside that perfect fucking body until we both ache so much you will beg me for release."

His words move my fingers, increasing the pressure, and suddenly, I am not sure I do need anything else to reach the edge.

My panic must show, because he grips his cock hard but stills his hand and barks his next command.

"Stop. Take one finger and press it against yourself. One finger."

Ceasing my fingers' circular motion makes me hiss, but the feeling of them against my entrance makes me writhe.

"Push. Slowly. If you go too fast, I'll tell you to stop."

As slowly as I can, I press one finger into my swollen entrance. I'm barely an inch in when he tells me to stop again.

"Tell me what you want."

"You."

"More."

"Your cock. Instead of my finger."

His hand moves again, fisting up and down, his shoulders huge and hard. All that power, all that force—I gasp as I sink my finger all the way inside myself.

"Spoiled princess," he murmurs, shaking his head. "Take your finger out and put it in your mouth."

I stare at him. "What?"

"I can't taste you. And you disobeyed me. So take your finger out and put it in your mouth. Then tell me what it tastes like."

I can't do that. Can I?

My hand is moving. My sex pulses around me as I remove my finger and hesitantly bring it to my mouth.

"Do as you're fucking told, princess." His eyes are burning. I know what he's doing. He's seeing how far he can push me. What I'll do.

And curse it, I want to know. I want to please him. I want to do as I'm told.

I push my finger between my lips, and he gives a low, guttural moan, pumping his cock.

"Taste. Tell me."

"Sweet?" I mumble around my finger.

"Rub it around your lips."

I do, and my eyes move to his cock. I long to rub that huge, throbbing head over my lips, to find out what he tastes like.

"Enough. Move them back."

Gratefully, I move my fingers back between my legs, grazing them over the slick, swollen flesh. A shudder runs through me. I want it to be him. His cock rubbing over me.

"Soak your fingers. Two this time. Tell me how it feels."

"It feels good," I breathe, pressing my fingers into myself.

"You need to do better than good. How would it feel if it were me? Stretch yourself."

I part my fingers as I move them slowly further, trying to do as he told me.

"You're tight," he growls, and I nod breathlessly. "Would this fit?" He moves forward, onto his knees, his huge cock proud and hard in his hand.

I moan, my fingers moving faster. "No." It's a foot from my face, right over my soaking sex.

"Three fingers, princess."

I add a finger, my body tight and tense.

His voice is low when he speaks again. "Now, look at me, and fuck yourself. Hard. If your eyes leave mine once, you stop."

I do exactly as I'm told. I plunge my fingers in and out, and his gaze on mine heats me to my core. I don't feel shame or embarrassment; I feel like a fucking goddess. It's him I'm imagining, just as he described it, and I've never wanted anything more. The pressure is unbearable, spreading through my entire body, the coil so tight it's not just going to unravel—it's going to explode.

Flames roar in his eyes, and I want to look at his huge cock as he works it, but I daren't look away from his face.

"I will watch you fall to pieces on your fingers, princess. And you will scream my name."

And I do.

Just as I'm told, I fall to infernal pieces. Lights flash behind my eyes as pleasure explodes from my center, radiating out, making my body heave and buckle and shudder. His name erupts from my lips, a high-pitched wail I didn't even know I was capable of.

He shifts backward hard, and I moan as I feel something hot and wet added to the slick heat I'm still pumping in and out of my body. A roar leaves his lips.

He's coming, all over me. All over my shuddering thighs and stomach.

It's hot, and my body reacts instantly, frost covering me, mingling with the heat.

The sensations are too much, and I need more. I need everything.

"Please," I whimper. "Please. I need more."

His eyes are dark and wild now, and I see little control. I feel none myself.

"Stand and rub everything I just gave you over yourself."

His voice is low and husky now, and he's still gripping his cock. I stand up, my knees weak.

"Put your boots on."

I stare at him in post-orgasmic haze, trying to make sense of what he just said. "My boots?"

"Put your fucking boots on."

He almost shouts the command, and I move quickly, slick wetness running down my bare thighs. I pull my boots on, not bothering to lace them.

"Now, come here and put one foot on my shoulder."

My entire body flushes with heat, need pulsing through my swollen sex. More patches of frost blossom, and I glance down at the patchwork of ice covering me.

"I'll fall," I whisper.

"I will be as close to you when you come as the fucking gods themselves will allow. Now come here and put your boot on my shoulder."

I move to him, lift one leg, and rest my boot on his shoulder. He grips the leather, steadying me.

I stare down into his hard, fierce face.

I would give up everything I have ever worked for right now if I could sink my desperate body onto those beautiful lips.

"Fucking perfect," he snarls. I can't be more than six inches from his face, and his gaze is fixed on me. "Use both hands. Rub yourself and fuck yourself. Move up and down. Imagine this is filling every part of that beautiful fucking body." I see him move his hand hard up and down his engorged cock, and I move with him.

My hips jerk, letting my fingers move deeper and harder than they did before. My other hand moves, and the cold of my frozen fingers makes me cry out. My clit is swollen and ready, and I move fast. It's so easy to imagine he's filling me, powering into me, fucking me. He moans again as he watches me, my hips jerking over and over to meet my furious fingers.

"Tell me when you're close."

"Now," I gasp immediately.

"No."

I don't stop.

"I said, no."

But it's too late. I couldn't stop the explosion if I tried. I careen off the edge, screaming his name again, gushing over my fingers as they curl and move, prolonging the pleasure. I allow myself to believe that this male, this beautiful, hard, fierce, incredible fucking male, is inside me, pleasuring me, making me his.

The shudders are too much, though, the intensity of my orgasm taking every muscle in my body.

I fall.

My knees buckle, and I tip, going down hard on one knee.

Kain leaps back, but at the same time his hand flies out to catch me. Searing heat flashes for a beat, then icy cold replaces it as I thump down on my arse.

"Princess," he growls, and I don't know if he's angry or aroused.

"Come over me again," I breathe.

I don't give a shit I fell. I'm still pulsing and shaking, hot and cold swimming over my sensitive body and making me crazy.

I part my legs and fall onto my back, and after a second's hesitation, Kain moves to stand over me. I stare up at him, my hands back between my legs, and it only takes seconds to rekindle the pressure, everything is so fucking sensitive.

"Please. I want to feel the heat of you on me." His hand moves, and my lips part. "Yes. Imagine you're fucking my mouth," I say, and saying such filthy words out loud almost brings me to the edge. I don't feel shame. I feel nothing but reckless abandon.

"Princess," he half shouts, then lets out a long, low groan as he comes again, covering my chest. When it hits my hard, cold nipples, the contrast fires through me, and it's all I need.

I jerk as I plunge my fingers as deep as they'll go, feeling my body spasm around them as my orgasm rips through me.

I close my eyes, breathing hard, my body shuddering.

"Stay still, princess," Kain says, his voice soft now. "Rest."

I want to argue. I'm naked in a forest. But my body won't cooperate.

He sits on the leafy ground beside me and stares at me. First at my face, then his gaze travels over my chest and thighs.

I'm covered in him.

We're silent a long moment, and my mind slows to a blessed pace I don't achieve often.

I know what we just did was a bad idea. But I'm struggling to care.

In fact, I want to do it again. And again, and again.

I want him to touch me.

Shit.

I close my eyes.

If I thought this would get him out of my system, that it would cure the constant, lustful dreams, I was wrong.

He's not out of my system. Not even a little. If anything, he's more in my system than he's ever been.

I'm even more desperate to touch him. I'm so consumed by him, I can't even think straight.

"It's not enough," I whisper.

"It has to be." His voice is hard, and when I open my eyes to look at him, he's standing, pulling at the waistband of his trousers and retying them roughly.

He's right. He can't touch me.

He pulls his shirt over his head and passes it to me. His eyes flash as he looks down at my naked form.

"For the mess."

I bite my lip, heat flushing my body.

Could we go again? But he turns away, crouching to get the dagger he discarded.

I rub his shirt over my body, a tiny breath escaping when it touches my sensitive skin, and pull my own clothes back on.

I'm trying to work out what to say to him when he speaks.

"Are you going to store that memory, princess?"
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His words make my heated blood freeze. He can't have just asked that.

"What did you just say?"

"I asked you if you were going to store that memory."

I swear my heart has stopped. "What?" I don't know what else to say. How can he know? It's impossible.

"With your memory magic."

I shake my head. "I don't know what you're talking about."

Panic is swamping me. It's starting in my stomach and spreading out through my whole body, making my skin feel numb.

He can't know about my memory magic. Nobody can know about my memory magic.

"I've been watching you for long enough. I watch you go into your head, literally. You leave this world. There's something there, and I've seen how you use it. I think you can store and access memories." His voice is soft and calm and logical, and it's a complete counter to the anger and fear that is overtaking me.

My clothes are barely on but my feet are moving, rushing me toward the curtain of foliage.

I have to get out of here.

I have to get away from him.

He's guessing. I don't have to confirm anything he's just said. He knows nothing. Nobody's told him. He's putting together what he's seen of me.

I need to get away.

"Where are you going, princess? We need to talk."

"You used me!" The words erupt from my lips, the intense emotion from just a few moments ago spilling into the hatred I'm now feeling for him, and causing me to whirl back to face him. "You used me, you arsehole. You waited until I was vulnerable, then threw this at me. What's the plan, blackmail me into getting you into the vault? You're the fucking coward, Kain."

Hot tears burn my eyes, but not one spills. Rage and humiliation flow through me so hot I feel like I could burn up. Snow falls over my head, and I hiss through my teeth. If Thyrvi shows up now, I might let her rip him limb from limb.

He holds both hands up and shakes his head slowly. "No, princess. I'm not going to tell a soul."

I glare at him, hope clawing through the rage. I want him to be honest. He's the only one who has been. I can't take him betraying me. Especially not after…

"Whatever you choose to do about the vault has nothing to do with your secret. It's safe with me. I swear."

"Then why did you tell me you know? If you're not going to use it against me, why tell me?"

"Because I think it's why you can get into the vault and nobody else can. I think Featherblade knows that only you and your very special magic can get in. That's why it's showing you. That's why it's leading you there."

I stare at him. I came to the same theory myself, but I'm not stupid enough to blindly trust him.

Am I?

"You're really not going to tell anybody, even if I don't help you into the vault?"

"No."

"Why not?"

"It's not my style, princess."

"But you're… you're the villain of Featherblade. You told me so yourself."

The corner of one side of his mouth lifts slightly as his eyes narrow. "Perhaps I'm a selective villain. If you ever betray me, you'll see."

My head is spinning. I'm trying to work out how I feel about this, but I know how untrustworthy my instincts are around him. He makes me stupid.

I know that he's never lied to me, so why would he lie about this?

I believe him.

I take a deep breath and draw what I can from the cool flurry of snow falling over me. He knows.

Do what you can, ignore what you can't.

I can't change him knowing.

I remember Sarra's words. But I can try to take some control.

I can't get into the records room without him. If I faint whilst I'm climbing, I'll die. It's as simple as that. And I don't think I'll recognize anything in the vault without his help. He knew not to touch the door when we went into the first one, and if I'm being honest, if I were alone, I would have died.

I need his help.

I'm sure as fuck not going to just tell him that, though.

"I found something out this week," I say, keeping my voice as calm as I can.

He tenses, his huge shoulder muscles hardening. "You did?"

"Yes. Sigrun took me to the Gryphon's Nest."

His eyes bore into mine. "I know. I saw you leave."

"Well, Sigrun, who is essentially a warden of death, says that she'd know if I was marked with any kind of terminal illness." I see his eyes widen as he realizes what I'm going to say next. "And I'm not." I shrug my shoulders, lifting my hands. I can see his mind working. "I don't know if they lied to me, or if it was a mistake," I say. "And right now I don't care. The point is, there's nothing in that vault that will cure my blackouts and save me from dying. So that bait is over. You can't use it anymore."

"So, you're not interested in the vault now?" he asks quietly.

"Oh, I'm still interested in the vault. But we need to get something straight. I'm the one who is getting in. I'm the one Featherblade wants in there. For all you know, the rest of the helm isn't even in there. So if we do this, I'm in charge."

He blinks. "You're in charge."

I flush, given the circumstances we were in five minutes ago. "Yes, and you're not coming with me unless you tell me who you want revenge on."

"The people who punished me," he says, his eyes glinting.

"I already know that," I say. "Who? Who are the people who punished you?"

"I'm not telling you that."

"Will you tell me why they punished you?"

"Absolutely not."

"Do you believe it was an unfair punishment?" I push. I assume that he doesn't, but I want an answer all the same.

"Yes," he growls, and there's a flicker of fire beside him. "It wasn't just an unfair punishment. It was a completely unjustifiable punishment."

It's what I wanted to hear. I didn't want to believe he sought revenge on people who justly forced him to pay penance for a crime he deserved to suffer for. But I also don't believe that it was completely unjustified. The gods can see all. They wouldn't have taken away his wings and cursed his skin with no evidence whatsoever that he deserved it, surely.

"Are the other Valkyrie part of this punishment?"

"I'm not answering that," he says. His eyes are fixed on mine, but something in them has shifted. Uncertainty, I realize.

He doesn't know.

"You believe you were framed, and you don't know who by," I say slowly. I see him tense, but he doesn't answer me. "If you manage to complete the helm of embers, will it return your wings?"

"Nothing but Featherblade or the gods can do that," he says, his voice tight.

"Will it remove the curse on your skin?"

"No."

"Then will it give you your magic back?" I ask. He says nothing. "Allow you to leave Featherblade?" I try, although I can't see how that will happen without wings. Again, he says nothing. What does he want the helm for if it is none of these things?

I let out a long sigh. "Then tell me this. Will your retribution wait?"

He raises one eyebrow. "What do you mean?"

"If we get in there and the rest of your helm is there, will you let me become a Valkyrie before raining fiery hell down on those you believe deserve it?"

"You know, my raining of fiery hell should not be treated so casually," he says.

"Kain, I'm getting into that vault with or without you, and if you give me nothing, then you're not coming with me."

I see indecision flash across his face. I can't decide if he's about to tell me what I want to know, or grab me by the throat and tell me I'm taking him regardless.

"I swear to you, princess, that I will wait until you have received your full Valkyrie powers before embarking upon my revenge." His words are slow and clear and sincere, and I believe them.

"Fine." I put my hand in my pouch and pull out the key.

His mouth opens slowly, and his eyes narrow.

"I believe we have a record room to break into."


Chapter 40
Maddy
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"You're sure this is the only way to do this?"

My face is as hot as the rest of me as I squeeze my thighs around Kain's massive waist.

A whoosh of air leaves my lips as he tugs on the rope that has secured me to his back.

"If you faint, you die. So, yes. Just don't touch me," he growls.

I didn't know it was possible to be embarrassed and aroused at the same time, but as Kain reaches for the first handhold at the base of the trunk leading up to the Gryphon's Nest, there's no question that's where I am. My legs are spread around him, and every movement he makes causes delicious friction that makes every muscle in my aching body tense.

"Are you squeezing so hard for a reason, princess?" Kain growls, and I try to relax my legs a little.

"Am I hurting you?"

He's moving faster, scaling the trunk in much less time than it would have taken me. He gives a grunt at my question. "Do you know how long it has been since a female wrapped her legs around me?"

He insisted on wedging an entire fur between our bodies, and I don't think it's my imagination, but the fur is already hot to the touch. At the thought, snow starts over my head and I close my eyes, as Kain pauses.

"Princess?"

"Yes."

"Snow is not helping me climb."

"I can't help it," I whisper. "Apparently, this is what happens when I'm hot."

He starts to climb again in silence.

When we reach the platform that makes up the entrance hall, he unties me quickly, and I stretch my legs, hoping my pale skin isn't as red as it feels.

"Thanks," I mutter. "I didn't faint, so probably a waste of time, but⁠—"

"If you had, you'd have died," he says, not looking at me but coiling the rope up and then scanning the doors. There are no candles lit or signs of anyone here.

"Have you been here before?" I ask quietly.

"Yes. Not inside most of the rooms, though."

"It's not that one." I point to the room I had tea in. Two of the other doors have glass in them, and we move to peer through. One is lined with bookcases and glass display cabinets, many showing pieces of paper. "I'm guessing it's this one."

The first three keys I try on the ring don't work, but the fourth one does.

We move silently when we're inside, even though we're miles from anyone else. Breaking into Sigrun's rooms just feels like something that should be done quietly.

In the center of the room are three display cases, and the middle one contains a piece of paper as long as my torso. On it is a list of every Valkyrie, and their val-tivar.

"Excellent," I mutter, and read it carefully, before going to the gallery. It's weird to do it with Kain there watching. But he's seen me do this before, it seems. There's no point hiding it now.

The list of Valkyrie is stored as a statue of a spear, and when I return to the records room, Kain is staring at me with fascination.

"I got it. Let's go."

"Where do you go?"

"Just… into my head." Part of me wants to tell him about the ice statue gallery, but I don't. This isn't the time or place, and I'm not fully sure I want to share that much with him. Probably because I didn't choose to share anything in the first place.

There's a noise, and we both turn to the door. It's beating wings.

"Shit," I swear, as Kain hisses something worse.

We both run to the door of the records room in time to see the silver wings of Brynhild, but it's too late to leave.

As one, we press ourselves against the wall, either side of the door.

Whatever she's doing here, please don't let it be in this room, I pray. Or notice the rope Kain kicked to one side of the platform.

We hear footsteps, heeled boots on the planks, then a pause, and the sound of a key turning.

It's not our door. Thank the fates.

But why does Brynhild have a key? And what is she doing here?

Before I can stop myself, I peek through the glass of the records room door. She's moved a few feet into the receiving room, and with the light of all the windows behind her I can see clearly that she's holding a book. She opens it, takes something out, and puts it in her pocket.

She looks up, and I snap my head back, out of view.

I hold my breath as there are more footsteps, then let it go as the beating of wings replaces them.

Neither of us move for a few moments, then Kain growls. "Your curiosity really will get you killed. Why did you risk being seen?"

I glance at him, then step away from the wall. "Couldn't help it," I mutter. "Why was she here?"

"I don't know. I thought nobody is supposed to have a key."

I open the door and step out onto the platform, looking around warily before hurrying to the receiving room.

"We need to go," Kain says.

"In a minute."

I try the keys until one works, and scan the room for the book she was holding. It was bright orange and must have been close to the door.

"Aha." I find it and flip it open to discover that the center has been hollowed out. Inside are coins, just like the one I found outside the vault. I finger through them, seeing that they all have different feathers carved on them. What could Brynhild have been wanting to do with them?

"Princess, now," Kain growls.

I shove one of the coins into my pouch, put the book back, and lock the doors. Part of me thinks I should leave the keys, in case Sigrun notices they're gone, but the rest of me refuses to give up such a valuable item. And besides, I wouldn't be able to lock up behind me if I left them.

Kain is holding the rope out, having already wrapped himself in protective fur. I swear it's singed in places it wasn't before.

He shakes his head at me. "I didn't know you were such a little thief."

I glare at him. "Do you want to get into that vault or not?"

"Do you want me to strap you to my front this time?"

My face flames and I snatch the rope from him, moving deliberately to his back.

"Let's go."


Chapter 41
Maddy
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It doesn't take long to reach the vault door, and my nerves and excitement grow as we approach.

Featherblade wouldn't show me the way if it didn't want me in there. And it wouldn't reveal the earthy tunnel leading there if I had Kain with me and I was supposed to be alone.

I try to draw certainty from my logic, even though I know there are holes. Kain might be Yggdrasil's best actor, and this tunnel is always here. He might have lied when he said Featherblade had only just revealed it to me, and he might have always known what the riddle sealing the vault door was.

There is the map, though. The map showed me the vault, and Kain had nothing to do with that.

I let out a long breath as the storeroom comes into view, the crates still overflowing.

I'm doing this. There's no going back now.

We move together to the metal vault door.

Beyond these walls lies the sacred Vault of the Valkyrie,

Filled with treasures, it will reward your entrance lavishly,

But to pass this first door you must prove that your knowledge is sound,

List every Guardian and the beast to which they were bound.

Make one mistake and it will be your last,

The door will ensure you exist only in the past.

"Here goes," I whisper, then let myself go to the gallery. I recall the spear statue, and when I return to reality, the long list of Valkyrie and their val-tivars is in my hand. I read, slowly and clearly.
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"Lastly, Harald the Strong and a bear," I finish, and there is a resounding clunking sound. The vault door swings open an inch, and I look excitedly at Kain.

I'm expecting a smile, or some sort of urgency. But he's staring at me like he did in the records room.

"Your power… You were reading from something."

"Yes. The paper I memorized, I have a ghost version of it. Come on, you've wanted to get in here for ages, and the door is open."

"How many memories can you access?"

Nerves skitter though me. I don't want to talk to him about this. "Lots," I say evasively.

Once more, I see the thoughts playing out behind those piercing eyes. "Your family… They kept you hidden away because of this, not because of your lack of magic or your fainting." I tense. "They used you to keep secrets."

It was only a matter of time before he put it together. He already worked out what I could do from spying on me all over Featherblade, but watching me use my memory magic so blatantly has obviously triggered his realization.

Is he going to demand his secret? The one he thinks my father owes him?

If he does, you'll find out what it is. I shut down the curious voice in my mind as fast as I can.

"So what if they did? The vault is open, Kain."

His lips part, his brows drawn together.

Before he can speak, I move, pushing the heavy door open.

I get a foot inside before I halt in my tracks. "Wow."

It's another tunnel, as earthy as the ones leading here, but the ground is polished stone and the roof overhead is made up of purple, flower-covered vines. At twenty-foot intervals, as far as my eyes can see, are pedestals. At least five of them are clear from where I am standing: a necklace on a stone bust, a shield bigger than I am, a small chest that looks to be made from solid gold, a simple wooden sword, and a tiara on a smaller bust. There are more, stretching all the way along the tunnel, and tapestries with gold threads that shine in the light from the magically lit sconces that dot the walls.

I move to the first pedestal and see writing on a small plaque beneath the necklace.

"The first Gold Court Queen's choker," I read aloud.

Kain moves into the room behind me, his ash eyes widening a little as he takes it all in.

I move along the corridor, taking my time, reading every plate we pass.

When I see a starstone bracelet from the Shadow Court, I almost reach out and take it. Freydis always said that the hardest stone to get would be starstone; it is incredibly rare.

"Don't touch anything," Kain rumbles, and I pause. He's staring at a tapestry, and I look closer at it.

It's a battle scene, which is no surprise, but a lot of the fae are fighting beside huge animals. Bears, wolves, giant serpents, and birds large enough to ride are all depicted, but there are others—foxes, stoats, massive cats, even oversized insects.

"Not all these fae have wings," Kain says, his voice thoughtful.

"So, they're not all Valkyrie?"

"I think some are High Fae. The Vanir. The first race the gods ever created, and still the most powerful. They were given animal familiars to channel their magic and fight alongside them."

"How do you know about Vanir?"

"I had a rich education." He turns away from the tapestry and carries on down the hallway. I stare after him.

I knew he was smart and well read. But is he from a noble background?

"Who were you before you were a Valkyrie?" I ask, moving after him.

"None of your business."

I pull a face, then I'm distracted by a massive sword standing a foot taller than most of the other displayed items.

"Unlikely," Kain mutters, without looking. "There's another door."

The tunnel bends a little at its end, and when I move to stand beside him, I see he's right. A second round metal door is closed, sealing the end of the corridor.

"Do you think your helm is in there?"

"Maybe. And whatever you're supposed to find."

I look over my shoulder at the long line of priceless artifacts. "Erm, I'm pretty sure any of that could help me."

My insides are fizzing with excitement at the thought of looking up each and every thing in here and finding out where it came from and what it does.

Kain steps closer to the door, and runes made of light flare to life, spinning until they stop in order, straight across the center of the door.

Five courts, five ships, hidden from sight,

Earth, Ice, Fire, Gold, and Shadow's might.

Vessels of royalty, names unknown,

Each a key to secrets grown.

The Talekeeper's Vault, a trove untold,

Its treasures locked, both new and old.

But heed this warning, clear and true:

No prize is yours till all doors undo.

Seek the names of longships grand,

To unlock the vault and understand.

Only when all five you've found,

Can the riches within be unbound.

As soon as Kain finishes reading the runes aloud, five ships appear in the metal below, each with the symbol of their court beside them, and there is a clinking sound as a chain materializes, a feather quill at its end.

"Well," I breathe. "There go my looting plans." The riddle is pretty clear: we can't take anything until all the doors are unlocked.

Kain looks at me, his eyes shining. "Do you have any of the ship names inside your head?"

"I know the name of the Ice Court ship," I say. "Fjardviggr."

He leans forward, takes the quill, and etches the name into the door. There's a flare of light, and then the name disappears.

We both frown at it.

"Do you know what the Fire Court royals named their ship?" I ask tentatively. It's not like he's been forthcoming with information about where he's from or his life before Featherblade, so I'm not expecting him to answer. But he leans forward and writes a name next to the Fire Court ship. Ognabrandur.

This time, when the light flares, it's gold in color, and when it fades, the name is still there, carved into the metal.

"So, the Ice Court ship must have been called something else when this door was made," he breathes.

"How do you know what the Fire Court ship was called?" I ask.

"I told you. I had an expansive education." He straightens and turns to me. "Search your information. See if you can find any others."

I nod. "Fine. It might take me a minute."

"I'm not going anywhere, princess."

I abandon reality and go to the gallery. I'm thinking about the Ice Court royal longship, which I've been on many times before, but when the icy corridor whizzes along and then stops, it's not a memory of a ship that it has deposited before me.

It's the wolf. The one that has been here my whole life and has been melting since I met Kain.

There's barely any ice left. A flaming gray wolf is snarling before me, still as a statue, but no longer frozen.

It's Kain's wolf. I'm certain.

I reach out slowly, my heart pounding in my ears.

When my fingers touch the fur, I'm transported.

An image plays out before me, clear and vivid as though I was there.

Kain is alight. His whole body is on fire, flames licking up and over his shoulders, jumping a foot in the air above him. His eyes are red, they're so filled with fire. He's moving in slow motion before me, plunging a dagger down into the heart of another fae. Her face is warped in terror, and my world shudders to a standstill.

It's Freydis.


Thanks for Reading!


Thank you so much for reading Of Frost and Feather, I hope you enjoyed it!

The story continues in the next book, Of Iron and Ash, which you can get here.

You can also get exclusive first looks at artwork and story ideas, plus free short stories and audiobooks if you sign up to my newsletter at elizaraine.com.

See you soon, beautiful readers!
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