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Do what you can.
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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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Ican't make sense of what I just saw.

I'm somewhere between reality and my mind, and the image of Kain before me is half real and half… monster.

I just watched him kill my sister.

How? Why?

The gallery of ice statues in my mind is made up of memories. Nothing but memories.

And obviously, this has not happened.

"Princess?"

I'm in the vault again, everything sharpening, and Kain is staring at me.

My hands are trembling, and I'm panting.

All I can see is him. His beautiful, dark face, his ash-gray eyes with sparking embers drifting through them.

His body alight.

A dagger in his hand.

"What happened?" His voice is commanding, but soft.

I open my mouth. No sound comes out.

The wolf statue has been there forever. How can it have contained that all this time?

Is it a possible future? Is that what the three statues are? They all contain different possibilities?

Brynhild's words come to me.

"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."

But I don't have future knowing magic like Brynhild. I have memory magic.

You're new.

You're different.

There's nothing, nobody, like you.

The statements shoot through my thoughts, one after another, and I shake my head.

It can't be a future. Kain wouldn't stab my sister.

Why? Why would he ever wish her harm? He couldn't even be in the same place as her—he's bound to Featherblade.

I didn't see the background clearly, I realize with a jolt. I didn't see where the horrific scene took place.

I'm back in the gallery in an instant, ignoring Kain repeating his question.

The wolf is there, dripping ice melt, and I reach out, my fingers shaking as they pause inches from the fur.

I don't want to see it again. But I need more information.

My fingers close around the fur.

Fire. There's so much infernal fucking fire. It's not just him—it's all around us. And they are not in Featherblade. There are figures behind Freydis, but they are all blurred, indistinct hazes of figures. The room is pale beyond the flames, and… are the walls shimmering?

My breath leaves in a rush as recognition hits.

It's the Ice Palace.

My home.

The vision ends, and this time, when reality settles, my hands are on my chest, which is heaving.

"Princess, you need to tell me what the fuck is happening."

His eyes are trained on me, his head bent to look into my face.

"Have you ever been to the Ice Palace?" I whisper.

His expression changes, a frown replacing the concern. "I'm a fire-fae," he growls.

It's not an answer. "Yes or no?"

"Of course not."

Would it make a difference if he had? Clearly, he didn't go there and stab Freydis—she is very much alive.

This isn't a memory, Maddy.

But it's in my memory gallery!

My control is slipping, my thoughts spiraling, and abruptly, my breathing isn't working right. I'm taking down air, but it's somehow not filling my lungs.

"You're hyperventilating," Kain says slowly, still staring intently into my face. "Sit. Head between your knees."

Fear is crawling over me, but I know I don't need to be scared of him. What I saw didn't happen.

I use my hands to lower myself to the polished stone floor, draw up my knees, and tip my head between them. The dizziness lessens, air moving easier.

Also, I'm not looking at him now. My thoughts clear along with my windpipe.

It didn't happen. Of course it didn't happen. So why in the name of all the gods is it in my gallery? Why has it been there since I was born?

Could it be fear? Could those three statues be my greatest fears?

But I've never considered Kain killing my sister.

I do fear losing her, though. And I fear losing myself to him. Could those two things be connected somehow in my head, and result in that awful scene?

I want to go back. I want to remove the wolf, to rip him from the gallery, to never have to see him or that agonizing image again.

"What happened?"

It's the fourth time he's asked. I have to tell him something.

"I saw… something that isn't a memory." I don't lift my head as I speak. It's easier when I can't see him.

"Has that happened before?"

"No."

"Why did you ask if I had been to the Ice Palace? Was I featured in this… non-memory?"

I close my eyes. My breathing has settled, but my mind is still racing. I must be careful. I can't tell him too much.

But the way he made me feel just scant hours earlier, the connection I feel to him in my Freya-cursed soul, lurches up, clawing at me.

I had just decided to trust him. I made the decision to lead him into this vault, to take him closer to his Helm of Embers.

And now…

Fear, Maddy. The image must have been born of fear. My brain took the worst possible thing Kain could do with the power I am helping him get, and showed it to me.

Kain isn't going to hurt me. And there is no reason in all of Yggdrasil that even my wild imagination can come up with for him to hurt my sister.

Birds see the future. Gods see the future. I do not.

I open my eyes and lift my head. "I can't look for ship names right now. We'll have to come back."

His body is tense, his jaw tight, but he nods. I stand, carefully. The wonders around us, the incredible artifacts I was desperate to investigate just moments ago, are not really registering as I walk slowly past them.

All I can see is my sister, surrounded by flames, a dagger sinking into her body.

I haven't dealt well with her rejection, or even with the loss of her presence. And I haven't dealt well with my tumultuous obsession with the ridiculously dangerous convicted criminal walking beside me. I let him in. I stood naked before him and obliged his every command.

He knows my secret.

My brain has put the two things I can't handle together, that is all.

It is fear.

Which makes me wonder what is in the other two statues, still frozen solid? Are they fears too? Or could they be dreams? Hopes?

"Will you tell me what you saw?" Kain's voice is still soft. He hasn't raised it once, or even growled at me, since it happened.

"No."

"Is it important?"

I glance sideways at him. He is looking ahead, at the exit to the vault. At the door my magic just got us through.

"I don't think so. Just… unsettling."

He gives a curt nod. "You are still willing to try to get through the next door?" Now he looks at me.

I stare back. All we need are the names of four ships, and we will find out what else Featherblade has hidden here. And he gets closer to fixing the Helm of Embers and somehow exacting his revenge.

"Ask me tomorrow."


Chapter 2
Kain
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Idon't know what she saw inside her head, but Skoll's magic is drinking in her fear of me, liquid fire burning through my veins. The wolf's presence surges, eager to feast on her terror.

And curse it all, I'm getting no pleasure from it.

She touched me. Touched my skin. The first touch I have felt in two hundred years. She has no idea of her impact. Of how that simple brush of contact shattered two centuries of carefully constructed walls.

The others are right to fear her. She's raw power wrapped in doubt, waiting to explode.

But I don't want her to fear me.

For the first time in an interminably shit number of years, I don't want someone to fear me. The realization burns worse than Skoll's fire ever could.

I want the adoration back. The wide-eyed wonder. I want to see the shock on her face at her own strength, her own power. I want to see her fierce scowl when somebody tells her she can't do something. I want to see her peaceful expression whenever she leaves this world and goes to whatever sanctuary she has built inside her mind. The way her eyes drift, seeing things none of us can imagine.

She's a fucking marvel, and she doesn't even know it. The things I could show her, the strength I could help her achieve…

Her face, flushed and alive after she froze the springs, fills my mind.

She has power in her. An ambition. A desire for revenge, a need to prove herself. It's all there. And the need to unlock it is starting to haunt my thoughts, an immovable pull, distracting me from two centuries of obsession.

A hiss escapes my lips, and she glances at me. We're in the catacombs now, the small boat almost at the dock.

She will leave me here. The certainty sits like acid in my gut.

"You're angry I didn't get us farther into the vault."

"We need four ship names. That will take time to find."

"So… you're not angry?"

The boat bumps against the platform as we reach it.

"Not with you."

I have been in her company for hours now, and keeping control of myself is starting to cause a strain on my body. Skoll paces restlessly in my mind, torn between wanting to terrify her and protect her.

She tilts her head. There is still uncertainty in her eyes, and I burn to know what she just saw. "Who are you angry with?"

It's impossible not to snort. "Everyone, princess. But right now, your family. They have hindered you. Used you. Kept you from what you should be. Their behavior is unforgivable." It takes epic self-restraint to say the words calmly. What I want to do is set the entire fucking building on fire, then let Skoll fill my body and allow me to rip apart anyone who has hurt her.

But she will argue with me, try to defend her parents and sister, and I don't want her to fear me. I need her to see that I am right, that she needs to be free of them and the hold they've kept over her.

The defiance I expected from her doesn't come, though. Instead, she drops her gaze.

"The gods chose me to come here and become a Valkyrie," she says quietly.

Hope explodes in my chest, and the ferocity of such a foreign emotion takes me by surprise. After two centuries of nothing but rage and bitterness, hope feels like being stabbed. "Yes."

"They know if my parents lied to me about the blackouts. But… I'm not sure I need to know."

My jaw works as I stare at her. She is still not meeting my gaze. Perhaps she is right. Perhaps she doesn't need to know. Yet.

"One day, you will find out, princess. And know this: if it transpires that they deliberately made you live two decades believing you might die every single day…" Skoll flares to life beside me, filled with my rage, and she jumps.

I regret my loss of temper immediately as she blinks up at me. Skoll's presence fades, though his bloodlust lingers in my veins.

Fuck, she's so soft, so beautiful, yet so… fierce. How? How can so much potential be wrapped in something so uncertain?

"I don't need you to defend me, Kain," she says. There's not much conviction in her voice.

"No. Not when you have control of Thyrvi. But until then, you don't have a choice. I will be here. Always." Skoll settles at the promise, accepting this hunt. We will protect her, my wolf and I, until she learns to tear her enemies apart herself.


Chapter 3
Maddy
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When the boat reaches the bottom of the steps, I find my feet taking me toward the temple. I know Kain is probably following me, his presence a burning shadow at the edge of my awareness. I don't care. As long as I don't have to talk to him, as long as I have the illusion of solitude, I can try to work through my roiling thoughts.

I reach the garden and sit on the grass. The smells are fresh, green, and alive, the dusky light muting everything to soft-edged shapes. I wish it were colder.

A small flurry of snow shimmers over me, then dies out, and a smile takes my lips as I stare at the fast-dissolving snowflakes on my outstretched hand. To have magic…to have control of ice and snow… I've always wanted this. Always dreamed of it during those endless days trapped in the palace, watching other ice-fae command winter itself, while I remained powerless.

I froze my skin to touch Kain.

How far could I take that? How far should I take that? The possibilities spiral out before me, tempting and terrifying.

At best, it could result in injury. At worst… it could result in my becoming a tool in whatever destruction the fire-fae was bent on wreaking. Another puppet, just with different strings.

I should listen to my mind, and accept the fear it is so brutally trying to make me see. But my body is singing a different tune. My body is the opposite of afraid of him. It's desperate for him.

My heart hammers when I stare into his eyes, my soul yearns for his protection, and, worse, some deeply buried part of me wants his permission. I want him to tell me I can punish those who have wronged me. I want him to stand beside me, speaking words of revenge and retribution that justify the anger building inside me.

I drop my head into my hands on a sigh.

My sister would talk me out of this madness in a heartbeat. She is steady, logical, kind, and realistic. Whereas I am…

What am I?

Tenacious.

Nobody can take that from me. There has always been a way to keep trying, to keep pushing, to keep testing and hide it from everybody. I've always found small ways around the barriers in my life.

But beyond my inability to give up? I have no idea what I am. I don't even know what I want to be anymore. For most of my life, I've had little choice in the way of goals. I didn't want to be lonely. I wanted to push the limits of what I could experience before I died. But I never believed I could be cured.

Now, though… All the limits, all the barriers, the tiny pool of options I had, have been blown apart.

I have magic. Real, tangible power. I have access to some of the world's most powerful fae. I have a friend. I have a giant killer bear, for Odin's sake.

And I have Kain. In some fucked-up capacity, I know I have him. Not his love, or his allegiance even. But he is there. Always. Just as he said. His presence is both anchor and tempest, threatening to either ground me or sweep me away entirely.

Can he be a tool in my arsenal? A driving force to push harder, to test my limits? The fire to my ice, urging me toward greater heights?

Or is he the antithesis to my new opportunities? A villain who has waited for someone as naïve and desperate as I am to allow him to break free of his prison? All that rage, all that destructive power, just waiting for someone foolish enough to give him an opening.

I must stay in control of myself. I can't let the explosion of my life, the overwhelming change in everything around me, lead me to make dangerous, deadly decisions. The palace might have been a cage, but at least I knew its boundaries.

If I am stronger, I can resist him. If I am better informed, I can choose my own path. If I am in control of my emotions, I can protect myself without him.

This is my chance to be something more. My chance to decide what I want and how to get it, without anybody else telling me what to do, hiding me away, shutting me down.

The blackouts are not going to kill me. Every single day is different now. Everything is within my control.

And I will not let anyone take that control from me.

"It's mine." The words leave my lips in a whisper. I'm not sure to whom I'm saying them, but hearing them out loud, even as quiet as they are in the calm garden air, gives me strength.

"My decisions are mine. My power belongs to me."

There's a flicker, and my body tenses as deep cold washes through me—colder than any natural chill, the kind of cold that comes from the depths of winter itself.

"Thyrvi."

She's crushing flowers beneath her massive paws, and I let out a long breath. There I am, trying to assert my control, and I accidentally summon a four-hundred-pound bear.

My power will belong to me. When I learn to control it.

She sniffs the air, her nose twitching, then cranes her huge neck, looking over at the church path with predatory focus.

"There are no enemies. Only the fire-fae. Why is he over there?" Her mental voice carries a hint of challenge, as if she's disappointed by the lack of threats to dismember.

I glance toward the path. I can't see him, but I'm not in the least surprised that he's there.

"Because I'm taking some time to think."

She looks at me and blinks, her dark eyes reflecting nothing. "Why?"

I can't help my laugh. It's pure Thyrvi—direct, impatient, caring nothing for introspection. "Because, mighty warrior, I need to work out how to control you. And how to stop that fire-fae controlling me."

She continues to stare at me, and I find myself examining her inky eyes rather than thinking hard about anything. She said she didn't exist before. How can she just have come into being? No birth, no childhood, no growth. But then, she's a part of me. Did she grow with me? Was she always there, waiting in the depths of my soul, gathering strength?

"Thinking helps you gain control?" she asks eventually, doubt clear in her tone.

"Yes. It leads to the right action." I hope.

She sits, crushing more flowers. "I am a believer in direct action," she says, and I can feel her restlessness, like an itch under my skin.

"What if you make a mistake? How will you undo it?"

She makes a grumbly noise in her chest. "I do not make mistakes."

"You tried to kill someone you shouldn't have only a few hours ago."

"It would not have been a mistake to kill that cowardly foe." Her certainty is absolute, a predator's logic untroubled by moral complexities.

"If you are here to help me, then it would have been a mistake to do something I didn't want you to." I try to keep my voice gentle but firm.

She lifts one huge paw and swipes at the earth, beheading a whole group of daisies. I wait for her to argue, but apparently destroying the daises is her only response.

I can sense the need to tread carefully. I wonder if she doesn't like the fact that she's controlled by someone else. I can empathize. But also, she's a Giant killer. I can't have her gutting rooks all over the place just because they look at me wrong.

"Will you help me work out how to summon you properly?"

She lifts her head. "Yes."

"What made you come here, just now?"

"You felt strong." Pride colors her mental voice.

I frown. "Really?"

She stands and shakes herself, her massive form rippling like a white avalanche. "No. That is wrong. Your feelings were strong."

I nod. That makes more sense. But she didn't come when Kain and I were alone. My feelings were very strong then, so it's not desire or pleasure that brings her. Or perhaps those emotions aren't strong enough to wake the berserker rage she represents.

Fear has summoned her before, in the glade and in the lake. And what was I feeling just now? Confidence, or resolution? The need to take control, to own my power… Is that what calls to her?

"Can you feel me all the time?"

"No. When it is strong, I come." Simple. Direct.

Kain's wolf appears when he's angry. But he says his wolf is always there, always aware of him. Is Thyrvi different? Or do we just have to learn to do that? To live with our inner monsters always awake, always watching?

"Well, I'm pleased to know that you come when I need you."

She straightens. "To vanquish enemies. To send them to hel, where they belong. To ensure they never⁠—"

"Yes," I cut her off before she can detail exactly how she plans to dismember my foes. "And also, to save me when I faint."

She dips her head in acknowledgment. "Like in the spring."

"Exactly like in the spring."

"Yes. I will come for that too." The protectiveness in her voice matches the surge of fierce affection I feel through our bond.

"Thank you."

"And you will learn to keep me here more?" There's an eagerness in her question.

"If you don't kill folk the whole time you're here, then yes. I think there might be a way to keep you present in my head, without your actually being here."

She pulls her head back, whiskers twitching. "That sounds… strange."

I consider a minute. She isn't like the other val-tivars, I'm sure, so there's no point making any assumptions based on them. "Where would you like to be?"

She swings her snout around and looks out toward the canopy. "There is much life, much challenge, much to explore out there." Her longing echoes my own desire for freedom, for experience, for the chance to test our limits.

I start to tell her it's dangerous out there but stop myself. I already know her well enough to know that she won't take kindly to hearing she can't do something. I nod instead.

"We will try to find a way for you to be here always, but by my side when I need you."

To my surprise, I feel something from her. A frisson of electric energy, moving through my chest, making me want to jump to my feet, to move, to do something. Power and possibility.

"I want this." The excitement in her voice carries the same feeling, confirming that it's coming from her. Our emotions are feeding into each other.

"I'll talk to the Valkyrie. We'll find out if it is possible."

She lifts and lowers her paws absently, oblivious to the foliage destruction she's causing. "Yes. Yes, we will do this." She thinks a beat longer, then dips her head in a nod. "And we will make it colder."

I smile at her. "That might be harder to achieve."

"But we will try?"

"Sure." And I mean it.


Chapter 4
Maddy
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When I enter Sarra's workshop, I'm relieved she isn't there. I am going to tell her everything that's happened—with the exclusion of any intimate details—but I'm so tired now that I wouldn't get the words right. Fatigue crashes through me, and I almost miss the note she left for me on the furs as I flop down onto them.

Merit didn't come back from the Oskorela, and there's a lot of whispering and chatter going through the thralls about the Valkyrie being angry about something. I'm hoping you haven't done anything stupid, but I'll be down early tomorrow.

My stomach twists. Merit… She was a strong rook. Is she dead? Or out there in the canopy somewhere? No doubt Staffan will have the story to tell at breakfast. I reread the last line. I did do something stupid, but there's no way the Valkyrie know I broke into the Gryphon's Nest, or they would be here right now.

Swallowing trepidation, I retrieve Freydis' mirror and settle on the furs with it.

I want to see her face so badly. I need to see that she's okay, that she's safe.

But the mirror remains lifeless.

I need to rid myself of the image in the wolf, though. I'll see her face in the gallery, in a memory I can stomach.

Maybe, if I revisit the memories of her since I came here, I can find something else in them that I missed the first time? Some sort of proof the sister who practically raised me wouldn't turn her back on me?

I know it seems desperate, but I'm willing to try. What do I have to lose?

A little reluctantly, I head to the gallery and visit the statue I made of the strength display. The last time I saw her.

"Hello, sister," she says to me, eyes empty, voice cold.

I try to remember any other time Freydis has spoken to anybody like that. I can't recall one. She has shouted at people, short, sharp, and regal. And she has threatened people, low and serious.

But I've never seen her like this.

I watch the memory, heart constricting as I reach for her hand, and she steps back and 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."

Is there something in that? Some hidden proof that she still cares? Maybe she can't touch me because her resolve to hate me will crumble?

Is hating me all she has, and now she's stuck at the palace alone, her dreams stolen from under her?

I blow out a long, pained sigh.

The image of the dagger sinking into her chest burns in my mind.

I still love her. I will always love her. I don't believe she doesn't love me. I can't.

The memory plays on.

"I believe my sister would make a magnificent Valkyrie," I say to Brynhild loudly, before looking at Freydis. "I think you should reconsider her for training here."

There is definitely a flicker of something in her eyes. And now I look again, I'm not sure it is a gratitude. It might be sadness.

"We are grateful for this invitation," she tells Brynhild formally, ignoring my statement.

I get one last blink from her before she follows my mother from the hall. I scan her face, her expression, her body language. But I see nothing.
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Normally my churning thoughts would have kept my mind turning over all night, but the toll of the day is stronger, and I'm asleep almost the instant my head hits the pillows.

Sarra, true to her word, wakes me well before I'm ready to rise.

"I have coffee."

I roll over, blinking. An incomprehensible noise mumbles from my mouth.

"Please tell me you didn't do something stupid yesterday."

"Oh, I did. More than one thing, actually." I haul myself into a sitting position, and Sarra plonks down beside me on the furs.

"Oh gods. Is it you the Valkyrie are angry about?"

"No. I stole some information from the Gryphon's Nest and got into the vault. They definitely don't know about it."

Sarra's mouth drops open. "Maddy… how?"

"I had help," I admit, and reach for the coffee.

"Tell me everything."

I tell her almost everything. I admit the physical tension between Kain and me, because I can't stop my face flaming at parts of the story, but I don't tell her how I acted on it. It's too personal. And it doesn't only belong to me. There were very much two of us involved. I have to force my thoughts along, but by the time I tell her what I saw when the wolf statue melted, I'm no longer thinking about the pulsing heat between my legs.

Sarra is as confused as I am. It's not a memory, and I can't see the future, so it must be a manifestation of fear, is her agreed conclusion.

I give her a short version of my conversation with Thyrvi, again not feeling like all of the words are for sharing. But I push the point that I need to find a way to keep her in this world, rather than wherever she goes when she's not here.

"So, more training with Brynhild, then?"

"Yeah. But she says I have to concentrate on my val-tivar to call her. Thyrvi says she comes when she feels strong emotion from me. I don't think that's the same thing."

"Can you force yourself to feel strong emotion all the time, though?" Sarra looks doubtful. "That's not a great way to live."

She's right. It's not a long-term solution, even if it's sort of working now. With nothing helpful to offer, I change the subject. "So, what happened to Merit?"

"There are a bunch of rumors. I was hoping you'd find out today." She sets down her drink, and a tiny bit of the hot liquid sloshes over the side.

She gives a hiss of pain, and then her eyes flash with something, so fast I can't make it out. Green, perhaps?

"You okay?"

She looks at me and holds up her finger. "Burned myself. It'll be fine."

"Your eyes…"

She frowns. "My eyes? They weren't near the coffee."

"No, they did something."

She raises her brows slowly. "Did something?"

I stare at her a minute, recognition dawning. "Have you been working on Aldrich's staff again?"

She drops her eyes from mine, guilty as a child caught stealing.

"Sarra! You promised! There's something wrong with that thing. Honestly, if you'd seen yourself, your fingers all black, and now your eyes going weird—it's dangerous." The words tumble out, fear making them sharp.

She looks up again, and her expression is hard. "You're not one to lecture me about doing dangerous things. I have a connection to that staff, and if I can uncover its magic, I'm sure I can do something with it. Something important. Something new, even."

I swallow back my retort. It's absolutely true that I have no right to lecture her. And if the connection she feels to that staff is anything like the connection I feel to Thyrvi, or Kain, then giving her grief won't stop her pushing to find out more. Some pulls run deeper than reason.

"You think you can use the magic in it?" I ask quietly. No human can wield magic in Yggdrasil. If she could, this could be huge. It could change everything we think we know about the boundaries between human and fae.

"No, probably not. But there's something in there. Something connected to the Earth Court, to the magic I weave into the earth-fae staffs, but… more, somehow." Her hands move as she speaks, tracing patterns in the air like she's trying to grasp something just beyond her reach. "I don't know how to explain it in words—it's a feeling, a flow of something inside me. I have to know what it is, Maddy."

The intensity in her voice sends a chill down my spine. Not because I'm afraid of her, but because I recognize that hunger. It's the same desperation that drives me toward Kain despite my knowing better, that makes me want to unleash Thyrvi's full power regardless of the consequences.

"I don't want to stop you. Just make sure you only do it when I'm with you. Just in case." I reach out and squeeze her arm, feeling the slight tremor in her muscles.

She nods at me, but her eyes won't hold mine. I'm fairly sure she's going to do it anyway. But as she said, who am I to argue? I'm not exactly celebrated for my self-restraint.

"So, you want me to get the gossip at breakfast?" I say, letting go of her and forcing a cheerful smile onto my face.

"Yes." She seems relieved by the change of subject, but I notice her fingers still tracing patterns on her leg.

"I'm on it."

As I head out to face another day at Featherblade, I make a pact with myself. I will keep a close eye on Sarra and watch for anything worrying. Just as she hasn't been able to make me heed her warnings, she's still helped me by pointing out what might go wrong.

If you're going to play with fire, you need someone to watch for the moment it starts to burn out of control.

That used to be my sister for me, though the heat was never so fierce. The thought makes me think of the lifeless mirror, and sadness burns through me.

I force my thoughts back to Sarra. Freydis doesn't want to help me, but my friend does, and I'll support and protect her however I can. I can't stop her, but if she's right, I shouldn't try.

Some boundaries are meant to be broken, and I'll be there if she breaks anything else trying.


Chapter 5
Maddy
[image: ]


The mood in the feasting hall is tense, a strange buzz in the air as I enter. All the Valkyrie, including Kain, are in the hall, although the fire-fae has a large space around him that no one dares enter. His fuck off aura is clearly intact this morning.

Why don't I feel like I should avoid him, like everyone else? The second my eyes land on him, I want to go to him.

I force my eyes and feet on, looking around at the rooks and doing a fast mental roll call. I have to swallow when I confirm that Merit is missing. But so are Inga, Orgid, and their new buddies who attacked me yesterday. Not one of them is in the hall yet.

It looks like everybody else is, though, and a lot of them are throwing furtive glances my way. I sit with Eldith when I've got myself a bowl of oats.

"Well," she says firmly.

I frown. "Well what?" I ask.

"Well, this should be good."

"Good? That seems a little insensitive, doesn't it? Given that we just lost Merit?"

She stares at me without blinking. "Merit's remembrance service was last night."

"Oh, I missed it." It must have been when I was in the vault with Kain. I visited the Temple afterward and there was nobody there then.

Eldith nods. "Yeah, you and Inga and Orgid's crowd all missed it. Nobody could find you, but Harald found the others and asked them where you'd all been—and why most of them were injured."

I swallow. Where is she going with this? "And?" I ask hesitantly.

"And Ulrika cracked like an egg. She told him, in front of most of the other rooks, that they organized an ambush on you."

I swallow again, but the hard knot is still in my throat.

Are they going to punish Kain and me for hurting them? That wouldn't be fair. Frustration wells within me. I don't want any of this attention.

"I never asked for any of this," I say quietly.

Eldith nods. "I know. And they received their punishment last night."

"Received their punishment?" I repeat, snapping my eyes to hers. Being thrashed by Kain and Thyrvi wasn't enough?

"For cowardice."

A ripple of satisfaction rolls through me. "Huh."

"I thought you would look like you'd been in a fight too," Eldith says, peering at me, eyes roving over my body.

"One of Inga's arrows came alarmingly close, but"—I catch myself before saying Thyrvi's name—"my bear showed up, and then nobody got near me."

"Well, the others didn't do so well. It looks like Orgid's leg is broken."

My eyebrows rise. "Erik healed him, right?"

A grim smile takes Eldith's lips. "Nope. Said he deserved it. He didn't heal any of them."

This time my satisfaction feels smug, and I'm not proud of it. But Orgid does deserves the pain. I know he does.

They would have seen me in as much pain as I could take, or even dead. They want to humiliate me as well as hurt me. Why should Erik heal his wounds? He brought them upon himself. He deserves to live with them.

"How were they punished?" I ask.

"They had to stand all night tied to posts in the Battleyard."

I tilt my head. I've seen Kain punished like that before, so it's clearly the Valkyrie way. Before I can ask her anything else, Erik stands up with Harald, and Harald pounds on his breastplate. Everybody falls silent and looks at him.

"Rooks, most of you are aware that a small group of cowardly fae organized an ambush on another rook. Featherblade is a training hall where we learn to be the best versions of ourselves, and all of the ways we can work as a team to overcome the gods' enemies. Killing one another is not only abhorrent, but killing with trickery and ambush is cowardice, and we do not stand for cowardice in Yggdrasil."

There are some cheers and banging of feet in response, and I can feel almost every eye in the room flickering on and off me as he speaks. My face heats.

I never asked for this. The words go round and round in my head.

"The culprits' physical punishment is complete, and they will rejoin training today, but first they must have a reminder of how appalling cowardice is," Brynhild says. "Everyone to the Battleyard. Now."

There's a scramble as people shovel the rest of their food into their mouths, myself included, and then awkward silence amongst the group as we all traipse after the Valkyrie to the Battleyard.

Kain falls into step beside me, and Eldith melts away. His close proximity immediately causes a flashback to the image I saw of him plunging the dagger into Freydis' chest, and my breathing shortens.

"Princess," he growls.

"I haven't looked for any ship names yet," I say quickly.

He gives me a long sideways look, then, without a word, stalks away.

We reach the Battleyard, and I see all the rooks who jumped me in the glade tied to their posts. They look tired. Orgid has white gauze wrapped around his leg and appears to be struggling to take his weight on it, his body sagging down the post, his other leg bent awkwardly. All of them have black eyes and bruises and cuts across their shoulders and exposed skin, except Inga.

An instinctive twinge of sympathy tries to take me, but defiance forces it out.

They didn't have to attack me. That arrow was meant to kill. They deserve this. The whole of Featherblade can see that this punishment is justified.

Brynhild steps up, and all of them lift their heads. The shame is clear on Ulrika's face. She isn't looking anyone in the eye, and her pale skin is flushed red.

All I see on Inga's face, though, is fury. Unhindered hatred.

"If any of you perform any more acts of cowardice, you will be expelled from Featherblade. And this is so that you do not forget that this is not the Valkyrie way," Brynhild says loudly and clearly. She lifts her staff, and five shimmering runes appear in the air. It's the ancient rune for "coward."

She claps her hands, and the runes fly toward each of them, searing themselves into the top of their arms. Everybody flinches, but nobody cries out. The runes glow bright blue for a moment and then settle as small, dark marks, each an inch high.

Brynhild starts to speak again, but something happens around Inga. She is staring down at her shoulder, at the mark that denotes her a coward, and flames are licking around the base of the post that she's tied to.

Memories of Branka losing control fill my mind—and apparently the mind of every other rook—as we all inch away. Kain's beside me again, somehow, as I move slowly back.

A collective gasp freezes my steps.

A bear has flashed into existence beside Inga.

As tall as Thyrvi, with charcoal-colored fur, and flames licking around its entire body, it gives a terrifying snarl. Inga's eyes are alight with fire and magic, and she stares out at the crowd, her gaze finding mine.

Brynhild steps forward. "Enough!" she shouts. Inga looks at her, then at the bear, which gives another roar and then vanishes. "You have found your val-tivar," Brynhild says tightly. "Under times of strife, this can often happen. You and Madivia will move into the Bear Wing with Harald immediately."

"What?" The exclamation leaves my lips at the same time as Inga's.

"Immediately!" Brynhild snaps. Harald, standing nearby, has a look of mild confusion on his face, as if he too is trying to imagine how this could possibly work. "Now, enough of this."

Erik moves to the posts to untie everybody. Inga's post is still smoking, the wood charred where her bear manifested. Harald walks over to me, his expression grave, and Kain melts away. "After training today, come to the Bear Wing," Harald says.

"I can't see the Bear Wing," I answer tightly, watching Inga from the corner of my eye. She's rubbing her wrists where the ropes were, the coward's rune stark against her skin.

He glances over at Inga and then back at me. "You two are potentially the most powerful fae here right now, and whether or not you can see the Bear Wing yet, there are things you need to know about controlling a bear. I know you dislike each other, but this is the way it is."

The finality in his voice leaves no room for argument. I look at Inga again to find her already staring at me, her gaze promising that sharing living space will be as horrific as I'm imagining. Her bear might be gone, but I can still feel heat radiating from her in waves.

As the crowd disperses, I notice Kain watching the scene with an unreadable expression. He of all people must understand the volatility of this situation—fire-fae and ice-fae and two fierce creatures bubbling with rage and power, all under one roof. His eyes meet mine for a moment, and I see something there that might be concern.


Chapter 6
Maddy
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My arrow thunks into the target a bare centimeter from the previous one I landed.

"You're getting better."

Valdis' voice startles me, and I turn to her. "Thank you, hersir," I say.

"You know, to improve, you'll need to get a better weapon."

I raise my eyebrows at her. All around us rooks are shooting arrows into targets that are now moving, spinning on their axis. "A better weapon?"

"Yes, one you've crafted yourself, much like that shield you've been working on."

So, Valdis has been paying attention to what I'm doing in my spare time as well.

"I don't know how to craft a bow," I say. It's woodwork, not forging, and I haven't done anywhere near as much with wood so far. I wouldn't know how to string one, either.

"You can learn," Valdis says.

She's right. I can. I'm good at learning.

"There's power in a bow that's suited to your frame, fits your body. You know how it's gone together, so you can put your entire faith in it."

I nod. I like the sound of that a lot.

"Make a start, and I'll guide you if you need help." Before I can thank her, she's strolled on to the next rook to adjust their stance.

I take aim, waiting for the target to come back around. I've only got about two more forging sessions left before I'll finish my shield, and I think Valdis is right—making myself a bow is a good idea. Archery is still my strongest offensive skill.

I loose my arrow, watch it hit the center of the target, and then look down the row of rooks. Orgid is glaring at me, but Inga won't meet my eyes. She's firing arrow after arrow into the target from beside him. Ulrika's not here. Once she was let down from the post, she left the Battleyard before everyone else and hasn't been seen since. At least she was feeling some remorse.

Dimec and Thira only look mildly embarrassed, which I guess anyone would be after a public display of humiliation like that, but I wouldn't go as far as to say they look ashamed.

This afternoon in formation fighting, I'm going to have to interact with them directly. It annoys me that nerves flutter in my stomach at this, and I square my shoulders, steeling my nerves. I have nothing to be ashamed of, and nothing to fear. I will face them head-on.
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I should have been nervous for a different reason.

Everybody seems to be avoiding both me and Inga. I assume the explosive arrival of Inga's bear that morning was a stark reminder that we both have colossal, vicious bears and not a huge amount of control or magic to go with them.

Honestly, I think I would be nervous of me too, after what happened with Branka.

We're trying to complete an exercise where a huge wooden crate on wheels must be pushed exact distances by teams on either side without our being able to see each other. But nobody will stand within a foot of either of us, which is making executing the task difficult. The gaps cause the crate to spin instead of move in a straight line.

"You need to communicate with one another," calls Erik, but one of the earth-fae rooks, Selma, gives a small shriek and stumbles out to the side, breaking the line of fae.

There are a few muttered gasps and points, and when I follow the raised fingers, I see a bird. It's a falcon, its feathers the deep bronze of autumn leaves. It circles Selma with deadly elegance, and she stares at it with her mouth hanging open. Then she holds her hand up, and it lands on her outstretched fingers, its talons careful, gentle against her skin. It blinks twice and vanishes.

For a beat, there's complete silence. Then Harald's bark sounds loud across the Battleyard as he strides over. "Rooks! Why have you stopped?"

Erik, who saw it happen, moves toward the awed earth-fae, a knowing smile playing at his lips. She breathes, "My val-tivar."

Harald pauses mid-stride and looks at Erik.

"A bird," Erik confirms, his smile growing.

"And everybody else saw it?" Harald asks, his usual gruffness tinged with interest.

We all nod, mutters starting up all around me, a rising tide of excitement and envy.

"It was a bird—did you see it too?"

"Do you think she'll be able to see into the future?"

"She'll be faster!"

"No, she'll be wiser!"

"I want a bird."

"A bird? No chance. I'll take a bear any day."

I shut the voices out and look between Harald and Erik, the only Valkyrie present right now. Their expressions are careful, controlled, but there's something unsaid between them. I can't tell if it's excitement or alarm on their faces, but they are definitely both accepting the same thing that I am.

When Thyrvi showed up, visible to all, it might have just been me who had a power animal that manifested this way. When Inga's bear showed up this morning, it might have just been bear val-tivars. But now a bird for Selma, visible for moments, then vanishing?

Brynhild's prediction about my future rings in my mind.

"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 the better or for the 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."

This new group of Valkyrie rooks apparently have a whole new type of val-tivar. Something is changing in Featherblade, in all of us.

Excitement thrills through me at the thought of Featherblade filled with magical animals, all of them visible and powerful and part of the team. Each one a reflection of its bonded Valkyrie, changing how we fight, how we win.

I don't know if Brynhild can be right in suggesting I have any part of it, other than being the first. That doesn't mean I'm responsible for it.

"Back to work, rooks!" Harald calls, breaking into my thoughts. Everybody reluctantly moves back to the crate, only now they are moving closer to me than before. It's amazing how quickly something can be forgotten in the face of something new and exciting to think about.

Nothing like a new distraction to make them forget the last one.
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As we leave the Battleyard after formation fighting, I see Staffan walking alone and speed up to catch him.

"I'm sorry I missed Merit's memorial," I tell him.

He looks down at me—he's at least a foot taller than I am, with vivid green hair tied back in a high tail and knotted securely.

"Not your fault. Those pricks are the ones that should be sorry." His words are tight, and his body stiff.

I want to ask him what happened, but I don't want to be unkind or insensitive. "I hope it was at least quick," I say. "And that neither of you suffered."

He glances at me again, then stops. "She was torn apart by a shriek, and I was bitten and paralyzed by a snake, unable to do a thing as she died," he says. "It wasn't quick, and we both suffered."

I swallow. "Shit. I'm sorry."

He lets out a long breath. "I didn't even know her well."

"How… how did you get back?" I know I shouldn't ask. He clearly doesn't want to relive it. But, as usual, the words are out before I can stop them, driven by morbid curiosity.

"Played dead," he says, so quietly I barely hear him. He's ashamed, I realize.

"That's not cowardice," I whisper. "That's common sense. That's self-preservation."

It is also interesting that shrieks are only interested in live bait, but I don't say that aloud.

Staffan meets my eyes, and I can see the struggle in them. "I got a reward. For surviving. Merit died while I watched."

"It's not your fault," I tell him, even as I burn to ask what his reward was. "The Oskorela is designed to test us, but also to acclimatize us to death."

He frowns. "Really?"

"I think so, yes. None of us have seen war. I think this is the closest way they can prepare us."

Even as I say the words, I feel the familiar fear I was just starting to shed.

Death. I'm still on the edge of death just by being here.

But it's different to the blackouts. This I can fight. I can learn. I can make allies. I can survive Valkyrie training through my own choices and actions.

Staffan looks around us. Nobody is left on the edge of the Battleyard—all the other rooks are heading straight for food, I would guess.

The huge earth-fae looks at me. "I… I keep thinking that I'm glad the monster took her, and not me. That's cowardice, right?"

"No. You're allowed to be glad you lived."

He swallows hard. "I don't know why I'm telling you this," he says, rubbing his face hard.

"I'm guessing most folk have avoided you today."

He nods.

"You just need to talk it out. You're close with Henrik, right?"

"I can't tell him I played dead," he says, again so quietly that I can hardly hear him.

"You should. It might help others survive out there."

He gives me a long look. "Don't mention this to anyone. I'm sorry, I shouldn't have put all this on you. Just… just pretend this conversation didn't happen." Before I can answer, he turns and walks slowly toward the tunnel to the High Hall, his shoulders bent as if carrying an invisible weight.

I watch him go, mind whirring.

Is this the reality of becoming a Valkyrie? It's not just about magic and power or being able to fly. It's about the weight of survival, the brutal choices we must make. The knowledge that living may mean watching others die.

Even our val-tivars, beautiful and powerful as they are, exist to make us better killers, and better survivors.

I think of Kain, and the long life he must have lived before being punished. It must have been filled with moments like the one I just saw in Staffan. Did he feel guilt when another died beside him? Or would he have trampled the body to save himself, and never given it another thought?

Did Kain start out the cold-hearted, bitter fae he is now? He was a rook once. He must have learned these lessons too, as a gods-chosen warrior of honor and valor.

Once, he would have acted with compassion. Made hard choices and struggled with the consequences.

And now?

Now, he is a convicted murderer. The voice of reality pierces the hopeful thoughts.

Can I really believe that survivor's guilt or killer's remorse keeps Kain awake at night?

No, probably not. But I can believe that it did once.


Chapter 7
Maddy
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To my surprise, as I'm staring out at the now-deserted Battleyard, I actually feel an inclination to run, and find myself annoyed that I can't because I have to go to the Bear Wing to talk to Harald.

"I want to run laps. What in the name of Odin's arse is happening to me?" I murmur as I force my feet in the opposite direction, toward the High Hall.

It takes me more than ten minutes to reach it, and I'm not surprised when Harald and Inga are already there.

I'm also not surprised that they are standing in front of nothing more than a berry bush.

Harald looks hopefully at me, but adopts a resigned expression when I sigh heavily.

Inga refuses to acknowledge my presence at all. I'm assuming she can't see the Bear Wing either, as she's staring at the bush fiercely enough that I worry she'll set it aflame.

"It appears that neither of you will be moving rooms just yet," Harald says. "Can you call your bears?"

Inga finally meets my eye, and I find myself scowling. "You've already met mine," I growl. "I had to stop her eviscerating you when you tried to put an arrow through my eye."

Fire sparks beside Inga, but no bear appears. She's still wearing her torn shirt, but she is one of the few who has no obvious wounds. Her hand is bruised, but that is all.

"That big white oaf is laughable," she spits.

"Laughable? She nearly fucking killed you! I should have let her!"

A flash of fear, that I might get mad enough with this vile fae that I would let Thyrvi do something stupid, douses my rising temper, and I step back.

Harald bangs his breastplate, and we both look at him. "Selma's val-tivar revealed itself today, and unlike you two, she has a working staff and control of her magic. Now, listen to me." His eyes narrow, and somehow his deep voice drops lower, an unquestionable threat in his tone. "You two have the promise to be the first, and most powerful, Valkyrie here. You both have bear val-tivars, the potential to access the power of a berserker, and a head start on all the others. If either of you throw that away with this petulant, childish horseshit, then I will throw you off the waterfall and out of this canopy myself. Am I understood?"

"Yes, hersir," we both mumble.

"You will represent the bear warriors, and you will be a credit to the Valkyrie, and the gods. Am I understood?"

"Yes, hersir," we both say a little clearer.

"You will harness the power bestowed upon you by the gods themselves, and by Odin, you will learn to control it. Am I understood?"

"Yes, hersir."

"You have two days to work out whatever the fuck is holding you back, and to accept that you have to be in each other's company. On Tuesday, instead of magic training, you will spend the day with me, and if I don't meet both of your val-tivars, or either of you lays a finger on the other, there will be serious consequences." He glares between the two of us. "Am I understood?"

"Yes, hersir."

"Good. Now, leave."

As he throws his arm out, his bear flashes to life beside him, as mean and as fierce as I remember. Inga doesn't look at his bear, so I guess she can't see it. She just nods at him, glares at me, and stalks off in the direction of the main hall.

Harald's massive black bear shows me its teeth, and I move quickly in the other direction.

Since I didn't do my laps around the Battleyard, and since I'm still feeling pent up, I jog along the branches of Featherblade. I'm dangerously close to the glade before I even realize it, and wheel back on myself, unwilling to revisit what happened there. And it's not the attack I'm worried about.

It's Kain. Everything that happened with Kain…

I force myself to focus. I have two days until Harald wants results. Is he right, is something holding me back? He made a good point about Selma. She got her val-tivar and she has a staff. She'll gain control much faster than I will. And probably faster than Inga, too.

We both need to learn to control magic without a staff, as well as learn to control our val-tivars, which means the others will catch up, and get ahead.

I don't know if that is a problem. After all, we're supposed to be a team, and it isn't a race. It's not like there are a limited number of wings available to earn.

But there's a strong part of me that wants to be first. That wants to be the best. My feet move faster across the wood as I let the feeling spread through me.

I want to prove them all wrong. I want to impress the Valkyrie. I want to prove to Featherblade that I can take the power it might give me.

As I run, thoughts flutter through my head and then leave, the same as they always do, but Brynhild's words keep filtering through.

"You need to learn to empty your head completely."

But my head houses my memory gallery. A beautiful, secret well of magic that shouldn't even exist.

Can I give up the gallery to do ice magic? To keep Thyrvi in this world all the time?

My feet slow.

Conflict wars in my head.

There are hundreds and hundreds of memories in the gallery I would never visit again. Negative connotations are attached to every statue that I was forced to store, stealing in secret from folk who didn't know what they were giving up. All for my parents to use later to exact a price from an unsuspecting rival or gain power over a foe. The gallery and its memory magic turned me into nothing more than a tool, no longer a daughter but a weapon.

But there is so much about the gallery that I love. It is my sanctuary, and the security it has always offered me from a world dominated by fear and loneliness is impossible to ignore.

The magic itself is unique and powerful, and without it I would have even less than I did all the time I was trapped in the Ice Court Palace. Without it, I would never have been able to get into the vault. Without it, I wouldn't have the knowledge or skills I have. Without it, would I be me?

It's irrelevant, I tell myself. I don't even know how to remove the gallery.

Could I just mentally burn it down? Melt it?

A twist in my stomach at the thought makes me draw to a complete stop, horror coursing through me at my actually visualizing such a thing.

Absolute certainty takes me.

I can't get rid of the gallery.

It's a part of me. It would be like carving out a part of my actual brain. It's not even possible to consider it.

I take a deep breath, tipping my head back and staring up at the thick canopy above. I'm vaguely aware I'm near the Snake Wing now. I don't care.

I'm trying not to get angry.

If clearing my head completely isn't even an option, how in the name of Odin am I going to get control of my bear or my magic?

"Tough day, princess?"

I snap my head down and glare at Kain. "Were you watching me?"

He shrugs and leans against the door to the healing rooms. "I saw Harald lose his shit with you."

My face screws up of its own accord. "Fucking Inga," I mutter. "Why her? Of all the fae here, why did she have to get a bear?"

"We often achieve far more if we are trying to beat an adversary."

"You're saying it's because of me?"

He shrugs. "No. She has the power of a berserker in her. I wouldn't want to see her with a wolf."

I narrow my eyes. "Are you saying wolves are more dangerous than bears?"

His eyes flash, an almost-smile playing on his lips. "Bears and wolves both experience bloodlust, princess, but the wolf is never sated. Permanent hunger is a lethal emotion."

I open my mouth, but no reply comes.

I know he is talking about fighting, but his words have me thinking about sex. My cheeks heat, and my words have stopped working, because all I can see is Kain, desperate, fierce, crushing me against him, decades of contained lust now uncontrollable⁠—

"You need to get control before Inga does."

I crash back into reality at his statement.

Existing frustration, now fueled by him and my burning body, makes me shout my response like a petulant child. "I don't know how to!" I immediately regret the outburst, and my cheeks grow even hotter with embarrassment.

"Forget about controlling your bear, and forget about doing everything the way everyone else does it. How do you normally get better at something?"

I try to calm myself and think for a minute. "Practice. But I tried that, and it's just erratic horseshit."

"What do you practice?"

I frown. "Whatever I'm trying to improve?"

His eyes shine. "You practice whatever you have learned. You thrive on information, princess. It's what you do."

I stare at him.

Shit. He's right.

That's how I excel at anything I've been good at. I research. I learn. I store, and I remember.

I focus best when I'm engrossed, and the more I understand things, the more naturally they come. If I can understand what I'm capable of, maybe it will come as it is needed?

Kain pushes himself off the door. "Let me know when you're ready to find ship names," he says, then strides away.


Chapter 8
Maddy
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Kain's words echo in my head as I walk on.

"You thrive on information, princess. It's what you do." He's right—and there's one fae here who has all the information I could ever want on ice-fae magic.

The thought of approaching Brynhild makes my stomach clench, but I have to try. She's not just any ice-fae—she's one of the most powerful in Yggdrasil.

I need to be calm when I ask her. Clearheaded. Not the frustrated version of myself I currently exist as. Which means I need food and friendship.

I spend the evening with Sarra, and it helps enormously. Her workshop feels like the eye of a storm—peaceful despite the chaos.

While we share a huge plate of bread and cheese with cold meat cuts, she explains the rules of kubb, a game from the Earth Court that involves throwing wooden blocks and strategy. Her description paints a picture of community I've never known—crowds gathering to watch matches, children learning from elders, friendly rivalries spanning generations. I find myself aching for that kind of childhood, for games and laughter instead of silent, lonely corridors and fear.

"You would have loved the summer tournaments," she says, her eyes bright with memories. "Everyone brings food, and the matches can last for days."

I try to imagine it—being surrounded by people who want you there, having something to look forward to beyond survival. It sounds like a dream.

I black out in the middle of dinner, the familiar darkness taking me mid-bite. When I come to, Sarra's there, ready to repeat whatever I missed. The cheese is sweet and nutty on my tongue, and as I listen to her continue her stories, a profound sense of calm settles over me.

Part of it, I know, is the relief of knowing these blackouts won't kill me. But it's more than that. This room, with its tools and projects and Sarra's steady presence, has become a haven within Featherblade.

"You know, I almost don't want to be able to see the Bear Wing," I say on a sigh.

"So you don't have to share living space with someone who tried to kill you?" Sarra asks, not looking up from her cheese.

"Well, there is that. But also, I love this room. Thanks for letting me turn your workshop into my bedroom," I tell her.

She laughs. "As if I had a choice?"

"Hm, maybe not." I grin. "But I appreciate it all the same."

"You're always welcome here, Maddy. You're my only friend here too, you know."

I want to ask her about the staff, and if anything else has happened, as her honest, open expression beams at me. But I'm sure it will spoil the moment, so instead, I lean forward and hug her.
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After Sarra goes to bed, I settle deeper into the furs and close my eyes. I have to store everything that has happened over the last few days, and I'm craving the cool, familiar corridors of the gallery.

I make myself start at the beginning of yesterday.

The ambush.

The sculpting room is alive with energy as I relive the attack, jets of water shooting and dancing before me. I remember it carefully, making sure to capture not just the actions but the fear, the anger, and the way Thyrvi came when I needed her most.

And Kain. He showed up for me too. He moved with Thyrvi like one terrifying force, tearing into my enemies.

And then… when everyone was gone, and I touched his bleeding skin…

The memory hits me like a physical force. Heat floods me as I remember his eyes on me, dark with need, the way his body trembled with restraint. Even without touch, the power of his presence alone, the command in his voice, was enough to make me submit. To make me beg. The memory of my own surrender should shame me, but instead it sends desire coursing through my veins, strong enough to yank me out of the gallery and back to the present moment, my body alive with desperate want.

My breath comes in short gasps, my skin hypersensitive against the furs as I look around in shock. I've never relived a memory so strongly that it's sent me back to reality.

But fuck… I've never relived such a physical memory.

Never had such a physical reaction to a memory.

I press my thighs together, seeking pressure, relief, anything to ease this ache.

I want his hands on me. His mouth. His everything. The fact that I can't have it, that his touch would burn me to ash, only makes the wanting worse. I imagine what it would be like to kiss him, to feel those lips that speak such dangerous promises. Would it be worth the pain? Part of me believes it might be.

My fingers dig into the furs as I try to steady my breathing. This is madness. He's dangerous. Cursed. Bent on revenge against the gods themselves.

But my treacherous body doesn't care about any of that. It remembers the heat of him, the raw power he emanates, the way he made me feel both protected and possessed without laying a finger on me.

I slip my hand beneath my clothes. Every nerve ending is alive, desperate for touch. I should be stronger than this, but the memory of Kain overwhelms my self-control—the raw hunger in his eyes as he watched me, the way his voice roughened when he commanded me, how his whole body trembled with the need to touch me even as he kept that cruel distance between us. I imagine his hands on me, burning hot and demanding, and my back arches off the furs. I bite my lip hard to keep quiet as my fingers move faster, picturing the way he looked at me like he wanted to devour me whole. When release finally comes, it's with his name caught behind my teeth, my body shaking with the force of it.

The afterglow fades too quickly, leaving me more frustrated than before. Instead of sating my need, touching myself has only intensified it. The fact that we can never really touch, that his curse means we'll always have this maddening distance between us, makes me want him even more. It's like a fever I can't sweat out, a hunger that grows stronger the more I try to feed it.

I stare at the wooden-beamed ceiling, breathing hard, body pulsing.

I have to go back to the gallery. I have to store the memories of all the other important things that happened after the glade.

But all I want to do is push myself to my limit over and over, to pretend it's Kain. To live a fantasy in my head so vivid that it might sate this longing, if only for a short time.

My hand begins to move again, and I give a growl of effort as I slide it up my stomach and then sit up. I cross my legs, fisting both hands on my knees, and close my eyes.

Get a grip, Maddy.

Ignoring the ache pounding through me, I force myself back to the gallery.

As soon as I'm in the icy corridor, a statue appears before me. An arrow. It's the one I just made, and I tentatively touch it to check what I stored before my body pulled me back.

As soon as the ambush is over, I step away from the statue, ending the memory.

I have to store everything else.

The tree climb comes first, then breaking into the Gryphon's Nest. I remember Brynhild carefully, capturing her secretive movements as she took the coins from the book she shouldn't have had access to. There's something important there, but I'm too exhausted to puzzle it out now.

The vault deserves special attention—all those wonders, the ancient magic thrumming through the air. But when I try to remember the riddle, I realize with alarm that the exact words are already growing fuzzy, blurred by what came after. The vision from the melted wolf statue.

I realize with relief that I don't need to relive and store this memory—it's already contained in the wolf.

Stepping back, I see I've created a small ice sculpture of a dagger that barely reaches my waist.

It takes little time to create a statue for today, Inga's bear, the coward brands, and Selma's val-tivar being the main things of note. The statue is of the crate we pushed when I'm done.

Reality forms before me, everything safely stowed in the gallery. My body is still aching, restlessness flowing through my veins.

I get up and walk around the workshop.

I wanted calm tonight. I wanted to rid myself of frustration and distraction.

Side by side, I have the memory of Kain in the glade, taking me to the verge of a sexual awakening I didn't know was possible, and then the same fierce male plunging a dagger into my sister's chest.

I groan, and say the words I need to hear aloud.

"Listen to your mind, Maddy. You should fear Kain."

The thing is, though, I don't. Right now, in the safety of this room, alone, I don't fear him at all.

I want him more than I want anything else. Even control.

If he stepped into this room now, I'd give up anything he asked me to, just to have him tell me how to touch myself, to see his eyes darken with lust as he moves as dangerously close to me as he is able. To see him close his fingers around himself and roar with passion when he sees me come.

My fingers are slick with my wetness again, and I don't even know when I pushed my hand back into my underwear.

I don't care.

I collapse onto the furs, giving in to my mind. To my desire.

Tomorrow. Tomorrow I'll see Brynhild, and I'll start learning how to control my power properly.

But tonight… tonight I'm going to lie here and remember the feelings Kain caused to ignite within me, the way his voice alone could make me feel.

And I'll let myself believe wholeheartedly that he's lying awake too, burning with this same impossible need, bringing himself to a release over and over, wishing he was with me.


Chapter 9
Maddy
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"Why are you here again?"

I force a smile on my face as Brynhild glares at me. It's an hour before runes, and just like last week, she is dressed immaculately, reading in the library.

"I would like to talk to you more about ice-fae magic, hersir," I say.

She regards me. "You couldn't see the Bear Wing, could you?"

"No. But I don't want to talk about my val-tivar—I want to learn about magic."

"I've told you, you have to concentrate."

"Yes, and I am working on that," I say, choosing my next words carefully. "But I realized I learn best when I have a lot of information, and I never had a proper tutor in magic. My parents didn't believe it was worth it."

I eavesdropped on my sister's lessons, of course. But Brynhild is a Valkyrie, and one of the most powerful ice-fae alive. My court has practically worshipped her for as long as I can remember, and even though she's never been kind to me, surely she knows more about ice magic than anyone else I know.

"Information?" Brynhild repeats.

"Yes. Can you teach me more about the theory of ice magic, if you can't help me with the actual control of it?"

"You already know the theory of using magic—we have discussed it. But I suppose there could be value in learning the types of things a strong ice-fae should be able to do. And perhaps we can evaluate what you have inadvertently been able to achieve, and what you can already control," she says thoughtfully.

Hope swells in me. She's being more forthcoming than I feared she would be. "I would appreciate your time, hersir," I answer meekly.

She pauses, then nods. "And I appreciate your efforts not to be idle." She steps back to let me enter. I start toward the library, but she gestures toward the hallway, and another door. "This way, rook."

We enter a very high-ceilinged training room, with beams jutting all over the vaulted space above us. For the birds, I assume. The walls are decorated with paintings of many types of birds of prey, and if I was alone I would study them all.

But I'm not alone. I'm with the terrifying Brynhild.

I wonder if I should say something about her marking the other rooks that attacked me. To thank her, perhaps? But she's brisk and straight to the point, and the opportunity is gone before I can take it.

"I will list the skills possible for you to learn," she says, and paces back and forth before me. "The most basic, I suppose, is temperature magic. Simply lowering the temperature around you. I imagine you have achieved this numerous times, planned or not?"

"Erm." I don't know if I have, if I'm being honest. "I'm always too hot, and I make it snow over me sometimes. I guess that's not the same, though."

"No. It is not. That is snow summoning. It can be an incredible weapon on a large scale. But just creating snow to cool yourself is not the same."

"Right."

"So, you haven't just…" She waves her arms, and the temperature in the drafty room plummets. Goosebumps leap to life on my arms, and I let out an accidental sigh of happiness. "…made it cold?"

"No, hersir. I don't think so. Not enough that I noticed, anyway."

"Hmm," she says. "Moving on, then. Next we have ice creation and sculpture." I blink, but I keep any reaction from showing on my face. She is definitely not referring to magical memory sculptures. "Creating ice, and then using magic to carve it into the shape you require," she continues. "Again, this becomes a far more powerful weapon the more you are able to manipulate. Small shards can work as darts, but entire walls of ice can protect hundreds of fae from an enemy or disaster."

"Do you need water around you to freeze, or can you summon the ice out of nowhere?" I ask.

She pauses her pacing. "Small shards can be created from the moisture in the air by semi-competent ice-fae. A Valkyrie fae should be able to create much more. But for a wall of ice, yes, you would need water available. Which brings us to the next skill—freezing large bodies of water. Something we know you're capable of, because you froze the spring."

I nod.

"Frost breath is a lesser-talked-about skill. Exhaling freezing air. Not particularly useful in a battle, but it can freeze wounds to stop bleeding or festering, to freeze items, or even alarm people if they are close to you. It is essentially a gentle way to freeze."

I nod again.

"Far more useful is ice armor."

I snap my eyes to her. My heart races as I think of the crystalline protection that formed when I was with Kain, my body's desperate attempt to let me get close to him without burning. We both know it's no match for his curse, but that stolen touch…

"This is forming protective layers of ice around your body. From your expression, I assume you are familiar with this?"

"I have, erm, found parts of my body freeze when I'm hot." The words come out awkward, clumsy.

"I thought you said you cause small snow flurries when you're hot?"

"Erm, a different kind of hot."

Oh, Freya help me, why am I admitting this?

"Do you mean during sex?"

Her bluntness shocks me, and my cheeks flame. "No!"

She frowns. "Then what are you talking about? I don't have time for vagaries and games, rook."

"When my emotions are running high," I blurt.

"Like when you froze the trench during the strength display?"

"Yes."

She stares at me a minute. "Which parts of your body freeze?"

"Random parts. In patches." I swallow and struggle to look her in the face. She must know I'm lying, but she chooses not to push.

"Then I would assume you have the capacity to create ice armor."

"Right."

"Most ice magic uses exactly that as a base—ice. If you can create solid forms in the shapes you desire, you can use it hundreds of ways. Freezing the ground to move faster across it, blocking incoming weapons, hurling your own weapons—all comes from control over ice. But the truly powerful ice-fae can access magic beyond this."

I lean forward. "Like what?"

"Blizzards that can engulf a city with snow that lasts for years afterward. Freezing winds that can slow the passage of time. Snowflakes that can carry the whispered word."

I let out a long, excited breath.

"Do you know who else possesses these powers?"

"No."

"Frost Giants."

"Oh."

"And do you know which fae are best designed to fight Frost Giants?"

The answer seems obvious, so I go with it. "Fire-fae?"

"Precisely. And there are none left."

That's not strictly true—there are two in Featherblade right now—but she doesn't give me a chance to correct her.

"It is up to us, rook. If you can't fight ice with flame, then what good do you think vines, shadows, and light will do?"

Again, I want to answer. Light can burn through ice. I've seen it. It can blind and distract and even solidify. And shadow-fae can terrify their victims without even touching them—I'd been on the receiving end of that too. Surely the Frost Giants are not immune to fear? And the earth-fae can do more than create vines, they can⁠—

"It is up to us. The ice-fae. We are the best placed to destroy this threat, Madivia."

Her eyes are a little wild, and I use all my self-restraint to keep my mouth shut.

Why does she think it's up to four of the rooks and her to be the army we are being trained to become? She's never said anything like this before.

When I don't answer, she raises her hand, and ice shoots from it, a wide and beautiful arc of glittering shards. When they fall, they move, forming a tiny statue as they land on the planks. A Frost Giant.

"They must be destroyed. You were chosen, and you have a duty. You have the power of a berserker in there somewhere. It is time you used it."

"I'm trying," I say, my voice quieter than I hoped it would be.

She moves with sudden violence, stamping on the glittering little Frost Giant. Ice shoots away beneath her boot, tinkling in the quiet.

"Then you need to try harder."


Chapter 10
Maddy
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"Well, that didn't go quite how I thought it would," I mutter as I make my way from the Bird Wing to the feasting hall for breakfast.

"How'd you think it would go?"

I nearly lash out at Kain when his voice startles me. "For Odin's sake! Can't I have five minutes alone to talk to myself?"

"What did she say?"

I glare at him as I walk along the wood. "How do you do this 'melting in and out of foliage' thing?"

"I've had years to practice."

"Then practice the going-away bit, now."

He stares at me a beat, his mouth almost twitching at the corner, then shrugs and turns in the other direction. I wait a few seconds before turning around. He's vanished.

The pang of disappointment matches my relief.

He makes my heart hammer just by being nearby, and with last night still so fresh, and still so unfulfilling, I'm better on my own today.

Breakfast and runes are uneventful, but afternoon archery brings new challenges—the targets now slide left and right on their bases while spinning, making each shot a complex calculation of timing and trajectory. As I nock another arrow, Valdis' words about crafting my own bow echo in my mind. The practice weapon feels clumsy in comparison to what I imagine—a bow perfectly balanced to my frame, infused with my own passion and quirks.

That evening, Sarra and I huddle over my shield project, making lists of improvements needed. It's a short list, and I'm excited it's close to complete.

I faint in healing the next morning, and although I'm a little dazed when I come around, I'm more surprised to find two pairs of hands lifting me back onto my stool.

"Thanks," I mutter to Staffan and Tora. They both nod, then turn their attention back to Erik, who is glaring at Orgid and explaining the many ways different magic can aid healing broken bones.

Orgid isn't looking at Erik, though—he's staring at me. My stomach lurches and I force myself to hold his gaze. I won't let him intimidate me.

Voices that don't belong to me start to creep through my mind, people screaming, wails of fear and grief clanging in my ears. Orgid's grin widens as he sees the evidence of his magic working on my face.

Ice explodes from my hands before I can stop it, sending nearby rooks scrambling.

"Shit, s-sorry," I stammer. I get wary looks from the two rooks who just helped me, and a couple of sniggers around the room reach my pink ears.

"Get towels," Erik says, already turning back to his lesson.

When we all traipse to the Battleyard for blade training, I realize that Selma is not getting the nervous reaction that Inga and I are. In fact, there are more people around her than ever. The group branded cowards are sticking together, and being avoided by everybody—all except Ulrika, who still hasn't been seen apart from a few fleeting appearances in the feasting hall.

I'm excited to see that we are working with axes today. I've never touched an axe before, and we start by throwing them at targets. My relief that we are not sparring with opponents is quickly replaced with frustration.

I am shit at throwing axes.

Because my aim with a bow is good, I assumed I would be competent at this too, but the handles are bulky and twisty, the weight is all at one end, and what I picture happening is not at all what actually happens whenever I let go. My only consolation is that it looks like quite a few of the others are equally as poor at the task.

Navi, of course, is excellent. Henrik is pretty good, and so is Garda. Before long, I've become completely distracted watching other folk throw their axes, and mine is hanging uselessly by my side.

"You're not going to get any better like that."

Kain's voice in my head makes me jump, and I look for him. Pointlessly.

I let out a sigh. I can't reply to him, so I turn back to my target.

"Same principle applies, princess. What do you do first if you want to get better?"

Learn. Learn first, practice second.

I keep the scowl from my face, scan the folk around me to check they not paying me too much attention, then go to the gallery. I'm as quick as I can be, and it doesn't take long to find a statue holding a book about bladed weapons.

When I return, the glowing book is in my hands, and I awkwardly pretend to inspect my axe while skimming the words for anything useful.

Within a few minutes, I've realized my grip is causing the axe to spin the wrong way when I let go, and that I need to let go while it is much higher.

I wave the book away and try again.

Thunk.

It's nowhere near the target center, but it's the first time I've hit the wooden board at all, and I give a hiss of satisfaction.

"You can thank me later, princess. By using that magic of yours to look for ship names."

I swallow. There is only so long I can put off helping him. But I still don't know what he might do with his completed helm.

He promised he'll wait until I'm a Valkyrie. But then what? Do I really believe that if I had wings I could stop him?

I bite the inside of my cheek.

It's not the wings I hope will stop him. It's me, I realize. I hope that I can talk him out of his revenge. Which is insane. In what world would he give up a two-hundred-year grudge because a little ice-fae princess asked nicely?

I straighten my shoulders. He doesn't even know whom he is seeking revenge on. We're a way off his acting on anything. Looking for some ship names in the meantime wouldn't be the worst thing, would it?
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He's waiting for me outside the Battleyard. I watch everyone ahead of me skirt around him, unwilling to get near him. Why in the name of Odin's arse do I always want to do the complete opposite when I see him?

"You're a stalker," I tell him.

He raises his brows but says nothing. He's wearing supple back leather trousers and a deep gray shirt covered in leather straps and metal chains. His gloves reach his elbows, but his shirt sleeves are high, baring some of his dark skin.

I refrain from licking my lips. "Most cultures would punish you for skulking around, spying on others."

"It's not spying when you know I'm there."

"It's still unwanted."

His eyes flash. "We both know you want me, princess."

I swallow. "No ship names. Not today."

He tilts his head slowly. "Why not?"

"I'm too busy. I have to finish my shield, and I have to do weights, and tomorrow I have to spend all day with Harald and Inga." Even saying her name makes my face twist. "I need to work on controlling"—I wave my hands—"everything."

"So you don't accidentally launch ice cubes at your fellow rooks?"

"How can you see into Erik's healing rooms?" I gape at him.

"I can't. But I have ears, princess."

I close my eyes. "Kain, stop it. I need privacy."

"You need protecting, until Thyrvi can do it for you."

There's something about hearing him say my bear's name that makes my heart skip.

"I don't need protecting in healing lessons."

"I need to know what they are planning and how they might hurt you," he snarls. I shake my head and begin to walk toward the cavern that leads back to the High Hall. He's beside me in an instant. "And as long as those murderous, cowardly little pieces of shit are in the same room as you⁠—"

I hold up my hand and cut him off. "Enough, Kain."

To my utmost surprise, he grabs my hand with his gloved one.

I freeze.

We stare at each other, time at a complete standstill, my heart thudding so loudly I swear all of Yggdrasil must be able to hear it.

Snow flurries in a sudden whirl of motion above me, and my hand is hot. Too hot. Instinctively, I pull it away. I'm not the least bit surprised when we both look down at it, and it's shining with blue frost.

"You touched me," Kain says, and I swear my heart quits pounding and stops altogether.

I never even imagined he could speak in this tone. It's not exactly vulnerable, but it's fucking close.

"Can I touch you again?" The words leave my lips in a rush, and he pauses before stepping back.

"No. I shouldn't have done that."

"It's fine—you have gloves on. It's no different from when we spar in glima," I say, too quickly. The words run into each other.

"You make me stupid, princess," he growls.

"I've been thinking the same thing," I breathe. "Let me be stupid now. Let me touch you."

"No."

"I know you want me to. I can see it. It's okay, I'm not scared⁠—"

Fury sparks in his eyes, and his wolf flares to life beside him, snarling. "Do not tempt me like this, witch! Do you have any idea what danger you are in?" He shouts the words, but I don't flinch.

"From you?"

"Yes, from me," he hisses. "Do you not remember Branka?"

My stomach swoops unpleasantly. "You would never do that to me."

He leans close, as if to emphasize the heat rolling from his body. "You are naïve enough to think a man who hasn't been touched in two hundred years would not be at risk of losing control around you?" He lets out a long, angry hiss of air between his teeth, and his wolf growls in unison. "Foolish fucking princess," he barks suddenly, then whirls around. He's gone before I can let out the breath I'm holding.

Fuck. Fuck! Maddy, why would you push him like that?

I pull my hand down my face, squeezing my lip with my frozen fingers, trying to force some sense into my body.

Idiot. Loki-cursed fool. He's right.

Of course he's right.

There's a thump beside me, then a massive shadow falls across my body.

"Thyrvi." I exhale hard.

"You are in danger?"

I close my eyes. "I think I might have been, yeah. But self-inflicted. Don't worry about it. This one is on me to fix." When I look at her, she's swinging her head to and fro.

"I smell prey."

"What kind of prey?" I ask cautiously.

"Fox."

"I've seen a few small animals in Featherblade," I say, but before I've finished the sentence, she's demonstrated a burst of speed I didn't know she was capable of, racing around the back of the Battleyard. "Thyrvi! Oh, for Odin's sake!"

I curse, then sprint after her.


Chapter 11
Maddy
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What my sexually frustrated body doesn't need is a workout, but by the time I've caught up with Thyrvi, my heart's pounding so fast I think it's going to explode from my chest.

Running laps for weeks now is the only reason I've been able to catch her at all, but I haven't felt this out of breath and this exhausted since Valdis first made me run.

Thyrvi has managed to go far beyond the Battleyard, veering north, and the sound of crashing water got louder and louder as I chased her along narrowing branches and denser foliage, until I finally found her in a pool at the bottom of a crashing waterfall. Just like the Silver Springs, it makes my mind spin that a rocky pool with a cliff rising from the tree itself can exist here, but there's no question that it does.

"Thyrvi!" I shout. She swipes a paw through the water, sending drops flying everywhere, and as she brings it back down again, ice starts to spread from her huge body.

I'm leaning over, my hands on my knees and sucking down air, but I feel the change in temperature around us.

"I made it cold," she says. She's freezing the whole pool at the bottom of the waterfall.

"I'm not sure you're supposed to freeze that," I say.

"You care far too much about rules," she tells me, then starts bounding around on the ice, skidding along the frozen surface.

Is she… playing? The longer I watch her and the more my breathing evens out, the more I agree with her. Who cares if she's not supposed to do this? She looks like she's having a great time.

"Did you catch your fox?" I ask her.

She pauses in the middle of a huge skid across the ice, pivoting, and swings her head toward me.

"Fox," she says. "That's right, there was a fox." And then, before I can stop her, she's bounding off again into the foliage to one side of the waterfall.

"Nope," I say, shaking my head. I'm not going after her again. I'm exhausted, and she's ridiculous. Instead, I move to the edge of the now completely frozen pool and reach out and touch my hand to the ice. It's solid as a rock, and it's deliciously cold. I take a step out onto it, tentatively at first, and it takes my weight. With a sigh of satisfaction, I ease my body down onto the freezing surface. Before I've even thought about it, I'm laid flat out on my back, arms outstretched to the side and my head against the ice. It feels fantastic.

I need to learn how to do this myself. The thought of just being able to lie on some ice every time I get hot and overwhelmed seems too good to be true.

I lie there a little longer, letting the ice cool my interaction with Kain. The reality of what I just did settles. Part of me knows I should feel silly, humiliated, naïve, and young. But the rest of me knows that if I were put in the same position again, I would do the exact same thing.

The whole notion that I have to keep control of myself around him is fine when he's not standing in front of me. Not so much when I'm actually in his presence.

Which means the only option I have is to avoid him.

I guess I'm fortunate that he is strong enough to see the danger, to have cut it off before something stupid or dangerous happened. I sigh, running my fingers over the freezing ice beneath me.

I am glad he stopped it, that he said no and walked away.

Thinking the words doesn't make them true, though, no matter how hard I want them to be.

I hear Thyrvi before I see her, big, heavy footsteps pounding the ground, and I'm excited that she's not vanished just because there's no threat, or because she left my vicinity.

I don't move until I see her looming over me, and then I let out a long groan.

"That's disgusting," I tell her.

A fox hangs from her mouth, bright blood smearing her white fur.

"You don't want any?" She sounds genuinely shocked.

"No, thank you," I say, dragging myself up to a sitting position. "And maybe don't eat that right here?"

She gives me a long look with her big black eyes, then huffs down onto the ice and rips into the dead animal. I can't watch, especially as the blood spatters the ice, so I drag myself to my feet. I walk over to the frozen waterfall, peering behind it, something much easier to do now that it's solid ice. The rock of the cliff behind sparkles with moisture and reflects the glinting blue frost.

Featherblade is so beautiful. I wonder how many other secrets it has. I didn't know there was a waterfall here any more than I knew there was a spring to the west.

One day, if I get wings, I can visit the other courts and see their beauty, too. I might actually smell the rich soil of the Earth Court, or see the glistening spires of the Gold Court, or watch the twinkling, star-filled sky blanketing the Shadow Court.

I feel a swoop in my stomach and open my mouth to call for Thyrvi, but I don't have time. My head hits the frozen waterfall as everything goes black.


Chapter 12
Maddy
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When I come around, the first thing I'm aware of is the pounding in my head. I groan and force my eyes open.

It's been a while since I've hurt myself falling, and the growing pain in my head is confirmation that that run has come to an end.

I'm slumped on my side, and I roll slowly onto my back. My breath catches.

There's somebody here, behind the waterfall with me, and I'm positive it's not Thyrvi.

Adrenaline bolts through my body as I hear a voice.

"The poor princess has passed out again." It's Orgid.

I try to shout for Thyrvi, but my voice comes out as a croak and a pulse of pain smacks through my skull.

I push myself up onto my backside fast, scooting back toward the rock as my blurred vision clears.

Orgid is standing before me, and he appears to be alone. I hear a roar, a clash, and a thud—the noises of a fight.

"Thyrvi!" I call, panicking, scrambling to my feet. I feel a swoop of disorientation and another pulse of pain through my skull. Shit, I've hit my head hard.

But when I hear Thyrvi roar again, I don't care. I run, moving fast enough that I take Orgid by surprise and shunt him out of the way as I burst out from behind the frozen waterfall, which is now shining with water. The ice under my feet doesn't feel solid as I pound toward where I last saw my bear, and my feet slide as I skid to a stop.

Inga is standing on the edge of the frozen pool, her eyes alight with bloodthirsty rage as she watches her bear fight Thyrvi.

"Thyrvi!" I shout again, but she's too busy to look at me.

She's locked in an embrace with a bear who is literally flaming at the ends of its fur, like Kain's wolf. They're similarly matched in size, and my mouth falls open as Inga's bear's paw collides with Thyrvi's face. She goes with the momentum, spins, and Inga's bear stumbles on the ice. There's a loud crack, and Inga looks down at her feet. She takes five or six hesitant steps backward as a crack spreads across the ice.

I waste no time. I run across the ice until I hit solid ground. Orgid's right behind me—I can hear him running.

My mind is racing. I don't know how to help Thyrvi. I don't have a bow. I don't have anything that could hit Inga's bear from a distance.

I don't know if taking Inga out would take her bear out, but it's certainly the best shot I've got. She's still walking backward, unable to take her eyes from the fight between the two enormous creatures, but she is now on solid ground.

I run at her, and I'm only a foot away when Orgid's shadows snake around my middle and jerk me backward. I land hard on my backside again, and he laughs.

"Inga, come on," he calls out. Reluctantly, she tears her gaze from the bears' battle, which has moved onto the bank now, off the ice. Their roars ring through the air.

I struggle against the shadows, trying to get to my feet. Could Kain be nearby?

He would be here already if he was.

Last time I saw him, I made him angry, flustered. He stormed off.

Cold trickles down my spine. These two must have been watching. Waiting for Kain to leave.

This was another ambush.

"Cowards," I spit.

Orgid's shadows yank me to my feet as Inga closes in on me. "All day we waited for that fucking fire-fae to be out of the way. I don't know what you said to him to make him stalk off like that, but without your guard hound here, we can do whatever we want."

"Only as long as you keep Thyrvi distracted," I say.

"Thyrvi is a ridiculous name."

Shit. I told them my bear's name.

I struggle against the shadows, and Inga lashes out, hitting me hard across the face. Combined with the pain already enveloping my skull from where I hit it on the ice, the shock is too much. Stars dance in front of my eyes, and for a moment I'm sure I'm going to be sick, my eyes losing focus completely.

"Huh," Inga says quietly. "You are soft. You are soft and you are weak."

I hear an ursine roar. I try to focus my eyes over her shoulder. Thyrvi's huge white form rears up, the black, flaming bear opposite her. Fear for her is engulfing me.

Can she be hurt? I have no idea. If anything can hurt her, surely it is a bear that matches her size? But I saw her take down a Frost Giant much larger than her, ripping a chunk from its neck.

She'll be okay. Surely she'll be okay. I want to hear her voice in my mind, but I also don't want to distract her and give Inga's bear an advantage.

Orgid's shadows tighten around me, and I hear a screaming in my head that isn't real. I try to lock my mind against his power, to force it out.

"Are you here to kill me?" I ask. They won't. Thyrvi will win. She will come and help me. And if she can't, I'll get out of this somehow. I'm not weak anymore.

"Sadly not," Orgid says, putting his hands on his hips, his staff clutched tightly in one of them and shadows flowing from it.

"No, they'd know it was us," Inga says. "But we made a little present for you. In the forge."

My stomach twists. I don't know what they've got planned, but I already know it's going to hurt.

Inga pulls something from her side, in a sheath where a staff would normally go. It's a poker, and the iron end has been molded into a specific shape. She holds it an inch from my face, and I shake my head, thrashing, trying to move backward. She retracts it slowly, and when it comes into focus I see that the end of the poker has been fashioned into a rune a couple of inches across. It's the ancient rune for the word "alone."

"You're a loner, princess, and you need to be marked as one, just like we've been marked as cowards."

My eyes move to the mark on her shoulder. Theirs are magical marks that will leave their bodies as soon as their punishment is over, but that's not what they've got in store for me.

Fear makes my stomach churn, but I won't show weakness in front of them. I can't let them see the fear.

"I'm not alone," I say.

Orgid scoffs. "You have no friends here other than a little human girl."

Now fear for Sarra burns through me. I didn't know they knew about her, and I don't want them to. There's another clash and a roar, but the bears have moved out of my field of vision.

Inga closes her eyes, holds up the poker, and tilts her head back. She's concentrating. As I watch, the poker starts to glow hot in her hand.

Thyrvi, Thyrvi, Thyrvi! I send thoughts at her by accident. My limbs are trembling with adrenaline, and I try to force it into another dedicated effort to get free of the shadow bonds. For a moment it works, and I feel them loosen, but then Orgid moves behind me, one arm around my throat, the other tightening around my middle. I kick out backward at his broken leg, which I realize he's walking fine on.

How did he get it healed? Did Erik fix him?

Inga steps toward me, and I stop caring about Orgid's leg. All I care about is getting out of his grip. I try to remember everything Kain ever taught me in glima.

I drop to the ground—the best way to startle an opponent. But Orgid goes with me and tightens his not-broken leg across my hips. I'm completely pinned.

Inga bends over and rips my shirt from my shoulder in one move, her nails scratching my skin.

"Hold still. You don't want this to be blurry. We need everybody to be able to read it."

And then she presses the white-hot poker to my skin.

I scream. I would love not to give them the satisfaction, but the sound is torn from my lips by the sheer agony it causes.

I don't command it to, I'm barely even aware of what is happening, but every part of me is abruptly covered in solid ice. They leap back, the ice jarring the poker off my skin, but it's too late. The wound is there, the pain is there, and the searing agony is still burning through me. And now the ice is spreading.

Orgid's shadows fall away from me. I can't think straight, can't see straight. I feel sick, but I'm on my feet.

Rage and fear blurs everything, and without a moment's thought, I turn and I fire every single ounce of it at Orgid, who is scrambling backward on the ground. Shards of ice fly at him in a fierce blizzard, and he shrieks as more than fifty pierce his flesh. I fire my other hand at Inga, but she's already moving, already running.

"The enemy flees!" I hear Thyrvi roar in my mind. Orgid can't run as fast as Inga with his new wounds, but he's limping after her. I hold out both hands and shoot out as much power and force and hatred and rage as I can at their backs. An explosive snowstorm, whirling with lethally sharp shards of ice, flies at them, and I hear shouts again, but then they're into the thickened foliage and I can't see them anymore.

Thyrvi's massive form lumbers toward me, but as I look at her, pain sears hot and sharp in my head, and my legs buckle.

My vision swims in and out of focus, and my stomach finally gives up its fight and I retch.

I fall to the ground.

I'm aware that my body is still frozen solid, and that Thyrvi is still here, but all I want to do is make the pain stop.

"You are not bleeding," Thyrvi says, each of her words making my skull throb. "Yet you appear injured."

"My head," I whisper. "And my arm." I can smell burned flesh, and I heave again, turning on my side.

"You need help that I cannot give you," she says, her voice serious.

"Are you hurt?" I choke out.

"Of course not," she huffs, and then she's gone.

The world moves in and out of focus for an indeterminate amount of time. Then I hear Erik's voice. I can't open my eyes, though. I can see rainbows in shards of glass on the backs of my eyelids, and huge birds flying between them, bright turquoise and made of glistening gems.

I know they aren't real, but I don't care. They're beautiful.

"Open your eyes, Madivia."

"No. The birds are too pretty."

"Is she… covered in ice?"

I know the voice. It's the silver-winged Valkyrie with the bows. I can't remember her name right now, but I know I like her. "Thanks for the hair tie," I tell her, then my stomach flips, and I roll over, throwing up again. My eyes are still closed but there's an explosion of light, colors flying, distracting me from the acid taste.

"Shit, she's concussed."

"Let's hope that a concussion is all it is."

"Where's her bear gone?"

I force my eyelids open a crack, sitting back on my heels. Disorientation makes me instantly slump sideways. "Where's Thyrvi?" I ask, but I don't think the words come out as I mean them. Warm hands grip my shoulders, stopping me sliding all the way to the ground.

"Can you sedate her?"

"Yes."

I feel a cold slither on my hands, a sharp sting, and the world fades away.


Chapter 13
Kain
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"Kain, she's safe. You don't need to be in there with her."

This infernal fucking gold-fae is about to feel the full force of Skoll behind my fist if I don't keep my shit together. My wolf's presence burns hot in my mind, his rage feeding mine until I can taste metal on my tongue.

"Tell me why she's in the healing rooms," I say, forcing each word through clenched teeth. It comes out as a snarl. Odin's fucking luck, I follow her all day, every day, and the one time she pisses me off enough to leave, something happens. The one time I let my own weakness drive me away from her.

"I've already told you, we've sedated her." Erik's eyes lock on mine, unflinching. Few can meet my gaze this long—they all see the promise of violence that never quite leaves.

"And if you don't tell me why, I'll burn this entire fucking building to ground." Skoll's approval pulses through me like molten fire in my veins.

Valdis sighs. "Erik, this is pointless," she says, then turns to me. "She has a concussion. We think she hit her head when she fell."

"Why did she fall?"

Valdis gives me a sarcastic look. "Why do you think? She blacks out almost every day—it was only a matter of time before she hurt herself."

"Who found her?"

Erik and Valdis exchange glances. The scent of their unease fills the air like smoke.

"Her bear turned up here," Erik says quietly.

I hiss through my teeth, Skoll's growl reverberating through my chest. Thyrvi only goes to her when she's in danger.

"I don't believe that she just fell." There's more than they're telling me. I know there is. "Let me in there."

"She needs rest."

"And I will be there while she rests." While she's vulnerable. While she can't defend herself.

Erik takes a step toward me,, and Skoll flares to life. Other folk underestimate Erik. They think that because he's kind, because he's a healer, he can't fight. They're wrong. I've seen him fight many, many times. And a man who is practically immortal fights fearlessly.

But right now, I don't care what he's capable of. Nothing will keep me from her.

"Why do you have such a fascination with her?" His voice is soft, probing.

I wouldn't answer him even if I knew. Which, infuriatingly, I don't. Two hundred years of single-minded purpose, and this slip of an ice-fae threatens to unravel everything.

"Fuck off, Erik, and let me in, before I let myself in." Skoll's hackles rise.

Valdis touches Erik's shoulder. "What harm can it do?"

Erik takes a slow breath, then steps aside.

I push through the door without hesitation, and Skoll snarls viciously when I see her on the pallet. The sound echoes my own rage at seeing her like this—small and vulnerable in ways she should never be.

She's wearing a long-sleeved shift instead of her leathers, her pale blue hair fanned out around her head on the pillow. I move closer. Her full lips are parted as she breathes softly, her eyes closed.

Soft. Gentle. So fragile. So… burnable.

My hands clench into fists.

What I wouldn't give to touch her face. To press my lips to hers.

And Odin's fucking raven, this isn't just lust. It's her I want. I want her to feel safe, to feel happy, to feel like a fucking goddess. To never look this helpless again.

Shit.

What wouldn't I give?

The question pulses in my mind.

This is dangerous. I can't be willing to give anything up for her. I've waited too long. I'm too close. I would regret it forever—as long as that may be. The revenge that's sustained me for centuries sits heavy in my gut, warring with this new, impossible need.

What do I think will happen when she gets her wings?

If I give up my revenge, if I abandon my plans… what, she'll choose to stay shackled to Featherblade with a mate who can't even touch her? Give her any kind of life?

Skoll paces faster.

The fact that I'm even considering this is absurd.

I already know she can't handle it. She would hurt herself through sheer lust; she's proven that.

It's impossible.

And it's not worth my revenge. It's not worth my freedom.

"Thyrvi?"

Her mumbled word scatters my thoughts like ash. I bend over her, careful to keep enough distance that my heat won't harm her. "Kain," I say. "Thyrvi isn't here."

She opens her eyes with painful slowness. They're cloudy for a moment, unfocused, then widen when she sees my face.

"What…" she starts, voice rough, then trails off.

I step back to the water jug in the corner to pour her a drink, and when I turn back, she moves jerkily, as though doing something she didn't want me to see. She's sitting up and pulling the shoulder of her shift around her neck, and I frown.

"What happened?"

She drinks deeply before answering. "They attacked me. Waited until you were gone and I passed out. I hit my head on the way down, then Inga hit me across the face, and it messed me up. I was dizzy and I couldn't see."

Rage claws through me like living flame. Skoll flares hot, and she looks at him before taking a breath and continuing.

"Inga's bear was fighting Thyrvi. I…" She stares at her glass. "I fought back. I turned my whole body to ice, and I fired shards at them. Missed Inga, but I got Orgid." A small, false smile touches her lips. "I'm getting stronger. There were two of them, and just one of me. I won. I chased them off."

"And you were already injured." The words barely make it past my teeth. Skoll's hunger for violence fills my mouth with the taste of blood.

"How do I control my ice magic and keep Thyrvi here all the time?" she whispers.

The desperation in her voice makes me want to explode into a thousand fucking fireballs and make good on my threat to Erik to burn this entire place down—just to destroy anything that might ever make her feel like this again.

But I'd destroy her too.

I stare into her face.

Surely, whatever I do, I will destroy her. How can it be any other way? Fire burns. That's what it does. That's what I am.

Skoll howls, and I take a deep breath.

There's only one path I can take right now.

I have to make her strong enough to withstand me.


Chapter 14
Maddy
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Iknow he's furious. I can see him trying to control it, the tension radiating from his body in heat waves. But it's not his anger I need.

I need to know how to protect myself. How to be strong enough that no one will dare try to brand me again, to mark me as less than I am.

I need them to fear me.

Swallowing back the dangerous thought, I look from Kain to the vicious wolf pawing at the ground of the healing room. His fierce, terrifying val-tivar—not just a companion but an extension of everything powerful and untamed within him. Ready at his side, lending him strength, speed, or bloodlust, whenever he needs it.

"How do you control him?"

Kain lets out a long breath. His shoulders drop and his jaw stops pulsing. "Skoll."

"What?"

"His name is Skoll."

I snap my eyes from the wolf to Kain. He just told me his val-tivar's name. "I thought you weren't supposed to share that?"

"Princess, you defy everything that is normal. Why bother sticking to the rules?" His gaze is intense, and I'm not sure he's talking about the wolf's name.

A conversation we had in the glade echoes in my mind, sharp and clear.

"Why do I always have to be different? It would be nice, for once, to be normal."

"Normal is shit. 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."

"You don't think me or my val-tivar are normal, so normal rules don't apply," I say.

"All the teachings say you have to focus to use magic. That's what everyone else does. They control magic with concentration and a staff. But you've never had magic through a staff. And I've rarely seen you concentrate." Kain touches his fingers to his jaw, tilting his head. "Your memory magic," he says quietly.

I tense. I don't want to talk to him about the gallery. "What about it?"

"Do you have to concentrate to use it?"

"No," I whisper. "It just… works. And when my ice magic works, it's because I need it. It's not controlled by concentration. It's controlled by…" I search for the word.

"Instinct. You're not like any other fae I've met in a long time. Your power is driven by gods-given natural instinct."

I blink at him, his words resonating with something deep inside me.

"Madivia," he says.

He's never called me that.

"You are the one blocking your power. You can be whoever the fuck you want to be. You owe nobody anything. That magnificent fucking bear is a part of you, and you are keeping her in the dark. Let her out."

A spark of indignation ignites in the midst of my shame and confusion. "I want her here!"

"Then let her be who she is. Be who you are." He steps back. "Stop trying to do the same pointless shit over and over and actually do what works."

The words strike home like arrows.

Do what works. That's the same as "do what you can, ignore what you can't."

I can't make my ice magic work through concentrating.

But I can summon an eight-foot bear or cause a snowstorm when I'm in danger.

What's the difference?

The answer comes with crystal clarity—exactly as Kain said. When I'm in danger, I let go of control. Fear and raw instinct take charge, instead of my trying to force magic into shapes it wasn't meant to take.

"Thyrvi says she comes when I 'feel strong.' Those were her words, not mine."

To my surprise, Kain smiles. Not a smirk, an actual smile that transforms his entire face. "Your bear is a creature of heart. Spirit. She's born of you, and you've spent your life crushing down most of what makes you who you are, hiding it away."

Is he right? Is Thyrvi everything I've tried not to be? Or rather—is she everything I truly am, everything I was meant to be, before they convinced me those parts of myself were wrong?

She's impulsive, violent, and blunt. All things my family tried to train out of me my whole life.

She's strong, righteous, and fierce. All things a voiceless princess could never be allowed to show.

She's carefree, playful, and ambitious. All things a person destined to die any day would never dare to embrace, because tomorrow might never come.

Tears fill my eyes as understanding crashes over me.

Thyrvi isn't just my val-tivar—she's my true nature, given form. And she can't be who she needs to be because she's everything I've tried to suppress.

"Just let go," Kain says, his voice gentler now. "Let go of this idea you've been fed all your life that you need to be just like everyone else. Let go of the voices telling you to do exactly what they are doing, then punishing you when it doesn't work."

The tears spill over. In all my life, no one has seen me like this—seen past the broken princess to the storm raging beneath. His words cut straight to my core, and the raw truth of them almost hurts.

"How?" The word comes out small, afraid.

"Just be you. Unashamedly you."

But how do you remove years of being told the same things by people who don't understand you? How do you fight when all the evidence is against you? How do you be the only one in a room who can't do what everyone else is doing, and not be ashamed?

"I don't know how to do that." My voice breaks, and silent tears stream down my cheeks.

Soft embers drift through his eyes, and I don't want to have this conversation anymore. This is more intimate than anything we've shared—he's seeing straight into my soul.

I didn't give him permission for this, did I? To see me so completely, to understand parts of me I barely understand myself?

Either way, it's too late. I want to fall into those eyes and be surrounded by blessed silence. No more thoughts, no more shame, no more frustration. No more fear or pain.

"You are the best of you, and the best of her," Kain says softly. "Curious, clever, kind, fierce, loyal, and strong. Embrace her." He pauses, eyes burning into mine. "Love her."

Is that how he sees me?

The pain in my arm jolts. They branded me like cattle, tried to mark me as less than them. But there are evils in this world, and I have the power to fight them, if I can access it. I was chosen by the gods, just like the other rooks here.

Kain is right. I don't think like them, look like them, work like them. I've been told repeatedly that I'm different my whole life, not just since coming to Featherblade. And I've known it's true my whole life—I'm the broken princess, the magic-less ice-fae, the girl who built worlds in her mind because the real one was too confined.

But what if I was never broken at all? What if every "failure" was just my trying to force myself into a mold I was never meant to fit? They said I couldn't concentrate—but I built an entire gallery in my mind, cataloguing memories with precision. They said I had no magic—but I can freeze springs and summon snowstorms when I need them. They said I was weak—but I have a bear of pure power as part of my soul.

Every time I couldn't do what came naturally to others, I accepted their judgment. I had to—what choice did a dying princess have but to believe what she was told? It was easier to think I was broken than to consider that maybe I was meant to be something entirely different.

But now… now I know I'm something different.

Thoughts crash through me with the force of an avalanche, hope coming in waves of exhilarating clarity.

What if different is good?

What if that's what Yggdrasil needs—for some of us to be different?

I'm sorry, Thyrvi.

I say the words, not out into the air like I have when I've tried to call her before, but internally. I say them as deeply as I can, trying somehow to project them into my very core, into the place where I believe my soul resides.

We're going to do better. We're going to do what works. We're going to make each other stronger.

The best of me, and the best of her. Just like Kain said.

Excitement thrills through me at the thought, and my breath shudders.

The glass slips from my hand, rolling across the pallet as a colossal white bear shimmers into existence in the small room.

I hold my breath.

Thyrvi looks straight at me. "You are not in danger," she says.

"No," I breathe.

She cocks her huge head at me. "Something is… different."

She's right. I feel it too.

A massive smile takes my face.

She's here to stay. I know she is, as surely as I know my own name.

And I feel something else different, too. There's power coursing through my veins, filling my chest, whirling in untapped pockets throughout my restless body.

I hold my hand out and recall the intricate designs on the ice palace ballroom ceiling. Ice appears over my palm, carving itself as it forms sparkling spirals—not forced or constrained, but flowing naturally as breath.

I laugh. A true, joyous laugh.

"Well, princess," Kain says quietly. He looks between the ice over my palm and Thyrvi as she sniffs a table covered in herbs. "I think you just embraced your val-tivar."

But it's more than that.

She's here to stay, and so is every part of me she represents. With Thyrvi here, for the first time in my life, I'm whole.

I am unashamedly me.


Chapter 15
Maddy
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"Maddy, why in Odin's name didn't you tell the Valkyrie what Inga and Orgid did to you?" Sarra is not doing a great job of hiding her anger. "They were literally punished for cowardice, today, then they jumped you again! They deserve to be thrown out of Featherblade!"

The livid expression on my friend's face makes me feel incredibly grateful for her, and she doesn't even know the worst of it.

I haven't told her about the brand.

Every time I look at it, I feel sick—not from the memory of searing pain, but what it represents.

They won. I may have chased them off, but my victory came too late. They pinned me down and burned a permanent mark into my body to mark me as what they think I am, carving their judgment into my flesh.

Alone.

If Valdis or Erik saw it, then they haven't mentioned it. I was covered in thick ice when they found me, so it is entirely feasible they aren't aware of it.

When they asked me what happened, I decided to lie and tell them I just fell and hit my head. I'm not convinced they believe me, but they haven't pushed me for the truth.

"I want to show them I'm strong on my own," I tell Sarra. It's true. At first, I didn't know why I lied. But in the few hours since I left the Healing Wing, I've realized. "I want them to know I can punish them without the help of the Valkyrie."

Sarra looks at me uncertainly. "Can you, though?"

I grin at her, feeling Thyrvi's strength humming through our bond even from the High Hall where I left her. The brand may be permanent, but it's just a scar now—proof that they tried to break me and failed.

"I can now." I grab Sarra's hand and pull her up from the furs. "Come."
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When we get to the High Hall, Sarra stumbles to a halt, her protesting questions about where we're going dying on her lips.

"Oh my…"

She is staring wide-eyed at Thyrvi, who is, for some reason only known to herself, pawing as delicately as she can at one of the arms of Odin's throne.

"Thyrvi! Don't damage that—it belonged to the king of the gods!" I exclaim, hurrying toward her.

She swings her massive head around to eye me, then looks at Sarra a moment before settling back on me. "It has gemstones in it."

"Yes."

"They're shiny."

I sigh. "Leave them alone."

She huffs out a massive sigh, then heaves onto her backside, a gesture I'm now recognizing as reluctant submission.

"This is my friend Sarra," I say.

Thyrvi blinks. "Is she a warrior?"

"No, she makes magic for the fae. She's human."

This interests the bear, and she gets back on her feet and moves toward us.

Sarra freezes. "Maddy…"

"She's safe," I tell my friend, which earns me a glare from the bear.

"Safe? I am as dangerous as anything that exists in Yggdrasil," she says indignantly.

"Of course you are. But you're safe to my friends, aren't you?" I make it clear that the question is rhetorical.

The bear nods her head and sniffs Sarra. "She smells of… beast."

I frown. "Beast?"

Sarra looks at me. "What is she saying?"

"That you smell of beast."

"Erm, charming?"

I'm about to answer when a noise from the front of the High Hall makes us both turn. It's late, so I wasn't expecting anyone, but we're in a central part of Featherblade, so I'm not surprised.

I'm ready to tell whoever it is that we're not doing anything wrong, but my protestations die on my lips when Harald's voice rings through the hall. "Odin's blasted raven, she's a beaut!" As we all turn and look, Harald hurries toward us, staring in unconcealed appreciation at Thyrvi.

"She's—" I start, but Harald waves his hand toward the door and looks at me, beaming.

"The others are on their way for some dull-as-ditchwater meeting. Come on, we must be quick if we are to avoid them." He starts marching toward the door, and I look at Sarra in confusion.

"Be quick? Where are we going?" I call after him.

"Well, that's obvious! We need to find somewhere for this mighty warrior to sleep!"

Thyrvi paws the ground. "I like him."

Of course she does.

She doesn't wait for me, ambling immediately in the direction of the huge doors, after the massive, winged shadow-fae.

"I'll see you tomorrow," I say apologetically to Sarra, and she nods before hurrying toward the thrall quarters door behind the throne.

"Now, tell me. Can you dismiss her, and bring her back at the Bear Wing?" Harald asks me when I catch up to him.

"Erm, she doesn't want to be dismissed now she's here."

He pauses, and Thyrvi and I stop too. Harald looks at her a long moment, and she stares back at him.

"I'm not leaving," she says in my head. "It's dark and boring, and I don't know what I'm missing."

"That might be a problem," Harald say s eventually. "There are a lot of doors and narrow paths she will simply not be able to navigate within Featherblade."

Thyrvi bares her teeth, and then heaves herself against the massive doors to make them swing open. Once out, she starts to march down the steps.

"That's the wrong way," I tell her, and she snarls loudly before turning.

"I'm not leaving."

"You don't have to leave," I reassure her, then turn to Harald. "She won't go."

"Do you think you can dismiss her and then recall her for very short periods? Enough to climb this narrow stairway, for example?" he says, waving at the steps set into the side of the building that lead toward the Bear Wing.

"He has a point," I tell the bear. She eyes the steps, jaw twitching. "Moving around Featherblade will be difficult."

"Do you know how to call me back if I go?" She's nervous, I realize.

I could lie to her, but the fact is, I know as little as she does. "I don't know. We haven't tried yet."

She swings her gaze from the steps to me. "Do we have to try?"

I'm nervous too, but the practicalities are clear. And deep down, I know I can get her back. She's part of me now—we're one.

"I think so. We will be stronger in battle if I can move you from one place to another." I can also move her to safety this way, but I won't offend her with that thought.

She blinks. "I can leave. But it is you who has to bring me back."

"I will. I promise."

She pauses a long moment, then, with a last paw of the ground, fades from view.

A sharp pang of fear lances through me, instantly dousing my resolve. "Shit, Thyrvi, come back!" I say, and almost before she's faded, she's solidifying again.

"That wasn't so bad," she says, and I let out a relieved laugh.

"I'm not sure you actually went. I'm sorry, I panicked."

She lifts her head proudly. "I have that effect on people."

"Indeed. Try again."

She fades away, and this time, I turn to the stairs. Harald is already at the base, watching in fascination. We begin to climb, in silence at first, but halfway up he says, "Thyrvi?"

"Shit. I keep saying it in front of people."

"Well, given that you're actually conversing with her, I'm not surprised. Perhaps with this new wave of val-tivars, we will all know each other's creature's names. After all, we can all see them now. Why the secrecy?" He shrugs and turns to meet my eye, his own sparkling with enthusiasm. "I believe it's time for change."

As soon as we are at the top and on the wide path, I call Thyrvi by her name. I don't overthink it. I don't try to pull on some unseen cord. I don't do anything the books told me to do. I just… call her.

"Thyrvi, you can come back now."

She appears instantly, and I grin broadly at her.

"See? Easy."

"Hmph," she says.


Chapter 16
Maddy
[image: ]


Ican't suppress the flutter of excitement when we approach the berry bush. Surely this time…

It shimmers when we come to a stop in front of it, and I hold my breath. Before I can send a prayer to the gods, it vanishes.

In its place, carved into the very bark of the massive tree, stands the Bear Wing.

My mouth drops open.

The building spans half the massive branch we're standing on, its three peaked roofs crowned with life-sized wooden bears. They rear up on their hind legs, their front paws raised, faces carved with such detail that their snarls seem to ripple in the misty air.

More bears adorn the entrance, huge carved posts depicting bears locked in battle framing the Thyrvi-sized doors. Ancient runes meaning "strength" and "victory" have been burned deep into the wood around the doors, their edges gilded with what looks like actual gold.

Thyrvi's excitement pulses through our bond. "This is ours?" she asks, already moving.

"It's magnificent," I breathe, following her.

"It's… changed." Harald's astounded voice makes me stop in my tracks. I turn to him.

"What?"

He's staring at the right side of the building, eyes sparking with excitement. "The third building. It's new. As long as I've lived here, there have been two buildings—one with sleeping chambers and strategy rooms, and the training building on the left."

Thyrvi barges through the double doors with ease, and with a burst of enthusiastic speed, Harald hurries after her. With a grin, I follow.

The entrance hall stretches up three stories, illuminated by the warm light from wall sconces. Intricate tapestries depicting battles between berserkers and Frost Giants line the space, their threads seeming to move in the flickering light.

Thyrvi leads us down a side corridor, to what can only be described as a barn. The space is enormous, with individual stalls that look more like luxury living quarters for bears. Each has a sunken sleeping area filled with fresh straw and soft moss, a bathing pool, and a raised platform with large branches at the back. The ceiling opens to the sky through numerous, chimney-like holes, allowing the crisp air to flow freely. It's deliciously cool.

"Featherblade has provided," Harald says as he stares around the huge, open space.

I run my hand along the runes carved into the stall gates. Protection. Courage. Valor.

"All this is for the new val-tivars?"

"It must be!" He claps his hand to his breastplate. "I must see if Brynhild has experienced similar changes to the Bird Wing," he says. "You are happy to explore alone?"

"Of course."

With a last, awed look around the barn, he leaves.

"I guess we can make ourselves at home," I say to Thyrvi.
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Thyrvi chooses a stall near the back. She begins arranging the bedding to her liking, using her massive paws to create a perfect circle of straw and moss, and I watch her, unable to hide my amusement. Who would have thought such a huge creature could be so particular? I wouldn't go so far as to call her cute, but it's certainly a side of her I haven't seen, or ever expected.

"Do you need help?" I ask her.

She pauses and looks back over her massive shoulder at me. "Do I look like I need help?"

I smile and shake my head, watching her fuss for a while longer.

"We may find your sleeping quarters now," she says eventually.

"You're too kind."

The central building is much like the High Hall, with spiral staircases rising on each side of the open space, leading to corridors lined with doors. The stairs are significantly more exciting, though, carved with bears that climb endlessly upward, their bodies twisting and interweaving to form the steps themselves.

I keep going until I reach the third floor, where the corridors only lead to two doors. Picking one at random, I turn the carved wooden handle.

The room is simple but elegant, everything carved from pale wood. A massive bed draped in thick white furs dominates one wall, while a sturdy writing desk sits beneath a window that frames the endless canopy outside. A window seat wide enough to curl up in with a book juts out over the branch below, cushioned with more furs in shades of white and gray.

A weapon rack stands along one wall, its pegs holding all sizes of weapon and armor. The opposite wall hosts a massive oak wardrobe and a tall mirror next to a door. I push it open and see a copper bathing tub and basin, all on crisp white tiles.

Thyrvi rumbles approvingly, her massive form barely fitting through the doorway. She pads to the center of the room, sniffing at the furs. "It smells good in here."

She's right, it does. But it doesn't have the familiarity of Sarra's workshop. It'll take some getting used to, I decide.

We descend the beautiful stairs and head to the training room, where I'm stunned into temporary silence.

It's one giant hall, and my initial impression is that it is a shrine to violence.

The walls are covered in scenes of berserkers throughout history. Unlike the tasteful tapestries in the entrance, these are raw and primal, the frescos painted in colors that look disturbingly like dried blood.

The training equipment is equally as intense. Massive wooden dummies are all covered in deep gouge marks from bear claws. Above them, a sweeping battle scene spans the entire ceiling—a host of Valkyrie soaring through storm clouds, while their bear companions race across the earth below. The artist captured the raw fury of the bears, their muscles bunched mid-stride, jaws open in eternal roars. The image seems to shift and gleam, as if at any moment the painted warriors might burst from the ceiling and carry us off to Valhalla.

Just like in the vault, these images show the Valkyrie as separate from their val-tivars, not possessing them. I lean forward to see a figure gleaming behind lines and lines of Giants. The figure is fae-sized and adorned in shining armor—or jewelry? I make a mental note to ask someone about it, before the packed weapons racks take my attention. One entire wall is covered in hooks, displaying scores of items of armor and weaponry, and I run my fingers over the cool metal as I walk along.

Thyrvi knocks over a dummy, and I look closer at the floor as it skids along. It's polished wood decorated in concentric circles of runes radiating out from the center. Each ring has runes for different aspects of berserker training. Strength. Speed. Fury. Bloodlust. Control.

"Look," I say, pointing to a series of large hoops suspended from the ceiling. "Those must be for practicing aerial combat. This is…" I trail off, unsure how to finish the thought.

"Exactly what we need to become legends," Thyrvi finishes for me, prancing to another dummy and swiping it with her paw. It tips over and the wood splinters apart. She cocks her head. "We may need sturdier practice opponents."

I smile. "I'm not sure these ones have been used recently."

"Then it is time they were."

Her enthusiasm for violence is alarmingly infectious. That now-familiar exhilaration at the thought of fighting, and winning, is something I am starting to accept. Crave, even. But the violence that radiates from this room, the savagery depicted in the painted images, is a step deeper than just a desire to fight. And it doesn't repel me like it should.

Your val-tivar is a bear, Maddy. That means you're a berserker. They're the strongest fighters in Yggdrasil.

I look down again at the runes on the floor.

Strength. Speed. Fury. Bloodlust. Control.

Like a dam has broken, excitement floods my body in a delicious rush.

I will be strong, fast, and in control.

I will earn my wings and harness the power of my bear.

I will become a Valkyrie.


Chapter 17
Maddy
[image: ]


It's almost dawn when I emerge from my new home.

After spending so long sleeping in the healing rooms, I'm not even a little bit tired. And besides, who in the name of Freya's tits could sleep when there is an entire new building to explore?

I'm confident we've covered every inch of the Bear Wing, and I figure I have enough time to gather my things and move in properly before washing up and heading over for breakfast.

Sarra isn't in the workshop when I go in to get my large bag and the few clothing items I keep in there. I pack my bag carefully, leaving some books and drawings behind on purpose. It feels wrong to leave no trace of myself.

At that thought, I open the left-hand drawer of Sarra's workbench, my stomach tightening.

The mirror.

I gave it to Sarra to see if she could find out if it was broken, but she had no luck. It feels wrong leaving it behind.

Impulsively, I put it in my pocket. I already know I'm going to try it later. I can't help myself.

I shove the rising emotion and torrent of frustrated thoughts down before they can get a hold and make my way to my shared sleeping chamber.

I'm just stuffing all the other shirts and trousers I've rescued from laundry since I've been here into a large sack when Navi comes into the room, her short hair wet.

"What are you doing?" she asks. Thyrvi is out in the hall, so if she's come from the washrooms, I know she's seen her.

"Moving into the Bear Wing."

"So, you learned to control the bear?"

I turn to look at her. "I didn't need to learn anything. I just needed to embrace her."

Navi tilts her head. "I…" She trails off, and it's the first time I've ever heard uncertainty in her voice. "I don't agree with what they did to you."

Navi is all practical logic and honor, so I believe her. She wouldn't condone cowardice.

I don't know what she wants me to say, though, so I shrug and turn back to my chest.

"Inga has a bear."

I sigh. I know where this is going now. "Yeah. So she'll be my new roommate."

My stomach squirms at the thought, and I swear the mark on my arm is about to burn through my shirt. I feel ice prickle along my skin in response and will it away, relieved when it vanishes immediately.

"You should take care."

This makes me turn again. "I thought—" I start, but she holds a hand up to stop me.

"I was wrong. You are different, not useless. I hadn't considered that there could be a new way of being strong. Or that your strength might be so well"—she pauses, and I know she's trying not to look disdainfully at my round body and poor outfit—"hidden."

"You saw Thyrvi in the hall?" I say wryly.

"She's magnificent," Navi breathes, the look in her eyes confirming her awe.

"Well, she'll watch out for me when it comes to Inga. She's here to stay."

"Is it true you can speak with her?"

"Yes."

"How will she come to classes with you? She's so big."

"She won't. She'll roam around Featherblade, terrorizing rabbits and foxes, I imagine, while I'm studying. But she'll train with me in combat classes."

A fierce look of desire lights the fae's face. All Navi wants is to be one of the world's greatest warriors, at any cost. And now I have something she covets.

It's a strange feeling. And not unpleasant.

I finish shoving the last of my clothes into the bag and stand up. "See you around," I say, not quite sure what the appropriate farewell is. Navi has never been kind or even nice to me. In fact, she's been pretty nasty. But she's never hurt me, and she has just admitted she was wrong, which I can't help but respect a little.

"I regret underestimating you," she says quietly.

"All you've seen is my bear," I say. "You still haven't seen me fight or use magic. I might still be a shit warrior."

She shakes her head. "Any idiot can feel the power from that creature, and she's part of you. Has she made your magic stronger?"

I lift my hand, will it to freeze, and cause a flurry of snow to storm around my head in ribbons of glittering whirls.

Satisfaction floods me when her eyes widen.

She nods. "I thought so."

"You know, being nice to me now that I'm powerful isn't going to make me like you."

"I don't need you to like me."

"Then why are you apologizing to me?"

Her face twists. "I never used the word sorry," she says, and she's right. "I just wanted you to know that I'm aware that I was wrong about you. For honor's sake."

I stare at her. She's not exactly normal either. She's all practical thought, no emotion. She has no friends here, and she doesn't seem capable of empathy beyond the honorific rules of what is right and wrong.

Maybe she's spent time feeling just as beleaguered in this world as I have.

"You can go now," she says, snapping me out of the sympathetic thought.

Maybe not.
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My private bathing room in the Bear Wing is somewhat different to the shared one I was using before, and knowing there is nobody else in the building—or anyone else who can even see the building, for that matter—I take my time washing my hair and soaking in the warm water.

When I'm clean and dry, and as relaxed as I can manage, I settle onto the big bed and go to the gallery. I have to store what happened, both the good and the bad, so I head straight to the sculpting room.

Except as soon as I get there, I'm turning on the spot in shocked circles as the gallery whizzes and zooms around me. Abruptly, it stops.

I'm standing in front of the bear statue, and it is no longer frozen.

All my fear of what might be inside vanishes in a heartbeat.

It's Thyrvi.

The bear before me is Thyrvi, a perfect, beautiful, magnificent re-creation of her. Beneath the ice in my mind, all that time, she was here.

I reach out eagerly, and when I touch her fur, I'm taken instantly back to the healing rooms, to the gut-wrenching, soul-deep realization that she was a part of me. It is exactly as though I'm there, and I realize I don't need to store anything. It's all here, in her, already.

How, I have no idea. It doesn't stop me beaming at the bear, though. It feels right that she has always been here, in the same amount of measure that the wolf feels wrong.

At the thought of the wolf, I can't help myself checking the last statue before I go. The eagle.

It is still frozen solid, and when I tentatively reach out to touch it, nothing happens. So there's still one more secret locked in here.

Birds fly. Maybe—just maybe—the eagle is connected to earning my wings?

Filled with hope, I return to reality. I paw through the wardrobe in my new room and am delighted to find trousers and breeches, in both thick wool and supple leather, and cotton shirts in blue, green, and tan in various fits. There are also weapon straps, belts, greaves and thigh ties, piles of socks, shifts, and even chest supports and underwear in the drawers in the chest I find at the end of the bed.

A calm confidence is settling over me as I dress in clean clothes, then tie the leather wrap armor that used to belong to Brynhild around my middle. As I'm brushing my hair, I realize with a start that there are streaks of much brighter blue shot through it, a distinctive one at the front. I hold the lock, staring at my reflection.

I look a little like my sister. Only a little, but more than I did before. My posture is straighter, my middle still round but firmer. My clothes are decorated and bold, rather than befitting of a maid, and now streaks of my pale hair are the same color as Freydis'.

I go to my bag and pull out the mirror, holding it sadly. I want her to see my new blue hair.

The mirror turns to solid ice in my palm.

I gasp and drop it on the floor in sheer shock.

"Shit!" I've just frozen the infernal mirror!

I drop to my knees and scoop it up from where it is still sliding across the wooden planks. It hits the leg of the bed as I catch it, and falls open.

My breath stops.

Freydis.

She's there, in the mirror, frowning out of the small piece of glass.

"Freydis!"

"Maddy." She exhales, relief on her face.

"Freydis! It's really you?" She nods, and words tumble from my lips as I snatch the mirror up in my hands. "Why haven't you answered before? Why did you ignore me when you were here? Freydis, I have so much to tell you, and I'm so, so sorry it's me who ended up here, I really am, but the gods weren't wrong! They must have known⁠—"

"Maddy, stop," she says, and I'm so used to obeying her that my torrent of unchecked words halts. "I have seconds before I must go. Father is coming to Featherblade."

"Wh-what?"

"They need information from you, and Mother said you wouldn't help her."

I stare at my sister's face in the small mirror, trying to find some trace of the fae I grew up with. The fae who loves me.

"Will you not even ask how I am? Tell me you're happy I've survived so far?" My voice is a whisper, and the scratch in my throat is audible.

"I can see you are well. I do not need to ask," she says.

Knives pierce my heart. "Freydis…"

"Maddy, you need to look up Lord Vitsa and find out what it was he sold to the Earth Court last year. It is important. It will be in a ledger that Father got from the Shadow Court smuggler on his last visit to the palace."

"I can use magic now." I clench my jaw, refusing to acknowledge what she just said.

"When you've got the information, use the mirror to tell me, and please do it before Father tries to leave. It will be easier for all of us if he doesn't try to gain access to Featherblade again."

Again? Has he already tried? Why would they let him in, just to talk to me? The arrogance of my family, and their continued desire to use me for nothing but my memory magic, causes a burn of rage to flare to life painfully in the pit of my stomach.

It's a physical feeling, as though a dormant part of me has just been awoken, a bonfire that has been waiting for a spark to finally light it.

"I was the first here to get my val-tivar," I say. I will not acknowledge her words until she responds to mine. "That's my magical Valkyrie animal. She's a bear, and she's not like any val-tivar they've ever seen here before⁠—"

"Maddy, for Odin's sake, be quiet and look up the accursed information Mother and Father want!"

I snap the mirror shut, and when the tears escape my eyes, they are like liquid fire. My skin freezes instantly, and the tears with them. I lift my fingers, running them down the ridges of frozen sadness on my solid cheeks.

The fire in my gut leaps.

I will never give my family information on anything ever again.


Chapter 18
Maddy
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When I show up at magic practice, two hours later, I have a plan to teach the high and mighty Brynhild a lesson.

She humiliated me in front of the other ice-fae when I arrived here, and now, immature as it is, I want to embarrass her.

The correct thing to do would be to go to her before magic practice and show her that I'm now able to access all the powers and skills we talked about a few days ago.

But I'm not going to do that, and I don't care how petty that makes me. She deserves to be knocked down a peg or two.

So I line up with other rooks outside the Bird Wing, making sure Thyrvi is still lumbering around in the foliage beyond, finding herself some breakfast.

"Hi," Martom says to me as I stand beside him. He looks sincere enough, so I smile at him.

"Hi."

"Are you rejoining us now?"

"Yup."

"Have you got control of your magic, then?" Erika asks, leaning forward.

"Yup."

Brynhild strides out the main door to the Bird Wing, and falters slightly when she sees me. "Madivia?" It's a clear question, but I treat it as an acknowledgement.

"Hersir," I say, nodding.

"You are… joining us today?"

"I am. You told me that 'if the innate magic is not there, then you cannot be taught.' Well, my innate magic is present."

"It is?"

"I can do every single thing on that list you gave me."

Brynhild stares at me. She's not looking at me like I'm lying—she knows I wouldn't make such a bold claim if it were untrue.

I'm waiting for her to tell me to prove it, but she asks something else instead. "What changed?"

I pause. Do I avoid conflict and be generally contrite and evasive? Or do I tell her that all of her "advice" was totally wrong for me, and the way she treated me was cruel and did nothing but hold me back?

Unable to make the decision, I instead call one word. "Thyrvi!"

There's a long, tense silence, then the crashing of undergrowth behind us. The other rooks turn, and I hear gasps as my huge, beautiful white bear bounds into the clearing. The others scatter as she lumbers to a stop beside me, and I look at Brynhild.

I've never seen the look that is currently on her face.

She's staring open-mouthed at Thyrvi, and for the first time I can see an actual smile tugging at her mouth. I'm almost sure there's wonder in her eyes.

Thyrvi moves slowly toward the Valkyrie and leans her head down to sniff the ice-fae. Her wings flutter out, and Thyrvi jumps in surprise.

"You… you can keep her here now?" Brynhild keeps her eyes fixed on the bear when she speaks to me, carefully lifting an outstretched hand toward her. There's a shimmer of light, and I see her bird appear.

Wariness engulfs me. Can her bird read information from Thyrvi?

"Yes, hersir," I say, and my tone fails to hide my wariness.

Brynhild turns, and I only just take my eyes from her bird in time. "How?"

I make my decision.

"I let her in. I stopped trying to concentrate. I stopped trying to clear my mind, or focus on one thing. I stopped doing everything you told me to do, and I let my instincts and emotion take over, and now…"

I hold my hand up, creating an arc of ice shards just like she did. Instead of making them form a tiny Frost Giant, I have them merge as a small but mighty bear, which spins in the air before landing on my hand.

Thyrvi swings her head around to peer at the little ice bear.

Martom whispers, "I want to do that!"

"Pathetically sized, but visually appealing," Thyrvi says to me.

"Thanks," I tell her.

Brynhild's bird is flying in increasingly fast circles around her, and it's hard not to look at her. "Fascinating," the Valkyrie says eventually.

Fascinating? That's all she has to say? How about sorry, or I was wrong?

I'm unable to stop my glare, and I'm rewarded with the tiniest flinch of regret in her eyes.

It's not what I wanted, but it might be enough. She knows she was wrong, even if she'll never admit it aloud.

I set the ice bear down on the ground, where Thyrvi noses it. On contact with the bear's black snout, it instantly melts.

"How do you do that?" It's Martom again, and when I turn to him, he's pink in the face and bouncing on his heels.

"I just will it," I say with a shrug. "Like I think about eating or breathing, or anything natural. It just… happens."

"You… you don't clear your mind and find your power first?"

I shake my head.

Martom closes his eyes and holds out his hand, and ice whirls above his palm. Nothing happens. "It's not working."

Brynhild clears her throat, and we all look at her. "Madivia's way of accessing magic is not the way most of you will succeed," she says.

Indignation swells in me that she's trying to justify how she treated me. But as I form arguments in my head, I realize slowly that she's right.

That's kind of the point I've just learned and accepted. I don't work like everyone else.

You're the weirdo, Maddy, remember?

The only one.

The loner.

I make a conscious effort not to touch the brand on my arm.

"But," Brynhild continues, "if there is another way to perform such feats with ice magic that I have been previously unaware of, then we should explore it."

My lips part slowly. This is not what I thought she would say.

She looks directly at me, and there is no challenge or sarcasm in her face, or her voice, when she speaks. "Tell us, Madivia. Describe how it feels to be connected with your val-tivar—Thyrvi, is it?"

I nod mutely.

"And tell us how you use your new magic with such incredible control. Be detailed. Anything you say may help another here."

Again, I search her tone, her eyes, even her body language for any sign of contempt, for any sign that she is setting me up to fail. But she's sincere. I'm sure of it.

So, I take a breath, look at the others, and do as she asked.
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By the end of the day, it's clear that what I'm doing is not going to work for everyone. Martom swears that he feels he has more control by leaning into his instincts, but I'm not convinced. As we are starting to walk away from the Bird Wing, though, Erika gives a yelp, and we all freeze.

"I saw an eagle!" she squeaks, her eyes fixed above her head.

Thyrvi speaks in my mind. "A large gray one," she confirms.

"Your val-tivar?" everyone asks in unison.

She's beaming as she nods.

At dinner that evening, three more rooks are talking about seeing signs of their val-tivars. The room is filled with chatter, and it only takes a short while before rooks are coming over to me, Martom's enthusiastic retelling of my bear's appearance at magic practice spreading quickly.

"Is it true you're not concentrating to use your magic?"

"How did you get your bear to stay here all the time?"

"Why did you need the bear to get your magic?"

"Does she really talk to you?"

"Can we see her?"

The questions are endless, and eventually I just take them all outside to see Thyrvi.

I'm nervous about being the center of attention, but the pride I feel when I watch over twenty faces stare in awe at the colossal white bear is one of the best feelings of my life.

Most of them saw her on the frozen spring, but now they are close to her, and seeing her standing by my side, it's a different feeling altogether. It's pride making me swell, not fear or rage.

Thyrvi is loving it too, pawing the ground, swinging her huge head, and occasionally baring her teeth for no reason whatsoever.

"Your enemies do not come to admire me," she says in my head.

She's right. Of the group, only Ulrika is here, the first time I've seen her in such a public place since her punishment. She's looking at Thyrvi from the very back of the group with a hint of genuine fear on her face. I'm not surprised, given what she saw my bear do in the glade. What she nearly did to Inga.

But Inga and Orgid, along with Dimec and Thira, didn't show up for dinner. I regret that they are not here to see this. Both them and I know that Inga's bear is a match for Thyrvi—enough that two on one they can still get to me. But I beat them. Injured.

And Inga may have made contact with her bear, but I'm the first to get control.

My eyes instinctively seek out Kain.

He's leaning against the side of the feasting hall, watching. There's a glint in his eye, and I'm almost sure that he's enjoying my moment too.

I've wanted to talk to him all day, but I don't trust myself not to say something I can't take back.

He's the reason Thyrvi is standing beside me right now. I wouldn't have control if it weren't for him.

But I shouldn't say that to him. I shouldn't connect him with all this power and excitement; it'll only make my fascination with him worse.

I force my eyes away from him, but it's not so easy with my thoughts.

Who in Odin's name am I kidding?

Kain is the reason for all this power and excitement, and trying to ignore the connection is impossible.

I don't have a fascination with Kain.

I have an obsession.

I was learning to live with my physical infatuation with the fire-fae, but now… This has gone so much further than the physical.

What happened in the glade was enough to make me realize that he has a dangerous hold over me. It was enough to confirm that all self-control abandons me completely, and that the desires of my own body are astonishingly powerful on their own.

But what happened yesterday in the healing room…

That has changed everything, irrevocably.


Chapter 19
Maddy
[image: ]


The next day in glima I find myself completely and utterly unable to stop looking at the fire-fae Valkyrie.

He's prowling around the room, barking instructions at everybody about improving technique, tightening, stance, more momentum in blows. I'm so distracted watching him that my opponent's putting me on my backside, over and over again.

"If this isn't a good size match," Staffan says to me, and I turn to him and shake my head.

"No, no. I'm sorry. No, it's important for me to train with rooks larger than I am," I say to the big fae. I was pleased when he asked if I wanted to spar with him for exactly that reason, but I'm not giving him a good workout because I'm just staring at Kain.

He's in gray today. Gray leather trousers and a charcoal-gray shirt that makes his dark skin glow. Every time he demonstrates a move, his muscles swell and tense, and I feel the power rolling from him.

Just being near him makes me want to be better.

I want to fight harder, and I want to win when I fight.

I want to run faster, and I want to run faster than everybody else.

I feel stronger just from looking at him.

I'm smart enough to know that the fact that he was an instrumental part in unlocking my power has created a firm and solid association for me: Kain equals strength.

It doesn't lessen my desire, though.

I want him. I want him so badly. I want to touch him. I want him to touch me, and not just a fingertip. I want my entire body pressed against his. I want his hands all over my body. I want him inside me. I want⁠—

"Princess!" His voice startles me, and I spin. "Five people in this room could have taken you out while you weren't paying attention." He growls at me and advances.

My breathing hitches and almost stops completely.

"No excuses," he says, and then, out of nowhere, swoops his leg out toward me. I try to jump, but I don't manage it in time. I go down on the furs, hip first.

I hear his voice inside my head instead of out loud. "You may not have to concentrate to use magic, princess, but you sure as shit need to concentrate in hand-to-hand combat." I catch his eye and see the sparks there.

He's enjoying this.

"Yes, hersir," I say meekly, and as I stand, I swing my foot out at him as he's turning away.

He's too fucking good for me, though.

He sidesteps neatly, reaches down, grips the front of my shirt, and lifts me bodily off the ground. Desire explodes through my center. It starts between my legs and radiates out all the way to the tips of my toes and my fingertips, and I know I've just gone red.

I'm literally dangling from his fist, kicking out ineffectively, and I'm not trying to get out of his hold at all.

"You're supposed to try to break free," he says in my head, irises still sparking.

Instinct takes over and both my arms grab his gloved forearm. Glima lessons are the only times I can be this close to him freely, and I'm going to take advantage of it.

I try to swing my feet toward him. I get the briefest glimpse of a smile, then he drops me, wraps his arm around my middle in a move that we've been practicing a lot, and dumps me on my back.

He drops to the floor, and thrills ripple through my core as his weight presses down over me.

"You're not going to beat an opponent like this," he says.

In reply, I move my body and press my hips into his rigid thigh. I feel him tense, jerk, and then his voice inside my head says, "We're in a room full of people, princess. You're playing with fire." I can't reply to him in my head, so I don't, but part of me wants to tell him, I have a fire now, too.

And you started it.

I can't stop myself. I grind against him again, without even thinking that it might be obvious to the others, and he shifts his weight so that he's completely on top of me. I let out a small, gargled sound as I feel his erection against my stomach. I'm looking up at the middle of his chest, his hair falling around me, and I can't see his face.

I do hear the soft chuckle, though.

Almost as quickly as he covered my body with his, he's standing, and I have to suppress my objection.

I stand too, and see his eyes flash as Staffan offers me a hand up. Kain grabs Martom from where he's training with Tora.

"Switch partners," he says, and shoves Staffan toward Tora.

It takes me a second to realize why. He doesn't want me sparring with the big, good-looking Staffan.

"Hi," says Martom, smiling.

I nod back at him absently. My heart is pounding.

Kain is jealous.

He wants me as much as I want him.
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My body is out of fucking control. The rest of glima is like some sort of exquisite torture, and I barely make it back to the Bear Wing before the ache between my legs is too much.

Leaving Thyrvi happily tearing apart a massive straw dummy without a care in the world, I race to my sleeping chamber and throw myself on my bed.

I'm pulling at the belt on my trousers when I freeze.

"I know what you're doing, princess."

Freya help me, Kain's voice is in my head.

He can't be here or see me. This is the Bear Wing, only accessible to those with a bear val-tivar.

So how does he know what I'm doing?

I should feel shame or embarrassment.

I don't, though. His voice just makes me pulse harder, hotter.

"Do you want to know how I know?"

I'm frantic as I push my hand against myself, fingers brushing over slick heat.

"I saw your face, flushed and ready. I felt your body, tense and desperate. I saw the way you watched me. I saw how fast you left my training room."

Oh gods. I press my fingers into myself, trying to slow down, trying to relish the relief.

"I'm doing the exact same thing, princess. You make me fucking crazy."

Fuck.

"Let me tell you what I see when I look at you, princess." His voice is rough in my mind, making me arch against my own touch. "I see power. Raw, untamed strength that you're finally embracing. Do you know how fucking beautiful that is?"

My breath comes in short gasps, my skin hypersensitive against the soft furs beneath me. The fact that he can speak to me like this, can reach into my mind even here, control me from a distance, should worry me. Instead, I'm desperate for more.

"Touch yourself slowly, princess. The way I would if I could. Gentle at first. Then harder." His voice grows rougher. "I'm stroking myself thinking about you, about how you moved beneath me today. The way you ground against my thigh like you couldn't help yourself. The little sounds you tried to hold back."

I imagine his hands instead of mine, imagine the burn of his touch against my frozen skin. I circle my clit, already slick with need, moving my fingers, trying to keep them slow like he said.

"My cock is so hard for you, princess. I think about you, your boot on my shoulder, your beautiful body wet and ready, so fucking close to me."

I bite my lip to keep from crying out, hand gripping the furs. Pleasure coils tight in my core and my hips lift off the bed, seeking more.

"Faster now. Push your fingers deeper. I want to be inside you so badly it burns. You make me want impossible things. What I wouldn't do just to taste you once."

My body moves of its own accord, chasing release. Sweat beads on my skin despite the cold room, my chest heaving with each desperate breath.

"I'm close, princess. I'm imagining the sounds you'd make as I filled you."

His words make me whimper and clench around my fingers. The thought of his touching himself while talking to me like this is too much.

"Come for me now, princess."

The command in his voice tips me over the edge. My back arches off the furs as release crashes through me in waves of pure pleasure. My thighs tremble, my body pulsing with aftershocks as I hear him growl, low and satisfied in my mind.

"Good girl."

He can't see or hear me. His arrogance, his confidence, his certainty that I will have done exactly what he told me to…

It is all founded.

I am utterly helpless in his command. And somehow even more desperate than before.


Chapter 20
Maddy
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I'm late for forging, but Harald just waves me to my station without reprimand. Being his new favorite has its perks, apparently. The forge glows and flickers, the ring of hammers on metal comforting as I settle in front of my shield. I'm going to finish it today, and I pray the task is enough to distract me from Kain for at least the rest of the day.

I'm able to lose myself in my work blessedly quickly. The metal sings beneath my tools, each strike bringing me closer to finishing—for the second time.

I try to take a kind of power from the fact that even though they tried to destroy this shield once, it still exists. And it's better than it was. The frame is larger, but it is still as light, and I've added fine runes to the edges, all words for protection or resilience.

Tenacity is in the very heart of this shield, and I'm excited to wear it knowing that.

Harald bumps into me, flapping at a sparrow that has somehow found its way into the forge. I feel the familiar swoop in my stomach and barely have time to drop my hammer, stumbling away from the firepit before darkness takes me. When I come around, Tora's helping me to my feet. I mumble thanks and get back to work.

I wait after everyone else has gone for Harald to finish fussing over a broadsword Henrik is making—it's far too large for him to actually wield—so that I can talk to him about designs for a bow, like Valdis recommended.

"Ah! A bow for a berserker!" He practically bounds to a shelf, pulling down scrolls and books. "Did you know I once shot an arrow through two Frost Giants at once?" His enthusiasm is infectious as he shows me detailed designs, regaling me with tales of Valkyrie with bear val-tivars using their berserker strength to lend power to their archery.

An image forms in my mind, so vivid it takes my breath away:

Me soaring above a battlefield, wings spread wide, while Thyrvi roars below. My arrows streak through the air, ice-tipped and deadly.

The thought almost makes me dizzy with excitement.

That evening, I take my finished shield to Sarra's workshop. She examines every detail with an appreciative eye, tracing the runes I spent so long perfecting with her finger.

"Now that I know what Thyrvi looks like, we can refine the metal plate in the center," she says, already sketching. Her hand moves with confident strokes, capturing Thyrvi's fierceness with uncanny accuracy.

"You can transfer this to the plate?" I ask, watching the bear come alive on her paper.

She nods, already reaching for her etching tools. "I'll start tonight."

"Oh, Sarrra?"

"Hm?" She's still sketching enthusiastically.

"I… I took this back when I moved into the Bear Wing, but actually I think it should stay here."

She pauses to turn to me, and her eyes fill with sympathy as they lock on the compact mirror. "I haven't had any luck with it, Maddy. You should probably keep it."

I shake my head resolutely. Looking at it makes me sad, and the Bear Wing is a new start for a new me.

"We'll just keep it locked in here, in case you need it in the future," she says, and carefully stows it in one of the lockable drawers near the bottom of her desk.

The fire crackles in the pit of my stomach as the key turns in the lock.

I don't need my family here in Featherblade. I have everything I need now.
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On Thursday, I work in the kitchens, learning how to gut and cook fish. The irony that Thyrvi would love this class is not lost on me as I grimace at the gross mess in front of me. Henrik and Garda are working beside me, and they are chatting constantly. I love the distraction.

Henrik tells stories from when he was a close companion of a lord of the Earth Court, and all the travels he has been on. It sounds like he's visited all but the Fire Court in his time. Garda speaks about the Shadow Court, about how the villages wind up a giant mountain, topped by a palace filled with secrets, under a blanket of permanent stars.

I burn to see what they describe with a ferocity that for the first time actually feels founded.

When I have my wings, I will see the other courts. I will see the whole of Yggdrasil.

The desire is as hot and as fierce as any I've felt, except perhaps my yearning for Kain.

Maybe the combination of finding out I'm not going to drop dead at any moment and awakening my magic is what's causing my feelings to intensify—it's like everything I think about is being multiplied by ten.

Or maybe this is how other people feel their whole lives when they think about their future? Is this excitement, this hope, normal for others?

Either way, I lean into it hard as I slice the scaly skin from my fish.

Hope. Excitement. A future.

I am going to become a Valkyrie. I will have a new family, a set of fae who have experienced what I have and are obliged to be my allies. Hopefully, they will come to want to be my friends.

I will fight, and I will win. I will keep this world safe, and become important, for the first time in my life. Not by peddling secrets for blackmail and schemes, but by being valiant and honorable.

I will earn braids for my feats.

Nobody will hurt me again, because they will fear me.

The last thought creeps in at the end, and my knife stills.

I want to be heroic, not feared. Don't I? Does one come with the other?

I think about my own heroes. Brynhild, Sigrun, the gods. My sister. At points, I have feared them all, I realize.

Is that how power works? If you have any, then you are always somewhat feared?

I let out a sigh of frustration as Kain fills my head. Everyone fears him, but that is because he used his power for something terrible. I want to know what he did, so badly.

My hand jerks, and I look down in surprise, muddled thoughts fleeing. Shadows are wrapped around my wrist.

I tense, and then my arm jerks again, causing the knife to nick my other finger.

I hiss and drop the knife. The shadows vanish.

Looking up, I see Orgid's smug face and Inga's hateful gaze fixed on me. The new fire in my gut leaps, and before I have a chance to think about it, I'm marching across the kitchens toward them.

Neither flinch, but Orgid's smile slips a little.

Erik is nowhere to be seen, having already given us our instructions, so there are only about fifteen rooks in the room.

"Leave me the fuck alone," I say, not bothering to keep my voice quiet. I lift the hand that has a thin trickle of blood running down from my cut finger as I reach them. "This is nothing compared to what Thyrvi will do to you if you don't leave me alone."

"Your bear won't do anything to us," Orgid says.

He's right, obviously. I can't let my val-tivar rip them limb from limb as I'd like.

"No. I can, though," I say, then close my fingers into a fist and jab, fast as I can, into Orgid's face. I catch him under the eye, which makes my knuckles scream in pain, but it's him who gives a yelp and stumbles.

Satisfaction floods my system. There are some cheers behind me, but they are drowned out by the blood pumping in my ears.

"You fucking little—" Orgid's words are cut short as screams fill the room.

Inga's bear, eight feet tall, eyes like onyx and fur flaming, is in the middle of the kitchen. She swipes with her huge paws as she rears up, sending pans, knives, cutting boards, and utensils flying everywhere.

Rooks scramble out of the way, and when the fiery bear roars, I almost join them.

Odin's raven, for all Thyrvi is mighty and beautiful, this bear is fierce. And her eyes are filled with the same hatred as Inga's when they fix on me.

Mustering all the courage I have, I look at Inga. "You will be punished if you let her hurt me. You won't become a Valkyrie, and you'll never see her again."

Inga just snarls at me, but she must know it's true.

There's a thud as the bear crashes down onto all fours. Slowly, she advances on me.

I look back at Inga, praying I'm keeping my rising fear from my face. "Call her off."

"Where's your mighty bear?" she says.

Thyrvi is out foraging, because she's far too big for kitchens, as Inga's bear is currently demonstrating by destroying everything she bashes past.

"I'm not going to call her because this is a really fucking bad idea," I say.

Control. Practice control.

Her bear is now only feet from me, and I can feel the heat. Ice forms instantly on my hands, and snow flurries over my head.

Inga doesn't have control of her bear yet. She's not able to use her fire magic, and she's not able to keep her here. Does that mean the bear could kill me without her permission?

Fuck, she might hate me enough to give her permission.

There's a bang, and the kitchen doors crash open. Erik and Kain burst through, and they don't only take me by surprise.

Inga's bear rears up and roars, and flames shoot from her fur as she swipes at everything around her.

Something crashes into me, and I'm suddenly on the other side of the kitchen, Kain's arm wrapped around my torso. Inga's ferocious bear is no match for his Valkyrie speed, and he swept me to safety before it even got close.

My skin is ice, and I cling to Kain as I turn in time to see Orgid crumple to the ground, his clothes swallowed by flames.

Inga is shouting at her bear, and Erik can't get close because the huge val-tivar is still roaring and swiping.

I could put Orgid's burning clothes out.

I lift my hand, a small flurry of snow forming above it. But I pause.

"You want to let him burn?" Kain's growl is barely audible.

I hesitate another beat, then pull myself from Kain's grasp and send the snow flurry at Orgid, who's rolling and shouting on the ground.

His shouts cease when my snow reaches him, and I can see the momentary confusion on his face.

"Please, stop!" I hear Inga scream, and then, as abruptly as she appeared, the fire bear is gone.

Erik runs to Orgid, but pulls up short. Curiosity burning, I move too. Inga is saying sorry over and over, crouched beside him.

My snow is still hammering down over him. The fire is out, but most of the top half of his clothing has burned away. His skin is red and blistering across his chest, but that isn't what has made Erik stop in his tracks.

It's the black and silver snake slowly coiling around Orgid's body.

I stare as the pieces slot together.

That's how Orgid's broken leg healed so fast. He has a snake val-tivar.


Chapter 21
Maddy
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Iwatch in open-mouthed wonder as the huge black serpent wrapped around Orgid glows, and his blistering skin reverts to its usual pallid complexion.

My snow cloud stops flurrying over him, drifting into nothingness.

Inga turns to look at me. "You put the fire out?"

I nod mutely and feel Kain come up behind me.

"Why?" The question comes from Orgid, and when I look at him I don't see any gratitude or relief on his face.

"Never mind that," says Erik. "Orgid, come with me to the healing rooms as soon as you're able to stand."

I look back at Inga. "You need to control your bear."

"You need to mind your own business," she answers. Orgid staggers to his feet, snake still glowing.

"I just saved your best friend's life after your own bear nearly killed him," I say.

"His snake would have healed him," she barks.

Erik mutters something about Inga needing to go and see Harald immediately, and Kain pulls me back as they all move toward the doors.

"Why did you help him?" he asks.

The doors swing open as Erik, Inga, and Orgid leave, and I see Thyrvi standing beyond them, pushing her head through.

"I am ready for battle!" she bellows at me in my mind.

"There's no battle," I tell her. I hear a sigh of disappointment in my mind.

"I will wait out here," she says.

"Thank you," I tell her. I look back to Kain. "I couldn't watch somebody burn when I could stop it."

"Even somebody who's treated you as badly as him?" he asks. I genuinely can't tell if he's impressed or repulsed.

It doesn't matter. I already know that I would have regretted it, and possibly even feared myself, if I hadn't stepped in and done something.

"You know they will owe you nothing for this?"

"Yes."

"You know they tried to kill you? They hurt you."

I stop my hand going to my arm just in time. He doesn't know how much they hurt me.

"Yes," I say again.

"So why did you put an end to his pain?"

"Because the actions of another person do not define my own," I tell him.

The answer comes easily, and I can almost hear it in Freydis' voice. She's instilled a moral compass in me that is going to take a lot more than the awakening of my power to distort, apparently, and after some of the impulses and thoughts creeping through me the last few weeks, I'm sort of relieved to have had it tested.

"Those two veslingrs getting off on seeing others in pain has nothing to do with me."

I'm sure the look in his eyes is respect, but maybe that's because I want it to be so much. Other rooks filter back into the room, hesitantly clearing up the aftermath of Inga's flaming bear.

"You all right?" Henrik asks, coming over to me, eyeing Kain warily.

"Yes," I tell him.

"Good. By the way, great punch."

Kain quirks an eyebrow as Henrik walks away. "Great punch?" he asks me. I can't help beaming as I look at him.

"Orgid used his shadows to make me nick my finger." I hold up my hand to show him. "So I punched him in the face."

Kain's face breaks into a smile, and I almost pool on the floor.

Fuck! The way his eyes are shining, and the promise of laughter in those lips, is breathtaking.

I want to see him smile every day. I want him to feel exactly as he does right now, forever.

"I can't punch people every day to make you smile like that," I say. "Although I think I'm considering it."

My hand drifts toward his face, and the smile drops.

"I'm sorry, princess," he says hoarsely, and then he's gone.
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I struggle to sleep when I go to bed. Inga's flaming bear worries me because I believe, as reluctant as I am to admit it, that she's as strong as Thyrvi. Orgid's ability to heal himself from any wound is also cause for concern. After all, if you remove fear of injury from somebody, they will fight far more aggressively. If the pair of them really do have it in for me, they could be formidable.

I'm also worried about the Oskorela announcement the next day. I know I have Thyrvi and magic now, so my chances of survival if I'm chosen are much increased, but there are still many nights that the shriek attack on that very first day haunts my nightmares.

I'm still not sure that any of the rooks I could be paired with will be a good match. Henrik, Garda, Staffan, and Martom all speak to me now, but I still wouldn't class them as friends. And if I blacked out, I don't believe any of them would risk harm to themselves to save me. I don't resent them for that; I just know that it's a risk. Thyrvi will protect me, though, and I cling to that as I move in and out of fitful sleep.
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At breakfast the next morning, I discover it's not my day to find out if I can survive the terrifying birds. Ulrika and Pehn are chosen to go out on the Oskorela, and we cheer them out with battle cries and cheers. Pehn soaks them up, fierce determination in the ice-fae's eyes. Ulrika, on the other hand, has silent tears streaming down her face as she leaves, avoiding eye contact with anyone. She's the only one who has been at all repentant since the attack, and I send a prayer to the gods that they both make it back unscathed, and stronger for the experience.

I feel guilty that Thyrvi's been spending so much time by herself while I've been in small rooms learning skills that she can't be involved in, so, much as I miss Sarra's workshop, I decide to spend my whole free day designing my bow in the Bear Wing.

The time on my own is good for a number of reasons. For a while, I'm out of Inga and Orgid's reach, out of the way of any impending disaster, and, most importantly, away from Kain. My brain simply doesn't function properly when he's around, and giving it a break can't be a bad thing.

After two hours of a numb backside from sitting on the shiny planks of the training room floor while Thyrvi eviscerates straw enemies, I finally convince her to move location, and the straw crackles softly beneath my weight as I settle into her enormous, self-made nest in the oversized barn.

"I shall bathe," she announces.

Before I can answer, there's an almighty splash as she launches herself into the small pool by the sunken nest. I'm far enough away that I don't get wet, though I instinctively fling up a barrier of ice.

When it drops, I bite back a laugh. She's frozen most of her pool, and is batting at it with her paws. Lumps of ice are breaking off and sinking below the surface.

"You know, you might benefit from slowing down and thinking things through sometimes," I say.

She stops, one paw in the air, and looks at me. "I meant to do this," she says.

"You lie worse than me."

"Fine. Maybe I didn't. But at least it's nice and cold now."

I leave her to break up her pool and wash, and go back to my book. The barn's wooden beams creak gently overhead in the wind, and the warm glow of the wall lanterns cast dancing shadows on the walls. It's peaceful, until Thyrvi lumbers out of the pool, filling the space with more splashing noises.

"Don't you dare shake off near me," I tell her.

She huffs in my head. "I don't shake," she says. "That's for dogs. And perhaps lesser bears."

"Then how do you dry yourself?"

She bounds into the nest and launches herself into an area where she's stacked the hay up high on one side.

She rolls around vigorously, all four of her huge paws in the air as she wiggles on her back.

"That is much more dignified than shaking," I say, unable to keep the laughter from my voice.

Her head pops up out of the hay. "Precisely."

Apparently now dry, she heaves her enormous bulk toward me and slumps down. She says nothing, just lays her head on the straw with a soft whoosh of breath that stirs the loose pieces near her muzzle. Her intelligent eyes remain half open, watching the barn door.

I carry on working, pulling out a sketchpad. Very slowly, I shuffle across the straw until I'm only a few inches from her gently heaving torso. I can smell her—snow and pine needles and something uniquely Thyrvi.

She doesn't move, or speak, though I know she's aware of every motion I make.

I shuffle again, then lean into her side, praying she doesn't shove me off.

Her breath stays even and steady, and contentment washes through me like warm mead. She's cool, and soft, and reassuring. Her fur is thick but surprisingly silky against my cheek, and beneath it, I can feel the steady thrum of her massive heart.

I close my eyes and let out my breath in a long, comfortable sigh, and I'm sure she does the same.
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At dinner that night, two interesting things happen. First, Ulrika and Pehn return from the Oskorela, unharmed and buzzing with adrenaline and stories. They don't tell anyone what reward they received, but they do tell us all about a huge lizard they encountered, and that a whole pack of shrieks flew overhead.

As Pehn is excitedly describing how they hid from the monstrous birds, a wolf appears in the middle of the feasting hall.

Screams and yelps fill the room, and just about every rook arms themselves in a frantic scramble. The two Valkyrie present, Valdis and Kain, are there in a heartbeat, three birds of prey appear in the rafters, and Inga's flaming bear bursts to life in the corner, causing even more screams.

"Wait!" It's Eldith, and she's staring at the wolf with open-mouthed wonder, her hands shaking.

I'm already right by her, and have a clear view of the creature. It's not huge, but it is green. Leaf patterns wind around its torso, and its fur looks like grass.

"She's your val-tivar," I breathe, and I hear the mutters follow as everyone else realizes it too.

"She's a… a… a…" Eldith is stunned into stuttering, and I reach out, gripping her shoulder.

"She's beautiful," I say.

The wolf turns its head, luminescent green eyes fixing on Eldith, who stumbles backward.

I recognize what's just happened. Her wolf is speaking to her.

Eldith's dazed expression breaks into wide-eyed amazement, and the fear leaks away. Then the wolf is gone.

"Odin's raven," Eldith whispers, and the room erupts into excited chatter.


Chapter 22
Maddy
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Over the next few days, almost all of the rooks begin to see their val-tivars.

I get used to being around Thyrvi in the evenings, using her as my living backrest as I work. Sometimes she watches what I'm doing with curious eyes; other times she dozes, her breathing deep and peaceful. I drop in on Sarra most nights but find myself falling asleep with Thyrvi in the barn when I return to the Bear Wing. I wonder if I have an aversion to sleeping chambers after being confined to one for so long.

The barn is also where I first use my memory magic in front of Thyrvi, and her reaction is touching. When she realizes how vulnerable I am when I'm in the gallery, she decides to take guarding me extremely seriously. She shifts her massive body to create a protective semicircle around me, her head raised and alert when I return. I've never felt so safe, and tears actually burn my eyes as I tell her that nobody except Harald can enter the Bear Wing, so she can relax.

"I will protect you always," she says.

I lean into her side and allow a tiny tear to run into her fur. "Thanks, Thyrvi. I'll look after you too."

She huffs happily and lays her head on the straw.
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On Monday evening, all the Valkyrie enter the feasting hall together, and the rooks fall silent as they line up in front of the food tables.

"Rooks! It is clear now that many of you are making connections with your val-tivars," Erik says loudly. "Some of you have gained control over them, some of you are communicating semi-regularly, and some of you are just getting glimpses."

It's a strange feeling not to be one of our number who is falling short of the others for once, and I feel a surge of sympathy.

Valdis speaks. "We have been honest with you all in saying the way you are connecting with your val-tivars is new to us. Our magical animals do not speak words inside our minds, they are not visible to others, and they reside within us when lending us their power. All of you appear to be blessed by the gods with a new kind of relationship with your beasts, and we shall navigate this as we go. It is time, though, for everyone to move out of the High Hall chambers and into their wings, if they have had any contact with their animals."

There's a loud reaction of excitement-laced chatter, until Harald holds his hand up. "Bears, you won't be able to move until the Bear Wing reveals itself to you." He looks pointedly at Inga, then at someone else, but frustratingly, I miss who. "Any who have not been to see me yet, meet Madivia at the temple after eating, and she and Thyrvi will show you where to check."

Heads swivel toward me, and I try not to blush.

Valdis continues. "Wolves, come with me now, and I will show you the entrance to the Wolf Wing chambers."

Only Eldith and Roge, the gold-fae, stand up. They leave the hall, and Erik speaks.

"Snakes, you can follow Orgid. He knows the way." There's an edge to his tone as he adds, "Now."

"I told you Orgid already moved into the Snake Wing!" hisses Martom from a few seats over from me. Orgid stands, a sour look on his face. Tora, Garda's best friend and fellow shadow-fae, stands, and so do Pehn and Toren the earth-fae.

Brynhild steps forward next. "Birds, with me."

More rooks stand up than in any other group. Ulrika, Erika, Thira—the earth-fae who was in the glade and always glued to the asshole Dimec—Selma—the huge-built earth-fae female—and lastly, with a flourish and a grin, Henrik.

They troop out of the feasting hall, and I look around at who is left. Garda, Staffan, Navi, Martom, Dimec, and a slightly built shadow-fae named Niclas who is rumored to be exceptional with shadow magic.

Navi, never one to be left until last in anything, stands with an uncharacteristically angry expression on her face, then leaves.

Garda pushes her chair back, then comes over to me. "You off to the temple now?"

I can't help my grin. "You have a bear?"

"I think so. He's, erm, not quite as big as yours or Inga's, but he's fucking beautiful," she says wistfully. "I just wish he'd stay. He hasn't spoken to me yet."

"Thyrvi didn't speak to me at first either," I say.

Dimec is standing near her, hands shoved into his pockets but definitely listening.

My stomach sinks.

"You have a bear?" I lean past Garda to ask him.

"Doesn't mean I want to spend time with a fae like you," he spits.

Harald, who had gone back to spooning apple pie into his mouth, pushes his chair back loudly. "Inga, Dimec, with me. Madivia, give me thirty minutes, then show them the bush."

"Yes, hersir," I say.

Martom and Niclas move to sit together, presumably to commiserate on their lack of val-tivar, but Staffan lumbers over to me and Garda.

"I, erm… I've got a bear."

I beam at him. "That's great!"

"Mm."

I frown at him. "What's wrong?"

Staffan opens his mouth, then closes it again and shakes his head. "Not staying or speaking yet either."

"Huh. Well, I can tell you how long it took Thyrvi and I to work it out?"

Garda sits across from me, taking a long swig of the mead she brought over with her. "Tell us everything."
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To my utter dismay, when I reach the bush that conceals the Bear Wing with Garda and Staffan half an hour later, there's a fae standing twenty feet away, directly in front of the magnificent carved bears on the main doors.

Inga. Beside her is the flaming, fierce black bear, the look on her face one of pure malice.

"Fuck," I mutter.

Garda raises her eyebrows at me in question.

"Inga has access. Now I have to share quarters with a fae bent on killing me."

Thyrvi gives a low, long growl, and Inga's bear gives an answering one.

"I will remove that creature's head from its shoulders," she says.

"Do you know why she hates you?" Garda asks me.

"No idea."

The huge shadow-fae shrugs. "After what happened in the kitchens, I'm kind of relieved she's got control of that thing."

Garda has a point, I suppose.

I don't want to fear staying in what I was happily starting to see as my new home. But I don't see how I can sleep anywhere near Inga, when her intent toward me is so clear.

Harald marches out of the door behind Inga, eyeing her bear as he moves past, then carries on toward me. With a jerk of his thumb, he indicates she should follow, and she does, sneering at his back.

Both Garda and Staffan look surprised a moment later when they materialize out of what to them is a berry bush.

"Keep checking this bush," I say to them hurriedly, not wanting Harald to think I'm not taking my delegated task seriously. "One day, when you have enough control, it will turn into the Bear Wing."

Thyrvi and Inga's bear are both growling, the tension in the sound leaking into the air, making my hairs rise.

Garda and Staffan must both feel it too, as they nod and make their excuses to leave almost instantly.

"You know what I'm going to tell you both," Harald says.

"To not fight? You need to tell her that," I answer, glaring.

"If either of you, or your bears, cause even infinitesimal harm to one another, you will both be ejected from Featherblade."

Inga and I both drop our death stares and look at Harald.

"But what about sparring?" I say at the same time Inga says, "That's not fair!"

"Sigrun sent word herself. A single altercation and you both leave, and you are not Valkyrie yet. If you leave here before you get your wings, you will never see your val-tivars again."

The low growls from both bears taper off. Silence hangs heavy as I imagine the horror of losing Thyrvi.

I look at Inga, praying to every god there is that she cares enough about her bear to toe the line.

Please, Freya, Loki, Thor, and Odin, don't let her fuck this up for me.


Chapter 23
Kain
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Iwatch her, legs powering her curvy body around the Battleyard on her twelfth lap.

I don't know if she can see how much she has changed in just a few short weeks.

Freedom from fear is powerful.

To some she might be unrecognizable. Not to me.

I've known this was inside her since she invaded the flower garden behind the temple the first day she arrived here. The first day she stood up to me.

I'm seeing glimmers of more now. I could coax the desire for revenge out of her, I'm sure of it.

What I'm not sure of is whether I should.

She's powerful, and she's not even close to full strength yet. The gods rarely make mistakes, and there's no fucking way bringing her to Featherblade was one. She's something entirely special.

I could fuck with the gods. Whatever she is to them, I could try to twist her into a revenge seeking, pain-creating monster.

But something won't let me.

I knew this was dangerous. I knew she was dangerous.

More than anything else, I want her strong. Strong enough to withstand me.

The more I've thought about it, the more I see it's the only action I can take. I can't make her stay with me, stand by me, give up her life out in the world of Yggdrasil for me. But I can make it so that she has a choice.

A new, wild thought bursts into my head.

What if she becomes strong enough to demand the gods fix me?

I shake my head. Absurd. Her power will never rival that of the gods. Or even Sigrun, for that matter.

And all of this assumes that she would want to help me. So far, her assistance has been driven by curiosity and lust.

She put Orgid's flaming clothes out. There is no way in this life or the next I would have lifted a finger to help that worthless piece of shit. And she ended his pain voluntarily.

She would hate the life I have lived.

She would hate the version of herself she would become if I helped her give in to the violence I know she fights.

She's good. Simple as that.

I see her slow on the other side of the Battleyard. She turns, looking first at me then Thyrvi, who is rolling around in the dust in the middle of the ring, then slumps to the ground.

Thyrvi reaches her before I do, trying to lift Maddy from the dust with her huge nose.

"Fucking blackouts," Maddy mumbles, leaning her weight on the bear as she rights herself.

"You stopped counting," I say.

She looks at me, and I see the fuzziness clear from her shining blue eyes. "Out loud. In my head, six-hundred and eighty-two. Old habits die hard."

"Did you hurt yourself?"

"No. I'm fine." She casts a glance upward and frowns before looking back at me. "I wonder…"

I raise my brows in question, but she shakes her head.

"Why are you here?" she asks.

"Same reason I'm always here."

"Waiting for me to help you into the vault?"

"I'm ready when you are."

We both know that's not the only reason I watch her. Not anymore. After the last glima session, hours alone in my shower weren't enough to sate my desire. Every movement her beautiful body makes causes me to burn for her so painfully that the fact I still watch her should be classed as self-punishment.

"I… I need to check something. With my memory magic," she says.

I stop thinking about her naked, her boot up on my shoulder, and focus. "Fine."

"I'll look for ship names while I'm there." I know she's made this decision on impulse. I'm not going to discourage her.

"Now?"

She nods. "You'll make sure nobody comes?"

"Yes." She has Thyrvi to do that, so she's asking me for some other reason.

The huge bear prowls in a circle around her when she sits down cross-legged, as though there are suddenly predators all around the Battleyard that weren't there thirty seconds ago.

Taking what she's asked me to do seriously, even though it's unnecessary, I move to the main path leading to the Battleyard. I can turn anyone away from here.

To my surprise, as I watch her eyes close and body relax, a slight fear ripples though me.

What happens if she finds the ships' names?

Then I have to get the helm. And then I have to choose.

Her, or my revenge.


Chapter 24
Maddy
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Icould lie about why I asked Kain to watch over me while I use my memory magic. Or I could be honest with myself and admit that it's because I want him to see more of me.

The way he looked at me when he saw me use it before is now something I crave. I want to dominate his thoughts the way he's filling mine. Anything I can do that impresses him, or makes me stand out, I want to do it.

I don't really know where to start, and I'm probably in the gallery for about an hour before I find a memory that has any mention of ships. It's a memory of an emissary talking to my mother, and I'm over in the corner, listening on her instructions, so that I can record everything that was said.

He's delivering a small chest to my parents. It's mostly full of scrolls and a couple of sparkling things I can't see from where I'm pretending to sew. I spent a lot of my formative years pretending to sew or standing behind curtains.

I concentrate on what the emissary is saying when my mother asks him how his journey was.

"Very comfortable, thank you, my queen," he answers. "The Shadow Court's royal ship is really very well appointed. I doubt it can be bested in finery."

My mother straightens, and I see competition flare in her eyes. "I'm sure our royal boat can compete," she says silkily.

The emissary nods and smiles, placating her. "You have a new ship, do you not?"

"Indeed. The Fjardviggr is the talk of Yggdrasil shipbuilders," my mother answers.

I lean forward inside the memory. Come on, tell us what the old ship was called. Tell us what the ship before was named when the vault was created.

"Yes, well, Fjardbroga was in need of replacement," the emissary says.

A thrill of excitement goes through me.

I repeat the name: Fjardbroga.

I wait a few minutes more, to see if the emissary mentions the Shadow Court ship name. He doesn't. He does, however, mention Orgid's family name.

The emissary keeps talking, and it doesn't take me long to realize that Orgid's father is clearly an eminent lord. This doesn't explain how Inga came to be friends with him, but it is interesting. I've never brought myself to search for Orgid's family. Maybe I have dirt on them in here somewhere, something I could use?

For a beat, I want to look, but I stop myself.

I'm going to beat Orgid and Inga with my own strength, the way Thyrvi and I fight, not the way my parents use information as a weapon.

I think of Freydis in the mirror and what she asked me to look up. It would take me seconds. Then tonight I could go back to the mirror, open it up, call Freydis, and tell her exactly what she wants to know. I could try to make her happy.

But the fire in my belly leaps and roars at the thought, as though in protest.

I won't help them. I won't let them use me anymore. I can't.

And I won't use that same power against my own enemies. I don't want to be strong that way.

It's a blessedly easy decision to make, and I head to the sculpture room without a whisper of regret.

I commit my last few days' learnings to memory, creating two new sculptures, one containing all of the interesting things I've learned about archery and bow design, all of the rooks, their val-tivars, and everything else I can remember about them at that point.

Once the two new statues are made, I return to the Battleyard and reality, and I'm pleased when I see that Kain isn't watching the pathway leading up to the Battleyard.

He's watching me instead.

Thyrvi's still prowling around in her protective circle, so I imagine he didn't think vigilance was particularly required. He moves back over to me slowly as I stand.

"How do you do it?" he says.

"What do you mean?" I ask. "You see how I do it."

"No, I mean, how do you store memories? How do you access memories? How does it work? What do you do all that time inside your head?"

I was away for some time, and my sitting still for more than an hour must seem strange to him.

I hesitate. But having now told Thyrvi and Sarra since getting here what happens inside my mind, the block is somewhat lessened. And besides, I've already let him in. Why shouldn't I tell him now?

"It's like a gallery," I say.

"A gallery," he repeats.

"Yes, a giant ice sculpture gallery. And I have a sculpting room with jets of water, and I relive the memory, and the jets move, and it's sort of like a dance I control with my hands. And then at the end, there's a statue made of ice."

He's staring at me, soft flames flickering in the bottoms of his irises.

"And then the statue gets stored in an endless, icy corridor. When I want to recall something, I think about it, and the statues appear before me. I touch them, and I can see the memory stored inside."

He says nothing, just continues to stare at me. After a while, his intense scrutiny makes me feel slightly uncomfortable.

"I found something," I say, mostly to bring it to an end.

He raises his brows, his only movement.

"A ship name." I swear his shoulders tense, which isn't the reaction I was expecting. I thought I'd see some sort of relief. "The original Ice Court ship."

He nods sharply. Again, not really what I was expecting.

"When do you want to go and try it? Shall we wait until we have all the ship names?" I ask. Part of me wants to go scurrying about in the catacombs with him. Any time alone with him, especially at night, is something I crave.

As though reading my mind, he takes a step back. "When will you look for another?" he asks.

I swallow, because I'm not sure. Right now, Kain feeds the fire that has sparked to life inside me. When I'm around him, it roars higher, with hope and strength and confidence. All things I associate so strongly with him now.

The version of Kain that I know is fierce and slightly violent, perhaps, but not murderous.

The image of Branka flashes into my head, but I force it away. That's not murder. I already came to terms with that.

But there is a side to him I know I haven't seen, and I will be forced to face it when he has what he wants. I know he's promised me that he won't use the helm until I get my wings and become a full Valkyrie. And I'm still trying to convince myself that I can find out what he is seeking revenge for, and try to talk him out of it.

But the truth is, we both know there's no way this ends well.

"I'll look for another one tomorrow," I find myself saying. I have no idea why I've just committed to this, other than the fact that I want to spend more time with him. I want him to want me, to need me. It's dangerous and I know it, but I can't help it.

He nods. "I'll see you here, same time tomorrow."


Chapter 25
Maddy
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Iwant to go and see Sarra before I turn in for the night, find out how the etching of Thyrvi's face is going. If she's made good progress, I can take it to the forge with me tomorrow to fix it to the front of my shield.

When I get to Sarra's workshop, though, she's not there. It's unusual for her not to be there in the evenings, and I notice there are a few things out of place, too.

My skin starts to prickle. It's not like it was when somebody broke in before and trashed the place, but there are some specific things that aren't where I know Sarra keeps them. Her tools, always meticulously ordered on her bench, are scattered around the wooden surface, and I find her favorite scalpel on the floor, under her chair.

Worried, I make my way through the thrall quarters to the kitchens and track down one of the kitchen thralls that I have spoken to with Sarra numerous times before. She recognizes me straight away and hurries toward me.

"Do you know where Sarra is?" we ask at the same time.

The worry tightens in my gut.

"You don't know where she is?" I ask.

She shakes her head. "We haven't seen her all day."

I haven't seen her since the evening before. "Was she supposed to be anywhere today or yesterday?"

"Yes, she was supposed to deliver a repaired staff today. The thrall master's going to give her a hiding when he finds her." I didn't see a staff or any remnants of such in her workshop, so maybe she finished it and took it to whoever asked for it?

"Whose repair was it?"

"Selma's," she answers.

I move around the kitchens quickly, asking the other thralls if anyone has seen Sarra, and all of them say that she has been absent for at least two meals. I get mixed reports on the latest time she was seen the night before.

Worry is now eating at me. I go back to her workshop and grab the rag she uses all the time at her workbench. I've seen Thyrvi track prey before, and if this has Sarra's scent on it, maybe my bear can help me find my missing friend.
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Kain finds me an hour later at the very edge of the Featherblade boundary, by the Silver Springs. I don't really know how I know it's the boundary, but every sense in me is screaming not to cross it, and it's taking most of my effort to stop Thyrvi charging out into the thick foliage beyond. It's taking the rest of my effort to stay calm.

I want to go and find her, as fast as possible. But I've seen the shrieks. If Thyrvi's nose is right and she's really out there… she's likely already dead.

"What are you doing near the boundary?" His rough voice is angry.

"My friend Sarra is out there somewhere," I say, turning to him, and the anger melts from his face when he sees mine.

"Why is she out there?"

"I don't know, but she's been missing since yesterday, and Thyrvi tracked her scent here."

"My tracking skills are far superior to any fae," she announces. "I must retrieve your ally." She moves again to step over a shallow line of thorny shrubs.

"Thyrvi, I told you to wait!" My voice is tense enough that she stops. I take a deep breath. "We're not being cowardly, we're being smart," I say. "We need to find a Valkyrie to help us."

Kain growls low in his throat. "You think they'll help you find a human?"

I glare at him. "Of course. As far as I know, she's alone and unarmed. She needs help."

"Princess, I know you don't want to hear this, but if she's been out there since yesterday⁠—"

I cut him off, unwilling to hear him voice my own fear. "Do you really believe the other Valkyrie won't help me?"

He nods tightly, and my decision is made.

Before Kain can stop me, I step over the shrubs.

"Princess," he growls, Skoll flaring to life next to him.

"Come on, Thyrvi. There are real predators out here—you must be careful," I say, ignoring Kain.

"Princess, I can't fucking watch you out there!" He sounds furious, and I try to throw him a reassuring smile as I move farther beyond his grasp.

"I have Thyrvi, I say, as the bear bounds over the shrubs and puts her huge nose to the ground. "I'll be fine."

"She's a loud, untrained, bloodthirsty fool!" he says, and Thyrvi snaps her head up to glare at him. "She'll get the attention of those birds in seconds!" He's keeping his voice down, but the venom is undeniable.

"I have found her scent," Thyrvi says tightly in my head, still glaring at Kain.

"Good. Let's go."

The bear finally drops her death stare from the fire-fae and sniffs along the leafy ground, parallel to the boundary. We are forced to pass around a small pool between us and the boundary, Kain visibly prowling along in tandem. When we reach the other side of the pool, Thyrvi lifts her head again.

"She re-entered Featherblade. The water must have blocked her scent on the other side."

Relief floods me. I hurry back to the line of thorny bushes and step back across.

Kain is there in an instant.

"She came back," I tell him, refusing to make eye contact.

"You are impulsive and⁠—"

"And my curiosity will get me killed," I finish for him in a parody of my sister's voice. "Save it, Kain."

I daren't look at him after delivering the attitude-filled retort, and he doesn't speak. I can still feel him seething beside me, though.

"She went this way," Thyrvi says, and picks up her pace, moving toward the glade on the west side of the main spring.

We've only hunted for another ten minutes before I hear crying.

"Sarra!"

She's hiding under a small berry bush. Her skin is scratched, her face is covered in dirt, and her clothes are torn. She's clutching a simple black feather in both hands, and her red-rimmed eyes are fixed on it.

She squeaks in shock when she sees Thyrvi, and I drop to the ground beside her, gathering her to me.

"Sarra, what in Odin's name happened?"

"I-I-I—" she hiccups, then leans into me, beathing hard.

"It's okay," I tell her.

"I'm Sarra," she says eventually.

I try not to tense at her unexpected statement. "Yes," I say slowly. "Do you know who I am?" I move, putting her at arm's length. We're still under the bush and the light is filtered, but I don't want Kain or Thyrvi to freak her out, so I stay put and try to look into her eyes in the gloom. They have a strange green tinge to them.

She nods. "You're Maddy. This is Featherblade."

A tendril of relief flows through me.

"But I forgot I was Sarra."

The relief dissipates.

"What do you mean, you forgot?"

"I… I woke up under this bush, a few hours ago. I hurt, and I was scared of something, and…" She holds up the feather so I can see it. "And I think I wanted this. A lot."

I squeeze her arm gently as I try to work out what to say.

"We should go and see Erik," I decide eventually.
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It takes a little while to get Sarra to the healing rooms, and Kain melts away once I enter the Snake Wing.

Erik is there, and contrary to Kain's prediction, he's careful and kind with Sarra, promising me he'll do whatever he can for her. "I'll keep her in overnight and run some tests. Return first thing in the morning to take her back to the thrall quarters."

"Thank you, hersir," I tell him.

Thyrvi and I take our time walking back to the Bear Wing. I'm shaken up over Sarra, my body still tight with worry, and when I see Kain leaning against the temple side, I'm relieved.

"Erik's only helping the human because he's curious," he says when I reach him. The anger from earlier is gone. I guess because I'm out of danger now.

I roll my eyes at him and turn down the path to the flower garden.

Kain follows me, and sighs as he watches my massive bear turn in slow circles, sniffing everything she's destroying. "Thor give me strength," he mutters.

"It doesn't matter what Erik's motivation is," I say quietly. "I just want Sarra to be okay."

Kain looks back to me. "Motivation always matters, princess. That's a good rule to learn."

"You ready to tell me yours?" I challenge. After all, he brought it up.

He's silent a while, and I sit next to Thyrvi, who is lying on the grass on her back, trying to catch delicate dandelion burdocks with her massive paws and failing.

"You were right."

I snap my attention to him. "What?"

"You were right. I don't know who set me up."

I swallow, trying to keep a neutral expression on my face. Did whatever wall he broke down in my head have an equivalent in his? Is he going to let me in?

"So… how are you going to get your revenge if you don't know who deserves it?"

"I know that the Valkyrie here betrayed me. They chose the words of liars over centuries of battle-forged trust." His hard voice makes my heart ache. His friends betrayed him. That would make most people bitter.

"They must have had compelling evidence," I say tentatively.

"Very."

Time for the big question. I eye a daisy nonchalantly. "Evidence of what?"

"Nice try, princess." I look back at him with a sigh. He brushes his hand through his hair, his flaming eyes boring into mine. "But you'll have to do better than that if you want all my secrets."

I almost start undressing there and then. Odin's raven, I have barely any control around him.

"I'll trade you."

His lips quirk in a half-smile. "I'm listening."

But I have nothing to offer. He has all my secrets. I've agreed to help him get his helm.

My eyes stray south, and he pushes himself off the wall.

"Oh no, princess. That is given freely and with no conditions, or not at all."

"Are you offering?"

Sparks fly in his eyes. Heat floods me. "I'd fight Odin himself to lay my hands on you," he says quietly. "But it can't be."

Before I can argue, he strolls from the garden.


Chapter 26
Maddy
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Isleep badly, the frustration of my interaction with Kain and my concern for Sarra impossible to distract myself from. With Inga somewhere in the Bear Wing now, I've taken to sleeping with Thyrvi every night, carrying furs down with me from the third floor and making my own little nest. My sleeping chamber locks, so I leave my valuables and clothes there, checking corridors before going up to wash and dress each morning.

Thyrvi and I did some investigating, and we think her bear has taken a stall at the other end of the massive barn, though I've never heard her. The only place I've actually seen them is in the training room, and it resulted in a tense but brief conversation where we agreed I'd use it in the mornings and she would use it in the evening. The gods only know if the two bears will ever actually train together in the huge space, as it was designed for. I highly doubt it.

As soon as I'm washed and dressed in the morning, I hurry over to the healing chambers to get Sarra.

My stomach plummets as I push my way into the room I left her in and see her still asleep on one of the pallets I've occupied numerous times before, her skin a sallow gray color.

There's nobody around, so I sit by her bed and open one of the books from my big book bag. Nothing is particularly holding my interest until I come across a passage about lesser gods channeling their magic into artifacts.

Of the more than fifty lesser gods, many were inclined to store parts of their magic in items like jewelry and weapons that fae may come across. It is believed that some gods did this because they favored the fae and wished them to wield more power, whilst others had more malicious intentions and wished to hurt the unsuspecting finder of the artifact.

Lesser gods, whilst more powerful than the Vanir, or High Fae, were not able to preserve themselves as the higher gods were, so they also stored parts of themselves in mundane items in order to keep their legacy intact. Some gods even added their magic to items to evade banishment or punishment by the higher gods.

I lean back in my chair, thinking. My sister has been convinced for as long as I can remember that the tiara of Skadi has magical powers. Skadi could do many things, but healing wasn't one of them, so I never understood why she was so convinced it could heal me. But if what I'm reading is true, then she may well be right about it having power of some sort. Over ice, maybe? Snow?

I'm about to go to the gallery and look up what all of the goddess Skadi's powers were when a new thought strikes me.

What if the Helm of Embers contains a god's power?

Kain said the helm can't undo any of his punishment, but if it holds any godly power then it must be able to do something pretty spectacular.

Before I can stop myself, I'm in the gallery, looking for any lesser gods connected with fire, embers, or the fire-fae.

By the time I've checked three statues, I have a small list of possibilities. Logi, a god of heat who is revered for the warmth and light that fire gives, but also feared in his truest untamed form. Logi's wife, the goddess Glod, who was fiercely protective of her two daughters. And the lava god Stutr, who was banished from Yggdrasil after his plan to overthrow Odin with liquid fire was exposed.

I chew my lip as I consider what I've learned. If the power of any fire god is contained in that helm, we will all be in danger if Kain gets both pieces. Does it really matter which god?

"Good morning," says Erik, striding in and startling me from my thoughts. His face tightens when he sees Sarra. "No improvement, then," he mutters.

"What's wrong with her?"

He moves to a low table and starts grinding something brown in a stone bowl. "I've never seen the likes of it before. It's magic, though, for sure."

I swallow. "What kind of magic?"

"Earth-fae magic."

I'm alarmed by his words for two reasons. The Earth Court is being assailed by some sort of sickness. And that staff I gave her had strange earth-fae magic in it.

I decide to start with the sickness. "She told me humans in her court were getting sick," I say.

He glances at me. "Yes. I had heard that too. A strange illness nobody has been able to cure yet."

"Including you?"

"Including me." He nods. "But that is not what this is. None of the symptoms are the same." He turns toward her with the poultice he's made. I hurriedly stand, getting out of his way. "She has hallucinations, gray skin, blackened fingertips, and a frequent green hue to her eyes. She is confused, and weak, and has no appetite, which is currently the most dangerous thing to her."

"She won't eat?"

"Everything I have given her has made her retch."

I bite my lip, my stomach twisting with worry and guilt. "I… I gave her a staff belonging to the earth-fae who died on the way to Featherblade."

Erik doesn't turn, just keeps rubbing the brown mix across her forehead. "Okay," he says.

"She said it had strange earth-fae magic in it. And this isn't the first time she's acted strange."

Now he turns to me. "Where is this staff? Tell me exactly what she said and did."
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I turn Sarra's workshop upside down looking for the staff. I search her dormitory room, I search the thrall common areas, and I even search the hallways and tunnels the thralls use, but I can't find Aldrich's staff anywhere.

I gave Erik all the information I could think of, recalling every single thing she said and did, but he told me that without the staff he can't identify the magic that is making her sick.

"There must be something you can do for her?" I am standing over her bed trying to control my emotions.

I gave her that staff. This is my fault.

"I have an idea. But I need more to act on it. I need confirmation."

"Of what?"

He tilts his head. "I'm reluctant to say, as it is highly unlikely. But without the staff, I don't think your friend has very long left."

Tears fill my eyes and I grip her hand. Something stabs my palm, and I yank my hand back.

Erik leans forward. "What is she holding?"

I gently open her fingers. It's the feather she was clutching when I found her, the delicate strands now crushed. I show the Valkyrie, and his eyes widen.

"She went searching for a feather?"

Did I not tell him that? "Yes. She said all she remembered was that she really wanted this feather, but she didn't know why."

Erik shakes his head thoughtfully. "This may be confirmation enough. It was not that feather she wanted." He holds up a hand, and his snake shimmers to life around his arm. "Yes, this explains why she went outside," he mutters. His eyes focus on me. "The previous owner of the staff was killed by shrieks?"

"Yes."

"Describe them." His snake winds down his arm onto Sarra's shoulder.

I try to recall the shrieks without using my memory magic and describe them to him.

"Tell me, Madivia, did any of the birds look different from the others?"

I can't remember, but I know the answer will be in the gallery. I don't think I can access a memory as intense as that one and have Erik not notice, though. I need to be alone to check. "I'm not sure," I say. "Possibly?"

"I believe your friend is infected with shriek magic."

"Shrieks have magic?"

"Only a few. And if any transferred to that staff… A rune-marked human will never have come into contact with a shriek before now. Fae, yes, but not a human able to channel magic. This is most, most interesting."

"Can you help her?"

He looks at me. "She knew what she needed to survive. That's why she risked leaving the safety of Featherblade."

I stare at him. "The feather?"

"A shriek feather." He lifts the broken black feather from my hand and lays it on the mattress. "This is all she found before hallucinations and fear drove her back to safety, but what she wanted, what she needed, is a shriek feather."

"Do you have one?"

He shakes his head quickly. "No."

"Then how do we get one?"

He raises a brow. "You go out there and you find a shriek nest. My recommendation is to get one that has already fallen, rather than facing the beasts."

"Will you go and get one?" I ask quietly.

"Whilst in a teaching capacity, none of the Valkyrie are permitted to leave Featherblade."

That seems highly unlikely.

I blink at him, Kain's words in my mind. None of the Valkyrie will help a human thrall.

He tilts his head. "Sigrun may come and go as she pleases, but there have been instances in the past where the Valkyrie have had favorites and snuck out to help them during the Oskorela, or gone to their homes to gather better weapons, armor, and comforts. To ensure the Wild Hunt is fair, she banned Valkyrie leaving Featherblade."

"Right," I say quietly. I'm not sure I believe him.

"Of course, we may break the boundary in an emergency situation. Like Frost Giants attacking." He scowls.

I look back at Sarra. "And there's no other way to save her?"

His snake shimmers, then flows back up his arm. "She needs shriek magic to survive."

"What if I find the staff?"

"Then perhaps I could use it to do something to help."

I clench my jaw. I'll find the infernal thing if it kills me.
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The next twenty-four hours are a blur. All I do is search. Thyrvi helps me trace Sarra's route from her workshop to where she crossed the boundary at the springs. I skip sailing on Thursday and instead search places I'm sure Sarra has never been, in lieu of any other option.

I don't find the staff.

I'm standing by the bush I found her under, guilt consuming me, when Kain strides into view. He's been a few steps behind me all day, and I'm pretty sure he's scanning the ground as keenly as I am.

"She might have destroyed it," he says quietly. "She's been hallucinating and she's unstable."

I stare at him, and a thought occurs to me. "A while ago her workshop got trashed. At the time, I thought it was somebody trying to get at me, but I didn't think anyone knew I spent time there."

He shakes his head. "Trust me. Nobody else knew you slept there."

"Do you think she did it?" I whisper.

He shrugs. "Perhaps."

"Fuck!" I shout, and Thyrvi snaps her head to me in surprise at the outburst. Kain doesn't flinch. "If she's destroyed it…" I trail off, trying not to let the burning tears escape my eyes. "It's my fault! I gave her that stupid infected fucking staff!"

I look out toward the dense forest beyond Featherblade.

"Princess, you can't go back out there to look for it."

"Odin's arse I can't," I tell Kain, and once more step over the shrub. Thyrvi lumbers after me and Kain spits a stream of swear words as quietly as he can behind me.

We search everywhere Thyrvi can smell Sarra's trail around the small pool, but there's nothing.

Kain is glaring at me once more when I cross back.

"I can't protect you there," he growls.

"I don't need your protection. I have Thyrvi, and I can do this." I lift my hand and shoot razor-sharp icicles at the ground a few feet from him. It feels good to let the rage out a bit, but I know it's immature.

Again, he doesn't flinch. "I don't care. Stop. Going. Out. There," he grits out. "I have a vested interest in you, and I don't want you where I can't reach you."

Reach me. The fucking irony, when he won't let me touch him.

He's helping you, Maddy, and nobody else is. Do not take this out on him.

"I don't know what to do," I say instead. I keep the wobble out of my voice, barely. "I won't let her die."

Kain's eyes soften. A rare sight, and a welcome one. "Did Erik say anything else would help?"

I shake my head. "No. Only a shriek feather."

Kain almost flinches at that. "Awful fucking creatures," he says.

But I don't really hear him.

Do what you can, ignore what you can't.

I can't find the staff.

But I do know where to find a shriek feather.

Slowly, I look back out at the forest. "Princess," Kain says warningly, "I don't like the look on your face."

"The Oskorela," I breathe.

"What?"

"I'm going to have go at some point. But if I go tomorrow, I can try to find a feather." Hope pours through my veins like icy energy, and I spin back to him. "There must be plenty lying around out there!"

"Princess, don't be so fucking stupid."

Hope is replaced instantly by anger.

"Stupid? You dare call me stupid for trying to prevent a death I caused?" I shouts, and his lips press into a hard line as he sucks in air through his nose.

After a silence only broken by the icy solidifying of my hands, he throws his own in the air.

"Fine! Like I've got a hope in hel of stopping you."

"Why would you want to stop me? I will have to go out there anyway, and I couldn't be more prepared. I have magic and her." I throw my arm out at Thyrvi, who is actually rocking from paw to paw.

"We are going on the Wild Hunt?" she says in my mind. Her voice is filled with barely contained excitement.

"We are going to find a shriek feather to save my best friend's life." I stare at Kain. "Didn't you just tell me how important motivation is? What better motivation can I have for surviving the Oskorela? I'm coming back with that feather, and I defy anybody, or anything, to stop me."


Chapter 27
Maddy
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Ifeel sick when Erik stands up at breakfast the next morning.

Everyone falls instantly silent, as they always do now on Friday mornings.

"Rooks," he calls unnecessarily, "we have a volunteer for the Oskorela today." Muttering begins, then dies as he carries on. "Madivia," he says, and I swallow hard as I stand.

"What in the name of Odin?" says Eldith from next to me. Twenty-five pairs of eyes stare.

"And going with her will be⁠—"

I send up a silent prayer for it to be someone who doesn't distrust or dislike me.

"—Navi."

Shit. My stomach twists.

Not only will Navi not help me look out for a feather, I'm not sure she'll even pause to save my life if I get into trouble.

She stands slowly and looks over at me.

Eldith touches my arm, and I look down at her. "Why are you volunteering?" Her eyes are wide, and her green wolf is sitting beside her, panting slightly. "You don't need to prove anything!"

I shake my head. "No, I need something from out there. To help my friend."

She looks at me doubtfully, then sighs. "Be careful, Maddy."

"I will. Thanks."
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Kain is watching as we reach the boundary. Harald and Valdis have walked us here, and we're in a large patch of forest at the rear of the Bird Wing.

"Good luck." Harald beams at me.

"Thanks, hersir."

"And to you, Navi," Valdis says.

She touches the hilts of her sword and staff and nods.

"Featherblade has hidden something out there for you both. You will know when you find it. Bring it back," Valdis says. Her eyes are tight with worry, and I wonder if it's because Navi has no val-tivar yet. Others have been out and survived without their magical animals, though, and they aren't nearly as good at fighting as Navi.

"Go," Valdis says.

With a deep breath, we both step into the dense woodland.
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"Why did you volunteer?" Navi doesn't look at me as she asks the question. We're both on high alert as we move, trying to keep unnecessary noise to a minimum. The denseness of the foliage hasn't let up at all, and I'm glad I wore a thick, long-sleeved shirt under my leather wrap.

"I need a shriek feather."

This makes her glance at me. "What would you need one of those for?"

"I just do."

"You'll forgive me if I hope you don't find it," she says dryly. I glare at her, and she shrugs. "I don't want to see a single reminder of a shriek while we're out here."

"Nor do I, but they must drop them. If you see one on the ground, I'd owe you one if you point it out."

She gives me a long look. "I think we should split up."

"What?"

"Your bear may be able to defend you, but she's going to get me killed."

I turn around. Thyrvi is magnificent, but I wouldn't describe her as stealthy. There's a trail of destruction in her wake, and her teeth clack as she bites at all the small bugs that keep buzzing around her. It sounds like a whip cracking.

"She'll defend you too. Won't you, Thyrvi?"

"No," the bear answers in my head without looking at me.

I sigh, but don't share her answer.

"I'd rather take my chances alone."

"Navi, that's the opposite of what we've been learning in all our combat lessons. We're stronger as a team. We're supposed to help each other."

"You're a liability."

I stare at her, trying to contain my frustration. "I thought we talked about this? I thought you took that back?"

"No, I took back that you are weak. You're out here for the wrong reasons. You're not looking for the spoils of the Wild Hunt, you're looking for a feather from a dangerous opponent, and drawing a massive amount of attention to yourself."

As if on cue, a squawk sounds in the distance. A chill runs down my spine, the awful boat journey here flashing through my mind.

Navi glances up, shakes her head, and starts to turn away from me.

"Wait!" I say as quietly as I can. "Nobody has split up out here—this is a really bad idea!"

"Not interested," she says, then starts to move quickly through the thick undergrowth.

I hesitate a second too long deciding whether to follow her, and by the time I think I should, I can't see her.

"Thyrvi, you've got to try to be quieter," I say, turning back to my bear.

She freezes, something that I think is a toad squished in one paw, halfway to her mouth.

I close my eyes. "You have to take this seriously."

There's the sound of chewing. "I am. I will eviscerate all enemies."

"And toads?"

"I was hungry."

"You're always hungry."

"So would you be, if you were as mightily proportioned as I am."

I can't argue with that, so I look out at the forest. "Will you be able to retrace our steps and get us back to where we started?"

"I can sense Featherblade in numerous directions," she tells me, and I relax a tiny bit. We won't get lost out here.

Navi might, though.

I force away the thought. It wasn't like I could've tied a rope to her and kept her with me. She is her own fae. She can do what she likes.

And she sort of has a point. Without her, I can concentrate on my own agenda.

I steel myself for my next question. "Can you scent shrieks?"

"I can sense large, rotten creatures."

"That's probably them. They're birds," I tell her.

"That makes sense, as their scent is very"— Thyrvi pauses and sniffs the air—"spread out."

"Will you be able to scent a single feather?"

"No. The scent is everywhere—one feather is too small to pick out."

"Okay." Be brave, Maddy. "What about a whole bird?"

Erik's words come back to me.

"You go out there and you find a shriek nest. My recommendation is to get one that has already fallen, rather than facing the beasts."

I bite my lip. "Or maybe a nest?" I whisper.

"You wish to fight?"

"No! Can you find an empty nest?"

She swings her big head. "No. If the scent strengthens, I can tell you. No more."

"Then that will have to do. Come on."


Chapter 28
Maddy
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Thyrvi's growl vibrates through the ground before I hear it. Her muscles bunch beneath her fur as she swings her head sharply left. "The scent is strong there."

I follow her gaze into a thick tangle of branches that twist up into the canopy. The wood looks diseased, darker than the healthy growth around it, and there's something moving in the high shadows. My mouth goes dry as I catch glimpses of red. I'm pretty sure they're not leaves, but feathers.

"How many?" I whisper.

"Three." Thyrvi's mental voice is taut with anticipation. "In a nest above, I think."

The blood rushing in my ears almost drowns out the soft, wet sounds coming from up there—the flex of leathery wings, the scrape of wooden talons against bark. I begin to ice over, the familiar sensation spreading across my skin and over my limbs.

A shriek's head emerges from the shadows, and my whole body tenses with instinctive terror.

This close, I can see every horrific detail, even the way its flesh ripples and writhes beneath the red feathers, like something is trying to escape. Its green-rimmed eyes scan the sky with a predatory intelligence that makes my knees weak. Its curved beak, bigger than my torso, opens and reveals a throat lined with writhing blood vessels and teeth, curved and translucent, like sharp shards of amber.

Why in the name of all the gods did I think this was a good idea? Fear is paralyzing me, and even Thyrvi is silent.

Two more heads appear beside the first, and my heart nearly stops. One has a partially exposed skull, the petrified wood of its bone structure visible through torn flesh. The other's beak is scarred and cracked, with new growth bursting through the fissures like bloody thorns.

I take big breaths as quietly as I can and picture Sarra on the pallet that morning.

This is for her. I have to do this, to save her life. A life I put in danger.

I need to get closer. I need a feather.

But as I take one step forward, all three shrieks unfurl their wings in a horrifying display of sinew and rotten, bloody matter. The branch beneath them groans as they take flight, their wingspans blotting out what little light filters through the canopy.

I hold my breath, praying they are about to leave. But in unison, they dive.

Toward us.

Ice explodes from my hands as Thyrvi launches herself upward, her roar splitting the air. The nearest shriek wheels away from my ice blast, but its wing catches the edge, crystallizing instantly. It shrieks, the awful, mind-numbing sound making me cry out too, as it crashes through smaller branches.

The other two keep diving, unfurling their wings with wet, meaty sounds. I catch glimpses of organs pulsing between the gaps in their wooden bones, glowing like hot coals.

Thyrvi's paw meets the left one, and her claws rake across its wooden breast. Splinters fly, but the creature's flesh writhes and knits together even as she strikes, tendrils of muscle and sinew weaving through the air to reconnect. The sight makes my stomach heave.

I dodge the other's talons by inches, rolling across frost-slicked ground and firing more ice. My next blast catches it in the face, but the ice melts almost instantly against its unnatural heat, steam hissing from its flesh as those terrible, green-rimmed eyes fix on me with what I swear is amusement.

"Above!" Thyrvi warns. The first shriek has recovered, diving straight down. I throw myself flat as Thyrvi springs, catching the creature's neck in her jaws. They tumble together in a blur of white fur and red feathers. The sound of wood cracking mingles with roars and shrieks.

My arms are shaking with effort as I maintain a constant stream of ice, trying to slow the other two. They wheel and dive, their beaks snapping at the empty air where I stood moments before.

One shriek abandons me and dives for Thyrvi's exposed back as she grapples with the other.

"No!" I scream, and ice explodes outward in all directions from my hands. The temperature plummets as the ice whirls, a lethal hurricane forming, smashing toward the birds.

They all rear up, beating their wings hard to avoid the pull of the whirling ice.

With more ear-splitting shrieks, they retreat as one, two of them trying to shake ice and frost from their leathery monstrosities. The hurricane whirls around us until I can't see them, covering everything in frost and ripping leaves and branches from their trees.

When I'm sure they've gone, I lower my hands, and the hurricane stutters, then drifts away.

Thyrvi is snuffling the ground to my left.

"Look."

I turn, but the first thing I notice is blood, bright against her white fur.

"Thyrvi!" I move to her, but she halts me with one glare.

"Superficial wounds. I heal fast, do not worry. Look. Feathers." She shoves her nose at the ground.

The battle she had with the one on the ground has shaken loose dozens of feathers. They lie on the frost-covered earth like bloody limbs, and with trembling fingers, I snatch one up. It's warm to the touch, pulsing faintly, like something alive.

Controlling my repulsion, I put the feather into the bag secured to my back.

"You did good, Thyrvi," I tell her. "Are you sure you're not hurt?"

She huffs in my mind. "I will happily battle further with those winged demons!"

I didn't doubt it.

"No need. We have the feather—now let's get out of here."


Chapter 29
Maddy
[image: ]


We move quickly through the canopy, toward Featherblade. Thyrvi's paws make less noise now, and for all her proclamations, I'm sure she's moving slower than before. Erik will heal her if she's hurt, I tell myself, forcing away worry. Adrenaline is still buzzing through me, but it seems to be sharpening my focus, rather than being a distraction. We move past a small clearing, and I'm about to ask Thyrvi how far we are from the boundary when I freeze.

Navi is lying broken across a wide branch, her body twisted at impossible angles. Her eyes are open, still showing the terror of her final moments, and red feathers surround her.

"No," I whisper, running and then dropping to my knees beside her. "No, no, no." My hands hover uselessly over her body, ice spreading across them. "I should have made her stay. I should have—" The words catch in my throat.

"You could not have prevented this," Thyrvi's voice rumbles in my mind. "She chose her path."

"But she was right about your being loud, and I didn't—" I choke on a sob.

A shadow passes overhead. Then another. And another.

I look up through tear-filled eyes, and acid fills my throat. There's far more than three up there now.

I move my eyes to Thyrvi. She's standing awkwardly, blood still leaking from her wounds.

We can't fight. But I can't leave Navi's body here, either.

There's a squawk, and then the birds overhead begin to circle.

Shit.

Staffan's tale flashes through my mind.

"Thyrvi," I whisper urgently, "I have to send you away, but it will be quick. I promise."

She protests, but I send her to the darkness.

Above us, the air fills with the sound of wings beating, and more awful shrieks.

They are diving. I force myself to go limp, falling beside Navi's body. My arm brushes hers. Her skin is already cold.

The shrieks descend. My eyes are nearly closed, but I can see them landing around us, their talons scraping wood. The stench of rot and blood fills my nose. One lands so close its wing brushes my face, and the feathers feel like hot knives against my skin.

I will my body not to freeze in response.

I don't breathe. Don't move. Don't even let myself think too hard, as if they might sense my consciousness. A beak prods Navi's arm. I suppress an instinctive sound of horror.

Time stretches. My lungs burn. The birds make clacking, whistling noises to each other as they move, but I can hardly hear it over the pounding of my heart and the rushing of my blood.

I've never felt more alone in my life than lying next a corpse, pretending to be one myself. The fear is crippling, and my mind is spinning so fast that I'm sure I'm going to give myself away.

A squawk louder than the rest comes from above.

I almost flinch. The birds all freeze and tip their beaks skyward, then a mass of beating wings starts.

As one, they take off, launching themselves back into the canopy.

I take slow, heaving breaths but don't dare move until the forest is silent again. When I'm certain they've gone, I croak Thyrvi's name before rolling away from Navi's body to retch.

"You should not have done that," Thyrvi grumbles as I heave.

"We couldn't fight that many," I answer, sitting back on my heels, still sucking down air.

"We must return her," Thyrvi says, swinging her head toward Navi's body. I don't want to look. In fact, I don't want to be that close to a corpse ever again in my life.

I stare at Thyrvi instead. The bloody wounds have returned with her, the scarlet drying to dark brown.

"Are you strong enough to carry her?"

Thyrvi doesn't dignify my question with an answer, instead giving me a long look, then gently gathering Navi's broken form in her massive jaws.

I'm sure she's been picked up and dropped, as I see no blood on her. Just impossibly broken bones. My stomach lurches, and I look away, getting to my feet.

"This way," Thyrvi says, and begins a slow lumber through the foliage.
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Each step I take, I hear Navi's words.

"You're out here for the wrong reasons."

I try to replace it with the conversation I had with Staffan, try to remember what I told him. The Oskorela is here to teach us these lessons. To teach us how to survive, and how to deal with death. I know that.

But I also know that my magic and Thyrvi's strength could have saved her.

Something glints in the shadows, catching my eye.

A small chest sits open on a gnarled root, a single gemstone gleaming inside.

"Thyrvi, wait a moment."

I reach down to pocket it mechanically. I don't take the time to inspect it. I assume it's Featherblade's reward, but I couldn't feel less deserving of such a thing right now.

The feather is what I came for. I'm here to save Sarra, and I will.

In a few short minutes, we reach the boundary. Relief courses through me, and the first thing I do is look for Kain.

I don't see him. As we continue in silence toward the High Hall, fae emerge from buildings as we pass. First just a few, then more, gasps and then whispers filling the silence.

Erik stands on the steps with Harald, their faces falling as they register what Thyrvi is carrying in her huge jaws.

The other rooks gather in a circle, their faces tinged with fear. Some back away, treating me and Thyrvi like we carry some contagion of death. I don't blame them.

I catch words in the whispers.

"Shrieks."

"But Navi was so strong…"

"No val-tivar."

"Who's next?"

I ignore them all, not stopping until I reach Erik and Harald.

"The shrieks," I say, my voice raw and strange in my ears. "She went off alone. We found her…" The words stick in my throat.

Harald steps forward, his usual fierce demeanor softened. "I'll take her," he says.

"Erik," I whisper, unable to look away from Navi's still form, "you're the most powerful healer in the Yggdrasil. Isn't there anything…?"

Erik's expression shifts into something I would almost describe as haunted. "There are ways," he says quietly, "to reach beyond death's veil. But the price…" His snake shimmers into being across his shoulders, and he touches its scales reverently, as though drawing comfort. "I will not do it, and she would not want me to."

The weight in his voice silences any further pleading. I pull the shriek feather from my bag. "Then will this at least save my friend?"

His eyes move from Navi to the feather, and something like hope flickers across his face. "Come to the healing rooms. Now."

The crowd parts as Erik gestures for me to follow him. Only one figure doesn't move. Kain.

The fire leaps in my stomach at the sight of him. His eyes are burning, and his wolf is salivating beside him. Every muscle in his body is so tense that he looks like he may shatter at any moment. He's watching Thyrvi give up Navi's broken body. Harald gestures to him to help, but he doesn't move. Instead, he fixes his eyes on me.

I force my feet to move, to follow Erik.

I'm not alone now. Kain is here, and he won't leave me.
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"Please, tell me it will work."

Erik is holding the ugly feather up to his face, inspecting it with intense scrutiny.

His snake is reared up, its head right by Erik's. A shining, forked tongue flicks out toward the feather, barely ruffling the strands it as it makes contact.

Sarra mumbles something, and I look past him at her.

"She's coming around. I need to work on this. Return in a few hours," Erik says, still squinting at the feather.

"I want to stay."

"No." His tone brooks no argument, and I give in quickly. If he'll work faster without me, I'll go.

"I'll be back soon, Sarra," I tell her softly, then make my way out of the healing rooms. My legs are heavy and stiff, and my shoulders ache. The fatiguing aftereffects of adrenaline, I now know.

When I emerge from the building, I find my bear splashing in the water outside the Snake Wing, just beyond a Thyrvi-sized hole in the wooden railings that border the path. I stare for a beat before shaking my head.

"As long as you're not hurt," I mutter, watching her scooping her huge paws through the water, sending droplets everywhere. Some turn to mushy sleet before merging with the surface.

"I was too hot," she says in my head, without looking at me.

"I know what you mean," I answer, but she's too distracted to hear me. The blood that was drying on her fur is gone, and I sag a little. It's over. We're back in the safety of Featherblade's boundaries, and we've done everything we can for Sarra.

"Thyrvi won't find fish in there. They don't come this close to the buildings."

I turn to Kain. "She's cooling down," I say, and to my horror, my voice cracks.

He takes a step toward me, then seems to remember he shouldn't, and stops. "What happened?" he asks softly.

I find myself leaving nothing out. I tell him how scared I was for Thyrvi when the three birds attacked, how guilty I felt when I saw Navi's body, and how horrific playing dead next to her corpse was. My voice stays steady, until I tell him how terrified I am that it was too late to help Sarra.

"You've gone above and beyond to help her," he says tightly. "You have demonstrated loyalty the gods would be proud of." I open my mouth to tell him it's my own fault she's sick in the first place, but he cuts me off. "And don't start this guilt-ridden horseshit again."

I close my mouth. He takes a deep breath.

"Actions have consequences. Some good, some bad, some utterly unforeseeable. Intent is power, princess. Did you mean to hurt your friend? Or see Navi dead?"

I shake my head, hard enough to hurt. "Of course not."

"Then stop punishing yourself. Learn from this, and become stronger. Remember the lessons, and be better."

His words are like liquid strength. They flow through my body, tightening my muscles and straightening my back.

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

I can't change what happened.

I can do everything in my power to fix it.

"Erik will be able to heal her with the feather," I say, as resolutely as I can.

"Yes."

"Navi chose to separate herself from me. Even if I'd followed her, she would have snuck away." Saying the words aloud, I'm positive they are true. I think back to every conversation I have had with the strong-willed, pragmatic fae. I couldn't have controlled her.

"She never wished to fight by your side," Kain says. "Her clouded judgment got her killed. Not you."

I breathe in hard through my nose and let out a breath. A long shiver works through my body.

"You need to eat," Kain tells me. "And rest."

He's right, but I'm not hungry.

"There's something I need to do," I say.
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It takes me about half an hour to find Staffan, filling a plate with ham in the feasting hall.

"Can I talk to you? Outside?" I ask awkwardly.

He puts down his plate and follows me out, concern on his handsome face. "What's wrong?"

"Nothing. I wanted to thank you."

"For what?"

"You're the reason me and Thyrvi are still alive."

He stares at me.

"If you hadn't told me about playing dead, I wouldn't have known to do the same. You saved my life."

Color tinges his deep brown cheeks. "Really?" he asks eventually.

"Yes. You should tell everyone. You could save more lives."

"They won't think it's cowardly?"

"To use knowledge to survive against a vicious monster? No."

"I'll… I'll think about it," he says. "Thanks."

"No, seriously. Thank you."

I fill my own plate with bread and pick at it, forcing myself to try to replenish my lost energy. Harald harping on about warriors needing food and sleep to be at optimum strength fills my mind. Thyrvi has no such appetite issues, and wasted no time bounding into the bushes to find foxes after her swim.

Fae drift in and out of the feasting hall, and none of them come anywhere near me. I don't want to have to tell anyone what happened, so rather than feel offended, I'm grateful.

After I'm sure it's been a few hours, I return to the healing rooms. Erik doesn't let me into Sarra's room, but he gives me a reassuring smile. "I think she will be okay. I had a few lucid moments with her and I think I know what I need to do with the shriek feather now."

My knees feel weak as I lean against the doorframe. "Can I see her?"

"Tomorrow. You need to rest too."

"You're sure she's going to be okay?"

"Not completely sure, but she's got a good chance now."
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After a fitful night of drifting in and out of sleep, I hurry from the Bear Wing to see Sarra. I'm starving now, my head a little light, but I'm not going anywhere near the feasting hall until I've checked she's okay.

I see a dark flash in my peripheral and know that Kain has risen early too. Perhaps he never left the Bear Wing all night. He can't see or enter it, but that wouldn't stop him from staying nearby.

Erik is bustling around in the main room of the Snake Wing when I get there, and he looks up sharply at my early entry.

"How is she?" I blurt.

He smiles, and I let out a breath. "I was able to extract enough magic from the feather to concoct a treatment. She's recovering."

"Oh, thank Freya for that," I say, pressing a hand to my chest. "Can I see her now?"

"No."

I frown, worry immediately returning. "Why not?"

"I need to treat her daily. The sickness has taken a deep hold, and it may be a week before she is conscious and properly lucid."

"A week?"

"Yes. And," he says, holding up a hand, "I must warn you. She's experienced some… changes."

"What kind of changes?"

"I believe just in her appearance. But Madivia, as you're her friend, I must ask you something. If you notice behavioral changes as you did before, you must tell me immediately."

I nod slowly. "Okay."

With mixed relief and apprehension, I remind myself repeatedly that a week is not so bad, nor is it bad if she looks a little different. The main thing is she's alive.

"Good. Now, go. Eat. Take it easy today."

I nod and turn to the door.

"I hope Featherblade rewarded you well for your trials."

I think of the gem I put in my pocket yesterday. Featherblade did reward me, but I've no idea with what yet.

I turn back. "When… when is Navi's memorial?"

His face sobers. "After the evening meal tonight."

I nod. "I'll see you then. And thank you, hersir, for helping my friend."


Chapter 31
Maddy
[image: ]


There are only a couple of rooks in the feasting hall when I get there, as it's so early. It's Tora and Roge, and neither of them try to talk to me about the Oskorela. I don't know if it's because I'm giving off vibes that tell them I don't want to speak to anybody, or if it's because they're afraid of me. Either way, I don't care. I'm ravenous.

I heap food on my plate and sit quietly as I methodically eat it all, constant reassurance that Sarra's going to be okay on repeat in my head as I chew.

I found the feather, and Erik's going to be able to help her recover. It's all going to be okay.

Erik has given me permission to take the day off, and I plan to spend it with Thyrvi in the Bear Wing. I'm going to store the memory of what happened yesterday, nap, and eat. All day.

Usually, I would have waited for the shock to settle before revisiting such an awful memory, but once my belly is full and I'm settled in the middle of Thyrvi's nest, I find a numbness has crept over me, and a desire to be in the cold, calm halls of the gallery sucks me in.

When I've built a—frankly horrific—ice statue of a shriek, I'm not ready to leave, so I spend over two hours searching for another ship name. I come up empty.

That doesn't mean I believe they aren't in there somewhere, but as I return reluctantly to reality, the sheer amount of time that might be required to find them all is dawning on me. So far I have two of the five, and that's taken hours already.

Deciding if it's a good idea to help Kain get his helm or not will be irrelevant at this rate.

"Thyrvi, I'm going to have to spend at least an hour a day searching memories before bed," I tell my bear, my resolve firm.

She's nestled into the hay and doesn't answer me.

"Are you awake?"

"Yes. What gemstone did you get?"

I haul myself to my feet and over to the pile of clothes I discarded last night. When I pull the stone from the pocket of the trousers, my eyes widen.

"I don't know, but it's beautiful."

I turn the bright orange gem over in my hands, marveling at the way it changes from red to white, just like a living flame.

"I think it could be a firestone," I add. Thyrvi's head is raised, but she doesn't get up to look. "You don't want to see?" I ask.

"Show me later." She gives a massive yawn and then flops her head down, sending hay flying.

Thinking she may have the right idea, I stow the gem with my other precious items in my book bag.

Joining Thyrvi, I snuggle into her side. I think I'm going to see twisted corpses and hear shrieking squawks, like I did all of last night.

But with Sarra safe, my belly full, and the memories secured, exhaustion wins. I'm fast asleep in seconds.
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I sleep through Navi's memorial.

I feel equal parts guilty and relieved as I scurry into the feasting hall after everyone else is long asleep and load my plate with cold cuts and bread.

I still don't want to answer questions about her death. I'm not ready to tell people that she chose to take on the Oskorela alone rather than work with me.

On the way back the Bear Wing, arms loaded with food, I stop outside the temple.

"Navi, may you grace the halls of Valhalla," I whisper. "Thank you for the conversation we had when I moved out. You have my eternal respect."

When I return to the Bear Wing, I hear, rather than see, Inga. I slide behind a pillar while she marches through the hall.

"Don't worry, Brunnin. We'll get to go out there soon, and then we'll get our reward," she says.

I watch her ascend the steps on the other side of the main foyer from my room, her bear vanishing as she goes.

Is she sending her bear away each evening? It might explain why we so rarely hear her in the barn. Perhaps it is only Thyrvi who wants to be around all the time.

My own huge bear is thankfully done eating by the time I get to her nest, and she watches me happily as I tear into my haul.

I tell her about Inga dismissing her bear when she went upstairs, then look up the word Brunnin in my ancient runes book.

"Wildfire. Huh," I say.

"My name is mightier," Thyrvi announces.

"It is," I agree.

But I can't help thinking that Wildfire is a pretty apt name for the flaming black beast.
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When I wake the next morning, I feel almost normal again. My appetite has settled, and my muscles don't ache. My mind is clear, and I am as restless as I usually am.

I'm on my way to get some breakfast when Kain melts out of the foliage by the temple.

"Freya's tits," I gasp, clapping a hand to my chest. "Don't do that!"

"Princess," he growls, and I notice the grim set of his face.

I frown. "What's wrong?"

"You really don't know?"

Panic takes me. "Know what? Is Sarra okay?"

"Sarra was going to be okay the second you found that feather and risked your fucking life doing it," he snaps at me. I almost take a step back.

"Kain?"

"Where is it?"

I stare at him. "What the fuck are you talking about?"

His gaze bores into me, and although his tone was accusatory, I can see the doubt in his eyes.

When he says nothing, I try again. "Why are you angry? What's happening?"

"You are the only person in this entire infernal prison who knows about the Helm of Embers," he grinds out.

"So?"

"So, where is it?"

His wolf is conspicuously absent, and I try to think before the intimidating presence of Skoll muddies my brain.

"Are you saying that someone has taken the piece of helm?" I ask him. He doesn't answer me, just stares, eyes burning. "You can't honestly believe I would do that," I say, unable to keep the anger from my voice.

"You are unpredictable, impulsive, painfully curious, and smart," he says. "And you lie." There's enough in what he's just said that's true, but that doesn't stop the bite of betrayal that he believes I would steal from him and then lie about it.

"Why would I take it?"

"Because you don't trust me."

I stare at him, and I am certain he doesn't believe the words.

"Should I trust you?"

"I told you I will wait until you become a Valkyrie before using the helm. I meant it."

"But you won't tell me what you're going to use the helm for. Or who you're going to hurt."

As I say the words, I wonder if maybe I should have tried to take the helm piece. It sounds like a perfectly sensible thing to do right now.

His shoulders drop and he hisses a curse. "Just tell me you didn't take it."

I take a deep breath. He knows as well as I do that I didn't take it.

"Of course I didn't."

His gaze drops, and when he looks back at me, the flames in his irises are gone. "I didn't want it to be you," he says quietly. My anger at his accusation vanishes, and my breath hitches. "But if it's not, then we have a serious problem. Someone else knows about the helm."


Chapter 32
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Nobody here should know about the Helm of Embers.

An uneasy feeling rolls through me. Sarra knows. Could she have gone through his room and taken the helm before she went off into the forest?

But why in the name of Odin's arse would Sarra want the helm?

"When did you notice it was gone?" I ask.

"This morning."

I let out a breath. It wasn’t Sarra; she's been in the healing rooms for three days now. "And you've told nobody?"

He gives me a look. "Who the fuck would I tell? You're the only person here who speaks to me."

"Has anyone been following you? Or been in your rooms?"

My stomach twists unpleasantly at the thought of somebody in his room with him, before reality sets it straight. He burns anyone he touches. It's not like he's secretly sleeping with someone else. Plus he's right—everyone else here is too terrified to speak to him.

"No. This is far more likely to have come from your carelessness than mine."

I glare at him. "You're the only one following me. And if you missed someone else doing it, then that's on you."

We face each other for an awkward few beats before I give in to my stream of questions.

"Do you think whoever it is knows about the vault?"

He looks uneasy. "I don't know."

"If they do, can they get the ship names before us?"

He frowns as he shakes his head. "I doubt it. Without your gallery, it would take a long time to find them."

I bite my lip. With my gallery, it's going to take a long time to find them.

And now, there may be more urgency than I thought.
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The next week feels like the longest seven days I've ever experienced.

I'm worried about Sarra constantly, and despite my frequently pestering him, Erik refuses to let me see her.

All the rooks who were starting to relax around me now seem nervous again. None of them are readily approaching me, except Garda when she finally gets control of her bear and I show her around the Bear Wing, and Henrik, who's his usual affable self.

Thankfully Eldith is no different, and as she was the only one who already knew I had a human friend here, I tell her over dinner one evening why I volunteered for the Oskorela.

"That's admirable," she tells me with a sincere squeeze of the shoulder. "She's lucky to have you as a friend."

I gave her a vague version of the story, not one that included the fact that I gave Sarra Aldrich's staff in the first place and am probably responsible for her condition, but I thank Eldith anyway.

"How is it going with Lauf?"

She looks down at the green wolf by her side. She looks relaxed at first glance, but there's a tension in her powerful haunches, and her sharp eyes are watching everything.

"Amazing. It's like everything I've known has been inside me my whole life but haven't quite been able to reach is suddenly right here."

Lauf glances up at her, and Eldith smiles. They've bonded quickly, Eldith gaining full control in just a few days. I'm not really surprised.

"And lessons with Valdis?"

She wrinkles her nose. "Odd. Valdis gets superior speed from her wolf by absorbing its power. I don't get that, but Lauf can reach a foe in half the time I can. Valdis is learning as much as we are, to be honest."

I nod. I've only done one session with Harald in the training room in the Bear Wing, and it was much the same. Watching Thyrvi swinging full force at the Valkyrie was terrifying at first, but when Harald absorbs the power of his huge creature, he physically swells and his face morphs. He gave as good as Thyrvi could throw at him, even in fae form. Wings help.

"Do you think we have it better than them? Or would you like to embody our animal's powers?" I wonder aloud.

Would I want to turn into a berserker myself, able to wield as much strength as Thyrvi? Or would I rather have her by my side, communicating with me?

I know immediately that I wouldn't give that up. In fact, the more I think about it, the more certain I am that I wouldn't change a thing about me and Thyrvi. I don't think Kain would change anything about him and Skoll, though, either.

"There's double the power this way," Eldith answers. "I can use my magic, while Lauf can go full-on wolf." She stares at the wolf a minute, eyes bright. "She's looking forward to battle," she says quietly.

"Thyrvi is always ready for battle too," I say. As casually as I can, I ask, "Are you getting much in the way of… bloodlust urges?"

She looks at me. "I want to fight. I want to win. But nothing more violent than I expected when coming to Featherblade to train to be a Valkyrie." I nod, and she cocks her head. "Are you?"

"Definitely more thoughts about fighting, but no desire to eviscerate just yet." I smile.
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With almost all the rooks now with val-tivars, it becomes increasingly hard to concentrate on any teachings that are indoors. Birds of all sizes and speeds fly and squawk under beams, wolves snarl and snap at each other, and intricately scaled snakes slither across tabletops.

Small skirmishes break out in almost all sessions where we are supposed to be quiet, and for the first time in my life, I'm not the most disruptive force in the room.

On Wednesday, Erik tells us all that there will only be healing teachings now, and all other training will be combat-, magic-, or val-tivar-related.

I'm excited by the news. It means more time with Thyrvi and more time spent getting stronger, physically training. It does also mean I have to move my forging time to the evenings, but with Erik still not allowing me to see Sarra, it gives me something to do.

It only takes me three or four hours to get most of the frame of a bow made, and when I'm back in Thyrvi's nest, I teach myself to braid the fine thread to make it strong enough for the string.

I also spend hours every night trying to find the other ship names.

On Thursday, I find the Shadow Court ship name in an especially boring history lesson both my sister and I sat in on when we were young. Saebroga. At first, I'm elated, but when I think about telling Kain, my joy falters.

His accusation and the resulting row rings in my mind.

I really shouldn't trust him. And taking his piece of the helm actually would have been the smart thing for me to do.

The thing is, somebody else has it now. Maybe the other half is safer in the vault, exactly where it been all this time, likely for good reason?

Indecision plagues me, but I keep searching. Having the ship names is different to actually using them. At least this way I'm keeping my options open. After all, who knows what else might be in there? Featherblade wants me to get inside the vault, of that I'm still sure.

It takes me the rest of the week to find the Gold Court ship name, in an unlikely place.

One of the times my sister and I snuck out to visit the alehouse in the nearest village, there was a bard singing lively songs about his travels through the courts. His song about the Gold Court was mostly memorable for his vivid depiction of a beautiful gold-fae female standing before so much gold that he and his friends were temporarily blinded. The female then helped him wreak complete havoc in the abundantly wealthy court. Buried in the bawdy lyrics of his song, amongst the roars of encouragement from the drinkers, was the ship name I was looking for. At the end of the tale, the beautiful fae helped them escape the Gold Court on the royal ship itself. Baruormr.

Try as I might, though, no matter how many memories I trawl through, I can't find the name of the Earth Court ship.

[image: ]


On Saturday morning, it is announced that neither Selma nor Ulrika have returned from the Oskorela.

A somber mood descends over the feasting hall, and I abandon the rest of my breakfast. I'm not the only one to leave on hearing the awful news. When I round the corner of the Wolf Wing, I see Henrik locked in a fierce embrace with Garda.

Thyrvi, who was waiting in the water outside the Wolf Wing for me, bounds up onto the path, breaking yet more railings, and shakes her fur enthusiastically.

Garda leaps back from Henrik as the droplets cover her.

"Shit, Thyrvi! I thought shaking was for dogs and lesser bears?" I wipe water from my face.

"I am without hay."

I turn to Garda. "Sorry."

Her pale skin is flushed as she shrugs. "She can do whatever the fuck she likes," she says, staring at Thyrvi.

"That is what I have been trying to tell you. I can do anything I like," my bear says.

I try not to roll my eyes at her.

"We were just, you know… taking comfort," Henrik says awkwardly.

I hold my hands up. "Nothing to do with me," I say. "I'm happy for you both."

"Just didn't want you to think death turns us on or anything."

I shake my head. "No, that's not what I was thinking. I was thinking that you were in the 'we should live our lives for the moment' place."

Henrik smiles at me. "Exactly. I lost someone I loved once." He glances at Garda and adds hurriedly, "Not a lover. A leader. I traveled the whole of Yggdrasil with him, and he will never be replaced. But he lived life for every opportunity he could, and faced everything fearlessly, kindly, and with a smile."

Something sparks in my mind as Garda smiles at Henrik warmly.

"He was a noble?" I ask him.

"Yes, though he didn't often act like one."

"Did he have his own ship?"

"Of course."

"So you never traveled on the Earth Court royal ship?"

Henrik shrugs. "We traveled in fleet with it more than once."

Excitement surges through me. "What's it called?"

"Huh?"

"The Earth Court royal ship—what is it called?"

"Hlunnbjorn," he says, looking at me like I'm crazy as I clap my hands together and bite back a shout of delight.

That's it. I have all the ship names.


Chapter 33
Maddy
[image: ]


Iglance around furtively. I can't see Kain anywhere, but that doesn't mean he isn't out of sight and listening somewhere.

"Thanks, Henrik," I say, and hurry past him.

I have all the ship names.

I want to get back to the Bear Wing and store the names in the gallery as soon as I can. I'm not likely to forget them, but I'm not going to risk writing them down, and I won't take any chances.

I finally have everything I need to get into the vault.

But by the time I've stored the information, my elation is churning with deepening apprehension, making my mind foggy.

There are so many reasons I should not let Kain put those helm pieces back together. I search my gallery, looking for the words Helm of Embers—not for the first time—and nothing comes back.

It's a weapon, I'm reasonably confident of that much. He said it wouldn't help him with any of the aspects of his punishment curse, so it must be used to hurt.

Can I talk him out of his revenge?

I know he won't hurt me, and therefore I assume he wouldn't hurt my friends or those I love. But I know he wants to hurt the other Valkyrie.

I can't let him do that.

What if the helm's power allows him to go higher? To try to get revenge on Sigrun, or the gods themselves?

I shake my head and fall back into Thyrvi's soft fur.

"Kain is not stupid enough to try to take on the gods," I mutter.

"Kain is angry. Anger makes fae stupid," she tells me.

I stare at the ceiling. She's right.

"Do you think I should go through the next door in the vault?" I ask.

"What is in there that you need?" She almost sounds affronted, like I couldn't need anything more than what I have right now.

"I don't know. There are many powerful artifacts that I've seen already, but the gods only know what is beyond this next door." I roll against her so that I can see her face when she swings her huge head around. "Tell me you're not curious to find out?"

Her dark eyes flash as she twitches her nose. "I am curious," she admits.

"And Featherblade led me to the vault. I feel certain there's something in there for me."

"Then we must find out."

Thyrvi is the impulsive, brave part of me. I knew she would sanction this. That's probably why I asked her.

"If I go ahead without Kain, then I'll know what we're dealing with. I can see what is in there, and whether it is worth risking giving Kain his weapon. And it'll give me more time to try to get him to tell me what it is he is actually planning to do."

"You think he will tell you?"

"If I push him hard enough, perhaps. And if he doesn't, then I won't help him."
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I check into the healing rooms after archery practice, but Erik says Sarra is still in and out of consciousness. He insists that she is improving and that I don't need to worry, but my stomach won't settle. It feels wrong. It's taking too long.

"Are you sure I can't see her? Even if she's asleep, I just want to look at her face, to hold her hand a moment," I plead.

But Erik is uncompromising. "She needs complete rest, Madivia. You will see her soon, I promise."
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Formation fighting in the afternoon is just as somber as the feasting hall was. The loss of two more rooks has made our number feel much smaller than it should, even with the myriad animals roaming the sand.

Garda's little black bear is racing around the space, swiping at the only two wolves, Eldith's green Lauf and Roge's shimmering golden wolf. She admonishes it repeatedly, but the restlessness is infectious, and before long Valdis has given up on making us all move through a series of defensive maneuvers and tells us to train with our val-tivars, and to let them spar if they want to.

Nobody comes anywhere near me and Thyrvi, so we practice alone. She is insistent that I learn to shoot from between her huge front paws, so that she can shield me. I can shield myself with ice, but I go along with her, perfecting a move where I drop to a crouch and spin beneath her, drawing my bow.

Kain catches up with me on the way back to the feasting hall, and I hang back, letting everyone else go ahead. Nerves tingle along my body as he steps close to me. My desire to be in his presence wars with the knowledge that I'm going to have to lie to him.

"Have you found any more ship names?"

My stomach swoops. "Just one."

"We need to find out who broke into my rooms."

"We? That's your job," I tell him. "I have to train to become a Valkyrie, whilst endlessly searching memories. I'm busy enough." Guilt washes through me. I'm done searching memories. I'm ready.

"I have found nothing new. Can Thyrvi track any scents from my rooms?"

I look at the bear, who blinks. "His rooms are in the Wolf Wing, where the feasting hall is. There are far too many scents there."

I relay her statement to Kain, and he huffs an angry sound.

Thyrvi bristles at him. "I'd like to see his wolf do what I can," she grumbles in my head.

"Do you have any ideas at all?" I ask him.

"It must be one of the other Valkyrie."

"Why do you think that?"

"They've been here long enough that they are more likely to know about the vault. And none of the rooks here would risk breaking into my rooms." His gaze burns into me, and I know what we are both thinking.

I broke into his rooms. And saw him naked for the first time.

My cheeks heat, and I drop his gaze.

"I'll keep searching," I say quickly.

"Without the other half, the helm is useless. But we can assume the thief will come after the new piece when we have it, and that's when I'll catch them." Fire flares in his eyes. "And make them wish they'd never been born."
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It's the middle of the night when I creep out of the Bear Wing. It took me more than an hour to convince Thyrvi to stay in the barn. Her opinion of her stealth skills didn't match mine, and I only won with bribery in the end.

It takes me an age to reach the catacombs, because I spend so much time making sure Kain is nowhere in sight. When I jog silently down the earthy tunnels toward the vault, I'm certain he's not tailing me.

Guilt is settling in as I near the door, my heart rate picking up the closer I get.

I told Kain I would do this with him, and he provided one of the five names.

But my earlier conversation with Kain has cemented my resolve. I have to see what else is down here, and I have to do it on my own.

And I know it's wrong, but I can't help the thought that I can always use the helm piece to blackmail Kain into telling me his plans if everything else goes wrong. He was right when he asked if I'd taken the first piece—it would give me the upper hand. For the first time, I might have some sort of control over him.

The thing is, though, he and I both know that all he has to do is growl my name and I'll do whatever he asked me to.

"Pathetic, Maddy," I whisper aloud to myself, shaking my head.

I have to get a grip. Take control. And as I reach the vault door, I tell myself that's exactly what I'm doing. Taking control.


Chapter 34
Maddy
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It's hard not to stop and look at all the incredible artifacts as I move along the polished stone floor. The purple flowers are vivid above my head, and the tapestries gleam with their gold thread, but I focus my sights on the end of the tunnel. I pass pedestal after pedestal, reach the sword that's bigger than me, and then I'm turning the small bend at the end.

There's the door, and the name Kain has already etched in.

I can remember all the other names without the help of the gallery, and I take the magical quill and write them in. I do the ice-fae ship first. Fjardbroga. It loosely translates from the old language into "water horse."

The words shimmer, then appear in gold, like the fire-fae ship above it.

I let out an excited breath and write the next one, the translation of which I don't know beside the word "tree." Hlunnbjorn. Again it shimmers, and stays.

Three down. The gold-fae ship, Baruormr, means "wave serpent," and the door accepts it.

My hands are trembling with anticipation as I scratch the last name in. The shadow-fae's Saebroger. Sea dread.

The name shimmers, turns gold, and there is such a loud click and grating sound that I jump backward.

With a soft whoosh of air, the vault door swings open.

I immediately wish Kain was with me. I want to experience this with him. I want to share this excitement, feel his solid presence by my side, seething with powerful promise.

But it's just me. The way I chose it to be.

I take a breath and step into the room beyond, my hands raised, ready to defend myself if I need to.

It's dark—so dark I can't actually make anything out at first. But as I take another tentative step, the floor glows beneath my feet. In sequence, the tiles on the ground begin to light up, a soft, pale blue.

I scan the room fast, looking for threats. The Maddy who came to Featherblade would have been looking for anything exciting, so weeks of combat training must be finally taking hold.

The room is colossal and looks nothing at all like the rest of the tunnels down here. The walls are packed earth dotted with purple flowers, but that is where the similarities end. It's a circular room, and the ceiling is so high that it strains my neck to see it. Like a tunnel, bored straight into the ground, where the roof should be, is a strange, shimmery surface that is reflecting the glowing floor.

There are no more doors. This is it. I've reached the end. And that means I can now take things out of the vault.

The vast room is only occupied by three pedestals, right in the center of the room.

Carefully, I make my way to them.

One has what I am sure is the other half of Kain's rusted old Helm of Embers.

I move to the other pedestals in turn.

One holds a small dagger, and the other a small chest the size of a book. It has no lock or opening that I can see, just a small hole in the top that you can slot something through. Neither object looks magical or valuable, unlike the shining, labeled beauties out in the hall.

Are these things that have been broken, like the helm? Do they need other items to be whole?

I shrug my bag off my back and, after checking one more time that there are definitely no more doors in the room, carefully lift the helm from the pedestal.

I close my eyes and wait to drop dead.

When nothing happens, I let out a long breath.

"Thank Freya and the fates," I whisper. I turn the lump of rusted metal over in my hands. I can't leave it here. Anyone can walk in here now the doors are unlocked.

I need the leverage it gives me.

I tuck the helm piece carefully into my bag, then look at the small chest and the dagger. Both would just about fit in the bag, but I don't know what they are for, and they are probably safer down here than in the Bear Wing.

My resolve lasts about five seconds. With a resigned sigh, I pick up the chest, surprised when it jingles, and then the dagger. I'll investigate them later.

When they are safely in my bag, I head back through the corridor.

I can't resist taking the starstone bracelet, but I squash the thought of my sister that comes with it.

I leave the armor and weapons. The other rooks would ask questions if I showed up dressed like an ancient god, and Kain didn't seem interested in any of these things when we came through before.

As I sneak out, trying to keep my bag from making any sound, filled as it is with old metal treasures, my guilt increases, and my stomach squirms.

How am I going to look Kain in the face, knowing I have the other half of his helm?

One thing I know for sure is that I won't be able to lie to him for long.


Chapter 35
Maddy
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I'm almost out of the catacomb tunnels when something makes me stop in my silent tracks.

Was it a shout? A cry?

I strain my ears, trying to get another chance at working out what I just heard.

A thump, and yes, I'm sure that was a shout. Is somebody in the cells?

Curiosity instantly wins over sense, and I turn and creep along the tunnels toward the cells. I'm only a few feet away when I hear and immediately recognize a voice.

"Tell me again why you are here." It's not a question, it's a demand. My pulse races.

Why is Kain in the cells?

There's a light groan, and then a voice whispers, "Burn in hel, fire-fae rot."

My head swims, and my bag slips a little from my shoulders.

It can't be…

All sense cast aside at what I'm sure I just heard, I step dazedly through the main entrance to the cells and come to a stop when the lower cell comes into view.

It's not Kain who's occupying the cell. He's standing at the door, shirtless but gloved, his wolf beside him hissing and snarling. Ready to fight.

The fae on the other side of the door is nursing a bloodied nose and black eye, but that does nothing to stop my recognition.

"Father?"
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" What in the name of Odin are you doing here? And why are you locked up?" I look in stunned disbelief between him and Kain.

"Madivia! This maniac has taken it upon himself to imprison me! Get me out at once!"

I stare at my father. The King of the Ice Court, locked up and bleeding in a Featherblade cell.

Freydis' words ring in my head.

"When you've got the information, use the mirror to tell me, and try to do it before Father leaves. It will be easier for all of us if he doesn't try to gain access to Featherblade again."

"You… you came here to get information from me?" I half whisper.

The logic of what is happening—how Kain somehow got to him before the other Valkyrie, and why he has my father locked up—isn't really important right now. What is important is why my father would risk coming to Featherblade when the Valkyrie themselves disallowed it. Either my court is on the brink of war and the information is incredibly important, or… he's lying.

My father throws a worried glance at Kain. "Do not speak of such things in company," he hisses. "Get me out of here."

A cold laugh escapes me. "He knows, Father. He knows all about my memory magic."

His already pale face blanches. "Foolish idiot! We've spent all these years teaching you! I don't know why we bothered if you were just going to throw it all away like the stupid, impulsive, immature⁠—"

Kain punches him through the bars. He stumbles back with a yelp.

"Show some fucking respect," Kain growls.

"Get me out of here!" my father roars.

My head is spinning. I try to separate the thoughts as he bellows grand, empty threats.

My father is lying. I am sure of it. There's no way he came here for some information on a petty noble.

But that's as far as I can get my practical thoughts to go. Emotion is dominating me.

Resentment, jealousy, and frustration are all things I'm used to feeling around my family.

But this isn't any of those things. This is so much more.

The fire in the pit of stomach is blazing, sending searing shots of rage through my entire body.

"Did you know?"

He stops yelling and looks at me. Kain is still fixed on him, shoulders solid, fists balled.

"Know what?"

"That the blackouts were never going to kill me."

"Of course not," he snaps.

My stomach plummets into free fall.

His answer has instantly given him away. If he didn't know his response would have been "What do you mean, the blackouts won't kill you?" Or "Are you sure?" or even "How do you know?"

Any sort of surprise would have lent some strength to his answer.

But there's not a hint a shock, never mind relief or happiness that his daughter isn't terminal.

The fire soars inside me, sending hatred spilling through every fiber in my body.

"Tell me the truth."

"Stupid child, get me out of here!"

Ice shoots from my hands and the cell door explodes. Kain moves back, faster than I can see, and my father stares in stuttering shock at the vines and ice around him.

"Tell me the truth," I repeat, moving toward him. Ice forms around my wrists, sharp shards swirling, waiting.

He's staring at me with a mixture of fear and shock. "It… Your mother…"

"Did you know? Yes or no."

His eyes drop from mine, and we both know it's confirmation.

Blood roars in my ears.

"Why are you here?"

"Information," he says, finding my eyes again. "You are part of the Ice Court royal family. You have a duty to⁠—"

The ice shoots from my hands. Hundreds of tiny missiles spear his clothing with enough force to send him flying backward, pinning him to the wall.

"Do not ever speak to me of duty. You let me think I was going to die every day for decades." I hardly recognize my own voice. The rage is spreading, I'm lightheaded, and I'm too hot.

The very real sense that I'm close to edge of something, to a place I've never been, and may not be able to return from, creeps through the hatred.

Fae royal families get that way from being strong. My father has significant magic, and I assume his staff is in Kain's custody. But I don't need my father magic-less in a cell to make him cower.

I step back, lowering my hands. The icy pins melt instantly.

He stumbles out of the door to the cell.

"Give him his staff back," I snarl to Kain, then turn back to my father. "Get the fuck out of Featherblade. I will never, ever help you again."

Kain moves and bends, then throws me a small leather bag. I catch his eye, and there's a flash of something. Regret? Apology?

I open the bag to get my father's staff. I need him to know I'm not strong because he is weak.

As I put my hand into the bag, though, I see something next to the retracted staff. A small vial. Slowly, I pull it out. I recognize the label from many healing classes.

It's poison.

"You came here to kill me?"

The world tilts on its axis.

"No," he says. His voice is low and has lost all haughtiness. "I came here to make you sick enough that you would be sent home."

"My family wants to take everything I've earned away from me, so they can use me," I say the words aloud, slowly. "My family want to keep me sick to control me. My family have terrified me into submission my whole life."

My vision clears.

Ice flows from my hands, more ice than I've ever been able to conjure. I'm drawing water from everywhere, the earthy wall, the vines around us. I'm aware of them shriveling as I suck the moisture away, turning it into three huge, deadly ice spears.

My father drops to his knees as they approach him. Slow, steady. Deadly.

"Please, Madivia, we did it for you! We just want you home safe! It's dangerous here. It's no place for you!"

I stop hearing his horseshit pleading. All I can see is the life they would have forced me to live. The life I would have lived if I'd never come here.

One of constant fear and crippling loneliness.

"Princess."

Kain's voice is alien in the midst of the spiraling thoughts. I blink at him.

His voice was in my head, I realize dimly.

"I'm not saying don't kill him, but murdering your own parent is something you'll have to live with forever."

My ice shards have pinned my father. He has maybe six inches of life left.

"He deserves it."

"I agree. Wholeheartedly. But you will regret it. He's of your blood, and a king. The punishment alone would be enough to make you regret it. You'll never get your wings. And you'll lose Thyrvi."

The ice spears melt instantly.

The piece of shit on his knees before me is not worth losing Thyrvi for.

"Will you kill him for me?"

The words don't even sound like mine, and mercifully, the shock of uttering them is enough to snap me out of the rage. The bloodlust.

"No, wait!" I blurt.

I take a few deep breaths as my father stares at me, a small, scared wail whispering from his lips.

Kain is waiting, just as I asked. For all his still, contained rage, Skoll is pacing, snarling, spitting, and growling, howls periodically escaping his salivating maw.

"Lock him up," I say tightly. "Lock him back up and give me the key."


Chapter 36
Kain
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She would have killed him. I am certain.

And fates help me, I stopped her.

I can't pretend any longer that I can make her like me. I can't lie to myself that if she shares my rage, if she abandons herself to desire for revenge, she'll stay with me.

She's a berserker. I've known it has always been within her. She's just found out.

But she's not a murderer.

I knew that the day she put Orgid out. She would never stop punishing herself if she killed her own father, and I would rather she never lived with a single regret than chose to stay here with me.

The certainty of my realization makes me feel sick.

I will lose her. There's no other way.

"You can't keep me in here," the disgusting old fae says as she shoves him into a cell without a blown-apart door.

Now he knows she won't actually kill him, some of his righteous bluster is returning.

It is taking every ounce of control I have not to slip off my glove and turn the pathetic, cruel little weasel to ash.

"Yes, I can."

She doesn't know that I've had him in here for four days already. At some point the Ice Court are going to raise the alarm.

I hear a soft thump. I whirl and see that she has fainted.

A flash of triumph glints in her father's eyes, and he crouches, yanking her to him as he stands.

"Get your fucking hands off her!" I'm in front of him in a heartbeat, but I needn't have bothered. She's already awake. Her fist snaps out at his face at the same time her slack leg snaps up between his thighs.

I wince as he lets out a wail. She pushes him, disgust on her still-dazed face, and he falls backward, ripping her shirt as he goes down.

"You're pathetic," she says, her voice a little muzzy but her venom clear.

She turns her back on him, and I freeze.

"What is that?"

She walks past me out of the cell. I follow her, forcing my feet to move, and the door locks, the magic of Featherblade once again behind her.

"What is what?" she asks.

"That."

I point at the top of her arm, and her pale skin colors. Her hand flies to the mark, and she rubs her fingers over it. Within a second, her shoulder is covered in glistening ice.

"It's nothing."

Skoll makes a noise in the back of his throat, and she flicks an uneasy glance at him.

My stomach clenches so tight I can't breathe properly.

I know what that mark is. And I can guess how she got it.

"It's a burn. I recognize a fucking burn when I see one, princess." I grit out every word through clenched teeth.

I was already at the breaking point. She has been mentally abused by the pathetic excuses for life that she calls a family, and now she is being physically abused here.

My skin heats to a painful level, and I bite hard into my cheek.

"An accident," she says. Her eyes are downcast, her voice small. She just faced off a fucking king, but this has broken her?

"An accident in the shape of an ancient rune?"

She says nothing.

"Who?"

I already know, but I need her to say it. Because the pain I am going to inflict needs to be a hundred percent justified.

"It doesn't matter. It's my fight, not yours. They won that time, and I'll win another. And I don't need it broadcast that they got the best of me."

"Say their fucking names. Tell me who did this to you."

"Inga," she whispers. "Inga used the brand."

Skoll is out of the room ahead of me.

"Kain, wait!" She scoops up a clanging bag and runs after me.

My ears are ringing. My body is clenched so hard that my ribs hurt. I've drawn blood from my cheek.

She punches me on the arm, a flash of cold on my bare skin shocking me enough to stop.

"I said, stop! This is my fight!" Her big blue eyes are wide, her cheeks pink.

"Nobody will ever, ever make you look that ashamed of yourself again. Nobody will ever make you feel worthless or alone, ever again. Do you understand me? Do you understand that whatever you say right now will not stop me from ensuring that those who have fucked with you will regret it for the rest of their sorry lives?"

She stares wordlessly for a second too long.

By the time she's speaking again, I'm gone.


Chapter 37
Maddy
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Shit. Shit, shit, shit.

I've never seen him this angry. Seeing the brand after containing his rage with my father has tipped him over the edge, and he's probably reasoning that it's safer to kill Inga or Orgid than the King of the Ice Court.

Shit!

I can't let him kill anybody.

The fact that what he just said has tipped me hopelessly and irrevocably from obsession with him into something slightly terrifying must be shelved. As must the fact that, for a moment back there, I was actually considering killing my own father.

Right now, I have to stop Kain from doing something we will both regret.

He's not hard to follow. There's a trail of burning twigs and leaves leading all the way to the Bear Wing.

"Inga!" he shouts. "Get out here, now! Are you a coward, cruel little fire-fae?"

Thyrvi is sitting beside him, staring at the Bear Wing.

"Thyrvi! Stop him!"

She swings her head to me. "No. I will go and drag the female fire-fae out here if he wants me to."

I grind my teeth. "Thyrvi, we've been through this. I'm in charge, and I'm not risking losing you!"

I turn to Kain, once more punching his bare arm. My ice sizzles, and I only just stop myself hissing in pain.

He whirls, flames soaring in his eyes. "She will pay."

"And so will I, if you do this," I say as calmly as I can manage. "Harald says if either of us do anything to each other, we will both be thrown out of Featherblade. What do you think will happen if you hurt her because of me?"

Kain stills. The hard pulse in his temple and his straining neck are the only signs he's still breathing.

Inga's voice carries through the silence, and I bite back a curse.

"I'm not scared of you."

She can't be the only one he's woken up. Oh gods, this is going to be a disaster.

Kain turns to her slowly. Skoll is panting as he prowls toward her.

"You branded her," Kain says, and even I'm a little frightened of him. He's loaded every ounce of venom any one being can possess into those three words, and Inga steps backward.

She looks angry about it as soon as she does it, and with a roar, a huge black bear, fur tips sparking, lumbers up behind her. Confidence spreads back over her face.

"She is meant to be alone. Now everybody knows." She looks to me and gives me a hatred-filled smile. "The next brand will say 'weakling.'"

"Except she's not weak, is she?" Kain's gravel-laden voice turns her head back to him. "And she's not alone. Get the brand."

Inga opens her mouth to reply, then falters. "What?"

"Get. The. Fucking. Brand."

Oh gods. He's going to brand her. Panic floods me, the adrenaline that's been building right from when I got into the vault now overwhelming.

"Kain, stop. I don't want this."

He ignores me, and when Inga refuses to move, he bends down and picks up a large branch and removes one glove.

I swallow, fear making my thoughts thick and slow.

The wood of the branch glows hot, and Kain moves toward Inga. She stands her ground, her bear snarling and swiping the air above her head, but I can see the fear in her eyes.

"Take it," he hisses when he reaches her.

Again, she falters. So do I.

"Wh-what?"

"Take it." He holds out the thick branch, and the end is burned into a pattern.

He's made his own brand.

Why the fuck is he giving it to her?

She hesitantly holds out her hand, then flinches as Kain thrusts the branch into her palm. I can see the fear and confusion on her face.

She was expecting a fight. Not whatever the fuck this is.

"Kain," I whisper, but nothing I say is going to get through to him.

With a baring of his teeth, Kain moves, pressing his own arm to the end of the brand.

There's a sizzle and crackling, and a yelp of confused shock from Inga.

My head swims. "What are you doing?"

I move toward him, and his eyes are blazing. Not burning or flickering, but blazing.

He steps away from the brand, his skin red and seared. The ancient rune for the word "alone" is burned into his flesh. Just like mine.

"I— Why—" I try to speak, but words aren't working.

"Now we're alone, together."

Burning tears escape my eyes, scorching my cheeks.

Kain turns to Inga, and she throws down the branch in frightened bewilderment. "There's no power in this mark anymore. She is not alone. And now she never will be."

Inga's face darkens, but I can't look at her.

All I can see is Kain.

He's right. He's taken every drop of power the brand had over me away from them. The very definition of the mark is useless, now that he has a matching one.

I thought he was going to hurt her, but he took away her power.

He took a fucking brand for me.

I love him.

The force of the realization is overwhelming, and I suck in air wrong and end up swallowing a sob.

I love him. Oh, gods in Asgard, I love him. It's not lust or fascination or obsession. It's love.

I can't be without him. I never, ever want to be apart from him. I would do more than take a brand for him. I would lay down my life for him.

This is bad. Some part of me is very, painfully aware of how bad this is.

But right now, it doesn't matter. Right now, all that matters is him.

"I'll-I'll tell everyone you forced me to do it!" Inga is spluttering. "They won't punish me for attacking a Valkyrie. I'll make them believe it was you! Nobody here trusts you anyway—it'll be easy!"

Kain takes a big stride toward her, and Skoll's fur flares with fire. "Fuck off!" he roars at her, and she only seems to hesitate a second. With a glance at Thyrvi, she turns and walks as slowly as I think she can make herself toward the Snake Wing. To get Orgid, no doubt.

"That must hurt," I whisper as Kain turns back to me. I hold up my hand, and it freezes over. "I can make it better."

He shakes his head. "Let it burn."

I take a shaky breath. Tears are still sliding down my face. "Why did you do that?"

"You know why. Any way to be bound to you, I will take. Any way to keep you free from the monsters of this world, I will take."

"Does that include you?" I whisper.

He stares at me a long time before he answers, and when he does, his voice is a whisper. "I don't know."

"Whether you're a monster? Or whether I should be free of you?"

"Madivia…"

I hold my breath. He's never said my name like this.

"The crime the gods punished me for… I don't remember it."

"What?" I blink at him. "Then how do you know you were set up?"

"Because I know I wasn't capable of it. The bitter, angry, revenge-driven fae who stands before you?" He spreads his arms wide. "This is a product of that punishment. I was a Valkyrie. A gods-chosen, honorable warrior. I know I didn't do what they said. And watching you put Orgid out when he was on fire…"

He closes his eyes, and I want to wrap my arms around him so much that my tears restart.

He opens his eyes again, staring into mine. "We are so incredibly alike. You could become bitter and angry so easily. But you haven't. And I won't let you, because I know what it has done to me."

I heave in a breath, trying to slow my thoughts, trying to get a hold of my careening emotions.

I have to boil it down to what matters.

Is he a monster?

"Have you killed people?" I ask, my voice shaking. I'm not sure I can deal with the answer, but I have to know. There's no coming back from this.

"On the battlefield, I have slain many enemies. Off the battlefield, I have ended threats. But murder? No. Never."

Thank Freya and the fates for that.

I take another deep breath. "Do you enjoy people fearing you?"

"Yes." No hesitation to his answer. "And that was true before, when I still had my wings and the favor of the gods. I am a warrior, and that requires fear."

I can understand that. And I can live with it. Last question.

"Do you get pleasure from other's pain?"

"No. Never."

All the breath leaves my body in a rush. It's what I needed to hear.

"Kain, I think I'm in love with you." I bite my lip as I stare up at him.

Flames dance in his irises as his chest heaves. "Princess, I've been fighting falling in love with you since the week you got here."

"Did you win?"

"It's the only fight I've ever lost."


Chapter 38
Maddy
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Iwant to kiss him. I need to kiss him.

How can I hear that and not kiss him?

But we're staring at each other, my heart beating so fast I can't breathe properly, the tears drying on my cheeks, and I can't press my lips to his.

I can never press my lips to his.

I can see him warring with it too. His eyes are wider than usual, his pupils dilated as the flames flicker around them.

"Maddy." It's Thyrvi's voice in my mind, intrusive and urgent.

"In a minute," I breathe, refusing to break eye contact with Kain.

He loves me. I love him.

I feel and hear her huge bulk move. "We do not have a minute."

Whatever she's sensed, Kain does too. His eyes leave mine, and his whole body tenses.

"What is it?" Before he answers, I hear the ring of steel in the distance, then see a flare of light followed by a stream of smoke below us.

A bang reaches my ears, and then I see the top of a creature's head as it lumbers past the temple.

My already racing heart picks up another beat. I recognize the creature.

The Frost Giants have gotten into Featherblade again.

Memories of what one of these creatures did to Kain last time makes my hands shake as I scoop up my bag. Thyrvi is ready, though. She roars, her white fur practically glowing, as she paws the ground, massive haunches tensing.

Kain's stance has changed too. His hulking, fierce, shirtless form is breathtaking, but I am given no time to admire him.

The Giant roars, and my skin prickles.

"My shield is inside," I say.

"Go," Kain replies. "Thyrvi, go with her. Protect her."

I scowl at Kain, summon a swirling snowstorm above my head, and turn to my bear. "Stay here and take chunks out of it. I'll be less than a few minutes."

Thyrvi roars. "I will annihilate this creature, and all in its wake! I will tear them limb from limb and feast on the entrails! I will…"

I leave her to her grisly battle promises and race into the Bear Wing. I consider leaving my bag of treasure, but I hesitate. Leaving some of Featherblade's most valuable and hidden items unattended when it's under attack doesn't seem like a good idea.

I should have left it all in the vault. That was the safest place for it. But I didn't, so now I'm responsible for it.

I take a second to secure the bag's opening with triple knots, then tie it tightly to my back. When I've got my shield and swiped up a bow from the training room, I run back outside.

My fear has lessened already. Weeks of training for battle have had an effect on me, and I find that I'm eager to test my power on a real enemy.

I pull up short when I get outside.

Thyrvi is standing over the chest of the Frost Giant who was approaching us, and as she promised, she is trying her hardest to tear its limp arm from its massive, inert body. Kain has a spatter of blood across his chest but looks unhurt. His wolf is snarling beside him.

"Do you want to fight?" he asks me.

I nod, and Thyrvi roars.

"This way." Kain runs down the main steps, toward the Snake Wing, and I spot the debris flying in the direction he's running. Thyrvi is lumbering alongside him, able to keep up easily. Since I can't, I slow down, firing ice at any fires I see on the way. I can hear the sounds of battle ringing in the distance, but we don't pass anybody. The fights must all be on the edges of Featherblade's boundaries.

Since Featherblade is built entirely from wood, fire is an effective weapon. Putting out the flames is an entirely justified use of my time and magic, but it means I'm far behind the others by the time I reach the main entrance to Snake Wing. A small ball of flames flies in front of me, hitting the decorative arched entrance. There's a puff and the wood catches. I spin fast and see dark boats on the water, so far out they are hard to spot. Are they firing fireballs from out there?

I draw on the abundance of water and blast wet snow at the archway, dousing the burgeoning flames instantly.

Noise behind me makes me turn, and my mouth falls open in shock.

There's a Frost Giant climbing out of the water, smashing up the railings with even less care than when Thyrvi does it.

But it's not the fact that the Giant is there that has shocked me.

It's the fact that I recognize her.

She straightens, towering over the Snake Wing, and without a shadow of a doubt I know that this is the Giant I saw lying dead on the steps last time.

But that's not possible. She was dead—I saw that for myself. Maybe there are many Frost Giants that look just like her?

Her eyes fix on me, and I stop trying to work it out, survival instinct taking over instead.

"Thyrvi!" I draw my bow. Snow is swirling over my head, and I can launch ice between arrows, but I don't know if that would damage her. She looks like she's made of ice, her blue skin shining just like mine does when it's frozen.

"Little ice-fae," she says, and my breath catches. Her voice is beautiful. As I couldn't help thinking before, everything about her is beautiful—in a terrifying way.

"How did you get in here?" I shout, trying to take advantage of the fact that she is communicating with me.

She smiles, then her eyes move from me. Thyrvi and Kain come to a skidding stop beside me. I see more movement in my peripheral vision, and I'm sure I can hear wings beating somewhere overhead.

"My lover let me in," she purrs, moving her eyes back to me.

My brows fly up. Lover? "Who?"

She just smiles.

"You were dead. I saw you."

"Looks can be deceiving."

A terrible, terrible thought snakes its way through my head, a toxic tendril taking root.

She must have been faking death.

She wasn't, though. I know she wasn't. I saw the wound. I saw her lifeless eyes. And if she wasn't really dead, how did she escape Featherblade and the Valkyrie after the attack? There's only one fae here who can help someone back from the brink of death. But he wouldn't… I trust him. Everyone here trusts him. It doesn't make sense.

They suspected the Giants had inside help. And they were right.

There's a male voice behind me, and my stomach twists painfully. "My love. It took you too long."

I turn, already knowing what I will see.

Erik strides out of the Snake Wing, beaming at the Frost Giant.
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"No." I shake my head, trying to clear it. "No, it can't be you."

I stare in disbelief at the gold-fae as he smiles mildly back at me. "Why not? Because I'm Erik the Kind?" His smile turns sour. "If I had been shown half the kindness I deserved in life, none of this would be happening!"

"Why?" growls Kain. "Why destroy Featherblade?"

Of the hundreds of questions charging around in my head, that one is near the top. What could Erik possibly have to gain from attacking the Valkyrie training hall?

The question I would have asked first, though, is how in Odin's name did he fall in love with a Frost Giant?

"I'm not trying to destroy Featherblade, you infernal fucking fool," he snaps at Kain. It's stranger than my brain can handle, seeing and hearing him speak like this. He is the kindhearted Valkyrie who heals people, nurtures them, is patient when the others push us hard.

"Then what the fuck is this?" Kain shouts, gesturing at the plumes of smoke around us, fireballs still hurtling toward the hall from the dark water.

"This, you pathetic, wingless vermin, is a distraction."

Erik's eyes move back to me.

I freeze, but Thyrvi moves fast, bounding to my side.

Erik has always been interested in me. He openly admitted his fascination from the start.

"Me?" I'm extremely aware of the Frost Giant towering behind me, but I have Kain and Thyrvi either side of me, so I keep my eyes on Erik.

"You have something I need."

The bag on my back suddenly seems to weigh a hundred pounds.

Fuck! I should have left the vault well alone! My sister's voice, chiding my curiosity, rings in my mind. I try to keep anything from showing on my face.

"I doubt that."

"I know about your secret power, Madivia."

I blink, the words the last I ever thought he would say.

He can't know. Only Kain knows, and Kain wouldn't have told him. Would he?

Erik laughs as I flick my eyes doubtfully to the fire-fae. "Not him, foolish girl. Your friend in there. Very forthcoming, after sedation."

"Sarra!" Fear for my friend lurches through my whole body. "What have you done to her?"

He laughs again. "You mean, what have you done to her? All she needed was to get the magic out of her system. She would have returned to normal. But when you brought her to me telling me she wanted a feather in her toxic state… Well, I couldn't resist finding out what would happen if she got one. I've never seen shriek magic do this before."

I feel sick. My mind can't process anything but guilt and betrayal. And fear. A cascading torrent of fear for Sarra.

"Make her better."

Erik shrugs. "Can't now. Too late."

"What do you want from Madivia?" Kain interrupts, raw rage in his voice.

"That has nothing to do with you," Erik says.

Kain opens his mouth to answer, but there's a flurry of beating wings, and then Brynhild swoops toward us, faster than I knew she could fly. She alights and spins, holding her staff out at the Frost Giant.

She shoots ice, and the giant flicks her hand, deflecting it with a smile. "Hello, Brynhild," she says, and the ice-fae Valkyrie does something I've never seen her do before. She falters.

"You don't recognize her?" Erik says softly.

Brynhild frowns, and then her bird swoops out of nowhere toward the Giant's head. "What in Odin's name are you talking about? Featherblade is on fire, Erik! Destroy this beast and tend to the injured!"

"Oh, Brynhild, I believe my injury-tending days are over."

She stares at him, then snaps her attention back to her bird, true shock on her face. "No," she says, shaking her head. Her staff dips for a beat, and before I realize what's happening, shadows tighten around her body.

She's doesn't even notice.

"Brynhild!" I yell, but Orgid steps out of the Snake Wing behind her, the shadows flowing from the other end of his staff.

I look around, seeing Inga in the shadows beyond, her bear's fur flickering gently.

"But you're dead…" Brynhild says, her bird swooping back to her. "The Frost Giants killed you."

The Giant shakes her head, a dry smile on her lips. "In a sense, I suppose they did. But no. I'm not dead."

"Ishild… It can't be you. Why didn't you tell me you were alive?" Pain is etched into Brynhild's features.

Kain is staring at the Frost Giant, and I can see shock in his eyes too. A faint memory floats into my head. The list of Valkyrie I scanned before coming to Featherblade, in my parents' ballroom. A line halfway down the page with a red line through it. Ishild. Gold-fae. Dead.

Ishild snorts at Brynhild. "Would you have wanted anything to do with me, like this?" She gestures at herself with a colossal hand. "Erik is the only one who tried to save me."

Thyrvi's voice sounds in my mind. "The fire bear comes closer. The shadow scum is sweating, and his heart races. He is planning something. I will take the bear. You must take the male."

I give the tiniest nod and take a slow step toward Brynhild.

With everyone fixed on the Giant, and whatever the fuck is happening between the Valkyrie, nobody seems to notice.

"I would have done anything to help you! You know I would," Brynhild continues.

"All you have done is sworn revenge on the Frost Giants," Ishild responds.

"To avenge your death! I even orchestrated a reason to wipe them out!" Brynhild's voice breaks. "I loved you."

The Frost Giant's eerily beautiful face hardens. "I discovered who truly loved me that day. And it wasn't you." She nods her massive head, and in a blur, Orgid is moving.

Kain and I move too, but he's already too close.

His shadows tighten around the ice-fae as he steps into her back, and there's a spray of crimson over her shining silver wings after he drags a blade across her throat.

Time stands still. Sound dims to my crashing pulse. My peripheral vision vanishes.

Orgid just killed Brynhild.

Erik is in league with the Frost Giants.

A roar pierces my daze. It's Kain, and he's slashing his sword down toward Orgid. The shadow-fae rolls away, and Thyrvi and the fire bear issue bellowing challenges.

The ground moves, and I know it's the Frost Giant behind me.

I don't know what to do. I'm paralyzed with indecision.

Instinct tells me to look for Inga. Or to run.

I don't get to make a choice.

I'm knocked to the ground. When I lift my head, a portal is whirling across the water, just like the one the Valkyrie first spoke to us through in the Ice Court.

A scream escapes me as arms wrap around me. I squirm and kick and punch.

But nothing lands. It takes me precious seconds to realize that I've been picked up by Erik. His wings are beating hard, across the water and toward the portal.

"Thyrvi!" I will her into the darkness. I can't be separated from her, and surely, this way, wherever I go, she'll come too? I send a desperate prayer to the gods that's true.

I hear Kain bellow my name, then a splash. I kick and roll and squirm, and Erik almost drops me.

I feel a stab of pain as something sharp stings my skin, and look down. His snake has its fangs deep in my arm.

Wooziness rushes me, then everything is dark.
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When I come around, I have no idea where I am. It's cold, and I'm on my knees.

I'm woozy still, not like my normal blackouts, and have to I force myself to focus, trying to block out the rush of emotions and blind panic.

I'm in a room made of packed snow and ice. Possibly a cave? I'm tied up, and there's nothing else in here except a wooden door.

A cell. I'm in a cell.

"Thyrvi?" I whisper.

With a whoosh and a thump, my massive bear appears beside me, and relief pounds through me, causing another spell of dizziness. She spins around, paws scraping on the ice.

I want to leap up and hug her, but my body isn't responding yet, and my arms are bound.

"Thank Freya and the fates you're here. I was so worried you wouldn't be able to leave Featherblade!"

"Where are we? Where are our enemies?" She sounds confused, then her bright black eyes fix on mine and she stills.

"We must stay calm. I don't know where we are, except that we're in a cell. But the main thing is we're together."

Even though we don't have Kain.

He couldn't have come with me, even if he tried. He's bound to Featherblade. The loss of his presence makes my stomach twist.

Do what you can, ignore what you can't.

I take a slow breath. "I need a few minutes to think before Erik realizes I'm awake," I whisper.

"Think about what? They are cowardly enemies, and they need destroying."

I feel for my ropes and will my hands to freeze them. They do, and then shatter.

I stand slowly, testing my control over my limbs. Whatever Erik's snake used to sedate me, it is wearing off.

And it appears they can't stop my magic, or Thyrvi, here. Which means we're not powerless.

The memory of the blood spurting from Brynhild's neck fills my mind, and I close my eyes for a second. Then the worse memory, of Erik telling me about Sarra, takes its place.

"Oh gods. What have I done?"

I step forward and press myself into Thyrvi's side, trying to draw comfort from her huge, solid form.

"You have done nothing. That villainous gold-fae is responsible for all of this, along with his Frost Giant lover." Thyrvi pauses. "What is a lover?"

I let out a long breath and step back. "It means he's in love with her." I try to recall the snippets of conversation between the Valkyrie.

Brynhild knew the Giant as Ishild. Kain recognized her, and she had been a Valkyrie, once. Presumably, that was when Erik, and apparently Brynhild, fell in love with her.

And now she's a Frost Giant and Erik has been secretly working with her… to what? Get to me?

Why?

I look around for my bag. It's gone.

I swear and kick out at the snow.

"I don't know if Erik wants a memory or something I took from the vault. Either way, that's why he waited until today to do this. I've either got the item he wants now, or Sarra told him about my memory magic today."

"Why are the two scum rooks that have plagued you for weeks now working as his allies?" Thyrvi asks.

"I don't know. Because they were easy recruits, I guess? They already hated me. So if his goal was to kidnap me, it wouldn't take much to get them on side."

My mind's whirling as I try to piece things together.

Could that be why Orgid and Inga have been giving me so much grief all the time that I've been at Featherblade? Did Erik ask them to harass me?

But why?

Why would he want me to be harassed if he was waiting to find out that I had memory magic or for me to get into the vault?

None of it makes sense.

There's a noise outside the cell. Thyrvi growls low in her throat. The door slowly swings open, and standing in the doorway is Orgid, a smug smile on his face.

The image of Brynhild's beautiful silver wings covered in her own blood fills my mind again on seeing him, and I bare my teeth.

"You're a piece of shit," I say. "I can't believe you killed a Valkyrie. Do you know what the gods will do to you for that?"

His smile turns into a sneer. "The gods have less power than you think they do," he says.

"I find that hard to believe."

"Believe whatever the fuck you like. Doesn't bother me," he says. "Now come on."

Ice appears over my hands as I hold them out in front of me. "Make me," I say.

Thyrvi's rumbling growl gets louder.

"You can use all the magic you like," he says to me, shaking his head. "It's not going be stronger than Erik, me, Inga, and the Frost Giants."

He's right. The fact of the matter is that I don't know where we are, or why I'm here, or how to get back to Featherblade, so there's not a lot that I can do right now.

I have to go with him, not least to find out why the fuck I'm here.

"Fine, but don't fucking touch me," I snap at him. He shrugs, turns, and walks out the cell. Thyrvi waits for me to go ahead, then takes the rear. She struggles to fit through the door, though, and after a moment's reluctance I have to send her to the darkness and bring her back.

The panic I feel when she's not with me, even though it's only for a second, is gut-wrenching, and once more I send a prayer of thanks up that she was able to leave Featherblade and come here with me, even though I'm not a Valkyrie.

I focus my thoughts as I walk, trying to keep the spiraling panic at bay.

I have to get back to Featherblade. That's the most important thing. Kain is there. And I have to finish my training, and get my wings, or I risk losing Thyrvi forever.

There's no way these assholes are going take her from me.

I will get back to Featherblade and I will become a Valkyrie, I chant in my head.

We're walking along a snowy, earth-packed tunnel, the same as the cell. There's no refinement or decoration anywhere, and I assume the tunnel has been bored through a mountain, because the incline is steady and steep in an upward direction.

Brynhild is dead. The thought creeps though the chant.

Featherblade was on fire when you left.

Everything has changed. This isn't just about you now.

I hiss a curse into the silence and force the fears down.

I will get my wings, and I will become a Valkyrie! I will get back to Kain!

"Scared, are you? Well, at least whatever happens to you here, it won't be as bad as what's happened to your friend," Orgid says.

My heart skips. "Shut up, asshole."

"You'll be lucky if you come out of this even half as fucked up as she is now."

My stomach twists, guilt assailing me, but now that I'm in Orgid's presence it fuels the fire in my gut like kindling. Rage roars through me.

"Don't fucking speak about her."

"It's your fault. You brought her the feather. Before that, she was just a little bit delirious. Now she's like…" He pauses, turns, and pulls a face at me, hunching his shoulders and tucking his arms in, parodying a monster.

Before I can react with the full force of the anger burning through me, Thyrvi leans around me and swipes at Orgid. He didn't see it coming any more than I did, so the blow lands hard, and he bounces off the snowy wall, clipping his ear on the way.

Blood spurts from the wound, and I smile at him as he spits and swears, standing up.

"You're not a nice person, Orgid," I say as a snake coils out of his shirt and up the side of his face. The wound on his ear heals as he glares at me.

"I'd rather be me than you any day of the week," he says, and then pulls my own move on me, his fist snapping out so fast I don't see it coming.

His knuckles meet my cheek and pain explodes beneath my eye. I manage not to stumble. My face freezes where the pain is, and it lessens fast.

We glare at each other a moment, then Orgid whirls, stomping along the tunnel again.

I wait, putting some distance between us, then follow him, resuming my chant.

After about ten minutes, bright daylight pierces the darkness ahead. A bitter wind whips across my skin, carrying the sharp scent of snow. The cold feels amazing, and I draw it in, letting it fortify me.

I strongly suspect we are in the Frost Giant realm, and when we emerge from the tunnel, I am sure of it.

We are on a vast ledge, carved deep into the mountain's face. The space stretches at least sixty feet deep and twice that in width, its ceiling lost in shadows of ice-crusted stone. Massive wooden furniture dominates the space—tables hewn from entire tree trunks, chairs that could seat three full-grown Giants—everything carved with intricate patterns.

More than ten Frost Giants occupy the ledge, their massive forms moving with surprising grace for their size. They all look like the one Thyrvi killed in the Battleyard, nothing like the monstrously beautiful Ishild. Some sharpen weapons large enough to cleave a house, while others eat at a table that could serve as a dance floor in the Ice Court.

The ledge branches off into several tunnels, but Orgid moves past them all, heading toward the far side, where the ledge opens to a view that steals my breath. Endless peaks of white stretch into a horizon painted in every shade of blue I've ever seen. The vista is so vast that I struggle to process it.

The Frost Giants pause as we pass, their simple eyes following us. One Giant tests the edge of an axe blade bigger than I am tall, while another strings sinew onto a bow that could launch tree trunks. Thyrvi bares her teeth at them all, undaunted by their size. I channel her courage and walk with my head held high, even though my heart is hammering against my ribs.

We are seriously outnumbered and outpowered. And trapped on the side of a mountain in different realm.

We pass between two throne-like chairs, and there, tucked against the back wall, stands a section sized for fae—a table and a series of chairs, as well as a chest filled with furs.

A fae-sized figure emerges from a fourth tunnel behind the table, flanked by three more.

That's too many. I was expecting just Erik and Inga.

When the figures emerge into the light, all the air leaves my lungs.

I should have known. I should have suspected.

"Hello, daughter," says my mother.
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Iplunge my hand into the swirling vortex again and again, water lapping over my head as flaming arrows rain down around me.

Every time, it's like hitting a solid wall.

I can't go through the portal.

I can't leave Featherblade.

"I will end every immortal fucking one of you!" I bellow up at the gods in impotent rage.

She's gone.

And I can't follow her.

Rage isn't enough. Panic is setting in. And I don't fucking panic.

"Kain!" Valdis' voice cuts through my fury.

"They took her through the portal. Go after them!" The words tear from my throat, but even as I shout, the swirling ring vanishes like smoke.

My burning blood runs cold.

She's gone.

My head dips under the water, then Valdis is lifting me out, her bare hands on my bare shoulders.

She gets me halfway across the water before letting me go with a vicious curse, beating out her flaming clothes as I plummet back into the water.

The shock is enough to jolt sense back into me, to snap me out of the numbing panic.

I can't fucking help her if I'm dead.

I power my way back to shore just as Harald charges past, transformed by berserker rage. His eyes are fully black, his form swollen with power as he takes down a Frost Giant with an inhuman roar. Bloodlust surges through me. Skoll's desire to join the carnage is almost overwhelming. One of these monsters must know where they've taken her.

I'm about to shout to Valdis, who is now beating her black wings hard above the water, firing arrow after arrow into the boats of Giants, but a flash of shimmering light makes me spin.

There's nothing there—just Brynhild's corpse, throat slit, silver wings spread in a pool of blood.

A spike of hatred for the shadow-fae who killed her rips another roar from my chest. The blood-spattered wings of one of the strongest Valkyrie I've ever fought with, taken down with such dishonor, makes my soul ache.

Which proves I've still got one.

I'm supposed to hate the other Valkyrie. But all I can remember is the battles we've fought and won together.

Brynhild didn't deserve this. And Erik? Erik will fucking pay.

Harald barrels to a stop beside me, bellowing, "Join the battle, fire-fae!"

He sees Brynhild's body, and his dilated eyes widen. His stature shrinks as he stares, then looks at me. "Did you⁠—"

My hands are fists in a beat, Skoll materializing with a snarl. "Don't you fucking dare accuse me of this," I shout. "It was Orgid, on Erik's instructions, and he's taken Madivia."

"Lies!"

Valdis lands beside us, blanching at the sight of Brynhild. "What in the fates happened? That wound is not by a Giant's hand." Her accusing glare turns to me.

My rage returns full force. "You truly believe I could slit a Valkyrie's throat?"

"You killed your people," Harald growls, growing again.

"He took Madivia!" The words explode from me. "I would never let anything happen to her. I love her!"

The admission hangs in the air. Two centuries of focused hatred, of single-minded revenge, and the broken ice-fae princess has undone it all. The consequences would terrify me if I weren't already drowning in fear for her life.

"Harald, he's telling the truth." Valdis' words are heavy with resignation, and the crashing in my ears subsides fractionally.

Harald gapes at her. "He can't be! Why would we trust a disgraced mass murderer over Erik?"

Sadness dominates Valdis' face. "I saw the same Frost Giant who was killed here last time. That's not possible, unless an extremely powerful healer brought her back from the brink of death."

Harald shakes his head. "No, Erik is my best friend. I don't believe it."

"She's Ishild," I say. "The Frost Giant is Ishild."

They both snap their heads to me. "Ishild died on the battlefield centuries ago—we all saw it," Valdis says. "Brynhild…" She looks with renewed sadness at the body. "Brynhild was inconsolable for years."

"Erik loved her," Harald whispers. "He always believed he could win her from Brynhild."

"Well, he did. And I have no idea how, but she didn't die. She became a Frost Giant."

There's a beat of silence, and then Harald barks a curse. "What in the name of Odin do we do now?"

"Get Sigrun," Valdis says.

"We need to find Madivia," I say.

"Why did he take her?"

"He said she has something he wants." My mind whirs as I remember the bag on her back. She had it when she came into the cells.

She'd been to the vault.

She must have found the other ship names—that's why she was down there.

"Fuck!"

Valdis steps back at the ferocity of my outburst.

"Madivia got access to some of the most dangerous things Featherblade has, hidden in the Vault of the Talekeepers," I say fast. "I don't know what she took, but everything in there is locked away for a reason. We have to stop him."

Fear is hurtling through my veins now. If what he wants is in that bag, he has no reason to keep her alive.

Harald is growling, and Valdis is staring at me. "What vault? What are you talking about?"

"I don't have time to explain it all!" I shout. "Erik has her and the bag of artifacts, and we need to find them!"

"We need Sigrun," Valdis says, shaking her head. Before I can stop her, she's launched herself skyward, her black wings cutting through smoke.

Harald stares at me, grief and betrayal warring on his face as his gaze drops to Brynhild's body.

Before either of us can speak, an inhuman roar tears through the air from across the High Hall. A fireball screams between us, close enough that even my cursed skin feels its heat.

Harald's eyes instantly flood black, berserker rage transforming his features. "I will rid this Frost Giant vermin from Featherblade alone!" His voice carries the deep bass of the bear within him as he takes flight, massive wings propelling him toward the boats.

A vicious snarl of frustration escapes my lips—I'm losing precious time, every ally scattering to their own battles while Madivia⁠—

"Help me."

The broken whisper makes me spin. A figure leans heavily against the Snake Wing's doorframe. Her skin has taken on the sickly green-gray of stagnant water, and angry red veins pulse beneath the surface. Black talons protrude from her fingertips, and her eyes are the color of fresh blood.

"Please, help me," she gasps.

It's Sarra, Madivia's best friend.
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Istare at Erik, Inga, her flaming bear, my mother, and Freydis.

My heart is pounding, and my head is spinning, but I have to focus.

I have to understand what's happening.

I force myself not to look at Freydis because that's the most likely thing to make me lose control. She's rigid beside my mother, and my heart is breaking, even as the fire leaps and roars inside me.

My own family are in league with the Frost Giants. With the Valkyrie attacking Featherblade from the inside. How can this be happening?

"Where is my husband?" my mother asks.

Is that what this is about?

"I don't understand what's happening," I say, the words falling from my lips in a confused mess.

"That's because you are stupid," she says.

I swallow. My parents have always been polite to me. Dismissive but polite.

Now, between my recent interaction with my father and this, I realize how fake it all was.

My mother lets out a long sigh. She's wearing an absolutely beautiful gown that glistens in the icy light, and she sweeps forward and settles herself into a chair that I now notice has slightly more adornments than the others. A makeshift throne. "Stupid, but apparently more magical than I gave you credit for." She looks over my shoulder pointedly at Thyrvi, then glances at Erik. "You're absolutely certain we can't negate her magic?"

"I've tried the usual tricks," he says quietly. "This is a brand-new kind of Valkyrie magic, and we weren't expecting it. It's not just her—it's all the rooks at Featherblade. They all have these new types of val-tivar."

The fire in my gut roars higher. The pain in my cheek has subsided now, and I almost wish it hadn't so that I could draw even more anger into the pit of my stomach.

I think about Kain and the way he keeps that boiling rage just simmering under the surface. Enough to frighten people but not enough to lose control. That's where I need to be. I have to contain this. I have to keep control.

"Where is your father?" my mother says again.

"I won't tell you until you tell me what you want from me."

"You've always been an insolent child," she says, but then she shrugs. "I want the tiara."

"The tiara?" I repeat.

"Yes, fates above, are you simple? The ti-ar-a." She says it slowly, like I really am too stupid to understand her, and right now I feel it.

Does she mean the tiara of Skadi? The one my sister and I have been trying to fix forever?

I can't help throwing a glance at Freydis, but she's resolutely not looking at me. My mother sees the look and slaps her hands down on the arms of the chair.

"Madivia, end this. Freydis has already told us that you took it with you when you went to Featherblade."

I open my mouth to protest, but something stops me.

I look back at Freydis. I took nothing with me from Featherblade, and I suppose my parents wouldn't have known that—I might have had a pouch or something else within my clothing—but Freydis definitely knew.

Why would she lie to my mother? The tiara was left in our rooms. What possible reason could she have to tell my parents that I took the tiara to Featherblade with me?

I'm trying to work it out when Freydis speaks.

"I already told them, Madivia. I told them that we agreed you would keep it when I left for Featherblade, and that's why you had it on you." She's still not looking at me as she speaks.

I don't know why she's lying, and I don't know what to say.

In a bid to buy myself more time to try to think, I change the subject.

"Where are we?" I demand.

"We're in the realm of the Frost Giants," my mother says impatiently. "Now give me the infernal tiara. Where have you hidden it? It wasn't in the bag you had with you."

"I don't have it," I say.

Ishild emerges from the tunnel. "You made a deal, ice queen," she says. "All this time we've been working for this—she'd better have the tiara."

My mother shoots a furious look at Erik. "The deal was off as soon he let the wrong fucking daughter into Featherblade."

Erik shrugs mildly. "She's more powerful than any of the others, and I wouldn't be surprised if she's more powerful than her sister. She was absolutely meant to be at Featherblade," he says.

"But she's not Freydis," my mother hisses through clenched teeth.

"Does it matter? You just needed one sister at Featherblade for this to work."

They glare at each other, and though their conversation is making my mind spin, it's giving me time to make a decision.

I have to either back Freydis' lie or out her.

Freydis has told them I have the tiara when I know she has the tiara. There must be a reason she's lied. Is she in danger? Is she doing this to save herself from something?

Or is she just trying to get these fae to hurt me?

I look at my sister, her staff at her side, and recall all the times she's used magic around me. I am far, far stronger now than she is, I realize. If she's doing this to save herself, then I have a better chance of defending myself than she does.

The memory of the vision inside the wolf statue, of the knife being plunged into her heart, is enough for me to make the decision.

If she needs me to say I have the tiara, I'll do it. I'll keep her secret.

I'll do it because whatever she's done now, for more than twenty years before that, she has taken care of me.

She gave me hints at a life I thought I could never have, all those times she snuck me out of the palace. She calmed me every time the panic took control; she taught me how to keep boredom at bay. She loved me, once.

And I still love her.

I can defend myself, and I will take whatever it is she's passing over to me.

"Where is the tiara?" my mother barks, breaking her battle of wills with Erik and looking back at me.

"I hid it," I say. I flick my eyes to Freydis and see a slight widening of hers.

"You hid it where?"

"Somewhere you'll never find it."

My mother stands up, the chair tipping backward as she does. "You will tell me where both my husband and the tiara are, right now!"

I stand my ground as the fire inside me crackles.

This fae has used, manipulated, and neglected me my whole life. She will not make me cower now.

"I'll tell you, if you fix my friend," I say, moving my gaze to Erik.

He gives a snort. "A human girl infected with toxic magic?" he scoffs.

"Yes. Fix her. I'll give you the tiara and tell you where my father is."

Erik shakes his head. "That means going back to Featherblade. I can't do that."

"Why not?" He glances at Orgid and then at my mother, and I realize why immediately. "You don't know if anybody saw Orgid kill Brynhild, do you?"

My mother snaps her gaze to Erik. "Brynhild is dead?" she says slowly.

He nods. "I told you there was no coming back from this."

She lets out a bark of annoyance and turns back to me. "He's not getting your friend."

I shake my head. "Get Sarra and heal her, or I'm not telling you where the tiara is."

A cruel smile takes my mother's face, and she advances on me slowly. "There are other ways of making people tell us things, dear girl," she says in an eerily singsong voice.

I'm aware of what my family does to people to get their secrets. I'm usually the one who has to hear when they give them up.

"You're going to torture me?" I swear I see Freydis flinch behind her.

"I'm going to make you tell me absolutely everything I need to know," my mother says, and a frisson of fear moves through me.

I step back into Thyrvi's huge chest. Snow flurries over me and ice shards whirl around my hands.

"I'm not the little girl who left for Featherblade, Mother. She's gone, and I fight back."

Ice whirls around her hands too, and Erik and Inga step forward, followed by the thumping steps of Ishild.

"I think, little girl, no matter how strong you are, you're rather outnumbered."

The problem is, she's right.


Chapter 43
Kain
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Sarra stumbles forward, collapsing onto her hands and knees.

Horror claws through me. What in the name of Odin has Erik done to her?

Her spine arches as she throws her head back in a scream that sounds too close to a shriek's call.

I don't move to her—I have no gloves and can't help even if I knew how.

But then her back splits open. Wings burst from her flesh—vast, leathery membranes webbed with pulsing blood vessels, the bones beneath like petrified wood. They unfurl like nightmarish flowers, spanning ten feet, at least.

Silence stretches, broken only by Sarra's ragged breathing.

I don't know what to do. Is she a shriek now?

And if she is… what then? If I kill her best friend, Madivia will hate me for the rest of time.

I just pray she's still alive to hate me.

Sarra stands, and I draw my blade. But as she straightens, the corruption seems to retreat. Her eyes clear to gentle brown; her skin returns to human pallor. Only her fingernails remain black, and those blood-red veins now exist solely in her new wings, as if all the shriek magic has been drawn into them, leaving the rest of her human.

"Sarra?"

Her eyes snap to mine, alert with recognition and growing horror. "Oh gods." She spins, wings knocking against walls. "Oh gods, I've got… I've got…" Panic rises in her voice.

"Sarra, focus. Do you know who you are and what happened?"

She turns to me, wide-eyed. "I'm Sarra. Erik has been keeping me sedated and rubbing some sort of powder into my skin for days. It was… it was shriek magic. I think…" Her face blanches. "I think I told him about Maddy. About the vault and her memory magic, about you…"

"Never mind that now. I think maybe your body has… accepted the shriek magic."

A horrified look crosses her face. "I can't stay like this!" A note of hysteria laces her voice.

"We'll fix it." The lie tastes bitter. "But right now, I don't think you're in any danger, and I have bigger problems."

"Where's Maddy?"

"Erik took her." Rage makes the words sharp as blades. "He's working with the Frost Giants."

"Took her? Where? Why?"

Before I can answer her, beating wings fill the air, and Sigrun lands between us, Valdis touching down a beat later. The air seems to still, the sounds of battle dying out.

Her massive white wings span twice Valdis' width, and power radiates from her in waves.

She stares at Sarra, who stumbles backward until she is inside the entrance to the Snake Wing, shadows swallowing her grotesque wings.

Sigrun's gaze lands on Brynhild.

Something ancient and terrible crosses her face, and she kneels beside her fallen warrior, her movement's liquid grace masking barely contained fury.

Her hands trace runes in the air that shimmer and glow, and she speaks words so ancient that no other in Yggdrasil would know them.

Brynhild's body begins to glow. The light builds until it's blinding, then fades, taking her with it.

"She will live gloriously in Valhalla," Sigrun breathes, and when she turns to me, her eyes burn with promised violence. "The rooks will learn what real battle tastes like today." Her voice carries enough authority to make even Skoll go still within me. "Valdis, ready them all. It's time they understood exactly what they're training for."

The air crackles with her rage, and Valdis takes off without a word.

"Why?" Sigrun asks me.

"They wanted Madivia."

"You saw Erik do this?" She advances on me, and I hold my ground.

"I saw Erik and Ishild instruct a rook, Orgid, to do it," I say.

"Ishild is dead."

"No." I shake my head. "She lives on, as a Frost Giant and Erik's ally."

The muscles in Sigrun's striking face twitch. "Love. The most powerful force in this world," she hisses.

"I love Madivia." The words escape my tight lips, and she reacts immediately.

"You love her?"

"I do. Help me save her. Help me get to her." The plea comes out as though my mouth is filled with broken glass.

She takes another step toward me. "That little ice-fae has the power to change Yggdrasil as we know it," she says quietly. "And you were the only one to see that so early. How do I know that you truly love her? That you don't want to use her, just as Erik is trying to do?"

"I will make sure she is never used by anybody, ever again," I growl. "Just help me get to her."

"I can't trust you, Kain the Ruinous," she says, shaking her head. "The gods themselves convicted you."

My body is so hot I swear I'm going to combust. "Read me."

Sigrun blinks. "What?"

"Read me. Use your val-tivar to read me. You will see I speak the truth."

She tilts her head. "You know it doesn't work like that. You shielded the truth at your trial."

"I did no such thing. You saw no truth because I have no memory of what happened!" It's impossible to keep the rage from my voice.

"The only way a memory can be changed is with a minunn candle, and they were all accounted for," she says. "You are lying."

"You can't possibly know where all the magical artifacts in this world are! There are hundreds, hidden right here in Featherblade, that nobody knew of!"

She scowls. "You found the Vault of the Talekeepers?"

I falter. "You know about the vault?"

"I was the one who sealed the doors, at Featherblade's urging," she says, her tone now thoughtful. "How did you find it?"

"With Madivia. She is the one who got through the riddles."

Her expression shifts to something more calculating. "Featherblade showed her the way, while you were with her?"

"Yes."

There's a long pause, and then she speaks, quickly and clearly. "You've been a prisoner of these halls long enough to know that Featherblade is a conscious being, that its magic comes directly from the gods. Madivia can't vouch for you, but Featherblade can."

Something I never, ever thought I would feel again sparks to life inside me. Hope for justice. "You're saying you believe me?"

"I'm saying I think Featherblade does. And Featherblade can help you, not me."

I frown. "How?"

Sigrun lifts one shoulder. "If Featherblade wants you to have its secrets, it will show you."

She glances to the right, and a portal springs to life under her command, its edges crackling with magic.

"Rooks of Featherblade!" she shouts, snapping open her wings and taking off, hovering five feet above the ground. She pulls her incredible spear out of its sheath and holds it aloft as Valdis and Harald land on the path, and the rooks arrive. "We have been betrayed. One of your own has been taken." Her voice rings through the air, clear as a battle horn. "A rook has murdered Brynhild."

Gasps of horror escape every trainee.

"We do not know exactly where he is, but it is likely he is in the Frost Giant realm. It will be an arduous search, and a fierce battle. Those who would fight for Madivia's return and to avenge Brynhild, step through the portal with me. The rest, stay and rebuild what was destroyed. Nurse Featherblade back to health."

Eldith steps forward without hesitation, her green wolf restless and ready, two steps ahead of her.

Garda and Henrik follow her, the small black bear swiping at the air with huge claws and Henrik's bird spinning in circles over his head. They are both bloodstained already.

Martom moves next, ice crystals forming around his fingers. "Madivia never backed down from a fight," he says resolutely. Roge nods, and he and his wolf step forward, beside Martom.

"She told me I wasn't a coward for surviving." Staffan's massive form towers over the others as he steps up. "Time to prove her right."

Skoll howls by my side.

They'll risk their lives while I'm trapped here like a caged beast, unable to follow.

Sigrun's voice carries across the gathered warriors. "Valdis, Harald. It is time to show these rooks how to kill Frost Giants."

With a roar, she flies through the portal. Valdis and Harald echo the roar, then they all storm toward the swirling ring of light.

Sarra steps forward, out of the doorway, her new wings casting twisted shadows across the ground. She squares her shoulders and moves after the rooks.

"Don't." The word comes out harsher than I intended.

She turns to me, and her eyes hold pure human determination. "I can fly now." Her wings flex, red veins pulsing. "I can help. I have to."

"You haven't been trained to fight."

She lifts her chin. "I'll tell her you're safe. That you would come if you could." With a deep breath, she steps through the portal.

I stare at it until it vanishes, impotent rage sending thoughts careening through my mind.

Sigrun will find them. But can three Valkyrie and some trainees beat Erik and Ishild, with who knows how many Frost Giant soldiers at their bidding?

I force myself to replay the conversation with Sigrun.

She believes Featherblade trusts me. That it has more secrets to give up.

Madivia got through the last door of the vault, which means it's open.

A heartbeat later, I'm running.

Featherblade has been my captor, my prison, my sole companion, for two centuries. Now, it will be my savior, or gods help me, I will burn this world to the ground.


Chapter 44
Maddy
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Thyrvi and I give them as much hell as we can manage, but it's simply not enough.

The odds are impossible. Between Ishild's overwhelming power and Inga's flaming bear, Thyrvi doesn't stand a chance.

I summon every bit of magic I possess, creating a maelstrom of snow and ice. My shards find their marks, piercing flesh and drawing blood, but it takes horrifically little time for three Frost Giants to overpower me. When Erik gets close enough, his snake strikes, and the sedative spreads instantly, turning my limbs to lead.

"Thyrvi!" My voice cracks with desperation.

She rears, swiping at Brunnin as Ishild moves behind her.

"I will paint the snow with their blood!" she roars in my mind, but fear claws at my chest.

She can't win, and I'm helpless. If I lose consciousness, she'll be trapped here.

"Thyrvi, they will use you against me! I'm sorry, it's only for a short while, I promise," I choke out. Before she can argue, I dismiss her to the darkness.

It's the safest place for her. If they hurt her, my tenuous control will snap. And I have to stay in control.

Massive hands scoop me up, and I try to fight, but the sedative keeps my limbs useless.

"Let me go!"

Keeping my emotions in general at bay is hard enough. Keeping my fear at bay as the Giant drops me into a creaky woven crate is even harder.

"Mother! Let me go!"

I manage to roll my inert body enough to see that Inga is tying a rope to the top of the crate, a vicious smile on her face.

They're going to hang me off the side of the mountain.

I'm not afraid of heights, but this cage has holes between its woven bars easily big enough for a leg to slip through. I try to stabilize myself as best I can with my limited mobility, and issue a solid string of curse words as they lower me over the side.

The cage swings, and I look down. The ground is impossibly far below, a swath of deadly white.

My stomach swoops with instinctual terror.

Apparently it doesn't matter if I'm not scared of heights—being dangled off the side of a mountain causes a primitive fear I can't subdue.

My mother's voice drifts down. "Tell me where the tiara is."

There's a creeping feeling in my mind. Orgid's shadow magic.

The screaming starts distantly, then builds until it's all I can hear. Images flood my consciousness—Sarra torn apart by shrieks, her body re-forming into one of them while still wearing her human face. Kain burning entire villages, his curse spreading like wildfire while he laughs. My sister's death plays over and over, each time more violent than the last.

Blood runs down stone walls. Shadows chase screaming victims through endless corridors. Each vision is more horrific than the last, each scream more desperate.

My mother's voice comes again. "Tell me where the tiara is."

I keep my mouth shut, my eyes closed, and try to breathe evenly through my nose.

But it's too much.

I can't see these awful things, suppress this growing, twisted fear any longer.

Something in my mind snaps, and with a mental jerk, I'm in the gallery.

I blink around at the blessedly cool, silent sanctuary.

Orgid can't get to me here.

The screaming has stopped. The blood can't follow.

I'm safe.

I wander the familiar corridors, touching statues at random, reliving happier moments to drown out the echoes of horror.

But something's wrong. The longer I stay, the more the gallery… shifts. Statues begin to move and whisper when I'm not looking. Memories play out of order, bleeding into each other like watercolors. I see myself in memories I know I wasn't part of. Time becomes fluid, meaningless.

I pop back to reality occasionally, but the shadows and blood drive me straight back to the gallery. Each return trip makes the distortions worse.

Eventually I poke my head into reality, and there's quiet.

No screaming, no blood. I'm not in the cage anymore. I'm back in my cell.

I call Thyrvi instantly. She materializes, dark eyes narrowed at me.

"You sent me away," she says tightly.

"I had to. They would have hurt you," I say. "Why… why are there three of you?"

"Something is wrong," Thyrvi says in my head, and it sounds like she's underwater, her words bubbling and warping. "You are slurring your words."

I stare at the middle Thyrvi and try to think.

It's like there's two parts of my brain. One part is lucid and alert. The other is utterly out of it.

You've never spent that much time in the gallery. Something is wrong with your grip on reality, the lucid part says.

You should teach Thyrvi to dance, especially as there are three of her now, the other part says.

I lie back and try again to speak to my bear.

"I think I'm delirious," I manage to say, though the words feel wrong in my mouth. "You need to stop me doing anything stupid."

"You need to rest."

"Why are you underwater?"

I close my eyes because the three bears hovering over me are distracting, their fur rippling.

"Sleep. I will guard you."

I snort. "I've been unconscious most of the day. They can do whatever the fuck they like to me."

My stomach lurches suddenly, and I sit up.

"What is wrong?" Thyrvi's concerned voice bubbles in my head.

"I thought I was going to be sick. But actually, I think I'm hungry. Do we have any⁠—"

I faint before I finish the sentence.
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I drift in and out of delirious sleep for an indeterminate number of hours, and worryingly, I faint four times in that same period.

My dreams are brutal. They are half asleep, half waking, and they are filled with the shadow visions.

For about an hour I just cry, saying my sister's name over and over. I'm too confused to even understand what I'm crying about.

Only Thyrvi's solid presence anchors me, her fur real beneath my fingers even when I see it move like flames, and I finally fall into a proper sleep pressed into her, blissful nothingness engulfing me.

When I wake, I can see straight. I don't feel sick anymore. My head hurts, but I can think clearly, even if my memories of the day in the cage are a bit fuzzy.

Thyrvi's head is cocked, and she's looking at the door.

"How long have I been asleep?" I murmur.

"Too long. There's someone out there."

"No," I whisper. "I don't know if I can spend another whole day in the gallery. I might send myself mad. But…" I close my fingers into her fur, drawing enough strength to make my confession. "I don't know if I can handle Orgid's magic without cracking."

Madness or terror.

That's the choice I must make.


Chapter 45
Maddy
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"Idon't think they are here to take you to the cage."

Thyrvi moves to stand, rolling me off her. My body is so stiff from barely moving in the cage all the previous day that everything hurts, but I drag myself to my feet, skin crawling with fear.

She bares her teeth as I hear the lock turn.

The door opens silently, and Freydis steps into the cell.

A thousand emotions crash through me like an avalanche as I stare at my sister.

The bag she carries bulges with the artifacts from the vault, and the tiara gleams in her hand, but I barely register them.

All I can see are her eyes.

She's looking straight at me, and there's not a hint of ice in them. In fact, they are filled with tears.

They're my sister's eyes, the ones I've ached for through endless weeks of doubt and betrayal.

"Freydis," I choke out, tears already streaming down my face. She barely manages to shut the door before I fling myself at her.

The artifacts clatter to the ground as she wraps her arms around me with the familiar strength I've missed so desperately. She buries her face in my neck and sobs, her tears hot against my skin.

Weeks of grief pour out of me, the fear that our entire relationship had been a lie flooding out of my body. Every moment I questioned if her love had been real, if the decades of memories we shared were nothing but carefully crafted deception, leak away, fading to nothing.

The relief is monumental.

It was all real. The sister who stood between me and our parents' coldness, who protected me through every blackout, who gave me the only love I knew in that frozen palace—she was real all along. Every shared secret, every whispered conversation, every moment of comfort when I thought I was dying… All of it was true.

"I love you," I manage through my tears, clinging to her like she might disappear at any minute.

"I love you too, Maddy." Her voice breaks on my name. "I don't know how you're ever going to be able to forgive me for what I've had to do."

The pain in her voice only makes me hold her tighter. Whatever she's done, whatever she's been forced to do, she's my sister. I will always forgive her.

Freydis grabs my shoulders, holding me at arm's length. Her red eyes swim with tears, tracking down her pale cheeks. "Maddy, if it wasn't the only way I thought I could save your life, I swear to you I would never have done any of it." The raw pain in her voice makes my heart clench.

I hiccup on a sob. "I don't understand."

"I'll start from the start, but…" Her voice catches. "You don't know how it nearly killed me, sitting outside your cell last night and hearing you cry like that. I need to know that there's a chance you'll forgive me, Maddy. I'm so sorry."

"You slept outside my cell?" The thought of her so close while I suffered makes my chest ache.

"Yes, I had to wait for them all to leave until I could come in, but I couldn't…" She swallows hard. "I couldn't not be close to you now that you are in the same place as me. Is there any way you'll ever forgive me?"

"Of course I will," I tell her through fresh tears, "but you need to tell me what's happening."

Her gaze shifts over my shoulder to Thyrvi, and she lets out a shaky breath filled with wonder. "Maddy, she is the most magnificent thing I've ever seen in my life. When I saw her by your side, I was so close to giving myself away. Not reacting to her is the hardest act I've ever put on. She's absolutely glorious."

My face splits into a grin, real and joyous. "Isn't she? Thyrvi, this is Freydis."

Thyrvi shakes self-importantly and stares at my sister. "She recognizes my glory," she rumbles approvingly in my mind, making me laugh, and Freydis blinks.

"She speaks to you in your mind?" she asks, wonder replacing worry in her expression.

"Yes," I say, feeling a surge of pride.

"And your magic, Maddy." Her voice fills with fierce joy. "Your magic… I knew it was in you. I've always known it. It's always been within you."

The validation in her words, the pride in her eyes—it's everything I've ever wanted to hear from her. Everything I feared I'd lost forever.

"Freydis, did you know—" My voice breaks on the question I've been carrying for so long. "Did you know that the blackouts aren't fatal?"

Her eyes fill with fresh tears. "She told me," she whispers, "but only after you'd gone, and only because I made so much fuss. In fact, that's what started all of this."

"You need to tell me. Everything."

She nods, then reaches down to the bag and pulls out three apples. "Here, this is all I could get for you, but you need to have something."

I grab one greedily and bite it, the juice sweet against my tongue. My headache is pulsing harder from crying, but the food feels like life itself flowing back into my body. The first apple is gone in seconds.

"After you left," Freydis begins, "I was spending so much time with the mirror, trying to talk to you, that eventually I was caught with it." She swallows hard. "Mother asked what it was, and I told her. I didn't think there was that much risk in it."

Her hands twist together as she continues. "Over the next few weeks, though, things began to change. They missed your memory magic. They were starting to lose control over the court. They started to panic. Then one day I walked past the throne room and heard her speaking with someone. It was Ishild, the Frost Giant, and she was talking to her through a large mirror that must work like our small ones.

"At first I fought them. I couldn't believe they were in league with Frost Giants. I had no idea what the connection to Featherblade or the Valkyrie was at that point. All they would tell me was that it was for the good of the Ice Court."

Tears spill down her cheeks again. "When I refused to go along with their plans, they told me that you had schemed to get to Featherblade yourself, that it was your fault I hadn't gone. They were going to drug you, make you sick and bring you back. And if that didn't work… they would pay someone within Featherblade to kill you."

She grabs my hands. "I didn't know what to do, but if I had access to their information, I had a better chance of helping you. They weren't going to tell me anything if I was fighting them. So when they told me the lie that you had done it on purpose, I went along with it.

"I had to pretend I hated you, that I was on board to do anything for the good of the Ice Court. I fed them lies about how I was destined to rule and that I would prove I was worthy of being the heiress to the court." Her grip tightens. "But nothing I told them was true, Maddy. I did everything so I could stay as close as possible to you.

"When we spoke through the mirror, Mother was there the whole time, right behind me. She didn't want our father to go back to Featherblade, but he was insistent that it was important we got you out of there. She just wanted the information, and she wanted to see if you trusted me or not."

My heart hammers in my chest, my tears still falling.

Every cruel word, every cold look, was a mask worn to keep me alive. My sister was fighting for me all along, more alone in that frozen palace than I was in Featherblade.

"Oh, Maddy." Freydis pulls me into another fierce embrace. "The only thing that's kept me going is finding out you weren't about to die from the blackouts, and that you had some of the most incredible power in the whole of Featherblade."

"How were you getting information?" I ask against her shoulder.

"Mother was getting it from the Frost Giant." Her hands tighten on my back. "I realized she had a contact at Featherblade, but I didn't know who it was, or I would have tried to find a way to tell you. I had no idea they planned to kidnap you."

"Do you know why Mother was so insistent it was you who had to go to Featherblade in the first place?"

Freydis pulls back, shaking her head. "No."

A thought strikes me. "Thyrvi—" I start, but then I feel the familiar swoop in my stomach. "Hold on," I manage to say before darkness claims me once again.


Chapter 46
Maddy
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When I come around, Freydis has my head on her knees, and the situation is so reminiscent of so many years that the backs of my eyes begin to burn again. Surely there are no tears left in me?

Freydis winces as she strokes my hair tenderly.

"Did you still get a headache every time I passed out, even with the distance between us?"

"Yes." Her voice is soft. "That's how I knew you were alive."

I throw myself into her arms again, holding on like she might disappear if I let go. Every hug helps convince me this is real, that my sister truly never hated me.

"Freydis, there's so much I want to tell you."

"I know, and there's so much I want to hear," she says. "We've got a little while—they're having a meeting about whether they can get back into Featherblade. They've worked out that that's where Father must be." She raises an eyebrow in question.

I don't even think about whether I should trust her. "Yes, he's locked up in the cells under the catacombs. In fact, it was Kain who locked him up."

"Kain the fire-fae?" she asks, and my face instantly flushes.

"Freydis… I'm in love with him."

Her mouth falls open. "You're in love with a murderous fire-fae?" she says, deadly serious. "Erik said you spent time together, and that he was a threat, but…" She stares at me, and I feel uncomfortably immature before her gaze.

There is nothing at all immature about Kain and me, and my cheeks burn even hotter.

"This is a conversation that's far too long to have right now," I say quickly. "We need to work out how to get out of here, now."

She shakes her head. "There's no way out of here unless you know how to make portals."

"No," I say. "Where exactly is the Frost Giant realm?"

"It exists beneath the root rivers. As far as I know, the only way in is a portal, unless you can fly."

"We need to get Sigrun here," I say firmly.

"Have you got any way of contacting anybody at Featherblade?"

I shake my head. "No, the only outside contact I had was your mirror." A thought strikes me—Sarra had the mirror when I last saw her. "Freydis, do you have your compact mirror?"

She nods. "Yes. I have this, too."

She retrieves the things she dropped when she entered, digs in a bag, and hands me the tiara of Skadi.

"Why did you tell them I had it?" I ask, turning it over in my hands.

"Because I knew how much they wanted it, and whatever they wanted it for, it can't have been good. I honestly didn't think that they were going to come and get you out of Featherblade like that to get it." Her eyes fill with tears again. "I'm so sorry, but it was the only thing I could think to do to buy you time."

"It's okay," I reassure her with a smile, then drop my eyes back to the headpiece. I lift it, looking closer. "Wait… Did you find an emerald?"

She gives me a small smile. "Before I had to hide it from Mother, just a few days after you left. I stole it from one of mother's dull-as-ditchwater guests."

"Freydis, I have all the other gems," I say breathlessly.

"What?"

"I have them all. We can fix it."

Freydis looks at me doubtfully, tension lining her mouth. "But if it stays broken, they can't use it."

"They can get those gems eventually. They have connections throughout Yggdrasil." The truth of it sits heavy between us. "It'll slow them down but not stop them. If we fix it first, if we can use its magic ourselves—maybe we can end all of this."

"How?"

"I don't know. But there must be a reason they want it so badly."

She studies my face. "Maddy, is this just your curiosity? Just wanting to see what happens when we fix it?"

I shake my head. "I don't think so." The words come out more certain than I feel. "Look, let's get all the gems together, then decide."

We work quickly. I pry the starstone out of the beautiful bracelet, and Freydis works the moonstone free from the piece of jewelry I found outside the vault what seems like a lifetime ago now.

When both gems are reset, I pull out the firestone that I was rewarded with by Featherblade. Guilt and sadness pull at me when I think of Navi. "My roommate died the day I got this," I say, as the gem glistens fiery orange. "I had to lie by her corpse and play dead."

"Fates, Maddy, I'm sorry." Freydis hugs me fiercely.

When she lets go, the mirror clatters to floor from the fold of her dress.

We both look at it a beat.

"Shall we try the mirror before we fix the tiara?" she says hopefully.

She's nervous about fixing it. All these years convinced it would be my salvation, and now…

"Okay," I say. She passes me the mirror. "The chances of this working are almost nothing, but when you wouldn't talk to me, I gave the mirror to my friend." Pain flashes across her face. "My friend…" I pause, my throat closing a little. "My friend is sick. She got infected with magic from a monster that roams the canopy outside Featherblade."

"I'm sorry," Freydis says softly, "but I'm glad you had someone there."

"It's my fault she got sick. Then Erik made it worse."

"He's pure fucking evil." The curse sounds strange from my proper sister's lips.

I nod grimly. "Orgid's worse. Inga hates me, but Orgid enjoys causing pain."

"So your friend has the mirror?"

"Yes, but I don't know if she's conscious, let alone has it with her."

"It's worth trying," Freydis says. "Do what you can, not what you can't."

Warmth floods through me. "Oh, Freydis, you have no idea how many times I've told myself that at Featherblade. It's been my mantra, keeping me sane. Helping me make the right decisions for weeks."

She gives me a beaming smile. "Good. At least I was with you in some way," she says.

I open the mirror and will it to life. After five minutes, I'm once again in the position of absolutely hating this mirror and wanting to hurl it against the wall until it smashes into a million pieces. "There's no answer⁠—"

The words die in my throat as Freydis gasps. The cell door crashes open and our mother strides in.


Chapter 47
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My mother stares at Freydis and shakes her head slowly. "I knew it. I knew you were faking your loyalty to me. There were moments when I believed," she says heavily, "but I knew, deep down, that you two have always been like this. Too close."

If I didn't know better, I would believe there was jealousy in her voice.

Right now, though, all I care about his hiding the tiara.

As carefully as I can, I move, making sure my leg covers the gleaming metal.

Freydis stands up, her skirts flying, providing me enough cover to shove it into the open bag.

"What you're doing is wrong, Mother," she says in an unsure voice. She's scared.

"Shut up and come with me now, both of you."

I glance at Thyrvi as she rumbles a growl. She starts to speak in my mind, but I vanish her instantly. I can't risk her being used against me.

My mother looks at me, and ice forms around her hand. "You may have that creature at your command, but your power is no match for the Queen of the Ice Court," she grinds out.

"I thought you wanted your daughters to be powerful," Freydis says, her voice small.

"I wanted my daughters to be fucking obedient," Mother says.

Has she been hiding this much vehemence underneath that cool exterior for my whole life? The more I think about it, the easier it is to believe. She's ruled the Ice Court with an iron fist for decades. She's scheming and she's cruel.

Much as I've refused to acknowledge it, I must have known that it was there. I guess so has Freydis.

"Come," Mother says. "Erik is away with Ishild, but I do not trust you in that cell, either of you, until he returns. You're going back in the cage."

My stomach lurches.

"Freydis, give me your staff, and whatever is in that bag."

Freydis completely blocks me from view as I scoop up discarded pieces of jewelry from the floor and load up the bag, carefully stowing the firestone back in the pocket inside my shirt, under the leather wrap.

When I straighten, my mother is glaring at me, challenge in her eyes.

We could try to fight her, but even between us, I don't believe we're strong enough, and she knows it.

When I drop my eyes, she gives a satisfied grunt and strides out of the cell.

"We'll follow her for now, but if we get a chance to run, take it," I whisper to Freydis.

She nods, and together we follow Mother up the tunnel.

Halfway up, she begins to speak.

"You're such a disappointment, Freydis. You're just like your father. He's a disappointment, too. He's weak. You had the capacity to be so much more, and instead, you turn out to be just as soft and pathetic and useless as the rest of them."

Freydis is stiffening beside me as she walks, her face darkening.

"I honestly don't know why I bothered. I've put so much time and energy into bringing you up to be the next queen, and now, there's no chance of that." Mother whirls around abruptly, fury in her face. "Who is supposed to be my heir now? Do you realize what you have done?"

Freydis steps forward and slaps Mother across the face.

"I hate you!" she screams. "You've treated her like dirt for years. For years I believed it was the only way to keep her safe, but all you were doing was using her! You let her believe she was going to die every single day for decades! I can't believe you would treat anybody like that, let alone your own daughter!"

As Freydis shouts, Mother's face turns redder, something I've never seen before.

My own magic is working without me, swirling around my body, ready to defend my sister. But I'm too late.

Mother cuts Freydis off with a whoosh of snow. My sister flies backward, slamming into the tunnel wall, and I shoot both my hands at my mother.

Ice shards fly, and I've made every single one of them razor sharp. The spikes of them pierce her skin, and she shrieks, turning on me.

She mirrors my exact move.

Her shards pierce my skin everywhere but my leather wrap, but I'm able to bite back my cry. I'm about to call Thyrvi when I hear a snarl and see flickering fire.

It's Inga and Brunnin, running down the tunnel, Orgid right behind them.

We're trapped. The cell is at the other end, and the only exit is blocked. We can't take on three of them.

My mother glares at me as she moves her hands up and down her gowned body, presumably melting the ice shards I lodged into her. Her pristine white-and-blue visage is marred by tiny lines of red blood, and I take a grim satisfaction from that as I help Freydis to her feet.

"You're bleeding," she says.

"They're just small," I tell her.

"You two make me sick," my mother says, then turns to Inga and Orgid, who've skidded to a halt, Inga's massive bear filling a large portion of the tunnel made for giants. "Put them in the cage. I'll bring up the rear and make sure they don't go anywhere," she spits.

Freydis and I don't fight. There's no point. We're outnumbered.

Once we're locked in the cage, my mother speaks to Orgid. "Don't lower it over the side. There's no need. Just keep them where you can see them until Erik returns."

With a last disgusted look at us, she strides down the tunnel behind the fae-sized furniture.

I'm desperate to talk to Freydis, to formulate some sort of plan, but Inga and Orgid take a seat on furs right by the cage.

"Why are you doing this?" I ask them both, and then I look at Inga directly. "And why do you hate me so much?"

She leans over, sneering at me through the woven bars. "You have everything."

"My own mother is threatening to kill me."

She scoffs. "At least you have parents to hate you."

"I'm sorry you don't have any family, but I don't understand what that has to do with me."

She presses her lips together, and it's clear I'm not going to get any more out of her.

I turn to Orgid. "And you?"

"I just think you're scum," he says, then shrugs. "There's no point lying about it, not now. Your mother owns my family."

I'm not surprised. "So you were asked from the start to do this?"

He nods. "She made a deal with my father—we'd be free from her blackmail if we made you miserable enough to leave Featherblade. And then after the strength display, your mother found me and changed the rules. You clearly weren't going to leave, no matter how miserable you were, so we were to disable you, or kill you, if we had to."

Freydis gasps. "Mother didn't tell you to kill her own daughter."

Orgid laughs. "Even after all this, you don't believe it?"

Freydis falls quiet. I feel weirdly numb. Since the confrontation with my father in the cell and the whiplash version of my mother I've just seen, nothing can shock me.

"Did Father know?" Freydis asks eventually in a quiet voice.

"No idea. Your father's weak compared to your mother. Your mother is"—Orgid thinks—"interesting. I should hate her for owning my family, but I find myself unable to stop admiring her."

"That's because you share the same demented, power-hungry desires."

"Oh, you think I'm demented?" Orgid says, and leans forward, a cruel smile lighting his face. "Let me show you just how right you are."

"Orgid…" Inga says warningly.

"Erik said he and Ishild would be hours gathering the army. We've got loads of time," he says dismissively before turning back. "Let's see how your sister fares without some fucked-up place in her brain she can go and hide."

"No!" I scramble to my feet. "Leave her alone."

Freydis touches me on the arm. "It's fine. I can take it."

"No, you shouldn't have to!" I summon Thyrvi, and Inga's bear roars in response. Three ice giants approach.

"To battle!" Thyrvi bellows in my mind, but within seconds, giant hands are grasping for her and the huge, flaming bear is already closing in.

"Shit!" I vanish her again. "I'm sorry, Freydis. I can't⁠—"

She shakes her head, and Orgid chuckles.
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The next two hours are even so much worse than when I was in the cage.

Freydis' screams echo off the mountain walls as Orgid's shadows twist through her mind. Each sob, each plea, carves another scar into my soul.

If the fire in the pit of my stomach was crackling before, it's now an inferno, threatening to consume me from within.

I've exhausted every curse in every language I know, thrown myself against the bars until my shoulders bruise, and threatened Orgid with everything I can imagine he fears.

But nothing stops her torment.

I can only rock back and forth, hugging my knees, trying to block out her whimpers. Even my attempts to soothe her only seem to give Orgid more ammunition.

A massive clang reverberates through the mountain, making Inga snap to attention. "What was that?"

The Frost Giants mobilize with surprising speed, their massive forms converging on the nearest tunnels.

They're leaving.

My hands shake with rage as I press against the bars, watching them go. Hope flares dangerous and bright.

"Go and find out," Orgid says.

Hours of being in charge and inflicting pain have made him overconfident.

Yes. Leave, and take that infernal fucking bear with you!

Inga casts a look at me, clearly decides that I'm safe within my cage, and nods. "I'll be back in a minute." She jogs toward the tunnel that all the Frost Giants are heading down, the clanging still ringing out through the mountain range.

The second she's out of sight, I summon Thyrvi. I don't have any doubt in my mind whatsoever about what I'm about to do. None at all.

"The rules have changed," I say loudly as she appears behind Orgid, to try to mask the sound of her arrival. I'm speaking to Thyrvi, and I pray she understands what I mean. "Everything I said you couldn't do before… do it."

Thyrvi's voice rumbles in my mind. "With pleasure."

Orgid's scowl of confusion barely has time to form. "What are you⁠—"

Thyrvi's massive paw catches him mid-sentence, sending him sprawling. He skids on the snow with a yelp, shadows shooting from his staff, but my bear is too fast. She bares her teeth silently as she pounces.

With one more massive, magnificent swipe, she sends him sailing off the edge of the ledge.

I hear him scream for a full twenty seconds, and that deep, dark, twisted thing inside me I've been trying to suppress for so long relishes every single one of them.


Chapter 48
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"Thyrvi, get us the fuck out of this cage, now," I say quickly as I help Freydis to her feet.

Thyrvi swipes at the woven bars, her claws splitting them apart instantly.

"And before you reprimand me for letting Thyrvi kill him, I put him out when he was on fire once," I say to my sister. "I gave him a chance. But watching you like that…"

She's shaking, but her wide eyes harden. "I'd have thrown him off the mountain myself," she snarls.

I look at her in surprise.

"You had to watch me for a couple hours, Maddy. I had to watch you for a whole day. That fae had evil in him. Yggdrasil is better off without anybody who gets that much pleasure from causing others pain."

"I couldn't agree more," I say as I press myself gratefully into Thyrvi's side. "His friend with the giant, flaming bear might be harder to get rid of, though, and they were like siblings. She's not going to go easy on us."

"Even more reason to get out of here, now," Freydis says.

"We can't leave without the tiara."

Freydis tugs my arm. "Really?"

"Yes! We need to know why they want it. And there are other things in that bag I need." That Kain needs, I think. If we come out of this alive, then he'll never forgive me for losing the other half of his helm.

We search the area quickly, but I don't remember seeing the bag since Mother dropped it in the snowy tunnel. Does she have it? Or did she think it was unimportant and left it there?

Freydis looks out over the ledge and sucks in air. "I can see a lot of movement down there," she says. "Do you think that clanging is an alarm?"

"Or a call to war," I say, joining her. "The Giants seemed to know what to do when it went off."

Frost Giants are lined up in formation, the size of ants from here. Wooden objects that I guess are trebuchets are being rolled along the snowy ground.

"Look," my sister says, pointing straight down the mountainside. Where the slope is less steep, only fifty feet or so above the valley, I see another ledge jutting out. "I've been there with Mother. That's where they'll command the Giants from." As we watch, I swear I see the shining blue hair of Ishild flash on the ledge.

"They aren't all mindless grunts," Freydis tells me. "I've been here a few times now, and although Ishild is the commander in this part of the realm, there are a number as smart and beautiful as she is. They seem to be in charge of groups of the grunts."

That lines up with what I read about the Frost Giants in Brynhild's lessons. Before I can answer, I see a dark, swooping spot appear in the against the backdrop of bleak gray sky.

I hold my breath, squinting.

Another one joins it.

And then another.

"Please, please, please, let that be the Valkyrie," I pray aloud.

Hope buzzes through my body like electricity when I see a burst of light far, far below.

It's a portal.

They found us.
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"Where's Orgid?"

The unexpected voice startles us both, and we leap to our feet.

Thyrvi bounds between us and Inga, snarling.

"I have no staff, Maddy!" Freydis hisses at me.

Ice shards whirl around my hands.

"He fell," I call to Inga. She's approaching us slowly, her bear behind her, but her footsteps halt at my words.

"What?"

"He fell," I say again, louder.

"You killed him."

"Thyrvi killed him."

"I hate you," she snarls.

Her shoulders hunch and Brunnin's fur burns and flickers brighter as the creature growls in its chest.

Thyrvi rumbles an answering challenge.

But before any fight can ensue, Freydis runs, sprinting to our left.

I follow her as fast as my feet can carry me. With a roar, Thyrvi bats the battered wooden cage at Inga, causing her to pull up as she starts to follow us, then races along behind us.

"Why do we flee?" Thyrvi bellows indignantly in my mind as we run.

"We need to find the tiara and Freydis' staff, and they might be in these tunnels!"

We lose Inga fast. Between the ice walls I put up to deflect her, and Freydis' rudimentary knowledge of the mountain, we have the advantage.

But we have no luck finding the bag.

"If Mother took it with her, then they may have it on the command ledge," Freydis says. She swallows nervously. "What happens when they fix it?"

"They can't," I say. "I have the firestone."

She lets out a sigh of relief. "Maybe, if they're distracted by whatever is happening in the valley, we can get it back without fighting?"

"It's worth a try. Here, you look after this." I hand her the firestone. I'm more likely to be taken captive or to have to fight than she is, and besides, she's always been more careful than me.

When we finally find the ledge, I tell Thyrvi I have to vanish her. "You're too easy to spot. I swear I'll return you the second there's fighting."

"Oh, there will be fighting," she says, pawing at the ground, eyes glinting with promised violence.

I glance at my sister, and wonder if she is feeling the same strange thrill that I am. The fear is there, for sure, but so is the desire to finish this.

To punish those who have hurt us.

To win.

Thyrvi begins a gruesome tirade about the amount of blood she'll be spilling, and I let her go for a full minute before hugging her huge chest, then vanishing her.

When we sneak out onto the ledge, it is a totally different shape to the higher one. It's narrower, and much longer, wrapping around the mountain and giving a perfect view of the valley below. Piles of crates offer numerous places to hide, though I can't see anybody.

Carefully, we creep to the edge of the ledge.


Chapter 49
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Afull-scale battle has unfolded below, and my heart stutters in my chest when I see that it is not just the three Valkyrie who have come to fight.

The rooks from Featherblade I've trained alongside for weeks are scattered amongst the previously neat lines of Frost Giants, and they are wreaking havoc.

Eldith's emerald wolf moves like a living flame, leaving trails of green light as it weaves between Giant legs. A massive club swings down, missing Eldith by inches as she rolls away. Lauf leaps, fangs sinking into icy flesh, giving her precious seconds to scramble to safety. Blood runs from a gash on her forehead, but she moves with determination as she shoots vines from her hands.

Garda's black bear, though barely larger than a wolf, fights with terrifying ferocity. It targets joints and weak points, its compact size letting it dodge devastating blows as it climbs all over the Giants' huge bodies.

A Giant's hand catches Garda, lifting her into the air, but her bear launches itself at the creature's face, claws finding its eyes in a manic scrabble. They fall together, Garda rolling to her feet in a practiced move.

Henrik's eagle screams a warning as a volley of massive arrows darken the sky. Henrik dives behind a boulder, but not fast enough—one grazes his shoulder, spinning him around. His eagle retaliates, diving with impossible speed to rake its talons across a Giant's face. Blood runs down Henrik's arm as he nocks an arrow, but his aim is perfect.

Martom stands in the center of three Giants, magic flowing from his hands in waves. Two monsters charge him at once, and he freezes one solid, but the effort leaves him doubled over. The second closes in, and Roge's golden wolf leaps into the air so fast it's a blur, catching the small ice-fae and knocking him out the path of a lethal stamp. Staffan's massive, shaggy brown bear crashes into the roaring monster, and Roge's wolf flies back, snapping and biting at its feet as Staffan and Roge fire arrow after arrow into its face.

Valdis' black wings cut through the gray sky as she rains arrows from above. A Giant's hand clips her wing, sending her spinning, but she recovers fast. Below her, Harald has given himself fully to berserker rage, his massive form nearly unrecognizable as he tears through Giant ranks. Blood runs from countless wounds, but his bear magic makes him almost unstoppable, more chaos and destruction around him than anywhere else on the battlefield.

Except, perhaps, where Sigrun stands. Her white wings spread magnificently behind her as she wields her legendary spear. The weapon blazes with ancient magic, each strike leaving trails of green light. When three blue-haired commander Giants converge on her, she doesn't retreat. Her spear becomes a blur of motion, and though one blow catches her side, she barely seems to notice.

I'm mesmerized, and I know if Thryvi were watching this, she would already be halfway down the mountainside. And I'd be right there with her.

I yearn to join the fight with every fiber of my being.

I am supposed to be down there, with them, taking down our enemies. Risking my life for the safety of all.

"Freydis," I say, struggling to tear my eyes from the spectacular fight to look at my sister, "I have to help them. Thyrvi and I, we've trained with them. We're a team. I have to be down there."

Freydis' eyes are filled with fear, but she nods. "I know better than to try to stop you when you look like this."

But then another voice shouts my name, and I spin around, heart soaring.

"Maddy!"

"Sarra?"

Landing on the ledge, then running toward me, is Sarra.

Landing.

How is she…

My mouth falls open in stunned shock.

She has wings.

Sarra has huge, leathery, red-veined shriek wings.

Thoughts come to a complete stop as I stare, transfixed. "How…"

She crashes into me, wrapping her arms tight around my body, and the spell is broken.

"Sarra, gods, I'm sorry. I'm so, so sorry."

"Erik did this, not you."

She feels different. She smells different.

She is different, I think, staring over her shoulder at the massive wings protruding from her back. Guilt kicks me from every angle, raining down through my body, and I choke on a sob.

"I gave you the staff. I gave you the feather… If you'd never met me, never shown me kindness…"

"Then I wouldn't have wings," she whispers. "I would never have known what it felt like to fly. I wouldn't be seeing in the world in colors I didn't know existed. I wouldn't be able to sense life that human eyes cannot see."

I step back and stare at her. "Really?"

She nods. Her eyes still look just like her own, warm and wide and brown, filled with intelligence.

"I'm not in any pain anymore, and my body is no longer disfigured. I just have these." She jabs a thumb over her shoulder. "And I think I've only touched the surface of what I can do. This is a new kind of earth magic, and it's extraordinary." Her voice is breathless with excitement, and I'm bursting with hope.

"Do you… feel like a shriek?"

She shakes her head. "No, and I don't feel like a monster either. No desire to eat flesh or tear people apart." She gives me a wry smile. "Not yet, anyway. I can just hear and see and sense things everywhere that I never could before. And I can fly. Maddy, it's beyond incredible."

I smile at her, still scared to hope this might work out. "Oh gods, Sarra, I… I don't know what to say."

"Don't say anything," she replies. "Kain wishes he could be here to fight. To help you."

My chest constricts at the mention of his name. "I have to get back to him. But we need to get the tiara first."

"What tiara?"

"The tiara of Skadi, an Ice Court royal heirloom. My sister and I have been trying to fix it for years because legend says it has incredible ice magic within it. We thought it might heal me."

"Erik took you because he thought you had it?"

"Yes. Freydis told them I did to buy time." Sarra glances at my sister, and I continue quickly. "She's been on my side the whole time, lying to my family and trying to help me."

Sarra's frown breaks, and she smiles at Freydis. "She's missed you," she tells her.

Freydis swallows hard. "Thank you for taking care of her."

As I swallow a lump forming in my throat, an icy voice breaks the moment.

"How touching."

We all whirl.

My mother, Erik, and Ishild stalk across the ledge toward us, backed by two Frost Giants and Inga and Brunnin.

I call Thyrvi, and she roars as she materializes.

I use the noise to mask my desperate whisper to Sarra and Freydis. "Find the bag with the tiara. I'll distract them."

"This ends now," my mother says, and Freydis and Sarra scatter, taking cover behind crates. Neither have magic. Neither can fight. But I can.

"You're right," I call back. "It does."

It's just me and Thyrvi again, opposite a Valkyrie, a queen, three Frost Giants, and an eight-foot fire bear. But I'll give it everything I've got.


Chapter 50
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The last room in the vault is empty.

The shimmering ceiling reflects the firelight in the sconces, and three pedestals stand bare, but that is all I can see.

I take a shuddering breath.

Think. I have to stay in control, and I have to think.

Sigrun said that Featherblade can vouch for me. I stare around the room, then move back into the previous tunnel.

There has to be something in here that can help me.

Methodically, I scan every item to find anything that might break my curse or help me reach her.

I see nothing I can use. I don't even know if I would recognize anything that could.

Skoll flares to life beside me as I stomp back into the final chamber, glaring up at the ceiling, barely keeping a grip on my frustration.

So close, yet so fucking far.

"Help me," I growl at the empty air. Skoll paces like a caged beast, his presence burning hotter every moment we waste. Every second could be the one where she⁠—

No. I can't think about what they might be doing to her.

Think.

I move to the empty pedestals. The helm piece was likely on one. I run my bare hands over the carved stone absently as I try to make my mind work, and it flickers with heat. I frown.

I only burn living things.

Looking closer, I notice a rune etched into the wood.

Sacrifice.

I move to the other two, and they say the same thing.

"What do you want me to give up?" I say aloud, looking up at the ceiling.

With a flare of light, a massive tapestry appears on the wall in front of me.

Odin hangs from Yggdrasil's branches, his face a mask of suffering. Ravens circle his head, the wind whips his cloak, and his nine days of torture are carved into his flesh. It's Odin's sacrifice, the All-Father hanging himself to gain knowledge.

But something's different from the usual depiction. Instead of Gungnir, his mighty spear, he clutches a ceremonial cup in his remaining hand.

With a jolt, I realize I've seen its twin.

I turn and sprint along the tunnel, Skoll racing beside me, until I reach the cup. It's made of silver, and when I lift it, it pulses with magic, then abruptly, it's full.

The liquid is thick and black and smells like rot.

What would you sacrifice for revenge?

The question sounds in my head, put there by someone else.

I almost drop the cup in shock, and Skoll howls.

"My life," I whisper.

The Helm of Embers contains the power of Stutr. The long-banished lava god.

None who don it can survive, save a god. But any who do will destroy everything around them, the power of the liquid inferno unstoppable.

For decades, I was ready to sacrifice my life to destroy my prison, and the Valkyrie who loved it. The Valkyrie who betrayed me.

And then I met Madivia.

Her face fills my mind, and another question booms through my thoughts.

What would you sacrifice for love?

I know the answer immediately.

"My revenge."

That is your choice? Love over revenge?

"Yes." The word comes out rough, but certain. "I choose her."

Prove it, fire-fae.

"How?"

The liquid in the cup flickers, and then flames dance across the oily surface.

Drink. Show me the truth.

"Who… who are you?" I ask, but I know the answer. I've roamed these halls for two centuries.

My prison replies, My soul is split, the feather here, the blade gone.

I try to understand what I'm being told. "Madivia has it?"

The Blade of Fjederham. I feel it now, realms away.

"Bring her back!"

I cannot. But if you prove your truth, I can send you to the blade.

Skoll howls as I lift the cup to my lips without hesitation.

The liquid is like acid, blistering my lips as they touch it.

An explosion of pain and light makes my eyes stream, but I force the liquid down my throat.

I drain every drop.

"Send me to her!" My voice is raw and rough. Desperate.

There's a painful silence, then Featherblade speaks.

A portal awaits, fire-fae.
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"Disable her," my mother barks.

Erik draws a sword, his once-warm eyes stone cold. Ishild towers beside him as Inga and Brunnin move to flank us, the fire bear's flames casting writhing shadows across the snow.

My skin prickles as it freezes, and Thyrvi drops low, growling as snow storms over our heads.

I can't win this fight. I know that. I'm outnumbered and outpowered.

But I have allies out there, and if Sarra or Freydis can find the dagger, we might be able to escape.

The fire in my stomach roars, transforming my fear into pure battle fury.

A flash of light brighter than the sun erupts behind my mother. Everyone recoils, shielding their eyes.

When it dies away, my heart stops.

It's Kain.

Somehow, Kain is standing there.

Shirtless, wild-eyed, and furious.

His gaze finds mine, and the world narrows to nothing but him as he runs, moving faster than should be possible.

He pulls up six inches from me, close enough that I can feel the heat rolling off his skin. It takes everything I have not to reach for him.

"How? " The word comes out breathless. "How are you here?"

"Featherblade." He holds out the dagger I took from the vault, a simply adorned lump of metal and wood.

I take it, hardly daring to breathe. "It sent you here?"

Thyrvi rumbles a growl. "They approach," she warns in my mind.

"But—"

"Enough!" Erik's voice rings out.

Kain turns with lethal slowness. "You will spend an eternity in hell for slaying one of our own in cold blood," he hisses, Skoll flaring to life next to him.

"From the fae responsible for the destruction of his own court? The murder of his own family?" Erik snarls.

"What?" I say, shocked.

"He didn't tell you?" my mother purrs. "No, of course he wouldn't."

"He can't have…"

I drag my eyes from her to Kain. His eyes are flaming but fixed on Erik.

"He murdered his royal family to take power," Mother continues, "and accidentally destroyed his entire court. Every fire-fae died by his hand."

"No." The denial comes automatically. There's no way the Kain I know is capable of that.

Still he doesn't look at me.

"The Fire Court sealed over, and all signs of life vanished exactly two hundred years ago. When he was punished and cursed."

No, he can't be responsible.

"The world would know." My voice shakes. "If a fire-fae destroyed their own court… that couldn't be hidden."

My mother scoffs. "The Valkyrie are powerful enough to keep the shame of one of their own a secret, you stupid, naïve child."

"No." I shake my head desperately. "Kain, tell me this isn't true."

Finally, his burning eyes leave Erik and find mine. "It is what they accused me of," he says through clenched teeth.

A piercing shout rends the air, and I know who instantly whose it is.

"Freydis!"

She's behind my mother, where the light exploded from.

And she's wearing the tiara of Skadi.

Her face is screwed up in pain, and tears are streaming down her face as power radiates from her in tangible waves.

"Freydis!" I run to her, but she holds up her hands, and the magic everyone can feel concentrates into a sphere of pure energy between her palms. As she separates them, images flood my vision, too fast to process. Around me, everyone clutches their heads, crying out.

No. They're not images. They're memories.

With a rush, the torrent stops, and I'm no longer on the ledge.
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"Clear it, Madivia." My mother is speaking to me. I'm in the ballroom in the Ice Court, and there's a fae on his knees in front of her. His face is bloody, and his eyes are unfocused. "Now."

"Yes, Mother," I say tightly. I touch something on my head. It's the tiara. And then I do… something.

I don't know what it is. I don't recognize the feeling.

The fae starts, his eyes widening, and then he falls slack.

"Good. Take him."

Two palace guards pick him up, then leave.

"You can go too, Madivia," Mother says, then holds her hand out.

I take the tiara from my head slowly, then hand it to her. But when she tries to take it, I don't let go. "I don't like doing this, Mother. I wish you wouldn't make me."

"We have been given this gift by Skadi herself," she says. "You and your sister are the only ones who can use the tiara—do you think that is just by chance?"

I pause, then shake my head.

"Exactly. You are meant to help make the ice-fae great once more. And to do that, we need to be able to wipe the memories of our enemies."

The world tilts, even within the memory.

I feel sick.

Wipe memories?

This can't be a real memory. It can't be.

My mother never used the tiara to wipe people's memories. I know she didn't.

The image changes, a new one taking its place.

"Mother, please, I don't want to do this!"

It's Freydis, and she's crying. Freydis hardly ever cries.

She drops to her knees in front of Mother, who is sitting in her throne, and grips her skirts. My father gives a bark of anger from the seat next to hers.

"Stand up, child. This is your duty."

"But I don't want to. It's not fair."

"Fair?" My mother stands, sending Freydis falling onto her backside. "Fair has nothing to do with it! Do you know what we could do for Yggdrasil, if we could wipe those verminous fire-fae from its branches?"

Freydis shakes her head, trying to scramble to her feet. She juts her chin out. "I won't do it. We should fight them ourselves."

Mother lashes out a hand, catching her across the cheek.

Freydis hisses, her hands flying to her face.

"You will do it now, or I will have your sister wipe all memory of you from this family and throw you out of this palace."

"She would never," Freydis spits.

"Fine. Then I'll lock her up and starve her until you do it." Freydis' eyes widen in fear, and my mother sighs. "Skadi wants this, child. She gave Madivia power over memories, and you the power to control the Frost Giants. That was for a reason. Do you truly wish to defy the gods?"

When Freydis says nothing, Mother turns to a guard. "Go and get Madivia."

"No," says Freydis. "I'll… I'll do it."

"Good." Mother turns to the same guard. "Ready the ships."
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I can hardly breathe. Control Frost Giants?

The image changes, and I swear I stop breathing altogether.

We're in the Ice Court Palace.

My mother and father, Freydis, and I are all there. And so is Kain.

I've seen this before.

Kain is wearing the same clothes, the same wild expression, the room is the same… This is the memory inside the wolf statue. The memory of Kain stabbing my sister.

"Let me go!" he roars.

"Absolutely not," Mother says. "Somebody told Sigrun that the Fire Court was under threat, and I needed a murderer. You fit the bill perfectly."

"You killed them! All of them!" Kain is screaming, borderline hysterical. There's none of the cool, calm, terror-inspiring rage I'm used to seeing from him. "Children, families… My family…"

He's breathing hard, and I can see tears streaming down Freydis' cheeks.

He turns to her, pulling on shackles that bind his legs and wrists. "How did you do it? How did get an army of Frost Giants to do your bidding? You're fucking cowards!"

"By the time Sigrun reaches what's left of your court, there will be no sign the Frost Giants were ever there. She will find evidence that the Prince of the Fire Court, an honorable Valkyrie, destroyed his home in an attempt to overthrow his father."

"How will you explain the fact that the entire Court is frozen solid?" Kain bellows.

"There will be no ice left."

Kain beats against his bindings, fire roaring in his eyes. "You're a monster! All this, for what?"

"Power," she whispers.

"Too many people know what happened. What about the guards who found me? Someone will tell them what you have done!"

"Good thing I have the power to wipe memories, then, isn't it?"

His face blanches. "Why the gods bestowed you with such magic, I do not know," he says. "Now come to your senses and let me go! There may be people left alive there. I have to return!"

Freydis steps forward. "We should look for survivors," she says to Mother.

"No. Put the tiara on and ensure the Frost Giants seal the court completely."

Freydis shakes her head, and Father steps up to me. He presses a knife to my throat. "Do as your mother says," he tells her.

Tears still streaming, Freydis takes the tiara from my mother and puts it on her head. "Seal the court," she whispers.

"No!" roars Kain. There's a blast of heat, and then the shackles are melted to a lump of metal. He flies forward, shoves me out of the way, whips the dagger from my father's hand, and plunges it into Freydis' chest.
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My sister falls to the ground.

Both Mother and Father fly into action, ice swirling from their staffs.

I drop to my knees and crawl to Freydis as everyone else in the room wrestles the wild, screaming fire-fae back into submission.

"No, no, no," I'm whispering. I pull her head into my lap as crimson blood blossoms on her beautiful blue dress.

"The Frost Giants can't kill on my direction anymore," she croaks to me. "This is good."

"No!"

"Run, Madivia. Don't let them hurt you—when I'm gone, you have to run."

"I won't leave you."

"You can't stay with them. They are evil."

"Get a healer! Now! Pull every string we have!" bellows my mother from somewhere above me.

Someone grabs my arms and wrenches me away, and I snap. I'm kicking and screaming and flailing my arms, screaming my sister's name through heaving sobs.

But they drag me away and the memory fades, replaced by another.
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Erik is standing over my sister. She is unconscious on her bed, the palace healers having done everything they can. "This will cost you," he says, glancing between my mother and Kain, who is now shackled between six palace guards with his arms outstretched, his mouth completely covered. His eyes are burning, though. "How did it happen?"

"We caught him trying to escape the Fire Court," Mother says. "We imprisoned him and were about to turn him over to Mighty Sigrun, but he had a second staff hidden on him. He melted his shackles and stabbed my daughter."

Erik gives my mother a slow smile. "I will do nothing for her if you do not tell me the truth, Your Majesty. I am only here because you have contacts in high places. If I tell Sigrun you have a Valkyrie in your custody…"

"Heal her, please!" It's me who speaks, and my father pulls hard on my braids.

"Stay quiet," he hisses.

"She has precious little time left," Erik says, looking at me a while, then turning back to my mother. "The truth? So that we may strike a reasonable trade?"

Mother looks at Freydis a minute, then at Father. He nods, and she sighs. "She can control Frost Giants with her magic."

Erik stares at her in disbelief. "How?"

Mother waves her hand. "That's not important. What is important is that she is healed. It is not a power I can risk losing."

"And the Frost Giants, at your behest, are responsible for the Fire Court's destruction? The broken Helm of Embers you left there was to implicate him?" He looks over at Kain, who bellows insensibly from behind his gag, his eyes lethally furious.

"Correct. Will you heal her?"

Erik looks at Freydis. "Somebody very dear to me was captured by a Frost Giant shaman."

Mother raises her eyebrows. "I thought they were all dead."

"They are now," he growls. "She turned my companion into one of them."

Interest sparks in my mother's eyes. "She did? How… fascinating."

Erik shoots a furious look at her. "It is barbaric," he hisses. "Does your daughter's control over the Frost Giants extend to that kind of magic?"

"You are asking me if Freydis would be able to turn your friend back into a fae?"

"Yes."

"I don't see why not. If the shaman could do it, then it must be possible."

She's lying. She has no idea if Freydis can do it or not.

"Then I will heal her, on the condition that she saves my friend."

"Deal," Mother says.

Erik stands over Freydis and closes his eyes a beat.

My father steps close to me, handing me something cool and hard. The tiara. "As soon as he is finished, you wipe everything," he says inside my head. "And not just him. The fire-fae too."

I tense as I take the tiara. I knew it was coming.

Silently, I put it on top of my head.

Erik relaxes after a beat. "She will be unconscious a while, but she will make a full recovery."

"Thank you," Mother says. "Madivia?"

I have no choice. I do what I must to save my sister. I use the magic in the tiara.

But Erik and Kain are Valkyrie. They are the strongest fae in all of Yggdrasil. They have magical animals that lend them strength and split their souls.

The memory is vivid, and I feel the shock, and then the resistance as the magic tries to enter their minds, and fails.

I try to fight, but I know it's wrong.

The harder it is, the more certain I am that I shouldn't win.

With a gut-wrenching sense of finality, I stop fighting.

All I'm aware of is an explosion. I don't know if it is physical or mental.

I just know that I'm floating. Floating forever.

And then I wake up.
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I'm back on the ledge.

For a stunned second, there's silence.

Then Freydis pulls the tiara from her head and lifts a shaking hand. She points at Mother. "You… How could you…"

Kain makes a guttural sound and advances on my mother.

"Wait!" I shout.

He halts, without taking his eyes from her. "It was her. All this time, it was her. She killed them all and let the world believe I did it. She murdered my people!"

"I know. I'm sorry. But please, wait. I need answers."

Everything is spinning. I can't breathe properly; my mind is trying to shut down. It's too much to process, and the tug of the gallery is almost taking me under.

Escape.

Slow the thoughts.

Make this all go away.

"I saw everything." Thyrvi's voice in my head is like an anchor in the raging turmoil, and I cling to it. "Now that I am with you, you will never be made to do anything against your will ever again."

My eyes get hot, but I can't cry.

I'm half numb, and half on fire with rage.

My mother's gaze is fixed on me.

"What happened after that?" I say loudly. Snow is storming over my head.

"You slept," she says. Her voice is hard. "Both of you. For almost two hundred years."

I suck in air, and Freydis makes a small, strangled sound.

"That was how the tiara was broken," I say.

"Yes. And you didn't just wipe the Valkyrie's memories. You wiped the entire palace. Only those with royal blood were protected from Skadi’s magic and retained any memory of what happened. Of either of you."

I gave up. Freydis just told me that if she was dead she couldn't be used, and I gave up the fight because I was in the wrong.

In doing so, I removed us both. The memory magic backfired, the tiara exploded, and I deleted us from history and put us both in a centuries-long coma.

"And when we came around?" my sister chokes out.

"I paid handsomely for a minunn candle. It's nowhere near as powerful as Madivia's memory magic and only had one use, but it was enough to implant fake memories of your youth. We realized early that Madivia had suffered permanent mental damage, but that Freydis had escaped the worst of it."

"And when I was selected to train at Featherblade?" I ask.

Mother throws a vicious glance at Erik. "This fool had no recollection of what happened two hundred years ago. When we got wind that a new batch of Valkyrie were going to be trained, I realized that we stood to become even more powerful. So I contacted him and told him that I knew of a particular Frost Giant friend of his we could help. In return, Erik was supposed to ensure Freydis was selected. Ishild had become an established leader within the Frost Giants. With her and Erik now under my influence, we are poised to re-establish control of the Frost Giants, and potentially even Featherblade."

"I just wanted Ishild returned to me!" Erik says, looking at me. "I… I didn't know any of this. Until now."

He looks at Kain, and the fire-fae snarls. "You were willing to let everyone believe I killed my own family."

"To save my mate? Yes."

Kain bares his teeth, and Ishild speaks.

"I will not fight for someone who used the Frost Giants against their will like that." She is glaring at my mother. "You made a deal with Erik, with no intention of fulfilling it. You have no honor."

Erik moves to her side. "Nor will I. I have been tricked."

"The past is irrelevant," barks my mother, slight panic in her eyes now.

A howl from Skoll, long and terrifying, blows along the ledge.

"Irrelevant?" Kain's voice makes my skin crawl.

He takes a step toward my mother.

"The past is irrelevant?" he repeats. "You let my wings get taken from me, and my skin was cursed to never touch another living being again. You let the Valkyrie believe I murdered my own family." His voice drops with every sentence, and primal fear churns through me. "You used your own child to murder an entire race. You tortured and abused your other child for political gain. The fae I love. You deserve to burn."

He flies forward, and time slows.

"No!" Freydis shouts. "She's our mother. Please don't kill her!"

I'm vaguely aware that I'm not okay with killing her, but all I can do is stare. He reaches her, wrapping his hand around her throat, and her body turns to ice as she cries out.

Then Ishild is standing, trying to pull Kain off her.

She said she wouldn't fight, and for a minute I'm confused. But then I see Freydis with the tiara back on her head, a pained look of concentration on her face.

She's controlling Ishild.

"Freydis, stop!" I scream.

Ishild finally gets Kain to release his iron grip on Mother's throat, and launches him backward.

"Kain!"

A flaming bear appears out of nowhere, smashing me to the ground. Thyrvi barrels toward it as I scramble to my feet.

Ishild has turned on Freydis, and she's waving her hands. "I'm sorry, I had to. She's my mother. I'll never do it again, I swear!" My sister is crying, but the Giant is furious, advancing with murder in her eyes. I try to sprint, but I'm too slow. I won't make it in time.

But Kain does. His speed is enough, and he takes the deadly blow meant for my sister, tumbling across the ice once more.

Fire explodes across the ledge, an inferno roaring along the earth and melting the snow instantly.

Ishild drops to her knees, shouting in pain, and I throw a wall of ice over Freydis as my own body freezes solid.

"Where the fuck did that come from?" roars Ishild, her own ice magic dousing the fire around her.

I look around, and my stomach flips. My mother has not risen from the carpet of flames. She was unconscious when they came. She used no magic to protect herself.

I move toward her as Freydis yanks the tiara off and throws it at Ishild's feet. "I'm sorry, I'm sorry, please! I'm sorry!"

Ishild isn't looking at her, though, and nor are Kain and Erik.

She's staring at the center of the growing inferno.

It's Inga, leaning on her bear, flames roaring around them both.

Oh gods. She's wearing the Helm of Embers.

It must have been her who stole Kain's half. And now, she's found the other half in my bag.

"I knew it was them who destroyed us! I've always known! But nobody would listen to me. Why would they? I was the only fire-fae in a shadow-fae family. Why would they believe me that the ice-fae destroyed us?" Inga shouts.

Erik answers, and his voice has returned to the one he's used for weeks at Featherblade. Calm. Paternal. Gentle and encouraging. "How did you know, Inga?"

"He told me."

"Who?"

"Stutr."

Oh fuck. Stutr is the lava god.

Panic appears on every face.

"You can't have been talking to him before that helm was made whole again," Erik says, his own panic masked in the gentle tone.

"I can. Through this." She holds up something that looks like a lump of charred rock. "From what's left of the Fire Court. Of anywhere I might have belonged."

The fire crackles around her, spreading farther across the ledge. Crates turn to ash as they reach them.

She's crazy.

"Did Stutr tell you about the Helm of Embers?" Erik asks.

"Yes." She winces, and staggers against her bear again.

"The helm hurts?" Kain asks. I can hear something in his voice I've never heard. Fear.

"Yes."

"You need to take it off. Before he gets control of you," he says slowly.

He moves toward her.

Her eyes widen and she steps back. The she screams. Her dark skin flushes everywhere, and her bear roars.

Kain is at her side in seconds, trying to wrench the helm from her head. But it won't move.

"She's not strong enough to take his power!" he roars, and her skin bursts into flames.

She keeps screaming.

"Kain, stop her or we'll all die!" shouts Erik.

Flames explode out of Inga, and her bear rears up before being engulfed. She collapses, turning to ash before me.

Kain whirls to face me, his eyes fixed on mine, the helm in his hands. Fire is pouring from it, suffocating magic spilling across the ledge, making it impossible to breathe.

Terror swamps me. Devastating inevitability makes time stop.

"I'm sorry," he says.

"Kain…" I whisper, my eyes filling with tears, my heart ready to explode.

"I'm the only one who can try. It's me or everyone here."

"No!"

He rams the helm onto his head.

His immediate roar of pain almost floors me.

I try to run to him, but the fire melts my ice too fast.

"Get out of here, now!" bellows Ishild. Erik's wings open.

Freydis screams, "Mother!"

I beat against the fire, unable to see through my tears, unable to hear anything but Kain's agony.

He just gave up his life for us.

The fae accused of cold-blooded murder and dishonor just gave up his life to save ours.

I can't let him die.

And if I can't save him, then I can't let him die alone.

He's been alone too long.

If he has to burn, then I will burn with him.
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Madivia.

The voice is inside my head, and I don't recognize it. The world around me blurs and stills, sounds muffling as if heard through water. For a beat, I believe that time truly has stopped.

It's now or never, Madivia.

The dagger, still clutched in my hand, sears hot, and I gasp.

If the helm overcomes him here, the devastation will destroy this entire realm.

"Tell me what to do."

Take him somewhere he can't hurt anyone.

"What? How? Where?" The questions tumble from my mouth through sobs. I can't get close to him, and my body is burning.

Pain shoots up my spine, and I arch with a cry.

Letting him go will be the hardest thing you ever do, Madivia. But you can save lives. And you'll restore his honor. By my own godly power, I swear to you he will go to the afterlife cleared of all accusations. He will feast in Valhalla.

Another wrenching sob leaves my lips, and the pain intensifies, centering between my shoulder blades.

Featherblade's power is with you, Madivia. Save your sister, your allies, the Valkyrie fighting below. Take him where he can hurt nobody.

"I can't let him die." The words hurt to say aloud. I'm choking.

You can't save him. Save everyone else.

I let out a gasp as power erupts through me.

Wings. Wings opening on either side of my body.

I can't see them. I can't see anything but fire. But I know they are there. I feel their strength, their ice-cold presence.

"I'll help you reach him." Thyrvi's voice drags another agonized sob from my chest.

She knows. She knows I can't come back from this.

But he can't die alone.

Thyrvi bounds forward, and with a roar, the fires ebb, sprays of snow and ice from her fur flying everywhere. The spell is broken, time is restored, and Thyrvi's fur is covered in catching flames.

"No! I'm sorry. I love you," I choke out, and send her to the darkness.

I summon every bit of magic I have, blind with grief, and throw out my arms.

Everything around me freezes.

The fire stops.

I'm made of ice.

Kain is on the ground, barely conscious.

"I love you," I whisper as I lift him. Thick slabs of ice form under my hands, helping me, lending me strength.

I beat my wings. I am unsteady at first, and I tip. But I try again.

My feet leave the ground, and we rise.

"Princess," Kain mumbles, "run. Please, I can't keep hold it much longer."

"I'm not leaving you, Kain."

His eyes open, and I beat my new wings harder. We soar over the battlefield.

I'm moving faster than should be possible, ground shooting by below us.

My arms are around his huge chest, shards of ice locking him against me. "Madivia, what are you doing?" His cry ends with a gasp of pain, and his eyes slam shut again.

"Just hold on a little longer," I tell him.

The blade is guiding me, making me faster than any fae should be able to move. I know where we're going.

"I'm taking you home. I'm so sorry they punished you. I'm so sorry for everything."

I can't see for tears, but it doesn't matter. The blade leads the way.

"I don't regret meeting you. I regret nothing." I know he's concentrating on containing the gods power, but I can't fly him in silence. We're almost there, and I keep talking.

"I love you. I love who you've made me. You gave me Thyrvi. I became the real me because of you."

He groans, and I have no idea if he can hear me or not. I just need him to know he's not alone.

"We're here, Kain."

My wings slow as we arrive above the barren shell that used to be the Fire Court.

There's nobody here to kill or harm.

"You're home," I tell him. "And you're not alone. You'll never be alone again."
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I'm home.

Her words filter through the agony.

I'm home.

Magic swirls. Stutr's voice bellows in glee.

He's almost free. The power contained in this old piece of metal is beyond comprehension. Inga was a gods-cursed fool.

"And you're not alone."

No.

My head is about to explode with the pain. My muscles are strained to breaking, and my skin is on fire.

"You'll never be alone again."

The words are enough to cause a beat of clarity in the terrifying chaos.

She's going to go with me. She's not going to drop me to my fiery death and get herself to safety.

She won't leave me alone.

Desperation courses through me, so powerful it forces my eyes open, and my body into spasms.

I hear myself roar, but it's useless.

She loves me. She's bound to me. I know, because I feel it too.

I know, because there is no way I would ever let her go to the afterlife alone.

But when she dies, it will be because of me.

I can't let that happen. I won't.

Whatever it takes, I must save her.

I try to force my brain to work through the pain, but it is so hard to focus. Stutr's glee is still pouring through me, and without my wings and my full Valkyrie magic, I know I can't contain him much longer. Skoll is doing most of the work inside me now, and all I see is flames.

Flames… and something else.

A flicker of familiar magic I haven't felt in centuries.

It calls to me from below, but Madivia's grip holds me too tight to see. I reach out with what's left of my senses, and with a start, I recognize it.

It's the Fire Court Palace.

The dark, earthy shell that buried my home all those years ago is not enough to stop the familiar magic of my old palace reaching me.

The place I grew up with my brothers and sister. My regal, strong father, and my gentle, fair mother. The family that all died the day the Frost Giants came and collapsed the very structure of the court itself, then sealed it over with earth to make it look like it had been done by fire and covered the truth.

I lock on to the magical signature of the palace beneath. Relying solely on instinct and faith, I send a prayer to the gods I have turned my back on. Who turned their backs on me.

Don't do it for me. Save her. Let this work, guide my magic, and save her.

I channel the roaring heat, the destructive, maniacal force of a lava god, straight into the palace below the earth.

Madivia cries out, and I hear the roaring of flames and the smash as lava hits the ground.

Skoll howls inside me, the pain unbearable, and I try to force more of the searing magic out of my body and into the beacon of the destroyed Fire Court palace.

I have to win this. For her, I have to win.

"Kain!"

Something is happening.

I know this feeling. I remember this feeling.

Wings.

Great wings made of flame burst out on either side of me, and Madivia is sailing backward through the air.

I see her properly for the first time. She has huge white wings shot with blue, beating hard on either side of her body. Her whole body is shining, made from solid ice, but her hair is burned and ragged, along with most of her clothes.

Her bright blue eyes are wide and streaming with tears.

"I love you."

The lava god's magic surges, his glee replaced by panic, and it hurts so much.

My head tips back, and then the lava is pouring from every part of my body, the pain excruciating.

I can hear Madivia screaming, and Stutr bellowing.

Then everything stops. There's a glorious beat of silence, where the pain and the noise is gone.

And then I'm falling.
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Iswoop after Kain, my entire body screaming in protest.

I can't stay frozen much longer. I'm drained of energy, and my heart has been beating so hard for so long that I'm sure it's ready to give out.

But there's no way I can let him fall now.

I catch him, his heat immediately melting the ice on my arms. His momentum is too much, and I'm too weak. We swirl into a spiral as we plummet. Below us, the ground has transformed, no longer packed earth but rivers of molten lava, flowing veins of liquid fire.

"Kain!"

His eyes flicker open, and the fiery wings erupt from his back once more.

He takes his own weight, gripping my arms and beating his wings hard, trying to pull us up.

I dig deep, drawing on any strength I have left, and together, we rise.

His grip is too hot for me now, though, and I hiss as my skin sears. He lets go in shock, and our eyes meet.

Time stills as we hover, a foot apart.

His eyes are clear, his body no longer spasming in pain.

"The Fire Court took Stutr's magic," he rasps. "I felt the palace below, and it was like a beacon. I channeled everything into it."

Together, we look down.

I gasp.

The earthen shell has melted away to reveal the Fire Court Palace in all its glory. Spires of black glass rise like frozen flames, their surfaces catching the lava-light in mesmerizing patterns. Golden veins run through the obsidian walls like lightning trapped in stone. Massive bridges arch between towers, revealing more buildings rising from the lava.

Exhaustion hits without warning, and I drop several feet before catching myself. Kain moves to catch me, but none of me is covered in ice anymore, and I'm forced to stop him.

"There," he says, pointing to a grand balcony at the top of one of the spires.

I manage to land, but my legs give out the moment they touch stone. The air here is thick with heat, almost too dense to breathe.

"Princess," Kain says softly, dropping to his knees beside me. "Foolish, foolish princess. Brave, incredible, powerful princess."

"We're alive," I say, staring up at him. Somehow, I still have tears left to cry.

"Because of you. You brought me home."

"I love you. I can't be…" I choke on my words.

He reaches out, then stops, his hand an inch from my face. "I will be by your side for the rest of eternity. I do not exist without you any longer."

More tears flood my eyes. "You're alive," I repeat. Relief is crashing through me, and I'm so exhausted I can barely think straight.

"So are you," he says with a smile.

"Thyrvi!"

With a thump, my bear appears on the balcony.

"Oh gods, Thyrvi!"

She gallops to me, ducking her head and pushing her nose under my body, trying to lift me. I wrap my arms around her, drinking in the delicious cold she gives off.

"I'm so sorry. It wasn't a fight I could bring you on, and I couldn't see you hurt."

"We defeated our enemies. And now, you have your wings. We are one now, forever."

I'm crying again, burying my face in her fur.

"Why are those people staring at us?"

I freeze, then snap my head up. "People?"

She swings her head toward one of the many ornate doors set into the wall of the turret at the back of the balcony. There's movement in the dark.

"Kain… Thyrvi says there are people there."

He leaps to his feet. "That's impossible." He strides toward the door and pulls it open.

I hear him suck in air, and then a female voice says uncertainly, "Prince Kain?"

There's a shriek of delight, and then Kain stumbles backward, trying to avoid the embrace of an elderly fae with white-gray hair and jet-black skin.

"Hella? You mustn't touch me! But… How are you here? I thought…" He stares at her beaming face in disbelief.

"We were trapped, Your Highness!" She steps fully out of the door with a look of wonder. "Fresh air…" She spreads her arms wide. Tears gleam on her dark cheeks. "Fates, I never thought I would taste fresh air again."

Fae rush out of the door behind her, all with dark skin and gray hair. Fire-fae. They all look as she does, disbelief on their faces as they move to the balcony edge. One female has tears streaking down her face as she pulls on the hand of a wide-eyed child.

All this time, the fire-fae were still here. Living in the dark, cut off from the rest of Yggdrasil.

Kain stares. "You've all been in here… all this time?"

Hella nods. "Yes."

"My… my parents? My brothers and sister?"

Grief shadows the elderly fae's face. "Killed. By the ice-fae before the Frost Giants sealed the court. I'm so sorry, my prince."

Her suspicious gaze falls on me huddled against Thyrvi's leg.

Kain moves between us protectively. "She is no enemy."

"If you say so, my prince," she says, clearly unconvinced. "We must find Lady Brenda. She has taken position as ruler since we were trapped. When she sees this…" She trails off again, staring at the sky joyously.

I feel a pulse of heat at my hip, and carefully pull the dagger from my belt.

You may return to Featherblade through the portal in the Vault of the Talekeepers. Hold this blade and will it, and it will be so. Your allies, and your family, need you.

The dagger falls silent, its warmth fading.

"Kain?"

He moves to me immediately.

"I'm sorry, but I have to return to Featherblade. My sister needs me."

"Then I'm coming with you."

"No, after so long trapped there and now this… You must want⁠—"

Kain shakes his head, silencing me. "I go where you go, princess. And besides"—his eyes gleam—"Featherblade owes me a pardon."
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The shimmery ceiling in the last room of the vault turns out to be a portal, and we half crash to the ground when I will us back, Kain moving to catch me, then pulling back.

"I'm sorry. I'm still too weak to freeze my skin," I murmur as Thyrvi uses her massive nose to lift me to my feet.

"I have something that can fix fatigue," comes Sigrun's voice.

We both snap our heads around to the mighty Valkyrie leader standing in the doorway of the final chamber.

"I'll trade you. Featherblade is eager to have its blade reunited with its feather."

Sigrun moves toward me and holds out her hand. When I place the dagger in it, she pulls a hip flask from her belt with her other.

I drink without hesitation, and liquid honey flows through me. My body straightens, and the fog in my mind retreats.

Sigrun carefully places the dagger back on its pedestal, and a voice rings through the vault.

"Fire-fae. The Vanir were wrong."

The Vanir? Aren't they High Fae? I thought the gods punished Kain.

"They were taken in by the lies of the Ice Court royal family and punished an innocent fae. This will be corrected." I hold my breath as the voice continues. "Kain the Ruinous, you will have your wings returned to you. The curse on your skin will be lifted and your incarceration at Featherblade is at an end."

My heart thumps in my chest, my newly restored energy blasting through my veins with excitement.

The curse will be lifted.

He's free.

"I want to keep these wings," Kain says firmly. His eyes are shining, flames dancing in his irises.

"Wings born of a banished god's wayward power?"

"Wings born of love, desperation, and ultimately, the saving of my court."

There's a long pause before Featherblade replies, "As you wish."

The air around him shimmers, and his dark skin glows a fierce amber. He sucks in air, and Skoll flares to life.

I've never seen the wolf like this this, though. He's not baring his teeth, pacing, snarling or hissing.

He's staring at Kain, ears pricked, tail raised, loyal love emanating from him.

With a burst of heat, Skoll's fur bursts into beautiful, rippling flames. Fiery wings burst from Kain's back, more solid than before, and he holds his hands out, chest heaving.

Fire dances across his palms, winding up and over his bare shoulders and shimmering out on swirls of sparking embers.

My eyes fill with tears as he turns to me. "It's gone. The curse is gone."

His eyes are alight with promise. With love.

Skoll comes to a stop a foot from me. I gasp as he lowers his flickering head. I look back to Kain, whose eyes are wide.

"His services are yours now, princess. Everything he gives to me, he gives to you."

With a tug I can't stop, I'm in the gallery.

The wolf statue before me is flaming, just like Skoll. I reach out and touch it, all my fear gone.

All I see is Kain and Skoll. Glorious, fierce, resolute, streaking across battlefields, flying by my side.

This is what has been inside me, waiting to be awoken, all this time. Kain and his fierce val-tivar are as much a part of me now as Thyrvi is. As my wings are.

The realization crashes through me, like a mighty avalanche.

I'm a Valkyrie. I'm an actual fucking Valkyrie.

The statue whizzes on, and there's the eagle. She has melted.

I reach out, and I can see myself, but the image takes my breath away.

I'm wrapped in fur-trimmed leather armor, my bright blue hair filled with honor-won braids. A gleaming bow and my beautiful shield with Thyrvi's face are in my hands, and behind me beat the most beautiful wings I've ever seen.

They're not charred and broken. They are gleaming white, shot with ice-blue streaks, and covered in glittering frost.

With a jolt, I'm back in the vault, and tears of joy are streaming down my cheeks.

Kain steps to me and raises a hand, and my whole body stills as he, ever so gently, wipes a tear from my cheek.

My heart explodes with love, and I see it mirrored straight back at me in his face.

Love. Unconditional, never-ending, soul-deep love.

"Though I hate to interrupt," Sigrun says, and we both whirl, "this is not the time or place. You've waited this long—you can wait a little longer."

There's a playful tone to her otherwise serious voice that makes my cheeks heat.

"Kain, the Vanir owe you an apology, and as such, you may take any artifact you choose from this vault before it is resealed, in recompense."

No artifact in Yggdrasil can compensate for the injustice Kain has lived with. But he doesn't point that out.

He bows his head stiffly instead, and I see his eyes dart to the colossal broadsword just beyond the door.

"I would rather have help rebuilding the Fire Court," he says.

Sigrun nods. "You shall have that regardless. The monarchs of Yggdrasil will mobilize to assist, as will our new team of Valkyrie. Many will have earned their wings in today's battle."

Pride rushes through me, my own wings fluttering.

Featherblade's voice fills the room again. "It is the High Fae who are responsible for your new kind of val-tivar, Madivia. The power in you was obvious when you first touched my runestones, and I knew you would be the perfect fae to try funneling this ancient magic into. You have proven yourself worthy—worthy enough to change an entire generation of Valkyrie. As the High Fae had familiars that roamed the earth beside them, you will have your magnificent val-tivar as companion and ally in battle."

Thyrvi gives a roar from where she stands beside me. Now that I have my wings, I can never lose her. She's mine, here to stay forever.

"Now," Sigrun says, "I will reseal the vault once Kain has selected his artifact." She glances at him. "You will, of course, be publicly pardoned as well. Perhaps we can combine that with your sister's coronation—a mark of peace between the courts," she adds to me.

My throat tightens. "My sister's coronation," I echo quietly. "My mother didn't make it, did she?"

Sigrun shakes her head. "No. The fire from the helm took her while she was unconscious. She felt no pain." Her face tightens, and so does Kain's. I know they're both thinking she deserved to suffer, but…

I take a deep breath.

Maybe it's better this way. She wasn't exactly good for Yggdrasil. But Freydis must be devastated.

"Where is my sister?"

"She has gone to see your father in the cells." Sigrun pauses, lifting one shoulder. "Where he will likely have to stay, Madivia, along with Erik and Ishild."

I let out a long breath. "Did you bring all the artifacts back?"

"Yes."

"I assume they must all be returned?"

"Do you wish to keep any of them?"

Featherblade's voice rings out as I shake my head. "She will keep the chest."

"The one with the little hole in the top?" I ask.

"Correct."

"What is it?"

"It is a coinbox." I hear the smile in the voice, and I can't help wonder what Featherblade is. A god? A High Fae? Or something else entirely?

I make myself focus. "What does it do?"

"With the right coin, it can show you things even your considerable imagination will be astounded by."

My mind whirs, and I think of the coins I've found since I've been here, and that I saw Brynhild take.

I want to ask more, but the voice stops me. "Some puzzles are better solved yourself, curious little ice-fae."

I nod. "Well, thank you, for whatever it is. And I'm sorry—I destroyed a few of the other things I found, fixing the tiara." I bite the inside of my cheek. "And speaking of the tiara… I think we should keep it here in the vault."

Sigrun nods slowly. "If you wish. Speak with your sister—it is an heirloom of your court, after all, and she is about to become queen. That is, assuming you won't be contesting her for the job."

I pull a face. "Queen? No. Gods no. I am a Valkyrie. My place is not ruling a court." The idea honestly horrifies me.

Sigrun laughs. "Well, if you are as in love with this fire-fae as he is with you, then you may end up ruling a different one. You do realize he is the last surviving heir to a court with no king?"

Kain's eyes widen. Then he shakes his head and steps toward me. "After being trapped for two hundred years, there is no way I will tie myself to anywhere, even my home. There will be others better suited to rule than I."

Sigrun's sincere smile transforms her beautiful face. "You both wish to be free to conduct your own adventures?"

"To be warriors of Odin," Kain says firmly.

"To keep Yggdrasil safe." I nod, then add softly, "And to be together."
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Freydis is leaning against my father's cell door. Kain pauses at the entrance, gazing at me. My heart skips—his curse is gone. I could reach out and squeeze his hand right now. I could even lean over and kiss his lips.

We inch closer.

But Freydis needs me first.

"I have to go to her now," I whisper.

His voice fills my mind. "Princess, we have waited this long. When I finally feel your lips on mine, we will be alone and have all the time we need."

Heat rushes me, and I nod, staring into his beautiful face.

"Promise?" I whisper.

"Oh, I promise. And don't forget, you're a Valkyrie now. You can reply to me in your mind." His smile makes my pulse race.

"Really?" I project the thought toward him, and he laughs softly.

"You're a quick study, princess. Take care of your sister. I will be in the vault if you need me."

"Choosing your new weapon?"

His eyes gleam.

"I wouldn't want to waste an opportunity. But princess, I'll be thinking of you the entire time."

He melts into the shadows, leaving me red-faced and too hot.

I take a deep breath, start a small snow flurry over my head, then move into to the room.

Freydis snaps her head up to me, then throws herself into my arms, her chest heaving with sobs.

"Maddy, it's all my fault. Everything that happened was all because of me."

"No," I tell her firmly. "It was all because of her."

A choked sob echoes from the cell. I can't bring myself to look at our father.

"Come." I take her hand. "I don't want him around for this conversation."

We wind through the catacombs to the small boat, her tears a constant, steady stream as we cross the water. I guide her to the temple garden, grateful not to bump into anybody on the way but flinching at the fire damage Featherblade has taken. Thankfully, the pretty flower garden, and most of the temple, has evaded damage, and I settle Freydis onto the grass. The same patch of grass I sat on when I arrived here.

Thyrvi immediately rolls on the ground, crushing flowers in her paws and throwing them around herself.

"Freydis, none of this was our fault. Do you blame me for what I was forced to do?"

She shakes her head quickly.

"Then you must not blame yourself either. You must afford yourself the same kindness you give me."

If I'm being truthful, I'm saying the words to assuage my own guilt too. It's my fault Kain was punished. He spent two hundred years alone because my magic backfired.

"Freydis, neither of us would ever have done any of that if we'd had a choice. And, in fact, it was refusing to do her bidding that caused this. Our morals were true."

"You think?"

"I know. Look." I flutter my wings. "I wouldn't have been given these otherwise. And whatever we did, we did it together. You can do so much good now." I squeeze her hands. "You'll be Queen of the Ice Court, ruling with honor instead of corruption and lies. It's our time to set everything right."

She takes a shuddering breath. "You think I can make it right?"

"Do what you can, not what you can't," I tell her. "We can't change the past, but we can shape the future, make Yggdrasil better."

"But what if I'm like them? You've always been different, Maddy. I haven't. What if I'm just another power-hungry, cruel⁠—"

I cut her off, my voice sharp. "Freydis, listen to me. You are nothing like them. You raised me when they wouldn't. You were relieved to die so that you didn't have to cause others' deaths. You never stopped fighting for me, and you put yourself through hel to try to help me. You are good. Kind. Fair. And you are so, so strong. You will be the best queen the Ice Court has ever seen."

She blinks through tears at me. "Well," she whispers, "this is a role reversal. You reprimanding me." I grin at her, and she sniffs. "I love you, Maddy."

"I love you too. Nothing will ever come between us again. Ever."

"Ever," she agrees, and hugs me tight. When she pulls back, her tears have dried. "Father has to stay locked up forever."

I don't want to mention Mother, so I don't. "I know. So will Erik and Ishild."

She bites her lip. "About Ishild…"

I squeeze her arm, worried she feels guilty about the Frost Giant. "I understand why you tried to stop her killing Mother."

She shakes her head. "No, that's not what I was going to say. I… I think I can change her back."

I stare at her. "You do?"

"Yes. I only had the tiara on a short while, but I really believe I can change her back, and if that was the original deal…" She drops her gaze, staring down at her hands as she twists them in her lap. "Do you think I should?"

"Whether she's a Frost Giant or a fae, she'll be imprisoned," I say.

"I know, but it feels like the right way to start my reign, honoring a promise."

"Freydis, about the tiara. I think we should leave it in the vault here," I say slowly. "It's too powerful to have out in the world."

She nods. "Plus," she says with a small smile, "you seem to be friends with Featherblade. I'm sure you could retrieve it if needed."

I laugh. "Well, Sigrun's sealing the vault soon. If you want to try, we should go now."

Determination fills her intelligent eyes. "I do want to try."

"Then let's go."
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When I reach the vault it is already sealed, Kain and Sigrun gone.

"Where are you?" I ask in my mind automatically, and I'm thrilled when his answer comes right away.

"The springs. Bathing. Please, gods, tell me you can join me."

Drawing in air, I regretfully tell him I can't yet. "Where is Sigrun? Freydis wants to speak with Ishild."

"They are being held in the Battleyard."

"Thanks."

"You're welcome. And princess?"

"Yes."

"Eat something before you see me. You're going to need your strength."

"Oh gods," I mutter aloud, trying not to squirm where I sit. Freydis looks at me, concerned, and I shake my head. "Kain says they are at the Battleyard. Come on."
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Erik is tied to a post with the same chains I saw on Kain before when we reach the sandy arena. Ishild is huge beside him, bound with hundreds of much larger chains to multiple posts.

Valdis and Harald are both with Sigrun, talking quietly. They stop when me, Thyrvi, and my sister approach.

"Freydis wants to offer to turn Ishild back into a fae with the tiara." I'm quiet enough that the prisoners can't hear me.

Sigrun raises one brow, Valdis frowns, and Harald glares at Erik across the sand.

"You may speak with her," Sigrun says indifferently, and leads us to the prisoners.

Erik's eyes burn with hatred. "You ruined everything," he spits.

"You murdered another Valkyrie," I reply coldly. "Or at least instructed a spiteful little shit to do so."

He bares his teeth. "Tell me what you wouldn't do for that fire-fae you're in love with."

"Enough." Sigrun's soft voice carries more weight than a shout. "Your motivations matter not, Erik. You betrayed your fellow Valkyrie. You will be punished."

Freydis steps forward, speaking to Ishild, whose huge head is bowed. "I want to prove that I am not my mother. I think I can help you."

Slowly, Ishild raises her head, huge eyes on Freydis.

My sister swallows. "But first, I need to know how you were turned into a Frost Giant."

Ishild's beautiful voice fills the arena. "I was captured by a Frost Giant shaman during battle. Brynhild left me for dead." Erik's face tightens with anger and what might be regret. "Erik had to use the magic that was available to him—the magic still seeping from the body of the shaman he'd just killed." She closes her eyes a beat. "Some magic should not exist. I think we both know that now."

"You regret my bringing you back?" Erik's voice cracks. When she doesn't answer, his façade crumbles. "Please, my love, please do not tell me you regret it."

"You've brought me back over and over, Erik. I'm living on borrowed time, and it won't be Valhalla's halls I end up in when it finally ends."

"Do you want me to try to turn you back into the fae you once were?" Freydis asks softly.

Ishild regards her carefully. "To live out a life of incarceration?"

"Yes," Sigrun confirms.

With a long sigh, Ishild shakes her head. "I've been a Frost Giant so long now, living amongst them, I had no idea how revolted I would be by the thought of a magic than can enslave them." She turns to Sigrun. "Swear that tiara will never be used to control the Frost Giants again, and you may end me now. I'll put up no fight."

Erik chokes out a heartbroken sound.

"The tiara will be secured," Sigrun says. "The Ice Court sisters have no intention of using it while they rule."

"Good."

"But I have no authority to end your life, Ishild. Do you wish to serve your sentence in the Frost Giant realm?"

"Yes."

"Ishild!" Erik cries. "After everything we've done, after everything we've tried to achieve⁠—"

Sigrun cuts him off. "You now know it was all based on lies. You, Erik, will lose your wings, and unlike Kain, you will not be given a prison so fine as Featherblade."

His face twists. "Where will you send me?"

"Somewhere only those who murder their fellow Valkyrie in cold blood go." She advances on him. "You will experience the suffering you've inflicted on others. And you will spend every minute of the rest of your life alone."

I thought I'd feel satisfaction at Erik's punishment, but the scene turns my stomach. Lies, deceit, pain… All of it was for love.

I wrap my arm around Freydis and turn her gently away. She nods, and together, we walk away.

"It's over," she whispers.

"We're free," I say, gripping her hand.

"Madivia!"

I turn when I hear Valdis call my name. She's flying after us, down the path.

"Nice wings," she says when she reaches us, and I smile.

"Thanks."

"Toren and Pehn are tending to those injured in the feasting hall, and there is food and ale there."

"I'm not injured."

She drags her eyes pointedly over my body, and I look down.

I'm covered in burns. Shallow burns, few of them blistering, but my usually pale skin is red, and bruised everywhere it's not.

"Oh. What in Thor's name is in that stuff Sigrun gave me?"

Valdis barks a laugh. "Yeah, that'll numb the pain. Go get fixed up, Maddy. The others will want to see you too."

I want to see Kain. But healing myself first is a good idea, and he himself told me to eat. "Did everyone make it back from the Frost Giant realm safely?"

"Yes. Including your friend with the shriek wings." Valdis smiles.

Nobody was hurt. Kain is no longer cursed. Sarra is okay. And my sister and I are free.
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I was expecting the feasting hall to have a somber atmosphere, filled with injured and confused fae.

I was wrong. There is a full-blown celebration when I enter.

Roge is playing music in the corner, while Garda and Henrik dance, Martom and Birgit right behind them.

Everybody is bruised, dirty, and battered, but the energy couldn't be more uplifting. Rooks are singing, clanging tankards of mead and ale, val-tivars are flying around the room, and Garda's bear swipes up meat joints from the end tables.

"You got your wings!" Eldith spots me, her green wolf bounding beside her as she runs over.

I beam at her. "Thank you for coming to fight."

Her grin widens. "It's the most fun Lauf and I have ever had," she says.

"You risked your life."

"That's what we're here for. That's why we came to Featherblade." She holds up her tankard and shouts, "We are the next generation of Valkyrie!"

The room erupts in cheers, and then the other rooks spot me. Rather, they spot my wings.

They surround me in seconds. Questions, cheers and congratulations ring through the hall.

"Give her some space," a gruff voice says from the hall.

Harald strides into the room, and the rooks all cheer him. "All hail the mighty berserker!"

The sadness in his eyes recedes, just a little. "Somebody get me an ale," he roars. "And then listen while Maddy tells you what happened."

I look at him, startled. The room falls silent, and Freydis, still by my side, gives me a small push.

"Well, Kain didn't do it," I say.

More than a dozen faces stare at me expectantly.

I let out a long sigh.

"Can I eat while I tell you? And would someone with a snake mind taking a look at these burns?"
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It takes me most of an hour to tell everyone everything that happened, leaving out the parts that are very much my business, or mine and Kain's.

I fill my belly with cheese and ham in that time, and Pehn's snake makes short work of the burns.

"Where's Sarra?" I ask Eldith when the other rooks have run out of questions.

"She's with Toren in the Healing Wing. His snake went crazy when it saw her, and they think her new magic might have something to do with earth-fae healing or something."

"Huh." I stand up.

"Are you going to see her?"

I shake my head. "No. Not yet." I look at my sister. "Freydis, are you okay if I leave you here with Eldith? Harald or Valdis can find you somewhere to stay tonight."

She nods, sipping on a mead and smiling. "Of course. Go to him."

Butterflies explode in my stomach.

Finally. Finally, I'm going to him.
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"I'm ready."

Kain's reply is instant. "Meet me at the Gryphon's Nest."

I open my wings immediately, anticipation making my stomach flip.

Now I don't have Featherblade's blade to steady me, I'm distinctly less sure of myself, and the fear that I might pass out while flying keeps me hesitant as I glide, more than fly, to the base of the Gryphon's Nest tree.

Kain is there, leaning against the wood, and he's smiling in a way I've never seen before.

His huge form is just as solid, as fierce, and as beautiful. But the hard lines and bitter malice that etched his features before are gone.

I step to him, and he reaches out. We both pause, fingertips an inch apart. Then he closes his fingers around mine.

Happiness floods me, and his grin widens. "Come. I've missed this place so much."

His fiery wings explode out, and then he's beating them, pulling me up into the air with him.

I beat my wings hard to keep up and let him steady me. "What place?"

"The Aerial Platforms and the Winged Courtyard."
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When we land, I'm breathless with wonder.

Massive statues of ancient Valkyrie line the courtyard's perimeter, their wings spread in eternal flight, and faces serious beneath horned helms. Each statue is twice the height of a real fae, creating sheltered alcoves between them. I glimpse glittering fountains and patches of colorful flowers, before my attention is drawn to the courtyard's floor. It is circular, and the outer stonework is beautifully carved with runes and knot designs, but in the center is a breathtaking mosaic of Odin bestowing wings upon the first Valkyrie.

Arches soar high over the courtyard, all carved feathers that catch the light. Climbing vines with those little purple flowers wind between the pillars, all the way up to what I assume are the Aerial Platforms, an intricate network built into the branches of the tree. Different levels spiral upward, each designed to challenge someone learning to fly.

The lowest platform features basic training equipment, and there are guide rails and safety nets. Higher up, golden hoops of varying sizes float between branches, creating complex flight patterns. Crystal chimes hang at different heights, I guess to ring during exercises.

Near the top, where the branches thin, I can just make out an obstacle course. Rope bridges and tunnels swing between platforms, as do hanging weights easily large enough to take somebody out. The highest level opens to clear sky.

"I can see why you missed this," I breathe. "It's beautiful."

When I look back at him, he's staring at me. "So are your wings."

I smile, shy suddenly, and try to curl one around myself to look at it. I stumble.

He laughs, and the sound is utterly glorious. "I'll teach you. But for now, let me tell you, they are perfect. Like you."

My cheeks warm and I smile at him.

"Come."

With a heated look, he turns, and I follow him. He leads me between two winged statues into a hidden garden. Wildflowers dot the soft carpet of grass, their sweet scent filling the air.

My skin prickles with anticipation as Kain moves closer, the heat of him making my breath catch. He's so close. And he's intoxicating.

"Two hundred years," he murmurs, lifting his hand to my face but not quite touching.

I shiver, holding my breath.

"Two hundred years of nothing but rage. Then you…" His voice roughens. "You crashed into my life."

I sway toward him. Every nerve ending in my body seems to catch fire as his fingers finally brush my cheek.

"I have dreamed about touching you like this," he says, brushing his whole hand down my cheek, along my jaw. My heart thunders against my ribs. "About how your skin would feel. If it would be as soft as I imagined."

"Is it?" The words come out breathy, barely audible.

His thumb traces my bottom lip, and I can't help the small sound that escapes me. "Better," he growls.

I reach up to touch his face with trembling fingers. No ice needed. His eyes darken at my touch, pupils blown wide with desire.

"I love you," I whisper, trailing my fingers down his jaw.

He makes a sound deep in his throat, primal and wanting. One hand threads through my hair while the other pulls me flush against him. Desire courses through my veins like molten metal, and I have to force the ice to stop forming.

"I love you too, princess."

His lips meet mine, and it's like every star in Yggdrasil has exploded.

Two centuries of longing combined with a connection I didn't know could exist come to life as he kisses me like a man starved. I tangle my fingers in his hair as his arms tighten around me.

A soft moan escapes me as he deepens the kiss. Ice flies involuntarily from my fingertips, but instead of pulling away, he just laughs against my mouth and kisses me harder.

"My princess," he says between kisses that are growing more desperate by the second. "My magnificent, impossible princess."

I press closer to eliminate any space between us. There's been so much space, for so long. His responding groan vibrates through my chest as his kisses trail fire down my neck.

"I never thought—" I gasp as his teeth graze my jaw. "I never thought we'd get to have this."

He pulls back just enough to meet my eyes, his own blazing with promise. "We get to have everything now, princess. Everything."

"Everything," I repeat breathlessly as his hands slide down my sides.

"Do you know how many times I've imagined this?" His voice is rough with desire.

"As many as I have. I dream of you every moment, waking or asleep."

He groans, pressing his forehead to mine. "Princess, you have no idea what those words do to me."

"Then tell me."

"I want to take my time with you." His thumb traces my bottom lip. "I want to learn every inch of you. Want to find out what makes you gasp, what makes you moan, what makes you say my name like I'm a fucking god."

His arm around my waist is all that keeps me standing as desire floods my system. "Kain…"

"Just like that," he murmurs against my ear, making me whimper. "But slower. Desperate."

His lips find mine again, and this kiss is different—deeper, wilder. His tongue sweeps across my bottom lip, and I open for him instantly, wanting more. When I tug gently on his hair, the sound he makes is almost feral.

"Careful, princess. I've waited two centuries to touch you. If you keep making sounds like that…"

"What if I want you to lose control?"

"Don't tempt me." But his hands tighten on my hips, pulling me closer. "I want to savor this. Want to make it perfect for you."

"It already is. It's you. It's us."

The noise he makes is something between a growl and a groan as his mouth claims mine again.

His hands slide up my back, tracing where my wings meet skin. The touch sends sparks of pleasure through my entire body, making me arch against him with a gasp.

"Sensitive there, princess?" The words rumble against my throat as he explores the spot again. "I'll remember that."

"Make me fall apart, Kain. Make me yours."

The sound he makes is barely human. In one fluid motion, he spins us so my back is against the garden wall, caging me in with his body. 

His kisses turn savage, claiming, and I meet his passion with my own. My desire builds to an almost unbearable pitch, until every touch, every taste, every shared breath feels like coming home and burning alive all at once.

"Please," I whisper.

"Begging already, princess?"

"I know you can control yourself. Tell me what to do."

"As you wish," he growls. His hands glide down my sides. "Undress. Touch yourself for me. Slowly, caress your skin. Feel every inch of your body."

Biting my lip, I follow his commands, starting with my neck. I trace my fingers along tender skin, making my way down to my chest. Slowly, I unlace my leather wrap, then peel off my shirt.

He watches me intently, hanging on every movement I make. The intensity of his gaze fuels me, making me bolder with each stroke. I delve into the valley between my breasts with one hand, brushing my fingers over erect nipples.

"You wish this was your hands? Your fingers?" I ask.

He makes a strangled sound.

"Why do this to yourself when you can touch me now?"

I hook my fingers into the waist of my trousers and push them down, watching his face. Desire burns in his eyes, and then he's moving, lifting me, walking me backward.

I furl my wings in awkwardly as he sets me down on a stone ledge in the wall behind me. My heart hammers as his eyes burn. "Open your legs."


Chapter 61
Maddy
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Heart pounding, nerves aflame, I spread my thighs.

He's not cursed this time. He can touch me. He will touch me.

He gives a sharp intake of breath as he looks at me, already wet. Ready. So fucking ready.

"Tell me what to do next."

He looks at me with such intense desire that I can hardly catch my breath. "Use your fingers," he orders me. "Touch every inch of you."

I move slowly, savoring every sensation, every jolt of pleasure. He watches intently, his breathing quickening.

"Faster," he says.

I speed up as I stroke myself, circling faster and faster, watching his eyes grow darker with every movement.

"Good," he says. "Don't stop."

"I want you to do it." I gasp, back arching. "Please. Please, Kain. Touch me."

He's an inch from me in a heartbeat, gripping my thighs, spreading them wider, and I let out a long moan of satisfaction at the feel of his strong hands on my skin.

"Not yet. Faster, princess," he orders. "Let me hear you."

I obey, letting my moans echo in the still night air. I'm close, but I don't want it to end. Not without him.

"Faster," he rasps.

"I won't come without you," I reply.

"Then stop."

He drops to his knees.

"What are you— Oh gods!"

His mouth covers me, and my thoughts shatter into a million pieces. Pleasure washes over me in waves as his tongue circles my clit.

"Oh gods, oh gods," I whimper, writhing. "Please, please."

He looks up at me, his eyes burning. "Do you know how many times I fantasized about this taste?"

I tremble at his words, at the hunger in his voice.

"Tell me how I feel," he says, and swipes his tongue against me again.

"Like… like nothing else in the world exists anymore," I manage.

He slides a finger inside me.

I gasp, bucking my hips. It's almost too much, his tongue, his hands. But I don't want it to stop. I never want it to stop.

He thrusts deeper, adding a second finger, and the pressure inside me is building, threatening to overwhelm me.

"So close," I pant, clutching his hair.

"Come for me, princess," he says. "Come apart for me."

"I don't want to yet!"

"Then I'll slow down. Tasting you is no hardship, princess. I would stay here all night."

His fingers curl, and his tongue dances, and I shudder, gripping his hair as I cry out his name. It's exquisite, and I still don't want it to end. I still can't believe he has his mouth on me, his hands around my thighs.

The curse is gone.

"Gods, you are so fucking beautiful." He presses his fingers into me, quickens his tongue. Pressure builds, unstoppable, painful almost.

He stops. I cry out, grabbing for him, but he steps back. The flames in his irises are dancing, his face fierce with desire.

"A fucking god wouldn't be able to control themselves with you, princess." His hands move to his own trousers. "Not Odin himself."

I lean back, gasping for air. In a moment, he's naked before me. My mouth goes dry, my legs stops squirming, and all I can do is stare at him.

This is happening.

"I love you," he says, stepping close to me.

"I love you," I gasp. He kneels again, leaning over me.

"I need you. Forever, princess."

I can't reply as he presses against my entrance, a whimper escaping instead.

Then his mouth is on mine. He kisses me, lips warm and gentle, his fingers running down my temples. He cups my face.

"Forever," he repeats.

"Forever."

He pushes forward, and I cry out.

He stills, breathing hard. "Princess," he rasps, and I grip his hips, pulling him in answer, needing more.

We groan together as he slides deeper. The feeling is incredible, indescribable, and I tremble around him. He buries his face in my neck, kissing my skin. "Take me," I whisper. "Make me yours."

His breath catches. His body is shaking, and he pushes further, tangling his hands in my hair, eyes finding mine.

I wrap my legs around him, he thrusts, and the world disappears.

The only thing that exists is him. The heat of his body, the taste of his skin, the smell of him. He surrounds me, fills me, and it's too much and not enough. My hands roam his body, seeking every inch of him.

He moves faster. I meet his rhythm, arching my back. He drives into me, his body tense with pleasure, and I cry out, digging my nails into his shoulders.

"Fuck, I⁠—"

"Don't stop," I beg. My breath comes in ragged gasp. The pleasure I was holding at bay, the tight coil inside me, is about to break.

His eyes lock on to mine, blazing with heat and passion. "Never," he growls. "You're mine."

"Yours," I agree, and the word is like a spark, setting off a wave of ecstasy that crashes over me. My every nerve is singing.

"Come for me, princess. Come for me."

My orgasm sweeps through me, and I cry out his name. I shudder, and the world seems to tilt, spinning away into nothingness.

"I love you," he grits out, and his hips stutter. He thrusts, once, twice, and then spasms, a deep growl escaping his throat. His head falls forward, and he shudders, his breath coming in harsh gasps.

We collapse together, panting, our bodies entwined. He pulls me closer, wrapping his arms around me.

"Mine," he murmurs, pressing a kiss to the top of my head.

"Yours," I reply.

Forever.


Chapter 62
Maddy
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Idon't know how long we stay there in silence, waves of contented bliss rolling through me as I lie in his arms.

I'm starting to drift off to sleep when he speaks.

"You made me lose control, princess. I have to rectify that." He spins me, and I squeal in surprise.

"What? What are you—" His head moves lower, and I bat at him. "You can't do that! You've just… You know."

He grins wickedly at me. "Fine." He stands, scoops me up in his arms, and unfurls his wings. With a few beats, he's flown us to the other side of the courtyard, and when he moves between two statues, I see a small pool fed by a tinkling fountain.

His wings disappear as he lands, and he walks us into the cool water.

It's delicious on my skin, and I feel a thrill as he runs his hands over my body, running the liquid all over me.

He drops his head, his mouth claiming mine. The kiss is fierce as he pulls me closer. I can feel his hardness pressed against me, and the thought of him inside me again makes me clench.

"Gods, you're perfect," he breathes.

He caresses my breasts, taking my nipples into his mouth and sending little shocks of pleasure through my body. His hands move between my legs, still hot and swollen, and I gasp against his mouth.

"I didn't get to finish what I was doing," he murmurs.

"But you did. I-I came," I pant.

"Not with my cock, princess."

"Well, it was still good."

He growls and spins me so my back is against his chest. "Is that what you call it?"

"Yes," I moan.

"Good." He lifts me easily, and positions me so I'm straddling his thigh. "Ride me."

I look back at him, wide-eyed.

"Use my body, princess. Ride me."

"I—I don't know if⁠—"

"I'm yours, princess. All yours."

I swallow hard and move, tentatively at first.

The sensation of pressing myself against him, though, is incredible. My hands find that gloriously huge cock, and he gasps as I grip him.

I grind harder against his thigh, losing myself in the sensation. His hands tighten on my hips, guiding me, and his breath is hot on my neck.

"Yes," he whispers, his voice thick with desire. "That's it, princess."

His cock pulses in my hands, hard and soft all at once, so ready. He reaches around, squeezing my nipples. The pleasure builds, a tightness coiling deep inside me, and I'm teetering on the edge, desperate for release.

"Come for me," he says against my neck.

I moan, my body trembling, and then the world explodes once more. Pleasure rushes through me, and he holds me tightly, murmuring praise and encouragement as I ride out the waves of ecstasy.

"Fuck," he growls. He lifts me by my hips easily, moving me. I feel him pressing at my dripping sex. His arm tightens around me, his fingers settling over my pulsing clit.

He slides inside me easily, and I gasp.

"Are you ready, princess?"

"Please. Please, Kain."

His finger starts to circle as he thrusts. The feeling is intense, overwhelming, and I can barely catch my breath.

"Fuck, princess," he rasps. "You're so fucking tight."

His hand continues its relentless pace, and the pleasure threatens to consume me.

"I can't, I can't," I pant, clinging to him.

"You can," he growls. "You're going to come for me again, princess. You're going to come apart on my cock."

His words are like a match to tinder, and I'm burning, every nerve in my body alive with sensation. I cry out as another orgasm rips through me.

He keeps up his relentless pace, my legs trembling in the water, his arm the only thing holding me up.

"Two hundred years, princess. You're fucking glorious. I'll keep going until you can't take any more." His other hand moves along my spine, and I arch against him, crying out. "Fuck," he says, then pounds harder.

The world becomes distant around me, his filling my whole body the only thing I'm aware of. It's so right, so perfect. I never want it to end.

He powers into me over and over, and a new kind of pressure builds inside me, so powerful I think it might rip me open from the inside out.

"I don't think I can, oh gods," I beg, clawing at his arms as they grip me.

"You can, princess."

I shake my head, and then the dam breaks. The most intense pleasure I've ever experienced crashes over me, and I'm screaming his name, convulsing in his arms.

The waves keep coming, and his pace doesn't let up. "One more," he snarls, and the feel of him so deep, his fingers still circling, his other hand moving along the sensitive area where my wings meet my back… I keep coming, the feeling never stopping, just growing and growing. I can't breathe, can't see. It's just waves of bliss.

He thrusts harder, faster, and I can feel him pulsing inside me, his trembling. "Oh fuck, princess, oh fuck," he groans, and then his hips buck.

The feeling of him coming is all I need to send me spiraling again. I turn in his arms, my muscles useless, clinging to him. He pulls me tight, burying himself inside me.

We pant together, his solid body holding me steady.

"I… I didn't even know that was…" I try to speak, but I'm spent.

"Rest. Because the gods only know, princess, we're doing that again."


Chapter 63
Kain
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Idon't know how to keep my hands off her. She jokes that it's because I spent two hundred years unable to touch anyone, but I swear to her, repeatedly, that my curse could never have existed and I would still wish to spend every moment of every day touching her beautiful skin, kissing her full lips, making her squeal and giggle and moan.

It's been two weeks since my curse was removed, and Thyrvi still glares at me every time I scoop her up and carry her somewhere nobody can bother us. As soon as those pale cheeks color, giving her thoughts away completely, Odin himself couldn't stop me.

There is so much about herself, about her body, that she still doesn't know about, and I'm in no rush. I have an immortal lifetime to discover all the ways I can make those gorgeous eyes widen in shock, then shutter in bliss as glorious obscenities tumble from her lips.

And she's so willing. She does every single thing I tell her to, and every time I watch her fall apart, my name on her lips, I shatter too.

When I'm not trying to make her feel invincible through sex, we talk for hours.

I tell her everything. The battles I've fought, the victories I've won, and the darkest thoughts I've had, the worst impulses I have to deny myself.

She doesn't fear me, or judge me, and I know she understands.

She tells me about herself too, and each with each conversation, she carries more pride, more confidence.

She's the strongest Valkyrie of all the rooks in Featherblade, without a doubt. She's fast once she gets control of her wings, winning most aerial competitions, and her aim with her bow in flight impresses even Valdis. Between her powerful magic and Thyrvi by her side on the ground, she's formidable in combat.

On occasion she still accidentally freezes her body when she loses control in bed, but so far that's only enhanced the experience.

My people will take a while to come around to her, but they are at least polite. Two hundred years of never believing they will see the sky again, and living on the barest rations that could grow under the canopy of solid earth, all because of the ice-fae… I can't blame them. They didn't see what I saw, what the tiara showed us all. Madivia and her sister were willing to give up their own lives to stop their parents' cruel reign, before the tiara wiped everything.

I don't blame her at all.

Strangely, I don't feel the need to blame anyone anymore.

I haven't forgotten. I'll never forget, and nor will Skoll. Wolves are not supposed to be kept in pens. The gods have abandoned us, that much is clear from what Sigrun and Featherblade told us. I'm shocked to find that I'm relieved that I was not forsaken by the deities I worshipped all my life. My punishment was carried out by the Vanir, and if I am to resent anyone, it is them. The High Fae who hide in the canopy, acting in the gods' names in their absence.

But my rage is no longer impotent. All the bitterness, all the hatred—it's morphed. I have somewhere to direct it all now.

I spend hours and hours, all my physical energy that isn't going into making Madivia scream, rebuilding my home.

She helps, whenever she is not training at Featherblade. She can withstand the heat longer now, by freezing herself, and I'm certain that she is slowly gaining the respect of Lady Brenda, the new ruler of the Fire Court.

Sigrun is true to her word, and fae from all over come to help too. It's the most the fae courts have worked together in as long as I can remember, and the evidence is here before me right now.

I'm standing at Madivia's side, to the right of the large dais hosting the thrones of the Ice Court.

"You look like a fucking queen," says Madivia as she squeezes her sister's hand and admires her gown.

"Language, Maddy," Freydis whispers back, but she's smiling.

She does look like a queen, in a dress that looks like it has been made completely from diamonds and with a crown on her head that glistens with sapphires.

"You look better," I tell Madivia in my head.

She cuts her eyes sideways at me, but says nothing.

She's in her Valkyrie leathers, blue hair loose, wings gleaming and glittering behind her. Thyrvi noses past one of her wings and looks out at the crowd beyond the curtain concealing us.

The royal families of every court are out there, and other nobles besides. I can see black-haired shadow fae, white-haired gold-fae, green-haired earth-fae, and, with a thrill, ash-haired fire-fae. Only a few agreed to come, including Lady Brenda, but it is enough. It is a start.

"The red-haired female with the baby?" Madivia says, glancing at Thryvi, who must have just asked her a question. "She's married to the King of the Shadow Court. She was a human rune-marked."

Freydis nods. "She was the reason for the tournament all the courts took part in last year."

"I want to hear all about that, later." Curiosity shines in Madivia's eyes, and my heart thumps.

Fuck, I love that look.

I reach out and grab her wrap, yanking her to me and pressing my lips to hers, hard.

She bats at my arm ineffectively. "Kain! We're at a formal event!"

"Fuck them," I growl against her lips.

Her sister coughs. "They're about to draw the curtains," she says awkwardly.

Reluctantly, I let her go. Her eyes are bright, and her cheeks are rosy as she straightens her shirt.

"I love you. Never stop being curious."

She smiles at me. "I love you too. Never stop kissing me like that."


Chapter 64
Maddy
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I'm excited to see my sister coronated, but standing still through formal events is still a challenge for me. Kain saying filthy things in my mind the whole time certainly makes it a little more interesting, but it also makes me uncomfortably aroused, and even more desperate for it to be over. During the coronation of Lady Brenda I was about ready to come on the spot by the time it was over. That was the first time he made me come while we were flying.

"Good fae of Yggdrasil!"

The announcer's voice rings out, and I force my attention away from the memory of Kain sliding me down his hard, ready body sixty feet above the Fire Court, and onto what was happening.

"I give you Freydis and Madivia Verglas," he calls.

Freydis takes a deep breath, and then walks out onto the platform. I give her a few minutes of applause, then follow, Thyrvi lumbering beside me. The applause falters a moment, then restarts. I'm sure it's mostly awe for my bear, and she lifts her head regally.

"They love me," she says.

"Of course they do."

I hear a particularly loud whoop, and see most of the rooks, and Sarra, along with Valdis, Harald, and Sigrun, lining the back of the row of spectator benches filling the Ice Court Palace ballroom.

It's so strange to see them here, in my home. Almost all the rooks have wings now. And I count them all, to varying degrees, as friends.

A wash of contentment washes through me when I notice Sarra is sitting next to Pehn. She told me yesterday that they think her shriek magic will be integral in finding a cure for the sickness ailing the Earth Court, and I'm almost sure there's more to their growing friendship.

Freydis speaks, and I force my attention back. "Thank you all for coming. It is my honor to accept the crown and role of Queen of the Ice Court. You must know that things will change here from now on." She casts her eyes over the ice-fae lining the front rows. "Old alliances must be forgotten, and new ones forged. Honesty, valor, and courage will be rewarded above all else in this court."

There are a few cheers and polite claps, but mostly the ice-fae look nervous. As they should. Many are about to lose their status.

"And in the name of courage and valor, here is Mighty Sigrun."

My brows rise in surprise as Sigrun stands.

She flies to the stage even though it is a short distance, and there is a smattering of awed whispers.

"In Yggdrasil we award bravery and acts of honor with braids. A warrior or a leader can be distinguished instantly as such by the number of braids that adorn their hair."

Almost all the fae in the crowd have braids, and some, like the King of the Shadow Court and his warriors, have scores of them.

"Madivia Verglas, you have earned your braids."

I freeze. Me? I didn't know this was happening.

"One for your part in what happened two hundred years ago. For being willing to give up your life and defy your family to save an entire race. For that you get a matching braid with your sister, for the same feat of bravery."

She holds up her hand, and a stand of hair lifts over my shoulder. It's streaked with blue and white, and I watch as it knits together in a complicated braid. When it settles, there's a silver bead at the end of it, in the shape of a snowflake.

The same happens to Freydis, a mirror opposite me.

"And this one is for being willing to give up your own life when you flew Kain the Ruinous to the Fire Court, knowing your death was as certain as his. Your choice was the utmost in valor."

Another strand of hair lifts, this one larger, and when it has magically braided itself in an even more complicated twist, the silver bead at the end is of a tiny bear.

I bow my head, pride swelling through me and the backs of my eyes burning.

Every time I've been in this room in the past, it has been as a princess disguised as a handmaid. Now I'm standing tall, a winged Valkyrie earning braids for courage, in front of everybody.

"Thank you, Mighty Sigrun."

"Thank you, Madivia. You've saved many lives, and I'm sure will save many more as one of Odin's warriors."

Thyrvi roars behind me, startling me, and then the crowd is clapping. Freydis is beaming at me, and I turn to the side to look at Kain.

He's clapping too, eyes flaming, and a beautiful smile on his lips.

"My brave, beautiful princess."

"My fierce, fiery protector."

"We will be alone together, forever."

THE END
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On a less emotional, but probably more exciting, note, I have some very cool NSFW comic strip-style art of the scene in the glade from book 2 that I hope you will love as much as I do and you can grab it by signing up to my newsletter at elizaraine.com.

Thank you again, and see you soon, beautiful people!


Want to read more about the King of the Shadow Court and his human bride?


Court of Ravens and Ruin is the first book in the complete Shadow Bound Queen series, set in the same world of Yggdrasil. Read on for the first few chapters…


Court of Ravens and Ruin Sneak Peek


Chapter 1
Prince Mazrith


“Have you found her?” My heart beat hard in my chest as I concentrated on the warrior before me.

The screams beyond him drowned out his first response. A Starved One stumbled toward the warrior, and fierce as I knew he was, he flinched. The creature was missing half its stomach and one arm, and mismatched skin tones made up the rest of its sewn-together body. Its open, gaping jaw was smeared with blood and its glassy lifeless eyes landed on the warrior’s mighty axe.

Shadows spun around my staff briefly, before whirling toward the undead creature, absorbing it completely. An unearthly shriek faded to nothing.

“Have you found her?” I repeated, my voice granite.

“I believe we have, my Prince.”

“We sail for her tonight. If anyone lays a finger on her, they die.”


Chapter 2
Reyna
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“You cheated.” The hulking, ale-stinking man before me reached out a hand as he grunted the words, his dirty fingers hovering over my black playing piece.

His eyes moved up to meet mine. They were red-rimmed and slightly glassy from all the ale, mead, and wine he’d consumed.

“Cheated? You are a sore loser, Skegin,” I told him, batting his hand away.

“And you are a freak,” he answered, casting a glance at my hair. Once, his words would have cowed me. Now they made me sit straighter, and a grin play on my lips. I lifted my hands, running them through my long copper hair.

“Rather a freak than a loser,” I smiled at him.

He’d actually almost beaten me. For all his stench and disheveled appearance, he was one of the better players in Upper Krossa, the closest town to the Palace of the Gold Court. He was drunk, though. Something I was sure as Odin going to use to my advantage.

His eyes darkened at my taunt. “If I had hair that color, I’d cut it off,” he snarled.

His own hair was a tangled mess of brown — the same shade of brown as all the other humans in Yggdrasil. I had never, ever seen another human with hair like my own.

“If I had no hair, then how would I show off all the braids I’m going to earn?”

He snorted at my reply. “You’ll never earn braids. You must fight to earn braids.” He banged a hand against his chest, sloshing ale from the tankard in his other hand over his already stained furs. The few men gathered around us in the alehouse slammed their own chests, cheering, then drank from their tankards.

I could fight, but I wasn’t about to tell him that. And besides, to earn braids through fighting, you had to be honored by your clan. I had no clan.

I was owned by the palace.

“There are other ways to earn braids,” I said. I needed to keep him talking, keep him distracted. If he spotted how easily he could defeat me, then I would be in trouble. I’d wagered far more than I could afford on this game.

This time, his eyes went to the gleaming golden rune etched into the skin on my wrist. “You are a thrall, just like me.” His tone had turned harsher, the friendlier banter slipping away. “That rune doesn’t make you any better than the rest of us humans.”

It was true. The golden rune on my wrist didn’t make me any better than other humans, but it did make me more valuable to our fae masters. I nodded slowly. “I’m better than you at this, though.” I pointed casually to the board. “How about a new wager? I’ll earn a braid before you will.” He gave a big belly laugh and swigged from his drink.

“You will never earn a braid.”

“Then take the wager.” The tiniest flicker of doubt crossed his face. It was all I needed. “No?” I leaned forward, trying to ignore the pungent smell of livestock and ale. “You fear I would win, Skegin?”

The expression of doubt turned to anger, and I knew I had him where I wanted him. The rickety chair he was sitting on clattered backward as he stumbled to his feet. “You help the fae! You copper-haired witch, thinking you can leave the palace and treat us warriors like the shit on your boots! You’re as bad as they are,” he hissed.

I schooled my face, determined to keep any emotion from showing.

He was right though, my conscience screamed at me. I enabled the greedy, cruel, brutal fae of the Gold Court to treat my whole race as slaves.

I stayed sitting on my own chair and shrugged nonchalantly. “You are too stupid to win this game, and too cowardly to take my wager.” My pulse quickened, knowing what the response would be. “To be honest, most small children are smarter than you. The actual shit on my boot might even give you a good challenge. Are you a veslingr?” Fury took his every feature as I used the ancient insult.

Unlike the greedy fae, the humans of the Gold Court still valued what Odin had instilled in the court centuries ago: valor, honor, and knowledge. If there was one way to goad a Gold Court human, it was to accuse them of being a coward, or of being stupid.

He kicked a foot out, sending the playing board flying toward the next table.

Victory surged through me. “That’s a forfeit then,” I said, standing quickly. I only just ducked the punch he threw at me. He had nearly a foot on me in height, and hadn’t aimed well, so it was an easy dodge.

He gave a gurgly roar and tried to pull something from his leather belt, but his thick furs were blocking his clumsy scrabbling.

I took a risk and turned my back to him, to the wager-master sitting at the table behind us. I held my hand out.

“My winnings, please.”

The younger, quieter man gave a coy look. “Well done, Reyna,” he said. “It wasn’t looking too good for you there.” He knew exactly what I’d done. I flashed him a grin and he handed me a small pouch of jingling coins just as there was another shout from Skegin. I spun in time to see that he had extracted a small axe from his person and was aiming it at my head.

I gave him a small wave and a final smile, then ran.

Running may not have been the brave thing to do, but it was sure as Odin the smart thing.

I had no shield and was only wearing cotton clothes and workshop leather — I was in no position to defend myself. And besides, I had the coin I’d left the palace for.

I ducked past more uproarious drinkers and out of the doors to the alehouse, not pausing for a second before sprinting up the golden cobbled path toward the palace.

I knew he wouldn’t follow me. He was too drunk, and he would find somebody else to fight with soon enough. It was the Yggdrasil way. Drink. Fight. Fuck. Repeat.

At least in the human towns, that was the way. The fae, they drank, they fought, they fucked. But fates, did they do it differently.

I glared at the glittering Gold Court palace as I raced toward it. The fae had built their home upon the central peak of the land that made up the whole of the court, so that it towered over the villages and towns below.

More than twenty towers made of pure gold rose majestically from the beautiful, tiered courtyards, wrapped in staircases shining with gilded carvings, and peppered with magnificent stained-glass windows reflecting the gleaming golden light of the rest of the Gold Court.

It should have been breath-taking.

Not to me.

It was the finest prison a girl could possibly despise. A gleaming noose around my neck, choking the life out of me.

The guards at the palace gates didn’t bother stopping me as I ran past. My copper hair gave away who I was, and regular bribes meant they let me past reasonably often.

Hope burned in my gut. With the money in my new purse, I might finally have enough to get out of the Gold Court.

Enough to buy my freedom.

The same niggling doubts I always had crept into my mind in the form of Kara’s voice. “Reyna, you can’t leave the Gold Court! You’re rune-marked — every other court would try to kill you!”

But when you’ve spent your life humiliated, used, and beaten by greedy, vicious fae, the prospect of death loses some of its bleakness.

It wasn’t that I wanted to die, not at all.

But the dangers beyond the Gold Court had started to look different over the recent years, and things that had frightened me into obedience before, and still frightened my charge, Kara, no longer held the same terror. The Gold Court offered me protection, sure. But at what cost?

The stories about the Shadow Court still made my skin crawl, but surely I could find a place in one of the other three courts where I could be free?

My feet flew over the gleaming tiles of the enormous stairways carved into the tiered gardens, until I reached the level that housed some of the lesser fae courtiers, and the gold workshop. The golden spires reached up toward the sky above me, casting a shimmering glow like a cat’s eye. Every step sent rays of light bouncing off one another, and I shielded my eyes from the gleaming gold walls and sent an angry look at the main gates of the palace two tiers higher, before ducking through the thrall’s entrance. I slowed down to make my way as inconspicuously as possible through the gleaming hall. A few courtiers cast uninterested glances my way as I moved toward the concealed thrall quarters.

When I reached the workshop where I lived and worked, the guard frowned at me. She had smears of blue war paint on both cheeks and numerous braids in her brown hair, signifying that she was a human warrior of high respect. She was still a thrall though. A human slave.

“Where have you been?” Her barked words pissed me off instantly.

“Your husband’s place.”

Her spear thwacked me in the gut before I could react.

“You are pathetic, and a freak,” she hissed at me.

“Uhuh. Better in bed than you though, according to your husband,” I answered, trying to stay standing upright through the pain in my stomach.

Truth was, I was unlikely to be better in bed than anyone, based on the paltry and not particularly enjoyable experience I had in that area. Nor would I ever sleep with another woman’s husband. But she didn’t know that.

She stepped toward me, a nasty gleam in her eye. “You’re wanted in the grand hall.”

Icy cold trickled down my neck as a true fear took me. “The grand hall?” I failed to hide my concern and her smile widened.

“Yes. Lord Orm is making his selection today, and guess what? You’re one of the lucky final few.”

My stomach flipped, and my pulse pounded in my ears.

Lhoris had warned me this may happen. My mentor had told me to keep my head down, attract no attention.

But apparently, I had failed.

There were a number of fates worse than death in Yggdrasil.

But an indefinitely long life as the bound concubine of the Gold Court’s most cruel Lord? Other than being ripped apart and eaten by the Starved Ones, I couldn’t think of any worse.


Chapter 3
Reyna
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Idiscreetly let out a long breath as I closed my eyes and counted to ten.

He might not choose me. He might not choose me.

There were five of us, lined up along the central carpet leading to the golden thrones at the end of the grand hall, framed by arched, gilded windows.

I glanced at the other four girls on the carpet with me. Two were much younger than me, and very pretty. The next woman was a lot older and absolutely beautiful. The last was my age and covered from head to foot in blue battle-paint and furs, any exposed skin mottled with white scars. She caught my eye, bared her teeth, then spat on the beautifully woven golden carpet beneath our feet.

My lips almost twitched into a defiant smile, but I caught myself in time. There was a loud crack, and her face contorted with pain. The thrall-master behind her snapped his whip.

“One day, I’ll make you scream,” he hissed.

She kept her lips clamped closed as one of the younger girls whimpered and looked nervously at her own thrall-master. The hulking man behind her gave her a leery grin but didn’t move.

All five of us were thralls. Human slaves to the fae of the Gold Court. And all five of us had something one of the most powerful, and therefore wealthy, Lords of the Court wanted. I scanned the wrists of the other girls, my stomach sinking at the confirmation of what I already knew.

None of them were rune-marked. Which meant none of them were as valuable as I was.

The fae of Yggdrasil could only wield their loathsome magic with the help of vald-staffs. I looked down bitterly at the angular symbol burning bright gold on the inside of my wrist. The pattern was repeated larger between my shoulder blades. It marked me clearly to the fae as a gold-giver. A rare human who could craft magic staffs for the fae of the Gold Court.

A courtier swept past us with her escort, her fine embroidered dress and long braided blonde hair marking her as fae.

“Did you hear about the latest raids on the outer villages, my Lady?” the escort asked quietly. “Many human clans were dealt death.”

The female’s lips turned up, the tiny gold beads in her hair catching the light as she shook her head. “The stories of the Shadow Court’s might are wildly exaggerated,” she said. “They are but simple barbarians. Anyway, a few human clans are no great loss.” She raised her chin, gave me an appraising look, and moved past me to join the rest of the shallow, whispering crowd of courtiers who had turned up to line the halls and watch the Lord choose his new bound concubine.

I kept my snarl back, barely. In some ways, I hoped the vile fae female was right. I had grown up being told the horror stories of how the Shadow Court’s telepathic powers were used to torture their slaves mentally, how they were brainwashed into killing their own loved ones, then forced to live in pitch-black dungeons filled with the decaying bodies of those they had murdered. Their specialty was fear and madness, and they were utterly remorseless.

I sent a brief prayer to Freya that any humans killed in the Shadow Court raids were spared such a trial and had been blessed with swift deaths.

A loud bang, signaling the doors to the hall being thrown open, interrupted my prayer.

Lord Orm strode along the carpet, casting his ice blue eyes over each of us. His grandeur was undeniable. He had skin almost as pale as bone, high cheekbones, and perfect, pointed ears. His clothes were much finer than that of the attending courtiers. Where they wore corsets and skirts, or fine leather warrior garb, he wore robes of white. Golden lace trimmed all the fabric, making him shimmer as he walked.

His thin, pale lips turned up in a delighted sneer when he saw the warrior woman.

“A human on her knees is a fine sight indeed.” His high-pitched voice rang through the room, and the simpering courtiers chuckled.

The warrior woman glared up at him, fury in her eyes. “I did not fight for Odin to be your fucking plaything,” she spat.

Something dark flashed in Lord Orm’s eyes. He tightened his grip on the staff in his hand, and a knot of helpless, guilty anger swished through my whole body. I recognized the staff. It had been the result of six months of my work.

“Playthings are for children,” he said, voice low. “I am a fully grown male, which you would find out on entering my bedchamber.” He gave her a sickening smile. “I think you may find that fighting your whole life will have prepared you well for what I have in store for my future concubine. I require a woman who is…robust.”

Blessed Odin, I would do just about anything to avoid a binding to this male, but the warrior woman deserved this fate no more than I did.

Of the five courts of Yggdrasil, most would have believed that the Gold Court was the preferable place to live. It was the most powerful, the richest, the most beautiful.

But in reality, the Gold Court was fueled by nothing but greed. The principles instilled by the ancient god Odin had completely died out, knowledge no longer valuable compared with wealth and magic.

It was through the gold that their staffs gave them magic, and the lengths to which they would go to acquire it had turned them into monsters.

Beautiful, glittering, sadistic monsters.

Lord Orm was known to be one of the most twisted gold-fae. It was common knowledge in the palace that two of his previous concubines had died at his hand. Details of how had never surfaced, though the rumors were rife, and all of them made me feel sick.

“Strip. All of you.” Lord Orm whirled around as he barked the command. Grinding my teeth, I reached to untie the leather band around my middle.

I was permitted to work in trousers and leather, whereas most female thralls in the Gold Court were forced to dress in skimpy shifts and thin skirts. My brown leather corset dropped to the floor around my feet when the ties came loose, and I moved my hands reluctantly to the belt at my waist. It was covered in small pouches that held the tools of my trade. Other than the gold I had to set into the staffs, of course. That was kept safe in the workshop, under fae guard.

I glanced either side of me as I slowly undid my belt, trying to stop my revulsion showing on my face.

Both the younger girls had already shed their thin garments, clearly used to being asked to disrobe. The older woman had her chin held high, and clear scars of childbirth showed on her stomach. The warrior woman had regained her footing, but her thrall-master was leering over her, pulling her fur-covered garb from her body as she hissed and clawed at him.

“You are making me weary,” Lord Orm muttered. “Some spirit in a female is preferable, but I fear I erred in asking you to take part in today’s ceremony.” He came to stop before her, and my fingers stilled on the waist of my trousers.

“She will do as you command, my Lord,” grunted her thrall-master.

Lord Orm cocked his beautiful head. “I’m not sure that she will. Ever.”

She moved quickly, making to stamp on his foot, close as he was to her.

His fae speed was no match for her fierce spirit. He side-stepped so fast he was almost a blur. The gold entwined throughout his staff glowed briefly before he bought it crashing into the side of her head.

His fae strength was as instantly apparent as his speed had been.

The woman’s body dropped to the floor, lifeless. I turned my head quickly to stop myself staring at the gaping hole in the side of her skull. Fear crawled icily through my veins, my breakfast threatening to rise up my throat.

Lord Orm sighed, tilting his pale head. “Odin’s raven, I didn’t mean to hit her that hard,” he muttered. “No matter, she was unsuitable. I shall reimburse you for your lost thrall. Please see my purse-keeper on your way out.”

Still unwilling to look, I heard the thrall-master, now void of his thrall, grunt. “Thank you, my Lord.” Heavy footsteps thumped through the room as he left the hall.

“And then there were four,” sang the Lord. “Why are you still dressed?” He moved into my line of vision, and I couldn’t help meeting his eyes. I stilled the tremble in my fingers and resumed removing my trousers.

I moved my gaze to his staff, trying to focus on it, to calm my fear. Held in the end of the metal shaft was a gently glinting orb, the size of an eye. Around it was a ring, also made from gold, and flowing from the ring were twenty golden leaves. I had crafted every one painstakingly, and individually. No two staffs could be the same, and the stronger the design, the stronger the staff.

This staff has just caused the death of a woman. It’s hardly going to calm you down, Reyna.

The tinge of red against the gleaming gold made the tremble threaten to return as I crouched, sliding my trousers down my legs.

“Too slow.” Lord Orm lifted his staff as I straightened. A beam of bright light shone from the top, moving over my body like a torch. Everywhere the light touched, the moss-green fabric of my shirt burned away. The garment fell in tattered ribbons around my feet, leaving me standing in nothing but my cotton knickers.

In all my years as a thrall, my whole damned life in fact, I had never felt so vulnerable. I’d been made to strip many times. I had been beaten and thrashed many times. But I was too precious to be soiled. My status as a rune-marked had provided me a degree of safety. At least, it had kept me in control of my own body. The energy required to use my craft was massive, so my mind and body must be alert and ready for work, always. Nothing was more valuable to the Gold Court fae than their staffs, and therefore the rune-marked who could forge them.

Now though, my thrall-master had no say. Lord Orm was not a male to be told no.

Slowly, he reached out a hand and placed it on my shoulder. My skin crawled at his touch, but I let him turn me around. He paused when my back was to him, and I felt him press a cool finger to the rune on my spine.

“A gold-giver,” he murmured. “Useful, to have a bound female that, in addition to servicing my needs, could also keep my staff in pristine condition.”

I sucked in air, trying to keep calm.

He won’t hurt me. Not here, not today. I’m worth too much to him.

“I could even rent you out to my friends. But who ever saw a human with hair this color?” He turned me back to face him and lifted a handful of my hair to wave it in front of my eyes.

Lord Orm’s lips pulled back in distaste as he dropped the clump of hair. “That would have to change.” A flash of defiance almost showed on my face, and I felt my lips part in protest.

For two decades, my hair had caused me nothing but grief. It made me different, made me stand out. It had made me a target, even within the enslaved human community. But my treatment by those around me had made me stronger than the other humans. It had forced me to stand up for myself, to constantly be one step ahead. My hair had become my armor.

“You have something to say on the matter, little gold-giver?” Lord Orm’s words were a whisper, almost seductive. Gooseflesh rose on my arms when the gold in his staff glowed.

An image swam through my head, hazy but impossible to dispel.

It was of me, tied to a bed covered in milk-white sheets, with four golden posts at each corner. I was face down, naked, the rune on my back criss-crossed with red welts from the whip.

“Nothing, my Lord,” I forced myself to say as his vision sapped my strength. My voice was small and weak. I hated it. Despised it. Despised myself for submitting.

Lord Orm stared at me a long moment as I tried to force the image out of my head.

“This one!” he announced with a flourish, lifting his staff and casting it toward me.

He hadn’t even looked at the others.

Blood pounded in my ears, and black dots flickered across my vision as the magical one of me on the bed faded.

The hope that had burned behind my fear fled as reality punched me in the gut.

I would become the cruel fae’s bound concubine.

Which meant the life of servitude I had lived so far would look like a fucking paradise.


Chapter 4
Reyna
[image: ]


“You’re uncharacteristically quiet,” sneered the guard when we were beyond the gates of the grand hall and in the lower echelons of the palace.

“Fuck you,” I hissed without turning to her, quickening my steps along the golden corridors. The beauty of the intricate paintings, marble carvings, and glittering gemstones were lost on me entirely. My mind was moving at a pace I could barely keep up with, my stomach still churning as I held the pathetic blanket I’d been given around my shoulders, trying to conceal my naked body.

She chuckled. “Ah. There it is. The true nature of the copper-haired brat. Lord Orm will enjoy you and your barbed tongue, I’m sure.”

For a second, my steps slowed, as I almost turned and landed my fist in the middle of the smug expression I knew she would be wearing.

But I forced my legs to keep moving. Getting the lash for hitting my guard would take too much time. Time I no longer had.

I kept my lips shut tight as we made our way back to the workshop. I shared the space with four other gold-givers who had been found and enslaved to the palace. Two of whom I loved dearly, but the other two? They could sail straight to Hel for all I cared. My copper hair had been all the reason they needed to treat me like dirt for years.

“Reyna!” Kara leaped up from her workbench and raced over to me as soon as I entered the workshop. The young girl’s face fell when she saw me. Her eyes flicked to the blanket around me, then back to mine.

“He’s coming to get you tomorrow morning. Clean up,” the guard barked, then turned and left, locking the heavy door behind her.

“Oh no. Oh no, no, no,” Kara whispered, her eyes wide and round. “We heard you got called for consideration for Lord Orm. Please tell me he didn’t choose you?”

I took a deep breath. “He chose me.”

She bit down on her lip, making herself look even younger than she was. “Maybe… Maybe he won’t be cruel to you?”

“He killed a woman. In front of everyone. One of the women brought for consideration.”

Her brown eyes widened further. “Killed her? Why?”

“She tried to stamp on his foot.”

“Precisely the reason I schooled you in being meek around powerful fae.” The deep voice belonged to Lhoris, my mentor. I turned to him as he lumbered toward me. His age and experience in crafting vald-staffs meant he was allowed a single braid in his huge beard. He had fought valiantly for his clan before he was recognized and enslaved as a rune-marked, so a blue smear of war paint permanently adorned the cheek under his left eye.

I nodded at him. “I did as you told me. I bit my tongue. I even took my damned clothes off without a word.”

One of his eyebrows twitched, and anger flitted through his wise eyes. “I am proud of you, Reyna.” He paused, shifting a razor-sharp sculpting blade from one hand to the other. “And… I am sorry.”

I fixed my eyes on his. “Don’t be. I’m leaving, Lhoris.”

I saw no surprise on his face. Only sorrow.

Kara gripped my arm. “You can’t leave!”

“Well, I’m sure as Odin not being bound to Lord Orm.”

“But you're a gold-giver!” I looked at my young protégé, my emotions churning. I had to look strong for her. I had to hide how I really felt about abandoning her to this twisted fucking Court. I had to make her think I would be safe.

“I will find a way to hide my rune-marks,” I lied. There was no way the marks could be hidden. And even if they could, my copper hair drew attention like a flame to the moths.

“No, no, Reyna! The other Courts will find you. The raids are constant now! You would be running straight to your death.”

Her fears were not unfounded. The runes that marked me as valuable to the Gold Court also marked me for death in any of the other four Courts.

The wars between the fae raged long and deadly, and the quickest way to cripple an enemy court was to remove their magic. The highest prize besides killing an actual fae member of the Court was killing one of the rune-marked they relied on for their staffs.

Kara shuddered and whispered, “What if the Shadow Court found you?”

Which was the only reason I hadn’t left already.

If a gold-giver was found by Ice, Fire or Earth Courts, then they would be killed on the spot, then their body would be dragged back to their palace for a reward to be claimed. But if a member of the Shadow Court found a gold-giver?

The Queen of the Shadow Court, along with her stepson, was supposed to be the most cruel and vicious of all the living fae, and the war between Gold and Shadow was the oldest and most brutal of all the feuds. Odin help any gold-giver the Shadow Court got their hands on.

“I’ll stay in the Gold Court. Live with the humans in the lower villages,” I told Kara. Another lie. Lord Orm was too powerful to hide from in his own Court. Kara was looking at me, a mix of doubt and fear on her face. “Or the Earth Court,” I said cheerfully. “They aren’t known for exceptional violence.”

She gave me a look. “They burn thralls every full moon,” she said, fisting her hands on her hips. “And they get raided by the Shadow Court more than any others!” Her voice wobbled. “The Shadow Court make you kill your own friends,” she whispered. “And I heard they feed humans to the Starved Ones.”

I swallowed hard. Would that be worse than being bound to Lord Orm? Killing my own or being eaten alive, versus a life in servitude to that greedy, sadistic fae?

An image of the warrior woman’s crushed skull swam through my head. She had died quickly. She was honorable, and a warrior, so she would go straight to Valhalla.

But Lord Orm wouldn’t kill me. I was too valuable. And as one bound to the fae, I would share his much-extended lifespan. An eternity enduring whatever he deemed his concubine deserved. My stomach knotted.

“You should dress,” Lhoris said, glancing between me and Kara’s tear-filling eyes. “And then, if you have time, I could do with your help with finishing a staff. Once it is complete, we can discuss the practicalities of you escaping the palace.”

I nodded at him, feeling a swell of gratitude both for the offer of help, and his practical tone. My mind was swimming with fear and confusion, and I didn’t think I was hiding very well from Kara. I turned back to the girl. “Kara, can you prepare me half an ounce of gold, please?”

She nodded, then scurried toward the forge.
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The rune-marked wing was essentially one giant workshop, with four rooms off it that housed two bunkrooms, a toilet and tub, and a larder. The workshop was split down the middle by a massive stone trough filled with molten brimstone, traded at a high price from the Fire Court. Lining the outer walls were our benches, well-lit by large windows that let in the sparkling light of the Gold Court.

I glared at the view. More than half the humans who lived in the towns below were thralls to the fae.

They said humans were too barbaric to be allowed to rule themselves. They said that’s how the Starved Ones came into being. I shuddered. The ancient mythical clan were said to have become so hungry and desperate that they turned on each other. Ate each other. And the gods punished them with the intensity such an abhorrent act deserved.

But that didn’t explain why the fae hadn’t been able to put an end to their miserable existence.

I forced down the familiar feeling that came whenever I thought about the Starved Ones and moved quickly to the bunkroom I shared with Kara and the other female gold-giver. To my relief, the room was empty. I dressed quickly in a black shirt, brown leather corset and black breeches and swapped the slippers I’d been made to wear in the grand hall for my leather boots.
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“Kara’s right,” Lhoris said when I exited the bunkroom and found him waiting for me.

“About which part?”

“If the Shadow Court find you, they’ll kill you instantly.” He glanced over his shoulder at me. “Or worse.”

“I won’t be going anywhere near the Shadow Court. I’ll hide in the Earth Court. I’ve always wondered how they make staffs from wood.”

“Reyna, they’ll kill you too, the second they see your rune-mark. The other courts are⁠—.”

I finished his sentence for him, so often had I heard him say the words. “Cutting the head off the golden snake. I know, Lhoris.” He stared at me, and I laid my hand on his arm. “What would you do, in my position?”

Pain turned to anger in his dark eyes. He must have made a fearsome warrior. Valhalla would welcome him for certain. “I would not become the toy of that monster.”

I shrugged, trying to keep my growing panic at bay. “Exactly. It’s the monsters within, or the monsters without. Only, this one already knows where to find me.”

He nodded, resignation making his jaw tight. “Run.”

“Run,” I repeated on a breath.

Saying the word aloud helped. This is happening, Reyna. You’re really running.

Freedom. Just so long as I spent my likely short life in hiding.

“Do you really need my help finishing a staff? Or did you just wish to speak privately?”

He grunted and turned back to his bench. “You are better at feathers than I am,” he said. “And if you are really leaving, then you might want to use your craft one more time.” I followed him, trying to keep my face from showing my sadness.

I would miss him fiercely. And Kara. They were the only thing like family I had ever known.

And I would fear for them too. Lhoris could fight his own way to his destiny, but Kara? She was pretty, and easily cowed. A dangerous combination in a world where one was surrounded by gilded sharks. I had made some progress with her confidence over the two years she had been under my tutelage, but she could still so easily be taken advantage of.

Lhoris interrupted my thoughts once more as I sat down at his bench, leaning his bulk over my shoulder. He pointed to an intricate gem-set arch at the end of a gleaming staff laid across the worktop.

“You see this halo section, over the gem?”

“Yes.”

“She wants feathers all along both sides.”

“No problem.”

Kara appeared beside me, and her small hand shot out, a tiny ball of shining molten gold in the middle of her gloved palm.

“Thank you.”

“Can I watch?” she asked me. “As… as it might be the last time…” She trailed off, eyes filling again.

“Of course you can.”

I took some forceps and lifted the gold from her hands. The rune on my wrist heated, glowing brightly — the signal that I could touch the heated gold.

None of us knew how or why, but those born rune-marked had access to a vein of magic within the gold itself, and it overpowered the senses like a drug.

As soon as I picked up the metal, my vision changed. A tinge of warm yellow colored everything, and lines of shimmering, liquid magic swirled around the nugget of gold. As they swirled, I could see little runes in the ripples, sparkling as though they were made of glitter. With my other hand, I moved the arch I was supposed to decorate toward me. The runes changed, the magical streams flowing from the nugget to the staff.

It was a language I had never been taught, but innately understood. The more I used my ability, the more runes I could read. They told me where to put my fingers, how to use my finer tools, exactly where to join the precious metal. They showed me the steps to a dance nobody could ever perform unaided.

I fell into the trance, my fingers moving practically of their own accord, following the playful, sparkling instructions of the tiny magical golden runes. I never knew how much time passed when I was working, never needed to stop for a break or for refreshment. It was an escape from the world entirely.

At least as long as I was doing it. Once the work was over…. That was different.

When I had twenty tiny, perfectly detailed feathers attached in a flowing line over the arc, the gold-vision fell away, the cold, harsh tones of real life slamming back into place before my eyes.

Exhaustion seeped through me, bone deep. “How is that?” I asked Lhoris, pushing the stool back. I knew what was coming next, and I wanted to be alone.

“Perfect,” he said, leaning in to examine them. Kara leaned in too, eyes darting over the details of the staff. “Rest, and then we will make plans.”

I nodded and made my way quickly to the bunkroom. The first wave of darkness hit me as I reached my bed. I closed my eyes as I sat down and drew a breath. There were usually three or four waves. The first was always the easiest. Shadows and dankness, a strong sense of unease.

I gripped the hay-stuffed mattress as the second wave hit. Unease changed to fear. Sounds I had never heard in real life before filtered through my ears, an unearthly screeching laugh. I saw nothing but darkness, interspersed with flashes of deep red.

I had always had the dark visions after working with gold, ever since I was a child. When I had been brought to the palace, and Lhoris had taken me under his wing, it had taken me months to build up the courage to ask him if he experienced them too.

He had told me that he didn’t and to keep them to myself.

The third wave reached me, always starting with a splitting scream, followed by the awful screeching laugh. The shadows cleared a little, enough for me to see figures moving awkwardly, figures that were not right somehow. The smell of blood filled my nostrils.

You’re in your room, Reyna. There’s no blood here. It’s not real.

The smell always got me the worst. I didn’t understand how a vision could carry a smell.

A face started to come into view on my left, and fear crawled up my chest. The vision faded.

“Please let it only be three today,” I whispered aloud.

I’d never told anyone but Lhoris about the visions, and I hadn’t even told him the full truth.

I had never told him what I saw in the less frequent fourth vision.

I couldn’t.

I knew what I was seeing, but I didn’t know how it could be possible. I didn’t want to know.

Bile rose in my throat as a feeling of pure terror washed over me. “Fuck,” I swore, then blackness took my eyes. The face moved clearly into view, a maniacal grin on the blood-stained maw. She had once been human, but it was clear she wasn’t any longer. Parts of her cheek and her ear were gone, ragged edges on the torn skin. Her eyes were completely black, and she had no lips. A gnarled hand moved toward me, three fingers missing.

I hissed out a desperate curse, and the vision cleared. Panting, I dropped back onto the bed. Sweat seeped through my shirt.

It didn’t matter how many times I saw the Starved Ones, it always terrified me like it was the first.


Chapter 5
Reyna
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“So, you need to get past the guards on our door, the guards on this floor of the palace, the guards at the gates to the palace, and then…all the way to the tree, without being recognized or stopped?”

Kara was staring at me like I’d lost any sense I might once have possessed. And I couldn’t really blame her. I rubbed a hand across my face.

“What if I become Lord Orm’s concubine and find a way to cut his balls off instead?” I offered.

Kara blushed and Lhoris snorted a laugh. “Prick would deserve it,” he grunted.

“I’d be doing all females a favor.” I was trying to keep the banter up, but the truth was that my head was still spinning. I was facing impossibilities on all sides. The impossibility of being bound sexually to a male like Lord Orm versus the impossibility of surviving outside of the Gold Court’s protection. Not to mention, the impossibility of escaping the Gold Court.

“The guard really said he was coming for you tomorrow?” asked Kara.

“Yes. Tomorrow. We only have tonight.”

We were sitting around a small table in the larder room. Fortunately, there had been no sign of our fellow gold-givers. They must have been on private jobs. It often took weeks to do repair work, and it was not uncommon for the gold-givers to stay in the fae quarters during the jobs. Most rune-marked needed massive amounts of rest once they had worked. I had never found that to be the case, but I chose to keep that to myself. It gave me a chance to be on my own when the visions came.

“I’ll miss you.” Kara’s voice was tiny. I felt my face heat, my usual reaction to emotion. Tears did not fall easily for me, but I felt my emotions no less than those who cried. For some reason, my body reacted with flushed anger in place of salty tears.

“If it were not so dangerous, I would take you with me in a heartbeat.” I told her. I’d never known any family other Kara and Lhoris. My resolve wavered as I looked between them. Was the risk worth it?

Was the loss of the only two people in the world who loved me worth it?

Another unexpected internal battle had arisen within in me. Every time I thought of never working with gold again, a flash of fear burned me. Was I addicted to the work, like a warrior to ale, or peasants to the poppy? The sparkling golden runes were a part of me. Perhaps I needed them.

Lord Orm is one of the Queen’s favorites. He might let me continue to work in the palace with Lhoris and Kara, and the gold.

At the thought of the Lord though, the vision he’d sent of me naked and tied to the bed took over my mind. Revulsion rushed through my veins at what he might do to my body, and I hurried to stem my spiraling thoughts.

No. I would rather risk death than let Lord Orm do whatever he wished to me, for an interminably long time.

The light streaming in through the large windows dimmed and all three of us froze.

The light never dimmed in the Gold Court.

“What’s happening?” whispered Kara.

“Hush,” hissed Lhoris.

We all strained our ears, listening, barely breathing.

The distant sound of metal clashing reached me, and I looked at Lhoris. He gave a tiny nod, and I leaped to my feet, tugging Kara up.

“You hide in the larder cupboard, and you do not come out.” I pulled her toward the wooden towers of cupboards. Her face was a mask of panic.

“What’s happening?”

“I don’t know. Tell me you understand me.”

She nodded, face pale. “Don’t come out of the cupboard.”

“Good.” I knelt, pulling rolls of dried meat and sacks of vegetables out of one of the lower cupboards and stuffing it all hastily into another. “There, there should be space. Get in.”

She threw her arms around me, her slight body trembling. “I don’t want you to leave.”

I tightened my own around her, heart pounding. “I know. I’ve loved working with you, Kara. You’re going to be the most amazing gold-giver ever, and don’t let anyone give you any ideas otherwise. You’re in charge of you, nobody else. Now, hide.” I placed a kiss on the top of her head, so light I wasn’t even sure she was aware of it. She released me, and ducked down, folding herself into the cupboard. Her cheeks were streaked with tears.

“Stay silent until Lhoris comes for you.”

I whirled before the sight of her terrified face could compel me to stay with her, breaking into a run.

Lhoris was at his bench. Anything that could be used as a weapon was gathered before him: heavy hammers, sharp scalpels, and his own hard-earned battle-axe.

“What’s happening?” I panted as I reached him. His face was grave. The sounds of swords and spears clashing was louder now, some very human sounding shouts audible too.

“Only one thing can make the light of the Gold Court dim.” Fear coiled in my gut. I knew what he was going to say.

“The Queen’s sister?”

He nodded grimly. “Or her son, the Prince of the Shadow Court.”
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I made to grab for the smelting hammer on his work bench, but he reached out a hand and stopped me, grabbing my wrist.

“This is your chance.”

“To what, die? If the Shadow Court are raiding the palace, then things have escalated between the Queens.”

“Escape, Reyna. If there was ever a distraction that could be taken advantage of, then this is it.”

I stared at him, recognizing the determination in his eyes. “Are you going too?” I whispered.

A pang of longing sparked in the deep brown, but he shook his head. “I’ll stay. For Kara.”

Relief washed over me. She would be safe with him. “Thank you.”

He gave a grunt, then spoke. “You should take this.” He held up the staff I’d finished for him earlier, with the twenty feathers.

“What? No! You would be thrashed to within an inch of your life!”

His shoulders squared. “It would be worth it, for you to have such a valuable bartering tool on your journey. And besides, I believe enough chaos has struck the palace that I will be able to plead ignorance to its disappearance.”

I only hesitated a second longer. “Thank you.” I closed my hand around the staff. “Again.”

“Thank me by making something of your life that I never could, child.” The honest emotion in his face made my own burn. “Now, get your bag. This is it, Reyna.”

I sprinted to my bunkroom. I threw my meager belongings in a shouldersack, but took care to wrap the staff in the only thick fur I owned. The painted metal handles of all the staffs we made were designed to collapse in on themselves, so that they could be stored, transported, or in this case, hidden, easily. I could feel its weight though, when I donned the bag.

“I’m ready,” I said, running back into the workshop. I tried not to feel alarmed by how much darker the sky outside had become. The glittering, reflective golden light had never been absent from the workshop, in all the time I had lived there.

There was a loud thump from the locked doors, and Lhoris swiped up a razor-sharp scalpel, raising it alongside his axe.

Apprehension skittered through me as I moved to his side, picking up the hammer.

“Be ready,” he murmured, as another thump sounded, even louder.

I opened my mouth to reply, but my words faltered at the cold that shrouded me suddenly.

Something was wrong.

Fear that ran too deep to be attributed to the fight-ready battle tension I’d been experiencing a minute ago was crippling my thoughts.

Shadows.

There were shadows moving under the door, like lethal black smoke.

Slowly, painfully slowly, the shadows tightened, forming long black snakes.

My fingers trembled around the handle of the hammer.

I’d heard of the shadow snakes.

They said the snakes were the last thing any of his enemies saw, before they lost their sanity completely. There was only one fae in all of Yggdrasil who could conjure them.

The Shadow Court Prince.

Fear, not just for myself and my friends but for what I might be forced to do to them, made me want to cry out, or even hide with Kara.

You’re stronger than this, Reyna, I half shouted at myself in my mind. This is your chance to escape!

But none of this was what I had expected.

I had expected the human clans who fought for the Shadow Court. I had expected blood-thirsty warriors wielding axes and spears, too intent on killing each other to notice my escape. I had expected Lhoris and his axe to stay in the workshop and defend Kara if any of those warriors strayed too far from their fight.

I had been wrong.

The doors creaked, then burst open, revealing a figure seven feet tall and shrouded in black.

The fight had come to us, and it was no human warrior.

“Good evening, little gold-givers,” said the Prince of the Shadow Court, stepping out of the shadows and into the room.


Chapter 6
Reyna
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For a beat or two, I couldn’t catch my breath. Icy fear doused me from head to foot, and numbness took my fingers.

Shadows pushed at my mind, edging my vision, making my thoughts cloud.

Was this how it started? Was he about to take over my mind and force me to kill Lhoris? The huge man beside me hefted his axe with a snarl and the Prince chuckled from beneath his deep hooded cloak.

Was he about to make Lhoris kill me?

Paranoia and magic-induced fear was paralyzing me. For the love of Odin, get a grip on yourself, Reyna!

My fingers finally moved, tightening on the hammer handle.

Slowly, the Prince lifted his staff. Shadows swirled gently from the end of it. The staffs I made were topped with huge gemstones, or if the owner was very wealthy, orbs of gold, but this staff had a skull. A black skull, barbed with spikes, with a halo of twisted thorns arching protectively over it.

The shadows tightened into ribbons, then rushed toward the Prince’s head, pushing his hood back.

I sucked in a breath and did everything I could to hold my ground.

He was wearing a mask that matched his staff. The black skull covered his own, save for the gaps large enough to see his bright grey eyes through. His black shadow-fae hair was braided away from his face at the top, but fell over his shoulders. The beads in his braids were skulls too. His body was wrapped in black furs and leathers, and everywhere my eyes skimmed I could see the gleam of weapons.

“My Prince!” roared a voice from beyond the doors he had just broken through.

The shadows whirled from where they were circling his neck, flying toward the heavy doors and slamming them closed.

Odin help me, he was strong. I was around magical fae regularly, and whilst gold-fae magic was less visceral and violent than shadow-fae magic, few of the fae I knew could control objects like he just had.

“You will come with me. Now.” His voice was deep and rich, and I couldn’t tell if the command was laced with magical compulsion or if he just had lethal authority.

What I was certain of though, was that the command had been aimed at me.

I tried to force my racing thoughts to slow enough to think straight.

Lhoris stepped forward. “We are going nowhere.”

Where the fuck were the guards? The gold-fae had a chance at repelling him, but us? We had absolutely none.

The numbness seeped from my limbs and adrenaline began surging through my body in its place. I gripped the hammer, lifting it higher. If I was going down, I was going down fighting.

The Prince took a step toward us. “I do not need you. Just her.”

Me? If he was here to round up and kill rune-marked, why didn’t he want Lhoris too? My mentor was more skilled than I was, and a greater asset to the Gold Court.

“I will defend her to the death,” barked Lhoris.

The Prince cocked his head. “You are lovers?” The deep, rich tone had turned to a hiss.

Lhoris growled. “She is family. I will die before you take her.”

All the emotion that had built up over the last few hours and all the work I had done in convincing myself I could leave the two people who loved me, blazed hot in my chest. And for me, emotion meant anger.

Lhoris would die to protect me.

And I, he.

“We’re going nowhere,” I said, finally finding my voice. “The gold-fae will be here any second.”

The Prince laughed softly. “Your gold-fae are pathetic, greedy peacocks. They will defend their riches before they come anywhere near you.”

He was probably right, but I lifted my chin, and shifted the hammer. His shadows swirled around him, and light blazed in his eyes. “You are not alone here.”

A band of terror tightened around my ribs at his soft words. “We are.”

He shook his head slowly. “No.” With a flick of his staff the shadows whooshed toward the larder.

Every instinct in me wanted to race them there, but that would give Kara away. “There is nobody else here,” I repeated, louder.

“I can smell her fear.”

A sickening feeling joined the tight band.

He knew.

There was a scream from the larder, and with a piercing glance at me, he swept past us.

“Lhoris, what the fuck do we do?” I hissed.

His face was grimly set. “We fight.”

The Yggdrasil way.

But we couldn’t win. I was no coward, but I was no fool either.

“Reyna!” Kara ran into the room from the larder, the shadows whipping at her leather apron as she rushed toward me. I held out my free hand, gathering her into my side. The shadows skimmed my clothes, and a rush of cold tricked across my skin.

I looked at the Prince, who was staring into the now empty larder. The mask prevented me even guessing at his thoughts, but something had his attention.

Without hesitating, I moved, pulling Kara with me. I had only gotten six paces toward the doors before they burst open again.

A warrior ran into the room. Black war paint covered his skin, and his black braided hair marked him as shadow-fae. An axe in his hand was crimson with blood.

“Time to leave, my Prince,” he called.

The Prince whirled. “All of you, then,” he said.

“No! If it’s me you want, just take me.”

His eyes found mine and he gestured at Lhoris. “This man is determined to make my life difficult, and I do not have time to kill him now. I would rather do so at my leisure, in my own Court.”

“Then leave the girl. She’s just a child.”

“No.” He moved toward the warrior, and his shadows spun around us. “If you do not follow me without a fight, I will slit her throat. If you try to run, I will turn her body inside-out.”

A guttural sound escaped my throat, causing him to pause and look over his shoulder at me. “You have three seconds to make your choice.”

I knew with all the certainty in the world that he was capable of his threat. I looked from his black skull mask to the warrior’s blood-soaked axe.

“Reyna?” Kara whispered, terror in her voice.

“We go without a fight,” growled Lhoris, before I could utter the same words.

We stood no chance of winning a fight. But I wasn’t giving up on running.

I hugged Kara to me. “Do not leave my side, you hear?” She nodded, her trembling arm tightening around me.
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Beyond the doors to our workshop, the tiled floor was littered with bodies. They wore both gold and black armor, Gold and Shadow Court humans alike, dead for their cause. I could see no fae victims though. My heart skipped in my chest as we were pushed toward the thrall’s stairs. There on the ground, her lifeless eyes staring at the tiles, was the guard I’d so desperately wanted to punch just earlier that day.

As we started down the spiral staircase another two warriors joined us, out of breath and covered in blood.

“The battles rage on the upper levels, my Prince. We need to make haste, but we should not be hindered once out of the palace,” the female warrior said.

The sounds of fighting died away, and when we exited the seemingly eternal stone staircase into the entrance hall at the bottom level of the palace, there was indeed no battle raging. Just more bodies of the fallen.

They will feast in Valhalla, I told myself as the tang of blood filled my nostrils.

They died fighting. Honorably.

Their cause wasn’t honorable though. Anger bubbled through me as we passed more dead slaves as we moved through the glittering courtyards, and at the grand palace gates. Their cause was nothing but fae greed.

The golden cobbled path beyond the palace gates was eerily quiet. One lone white stallion galloped past us, riderless, disappearing into the vast copse of yew trees on our right.

Jealousy of the animal’s freedom coursed through me, and I tried to work out any way of following the horse.

But the three warriors that had joined the Shadow Court Prince had closed in around us, walking in formation. There was no chance of running yet.

The Prince was in the lead, his cloaked back to us and shadows still whirling gently around the top of his staff. He moved with lethal grace, and he’d not said a word since entering the workshop.

Why did he want me?

The question was burning to be asked, drowning out most other thoughts in my head.

I could understand the Shadow Court raiding the palace and killing gold-givers. But we should already be dead. All three of us. Why the fates had he taken us captive? Why the fates had he looked me straight in the eye and said he just wanted me?

I glared at his back, as though the power of my stare alone could make the terrifying fae answer my question.

His cloaked head moved slightly, as though he were about to turn back, and suddenly I wasn’t so sure I wanted to know.

But he didn’t turn to me.

Instead, I turned to Lhoris. “Where are the gold-fae? Why aren’t they defending the palace?” I hissed. My voice was louder in the eery silence than I thought it would be, and the female on my right snorted.

She had raven black hair braided in intricate knots, and she too wore a skull mask, but it only covered the top part of her face. “They are defending the palace. The gold they keep in the top of their pretty towers,” she said.

“Why risk your own life when you have humans to fight for you?” said the other warrior, looking right to grin at me. This one was apparently not fae, from his brown hair. He was a hulking man though, easily as tall as the Prince, and swaddled in thick brown furs. His face paint was navy, a blend of the fae black and human blue, and more intricate than just the usual cheek smears.

“You dishonor our kind,” Lhoris spat at him.

He shrugged with a cheery smile. “There is no dishonor here. You make your fate, and I’ll make mine.”

The male behind us, the warrior with the axe who had come into the workshop, spoke. “Your gold-fae are cowards. Greedy, and stupid. They hole up in their towers, believing that they are protecting what is most important. But they overlooked the rune-marked. Fucking verslingrs, all of them.” Hatred laced his words.

Was he right? Had the gold-fae really just left the humans to die for them while they protected their gold? They had magic. Humans had swords and spears.

I ground my teeth as hopeless anger coursed through me. I didn’t know why I was surprised. I had never been given any reason to believe they would behave otherwise.
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We had reached the crossed paths at the end of the palace road. Straight on led to Upper Krossa, where I had been goading Skegin what seemed like days ago, and the path to the right led to the palace stables.

But the left path led straight to the root-river. The one and only way to move between the Courts.

The Prince didn’t pause as he took the left path.

It sure as Odin wasn’t the way I’d planned it, but I was finally leaving the Gold Court.
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