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			To my readers

			For being here with me throughout Sigrid’s journey

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Runes and Whispers

			A fleeting kiss was no way to say goodbye to the valkyrie who’d stolen her heart, but that was all Sigrid could afford before leaving camp that morning.

			As Mariam’s soft lips brushed hers, Sigrid’s heart just about burst, beating a rapid drumbeat of “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

			But she swallowed the words with an ache in her chest, because Mariam had made it excruciatingly clear that declarations like that were unwelcome.

			“I should be coming with you,” Mariam said into her lips, her hands firm on the back of Sigrid’s neck. Her brown eyes reflected the glow of the fires around them, and even as they spoke, the crowded camp was coming alive with the rising dawn.

			“I’ll return as fast as I can.” Sigrid kissed her once more before mounting Sleipnir, wishing she didn’t have to go—not today, of all days.

			It’d been a long eleven months, and finally, Aesa was in labor. Even the best veterinarians in Vanaheim couldn’t promise a good outcome for a mare impregnated by Sleipnir, and Mariam’s stress was visible in her puffy eyes and slumped shoulders.

			As much as Sigrid ached to stay and support her, it had to be this way. As the princess of Vanaheim, her duty was to protect her people, and today, that meant leaving Mariam behind to get what they desperately needed to survive this war—gold. Valkyrie weapons couldn’t be enchanted without it, and without weapons, they couldn’t protect their people from the Night Elves invading their land.

			Knowing how important this mission was didn’t make it easier to leave.

			As she set off with the valkyries, Sleipnir’s power flowed through her veins as strongly as ever, sharpening her senses and readying her muscles for a fight. But the warmth of Mariam’s kiss and her sweet taste lingered on her lips, grounding her as they rode further from the camp they called home.

			It was a small comfort that she was getting better at resisting Sleipnir’s pull. As long as she had Mariam, she could always anchor herself.

			Vindabek, the town renowned for its rivers teeming with gold, was three hours away. The valkyries kept a brisk pace in the sky while Sigrid relied on Sleipnir’s energy to keep up.

			Sweat prickled beneath her tarnished gold armor and tattered uniform that hadn’t been white in months. She stretched in the saddle, ready for whatever happened. The war had made her stronger than ever, her muscles straining her uniform. But she also had the scars and bruises to show for it, her arms and legs telling the story of every battle. She’d cut the unshaven side of her hair short months ago after a Night Elf had pulled her off Sleipnir’s back by her braid. She’d never looked or felt more like a warrior—and less like the elegant princess her late aunt Kaia had taught her to be.

			At the edge of the forest, under a swirl of dark clouds, Sigrid raised a hand to signal the thirty valkyries overhead. The little town followed the arc of a stream, and as she set eyes on it, cold dread seeped into her bones. The nearest homes had darkness clinging to them, black webs creeping along the stones and grass like a spreading disease. Between the homes, villagers’ bodies lay in the meadow, crushing the long grass and wildflowers.

			Is nowhere safe from these rats? It seemed the elves had claimed all of Vanaheim in their conquest for power over Yggdrasil, using their magic to smother towns, farms, and waterways in darkness. As hard as Sigrid and the valkyries had fought over the last months, they couldn’t protect everyone, and their beautiful world was falling.

			Now, the Night Elves had taken over Vindabek, and the chill gave way as fury surged through her like fire.

			Time to fight.

			Her senses were sharp, every muscle ready as Sleipnir’s power coursed through her veins.

			With a fortifying breath, she let loose a battle cry. “Charge!”

			Sleipnir tossed his head and gnashed his teeth, bursting from the dark woods and into the meadow. Sigrid blinked against the daylight, the reins cutting into her gloves as they galloped in the lead of the V formation.

			Hearing the charge, the Night Elves raced out of the town like shadows, animal skulls covering their heads as if a reminder of the death they brought wherever they went.

			“Fire!” Sigrid shouted.

			A whoosh filled the air as a shower of valkyrie spears drove into their opponents.

			“Center-split!”

			The valkyries maneuvered their winged white mares with dizzying speed, their spears raining down. The elves fought back, throwing weapons at the swirling mares, but the valkyries pitched and rolled in the sky to avoid them.

			Runa swooped low over Sigrid’s head, wisps of brown hair flying loose beneath her helmet. “Watch the ones on the right! They’ve got lances— Ack!” She swerved to avoid one that shot straight at her.

			The elf who threw it laughed. “You can keep fighting, valkyries, but your world would be better off if you accepted Yggdrasil’s new order—”

			He collapsed, spluttering, as a golden spear drove into his neck. Ylva shot past, sitting tall and poised in the saddle, her palm open to retrieve it. “And you’d be better off if you fought instead of babbling!”

			On Ylva’s other side, Gunni barked out a vengeful cackle, her face pink with the effort of fighting.

			Sigrid set her jaw, throwing and recalling her spear as fast as she could. Sweat rolled down under her helmet. Sleipnir fought hard beneath her, biting and kicking, his boulder-like hooves meeting several heads with loud cracks. She leaned into each maneuver, trembling with the energy of the battle.

			“Good work, Sleipnir,” she said as the elves crumpled to the ground.

			Her pulse ticked in her neck. She breathed deeply, struggling to focus as Sleipnir’s power pushed her to spill blood. A lance slammed into her chest, knocking her back in the saddle, but her golden armor did its job. With a roar of fury, she sat up and drove her spear hard into the elf who’d thrown it.

			Any hope of negotiating peace with the elves had shattered months ago. In the eleven months since Vanahalla burned to the ground, valkyries had been killed, courtiers had gotten sick and died over the winter, and villagers were in danger of attacks all across Vanaheim.

			As long as the Night Elves refused to retreat, Sigrid would fight to get them out of Vanaheim with every drop of malice coursing through her veins.

			A weapon clanged against the stallion’s breastplate, and he extended his four front hooves to kick the elf back.

			Their attacker stood up and swung again, his voice raspy. “Your days—are numbered—valkyrie.”

			Sigrid smiled, the threat breezing past as the confidence instilled by Sleipnir surged through her. “I’m the Princess of Vanaheim. I have power over Sleipnir that the worlds haven’t seen since Odin. Are you threatening me?”

			The elf wavered. She seized her chance, using her spear like a sword and plunging it deep into his mask’s eye hole. He roared.

			As she plucked it out and let him fall, she raised her voice to direct her troops. “Valkyries, push left!”

			Her team directed their throws to guide the elves away from her target—the stream. There was an overflowing cart of freshly panned gold beside it, ready for them to take. Sigrid’s heart pounded as she focused on it. She would get this gold if it meant killing everyone here.

			Valkyrie spears and armor were made by coating raw materials in enchanted gold. The sorcerers had spent months working on recreating the summoning enchantments, but without gold to enchant, they couldn’t make new weapons or armor. And the valkyries’ supply was getting destroyed in battle fast. Though their Night Elf allies had fashioned other weapons in the meantime, none fared as well in a valkyrie’s hand as a true golden spear.

			Sigrid set her jaw, the muscles in her arms tensing as she prepared to act. This cart of gold would change everything.

			The valkyries corralled the elves like herding dogs chasing sheep, pushing them away from the cart to give Sigrid a clear path. The precious metal glinted, tantalizing, the brightest thing beneath the cloudy sky.

			Edith swooped low, her every movement as precise as ever, her voice ringing clearly. “Now, Sigrid!”

			Sigrid’s heart skipped in anticipation. “Hestur, come!”

			There was a pause, and then her loyal gelding galloped over from where she’d left him in the woods, the saddle’s stirrups flapping at his sides.

			Warmth spread through her at the sight of him, filling her with renewed energy. She threw her spear at the nearest elves while Sleipnir pinned his ears at any who looked their way, daring them to come closer.

			“Push back hard!” Sigrid shouted, gulping down air in short gasps. “Come on, Hestur.”

			The valkyries’ spears slammed into the elves like a hailstorm. Sigrid rode Sleipnir beneath their shadows, Hestur flanking close. She scanned for threats, her muscles taut.

			“Left, left, left!” Ylva shouted, an edge of panic in her voice, and the valkyries bulged and shrank in the sky to contain the elves.

			Sigrid made it to the cart and leaped out of the saddle to hitch up Sleipnir. She would ride Hestur back—she couldn’t stay on the stallion for long before his power affected her. Even now, her pulse raced and her mind clouded.

			The others are handling the elves. Get the gold.

			It had been Mariam’s idea to switch between the two horses. Sigrid had taken to riding both into battle, alternating as needed, sometimes asking them to convene mid-gallop so she could jump from one saddle to the other like she’d done in Helheim.

			Sigrid’s chest tightened at the thought of Mariam, and how anxious she was about Aesa. Please, she prayed to every god in Asgard, let the birth go well.

			With trembling fingers, she fastened the cart shafts to Sleipnir’s saddle. 

			“Done!” she shouted, her voice cracking. “Valkyries, retreat!”

			As much as she wanted to stay and destroy every elf in the village, they’d gotten what they came for, and they couldn’t get sidetracked with a fit of gallantry. Vindabek was already destroyed, and the best they could do for Vanaheim was get back to the sorcerers with the gold.

			With Sleipnir hitched to the cart, she grabbed Hestur’s reins—and froze.

			Several flat stones lay by the stream, as long and wide as troughs, with shapes chiseled into them.

			“Wait!” She held up a hand to the valkyries, narrowing her eyes. “Keep them back. There’s something here.”

			“What is it?” Gunni snapped, as if she didn’t believe it could be anything important.

			“Hestur, Sleipnir, stay,” Sigrid said, racing to the stones.

			The chiseled shapes were familiar. She’d seen these—studied these—for nearly a year.

			Runes.

			She touched one, the rough grooves beneath her fingers sending a tingle up her arm.

			Would the people of Vindabek have done this? Carving complex runes like these was supposed to be dangerous, a type of sorcery used to communicate with the gods and cast curses. What if this was the work of Night Elves?

			“Sigrid,” Edith called, her tone a firm warning. “More are coming.”

			“Oh no,” Runa whimpered. “No, no, no…”

			Sigrid swore. Night Elves flooded out of the village, rolling over the land like a huge shadow. Her stomach clenched with dread.

			She had to make a decision, and fast. She could get on Hestur and bolt out of here…but what if these runes offered a crucial hint as to what the elves were planning? Did she risk leaving this behind?

			She shifted on the balls of her feet, torn between the urge to flee and the need to investigate.

			They were too complex to understand in her limited time studying them, but she could bring them back for Tóra, Harald, and the other sorcerers to interpret.

			“Hang on!” Sigrid dug her fingers underneath one of the stones, groaning with the effort as her muscles protested, but it wouldn’t budge. She let go, wheezing, and scanned wildly for a way to transport them.

			Her eyes locked onto Sleipnir. Could he haul them all across Vanaheim?

			He was strong enough, but they wouldn’t fit on the overflowing cart.

			Desperation cinched around her. There had to be another way.

			Hestur nickered and pawed the ground, making grooves in the mud with his hoof.

			The marks sparked an idea, which shot through her like lightning. She could copy the runes by etching them into something.

			Using her spear as a chisel and the side of the wooden cart as a canvas, she copied the runes with a trembling hand, pressing hard to make a dent in the wood. Her gaze darted rapidly as she double-checked to make sure she recorded the shapes correctly. Thankfully, she’d had enough lessons with Tóra to understand the intricacies.

			“Sigrid, what in Odin’s name are you doing?” Ylva yelled, her voice high with panic. “This isn’t the time for art. We have to go!”

			“Hang on!” Sigrid shouted back, her pitch rising as urgency tightened her throat.

			The elves from the village arrived at the stream with a deafening roar. Sigrid etched faster, swearing, while the frantic sounds of battle came closer. Sweat beaded down her temples and made her hands slick on her spear.

			“If this helps us uncover what the elves want and what they’re planning, it’ll be worth it,” she murmured to herself.

			Since Vanahalla fell, Sigrid had worked with the royal council her aunt left behind to figure this out. But none of their efforts to make peace, have discussions, or spy on the Night Elves had succeeded. They hadn’t even been able to figure out who the elves’ new leader was since the death of the Svartalf King. What would it take to stop them from destroying this world and everyone in it?

			Maybe these runes could help reveal something.

			An ax flew past Sigrid’s head and splashed into the stream. She ducked lower behind the cart, her heart pounding wildly, and kept etching. Her hand cramped with the effort.

			As she carved the last rune, taking up every bit of space available, a gleeful laugh erupted beside her. She whirled around, gasping, her spear raised.

			The surrounding area was empty. Hestur and Sleipnir stared at her, waiting, and beyond them, the valkyries kept fighting.

			“The rumors are true,” a voice said, smooth and snakelike.

			She spun, the hairs on the back of her neck prickling. “Who’s there?”

			A low cackle met her question.

			She turned back to the cart, her hands trembling. An icy shiver rolled up her spine. 

			The voice wasn’t coming from outside her.

			It had slithered inside her mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			What Should Never Have Happened

			Sigrid suppressed a shout, not wanting the valkyries to think she needed help. She froze, listening.

			The distant thump of spears finding their marks filled her ears.

			“What a waste,” the voice hissed, each word like an icy drop trickling down her spine.

			Sigrid squeezed her eyes shut, clutching her spear tighter. Sweat prickled beneath her armor. It’s not real. I’m just exhausted.

			“You could be so much more,” the voice said.

			Sigrid shook her head as if to dislodge it, then forced herself to stop. She couldn’t let the valkyries see her like this—they already had enough doubts about her.

			“Focus,” she whispered.

			They had to get out of here before the elves overpowered them.

			“Let’s go!” Her shout rang out, the quaver in it betraying her fear.

			Overhead, Ylva and Gunni roared in exasperation.

			The clash of battle rushed back to Sigrid’s attention, ringing in her ears.

			Drawing shaky breaths, she tore her gaze from the runes she’d copied and vaulted onto Hestur. His slender frame and fifteen-hand height felt like riding a pony after fighting on Sleipnir. Trusty as ever, he responded to her cue before she made it, carrying her away from the elves like a bolt of lightning.

			Sleipnir galloped after them, the cart rumbling behind him over the rough terrain. Thumps told her a lot of gold fell off as they fled, but there was no time to stop and get it.

			She glanced back, half expecting to see some dark figure watching her. But the meadow beside the creek was empty.

			Her pulse throbbed in her fingers and her spine tingled. Did I imagine the voice? Or did it have to do with copying down those runes?

			The valkyries swooped overhead, casting shadows across Sigrid and her two horses until she plunged into the forest and lost sight of them. While the winged mares soared above the treetops, Sigrid let Hestur pick the best path for Sleipnir to pull the gold back to camp. She rubbed sweat from her eyes and coughed, catching her breath. Hoofbeats and the rumbling cart filled the woods.

			“Good job, boys,” she said, her voice softening as relief eased through her body.

			Hestur nickered, his ears forward as he carried her boldly through the dark trees.

			She rolled her shoulders, wincing, and touched a hand to the new dent in her armor. Fisk would be able to fix it. He could fix anything.

			Mist clung to her skin as she rode on. Her uniform was filthy and damp, a chill threatening to set in. The ghost of Sleipnir’s hold on her dissolved, muting her senses—and letting her worries about Mariam and Aesa come flooding back.

			Has Aesa given birth? Are she and the foal okay?

			She had to get back as fast as possible.

			She urged Hestur to trot faster, aching to be back with Mariam. Her heart pounded in time with his hoofbeats, worry gnawing at her insides. Her duties had taken her so far away from the girl who needed her most—the girl she loved more than anyone.

			Peter had whispered it to Sigrid—the foal was big, and the veterinarians’ examinations all pointed to something unusual. Mariam’s brave face flashed through her mind, the tremor in her voice, and the heavy fear gripping everyone in the foaling shelter.

			Of course it’s unusual! It’s Sleipnir’s baby, she wanted to shout, fury licking through her like Garmr’s flames. Gods, what would Sleipnir’s foal even look like? What would happen to a mare who attempted to deliver it? Aesa was a spectacular winged mare, but Sleipnir was from Asgard—an eight-legged anomaly birthed by Loki. This was not a normal stallion by any means, and this should never have happened.

			Sigrid’s anger gave way to a flash of embarrassment as she recalled why she and Mariam had been too busy to notice Aesa and Sleipnir together—that perfect night they’d been unable to repeat while living in a crowded camp in the middle of war.

			She huffed, her cheeks burning. Sleipnir’s lingering energy, combined with the stress about Mariam and Aesa, was enough to make her vibrate in the saddle.

			Hestur snorted and tossed his head, picking up on her aggravation.

			“Sorry,” she mumbled, loosening her grip on the reins. She stretched her cramped fingers.

			Calmness was rare these days. It hadn’t truly come over her in a year.

			Will we ever know peace again?

			With each step closer to camp, agonizing fears flashed through her mind—complications with Aesa, the foal not surviving, the light dying in Mariam’s eyes…

			No. Sigrid shook her head, forcing the visions away. Everything would be okay. Aesa was strong.

			The smoldering remains of Vanahalla appeared through the trees, sending wisps of colorful smoke into the cloudy sky. The cursed fire that had destroyed it still burned, dancing over the rock and soil at the top of Vanaheim’s highest hill.

			Averting her gaze from the bleak sight, Sigrid galloped her horses along the forest edge and down the familiar path back to camp. Finally, she arrived at the only consolation the cursed fire offered—the wall.

			Months ago, the sorcerers had been able to harness some of the flames to make a wall of fire around the camp. It burned as high as the trees, an impenetrable barrier to keep Night Elves out.

			At the entrance, a gap in the inferno as wide as a mare’s wingspan opened up, and the two valkyrie guards nudged their mounts aside to let her pass.

			“Your Majesty,” Frida said with a sneer, the disdain clear in her narrowed eyes. The retired valkyrie had aged since the death of Queen Kaia, her muscles wasting beneath her uniform and her white hair thinning.

			“Oh, shut it,” Leah snapped, firmly at Sigrid’s side as always. “She just went and got gold for you to have new weapons and armor.”

			Sigrid ignored Frida and cast Leah a tight-lipped smile. She dismounted Hestur and led her two horses into camp, everyone’s attention piling onto her like weights on her shoulders. Showing up with the eight-legged stallion pulling a cartful of gold might have been part of it, but she’d grown used to attracting a lot of stares.

			That’s what happens when you become Vanaheim’s only surviving royal under questionable circumstances.

			Possibly the only reason Leah was nice to her was because she was Peter’s girlfriend and Sigrid was basically Peter’s little sister. But whatever the cause, she was grateful for the small number of people who stayed at her side.

			“Roland!” Sigrid shouted, scanning for the stable hand who was usually there to help when she returned from battle.

			Several long seconds passed before he appeared on her left, panting.

			“Yes. Hi. I’m here.” His long, white ponytail was coming loose with twigs poking out of it. He tucked wayward strands behind his elven ears, but it did little to improve his disheveled appearance.

			She passed over her reins and tugged the gloves off her sweaty hands. “What happened to you?”

			“Um…”

			Sigrid followed his glance. A pretty valkyrie trainee who must have been a year or so younger than them emerged from a hut, straightening her tunic. She pulled a twig from her hair, not noticing their gazes.

			The smug look on Roland’s face said it all.

			“Really? Now?” 

			Roland grinned. “What can I say, Sig? When duty calls, I answer. Sometimes the battlefield isn’t the only place in need of heroics—”

			Sigrid raised her hand, stopping him. “Save it. Just help out with the horses.” She removed her helmet, forcing her attention onto more important matters. “How’s Aesa?”

			His face sank into a deep frown. “Still in labor.”

			A jolt shot through Sigrid’s chest. It’d been all day.

			She shrugged out of her armor, shivering as the chilly air coiled around her wet uniform. As she took off running, she shouted over her shoulder, “The cart goes to the sorcerers. Tell them to read the runes. And check Sleipnir’s breastplate for damage!”

			Dodging valkyries, stable hands, courtiers who once lived in Vanahalla, rescued villagers, Night Elf allies, and farm animals, she raced across the camp toward the foaling shelter. Not for the first time, she cursed the number of people crammed into this stronghold. More than a thousand people now took refuge here, and the resulting mud, litter, and smell became worse every day. Hunger had become part of life, and peace and privacy were nonexistent.

			For a world revered as the most prosperous and the closest to Asgard, they’d fallen a long way. Sigrid’s soul ached for the life they’d all lost.

			She hesitated at the entrance of the foaling shelter, breathing through a tightness in her chest. Bracing herself with clenched fists, she pushed the door open.

			The scent of sweat, both human and horse, met her nose. Aesa was lying down, her white coat damp, her heavy breaths loud in the small space. Mariam knelt at her head, her back to Sigrid. She hadn’t changed since Sigrid had left earlier, wearing a black tunic, her black hair in a messy ponytail, her riding trousers and socks covered in mud.

			Six others crowded the room. Three veterinarians crouched around the mare, checking her temperature and pulse with blank expressions. Peter stood over them, fulfilling his duty as the lead stable hand with bags under his eyes and exhaustion tugging his strong shoulders downward. When he met her gaze, his mouth flattened into a thin line, and he tilted his head in a helpless gesture.

			The other two in the room went rigid, narrowing their eyes at Sigrid when she entered—Sofie and Bjorn, Mariam’s parents.

			“I’m back,” she said weakly, her insides twisting with discomfort.

			Sofie sniffed. She had sharp cheekbones and a glare that pierced Sigrid’s skin, her eyebrows raised in perpetual judgment. Her dark hair, streaked with gray, was pulled back from her face in a tight bun, and beneath her brown tunic and riding trousers, she had the same athletic frame as Mariam—the muscles of a lifelong warrior.

			Mariam must have gotten the soft curves of her face from Bjorn, but Sigrid had yet to see his expression show anything close to softness. He had a slender build and a quiet, reserved demeanor, studying everything around him with a cold, calculating air.

			Along with other refugees who’d come to Vanaheim as the worlds descended into chaos, Mariam’s parents had left Niflheim to be with their daughter. Their pride over Mariam’s status among Vanaheim’s elite warriors quickly melted when Mariam told them she was in a relationship with Princess Helena’s daughter.

			Yep, the same Princess Helena who got you banished to Niflheim. Pleased to meet you, Sigrid couldn’t help thinking when she’d met Sofie—a sentiment reflected in the flash of betrayal in the other woman’s eyes.

			It was completely unfair. Sigrid hated Helena more than anyone. But it wasn’t the first time people had made assumptions about her because she was Helena’s daughter, and it probably wouldn’t be the last.

			“Sigrid, the birth will be any moment,” Sofie said, her tone cold and measured. “I hope you understand this is a private family matter.”

			“Mom, don’t,” Mariam snapped, not turning around. Her voice was as fierce as it was tired. As always, she showed unfathomable strength even when her life was turned upside down.

			Sigrid ignored the rush of heat in her face and tore her gaze from Sofie and Bjorn. She stepped forward and knelt beside Mariam, a surge of protectiveness filling her chest. “Do you need anything? Food?”

			Mariam shook her head. Loose strands from her ponytail hung in front of her face, not enough to cover that she was crying. She kept her eyes fixed on Aesa, her jaw clenched, a sheen of tears on her cheeks.

			Sigrid’s heart fractured seeing her like this. She swallowed the lump in her throat. “She’ll be okay. We have the best veterinarians in the nine worlds.”

			Mariam tried to speak several times before the words came out weakly. “But n-nobody has ever had a mare try to deliver S-Sleipnir’s foal.”

			It was true. And Sigrid found no words of comfort.

			She forced herself not to look at Mariam’s parents—because her stallion managed to get Mariam’s mare pregnant while the two of them were preoccupied in Sigrid’s bed chambers. So she was off to a really great start with them.

			Her eyes burned as she blinked at the wood ceiling, and she drew a breath to steady her voice. “We’ll make sure she’s okay. I promise.”

			Mariam said nothing, her brow knitted. It was the sort of hopeful promise that made her angry these days, but Sigrid meant it.

			The veterinarians muttered in hushed tones as they monitored Aesa, and Sigrid rubbed Mariam’s back, wishing she could say I love you to offer some sense of comfort. But never mind her parents being here, the last time Sigrid had tried to say it, Mariam clapped her hand over Sigrid’s mouth and whispered, “Don’t. Don’t make this serious when the worlds are in this state.”

			Sigrid squeezed Mariam’s hand, and to her relief, Mariam squeezed back. I’m always here for you, even if you’re too afraid of the future to hear that promise said aloud, she thought.

			“Did you get the gold?” Mariam asked thickly.

			“Yes. But don’t worry about that.” She would tell Mariam about the runes later.

			“I should’ve gone with you.” Bitterness dripped from her tone. She hadn’t taken well to being left behind, especially given her new role as Sigrid’s royal guard.

			The door creaked open at their backs, and a sliver of daylight bathed the opposite wall. A giant figure eclipsed the doorway.

			“Your Highness, the council requires your presence,” General Ulfhilda said in her deep, gravely tone.

			Sigrid’s heart jumped, a desperate protest. Now? When Aesa is in this state?

			She turned to find the general’s expression grim. Like many others, she’d been injured in battle over the months—her left arm was in a sling, the bandages all over it clearly needing a change.

			“General, I can’t—”

			“Go,” Mariam whispered. “There’s nothing you can do here.”

			Sigrid met her brown eyes with a pang of sadness in her chest. “I can be with you.”

			Mariam pressed her lips together in an attempt at a smile. “You’ll be more useful out there, Princess.”

			“The mission recap can wait.”

			“The sorcerers have a few questions about the runes you brought back, Princess Sigrid,” General Ulfhilda said with a touch of uncertainty, as if unsure how firmly she should insist Sigrid come with her.

			Okay, maybe this is important.

			Sigrid closed her eyes, rubbing her face, as the weight of her responsibilities bore down on her. This was about more than Mariam and Aesa, and as the last royal of Vanaheim, her duty was clear.

			She stood, feeling as if a knife were driving deep into her heart. She clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms until one pain numbed the other. The fate of the nine worlds was, perhaps, the only thing that could pull her away from Mariam right now.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Desperate Strategies

			Sigrid walked quickly to keep up with General Ulfhilda’s long strides. “Did Harald or Tóra say what the runes mean?”

			If anyone knew what those symbols meant, it would be them. Tóra had been the one to teach Sigrid about runes, and as the head sorcerer, Harald was supposed to know the most.

			The side of General Ulfhilda’s face tightened with worry. “No. But they looked alarmed.”

			A knot formed in Sigrid’s stomach. It was either good because she’d found something valuable or more bad news for Vanaheim. She desperately hoped it wasn’t the latter.

			More stares followed her through the camp like a swarm of wasps, judging, speculating. Their silent questions might as well have been shouted across the forest. Had she killed Queen Kaia? Was she fit to take on royal duties? Was all of this her fault for bringing Sleipnir, the offspring of the god of chaos, into Vanaheim?

			Sigrid didn’t kill her aunt, but her certainties ended there. All she could do was assume her roles as princess and lieutenant, which she would fulfill as best she could.

			As for assuming a new royal title?

			Unofficially, it’d been forced upon her from the moment her aunt died. Officially, nobody was ready to call their former stable hand their queen, and Sigrid couldn’t blame them.

			I’m not ready, either.

			Still, she straightened her posture, trying to project confidence as she and General Ulfhilda wove through everyone and passed corrals of horses and livestock. 

			Roland bravely tended Sleipnir, the stallion muzzled so he couldn’t bite. “Brushing this guy is like poking a stick into cursed fire,” he’d once grumbled. 

			Other stable hands cleaned the area with pitchforks and brought over buckets of water—a familiar sight that almost, almost, gave the camp a sense of home. Every fiber of Sigrid’s being ached for simpler times.

			They stepped into a shelter that doubled as a meeting room and sleeping quarters. Wooden cots leaned against the walls, making room for the council to gather. Harald and Tóra sat at the small wooden table, leaving the other two seats for Sigrid and General Ulfhilda. The three other generals stood along the back wall, their faces in shadow. 

			Everyone had aged over the last few months, looking grayer and more wrinkled, and all had lost weight. Tóra’s curly hair was still bright red and her youthful skin wrinkle free, but her cheeks and her large, raven-like nose were sunburned and extra freckly—the price of living outside instead of in the Seer’s Tower, with skin as fair as hers.

			Sigrid wiped a hand across her exhausted eyes. Have I changed, too? Do I look older and more tired?

			General Ulfhilda sat heavily, groaning into the tense silence.

			Sigrid sat beside her, perched forward in the hard wooden seat, ready to bolt as soon as she got answers. “Do you think those runes are dangerous?” she asked the young Seer, getting to the point.

			“It’s too soon to say, I’m afraid.” Tóra waved a willowy arm, the sleeve of her emerald-green robe catching on the rough edge of the table. She pulled it free. “Ye brought us a real puzzle. It’ll take us some time to interpret them.”

			“How long?”

			“A few days if we work all hours. We ought to put several sorcerers on the task.” Tóra cast Harald a questioning look.

			“Of course!” His booming voice rattled the wooden structure.

			“But using the gold to forge new weapons is the priority,” General Ulfhilda said firmly, leaving no room for argument. The other generals murmured in agreement.

			“And armor,” General Cecilie said, a short, strong valkyrie renowned for her ability to take down several enemies with a single shot.

			“Right,” Sigrid said, her brain overflowing as everything seemed to be a top priority. As much as she wanted to know what those runes meant, the gold had been the target, and they needed new weapons and armor if they were going to win in battle. “The sorcerers should work on the runes as much as they can…when they aren’t making weapons.”

			Harald nodded. “We’ll take shifts. But our young Seer is right, Princess. It’s going to be a challenge given that all our reference books were…ah…” He waved a hand as if to dismiss the rest of the sentence, but it was too late to brush away the memory of the burning hall.

			“What’s your first impression of them?” Sigrid turned her gaze between Harald and Tóra, searching for any sign of reassurance.

			Harald tilted his head, running a hand over his stubble. “They’re very odd, Princess. I’ve never seen half of them—but I suppose that helps confirm they were written by Night Elves.”

			“We should ask Fisk if he or the other elves here have ideas on what they mean,” Sigrid said.

			Tóra nodded, seeming to brighten at the mention of Fisk, who she’d gotten rather serious with over the last year.

			Along the back wall, General Marta scoffed, her arms crossed.

			Sigrid suppressed a sigh. After all this time, she’s still skeptical of our allies.

			She and Tóra had tried to convince the council that Fisk should be part of these meetings, because as their closest Night Elf ally, he might be able to offer insight. Prince Nýr would also be helpful as the youngest son of the late Svartalf King. But too many were uncomfortable with the idea of allowing one of “the enemy” into the council. So Sigrid and Tóra had to relay information.

			“I find it odd they were carved into a wooden cart, of all places,” Harald said, scratching his balding head.

			“Oh—they were actually on flat stones nearby. I couldn’t lift the stones to bring them back, so I copied them onto the cart.”

			Harald’s eyes widened. “You copied them?”

			Tóra lifted her hands to her mouth.

			Sigrid’s heart jumped. “What?”

			Harald and Tóra exchanged a look.

			“Did—did anything happen when ye etched them into the wood?” Tóra asked.

			The hairs on the back of Sigrid’s neck stood up as she recalled the hiss in her ear and the snakelike voice in her head. She bit her tongue. Everyone already had so many doubts about her, and she didn’t need them talking about her hearing voices now—especially not voices related to potentially dangerous runes.

			“Nothing,” she lied.

			Had she been foolish to copy them down? She hadn’t considered that the act of etching them into wood might accomplish something—a curse or whatever they were meant to do.

			In her periphery, Tóra’s gaze lingered as if she could sense the lie.

			“Are you satisfied with the gold, then?” Sigrid asked, wanting to hurry this meeting along so she could get back to Mariam.

			“What happened in Vindabek?” General Marta asked, her tone accusatory. “We never got a recap before you dumped a cart of gold and runes and took off.”

			“You’re welcome for the gold,” Sigrid said shortly. “The elves took over the town. The village had already been destroyed by the time we got there.”

			A wave of tension passed over the room, everyone’s posture going rigid.

			Her stomach churned at the memory of the bodies in the meadow and darkness clinging to the ravaged homes. The others didn’t need to know the details.

			“Any other updates?” she asked.

			“Yes,” General Ulfhilda said. The corners of her mouth turned down. “While you were away, the two Night Elves we sent to negotiate the Micklhol occupation returned—”

			Sigrid sat taller, a spark of victory igniting. “That’s great!”

			“—dead and tied to their saddles. The ponies walked back to us of their own accord.”

			An icy sensation crashed over her. “Oh.”

			Dead. Because they allied with us.

			Guilt squeezed her heart. I put them in danger.

			Those elves had risked so much to help restore balance, and they were dying because of it. They’d already lost six others in similar ways, and Nýr and Fisk were having a harder and harder time convincing anyone new to join them.

			The enemy’s message was clear, as it had been for months. They weren’t interested in peace. They were here to ruin Vanaheim. They wanted to be at the top of Yggdrasil, so they attacked with no restraint, destroying Sigrid’s home and everyone in it.

			“They’re making sure we have no chance of ever reclaiming a place close to the gods,” General Cecilie said.

			Silence filled the room, all eyes on Sigrid. She clenched her fists under the table, the pressure to end this war intensifying with every breath. People were dying following her orders and agreeing to her plans. Fighting wasn’t enough, and having Night Elf allies wasn’t enough.

			We need a new strategy.

			“I don’t know what else we’re supposed to do.” Her voice wavered despite her efforts to stay calm. “We’re the best warriors in the cosmos and we’re still losing. Where are we going wrong?”

			“We’ve lost our advantage,” General Marta said, her voice as sharp as a spear. “Our power reached beyond having skills in battle before everything in Vanahalla was destroyed.”

			“We’re doing our best to restore all that we lost,” Harald said a little defensively, “but this is thousands of years of magic we have to recreate.”

			“And some relics we may never recreate,” General Ulfhilda said darkly. “The Eye of Hnitbjorg always gave us enough warning that we could prepare for an attack. We are underestimating how valuable that was.”

			Nails digging into her palms, Sigrid lowered her gaze to the table.

			It always comes back to The Eye. 

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			The Fruits of Mount Hnitbjorg

			Sigrid held back a groan of frustration. Telling them she didn’t know what else to do had been a lie—with all the setbacks piling up, it was clear why they weren’t winning.

			When the royal hall burned to the ground, they lost all of Vanaheim’s gods-given power, including records of complex runes and curses, dark magic, and the prophetic knowledge of the Eye of Hnitbjorg. 

			It so happened that Vala’s last words were to tell Sigrid to make a new Eye of Hnitbjorg.

			And yet Sigrid had decided to stay in Vanaheim instead. 

			The choice seemed right at the time. With Aesa pregnant, Vanaheim in anarchy, and nowhere for her people to run, Sigrid had decided to dig in her heels—to fight for her world instead of going on a mission nobody had ever succeeded at on the off chance she could create a new Eye.

			Vala had been so sure it was possible…but whenever Sigrid thought back to the Seer’s actions and all the secrets she’d kept, she couldn’t ignore the splinter of doubt.

			“Would the occasional vision really make a difference?” Sigrid asked, unable to meet anyone’s gaze while her insides twisted with guilt.

			“The gods gave Vanaheim the Eye,” Tóra said passionately, a familiar tone whenever they broached the subject.

			When Sigrid had shared Vala’s orders, everyone agreed that to stay and defend Vanaheim was the right choice.

			Everyone but Tóra, who now leaned closer and splayed her hands on the table next to Sigrid’s. “We were meant to have it, and losing it has been detrimental to the cosmic balance. Ye know what Vala said. We have to seize the opportunity to make a new one—”

			General Cecilie scoffed, waving an impatient hand. “This again!”

			General Marta hummed her agreement. “Vala’s mad ramblings before she burned down Vanahalla don’t qualify as an opportunity.”

			Sigrid held back a sigh at the usual argument. Most valkyries had lost faith in Vala after the fire.

			“They weren’t mad ramblings,” Tóra said fiercely, her cheeks flushed. “She saved Vanaheim from a worse fate.”

			“Worse than this?” General Cecilie said, gesturing around. The dark shelter creaked as if proving a point.

			“If Vala hadn’t burned down that hall, the elves would have taken it, and we would all be dead and Vanaheim would be shrouded in absolute darkness,” Tóra said. “Ye think these living arrangements are a worse fate than that?”

			The air in the small shelter seemed to thicken as everyone’s gaze swiveled.

			Sigrid wanted to be loyal to Tóra and Vala and argue that the old Seer had made the proper choice by stopping the Night Elves from accessing Vanaheim’s magic—but what if Vala was wrong? Despite her wisdom, she’d kept harmful secrets over the years. She’d known that Sigrid’s mother abandoned her at birth, and that Queen Kaia poisoned King Óleifr, and she probably knew many other secrets that she never shared. All of this in the name of being impartial as Vanaheim’s Seer. But was being impartial more important than doing the right thing? When she discovered information and saw visions that affected people’s wellbeing, even their lives, why didn’t she take action?

			“I understand this is complicated,” Sigrid said, meeting the eyes of each council member in turn. “Tóra, I want to restore Vanaheim’s magic as much as anyone. But…”

			As Tóra gazed pleadingly at Sigrid, a flash of sympathy sparked inside her. Although Tóra had been born with the same gift as Vala and studied the craft for all eighteen years of her life, people still doubted every bit of advice she offered. All because she’d been thrust into the Seer’s role too early.

			Not much different from me being thrust into my role.

			Around the room, the generals glowered, their stance clear.

			Sigrid forced herself to keep looking at Tóra, even though guilt made her want to drop her gaze again. “But we can’t deny how useful Sleipnir is in battle. If I leave, I’m putting everyone here at risk.”

			You, Fisk, Mariam, Peter, Roland… Everybody we love.

			Tóra’s eyebrows pulled down. She understood what was at stake, of course—and that was why she wanted Sigrid to go.

			“I don’t believe Vala lost her mind,” General Ulfhilda said calmly, and hope trickled into Sigrid. It was the first time a general had spoken in defense of Vala since it all happened. “But I agree—it’s a big risk to send Princess Sigrid and Sleipnir away to try and make a new Eye. We need all the help we can get in battle.” She looked meaningfully at the other generals, letting her heavily bandaged arm speak for itself.

			“It’s a necessary risk.” Harald’s jaw worked as he drummed his fingers on the table. “I agree with Tóra. We have to restore Vanaheim’s gods-given magic, even if that means sending Princess Sigrid and Sleipnir away for some time.”

			There was an intake of breath from generals along the far wall, a distinct noise of disapproval. Their mouths were turned down, their brows furrowed.

			Sigrid’s face tingled as the blood rushed out of it. The head sorcerer and the Seer both thought she should go to Mount Hnitbjorg and restore Vanaheim’s magic, but the valkyries considered it more important to stay here and help fight.

			So who’s right?

			“We have to try,” Tóra said, her eyes alight and her tone hopeful as she finally found someone on her side.

			Harald caught her eye and nodded, understanding passing between them.

			General Ulfhilda shook her head firmly. “She needs to fight. Think of what could happen if we go up against the Svartalfheim armies without her and Sleipnir. We need all the strength we can get.”

			Panic seized hold of Sigrid as the magnitude of the decision closed around her. They could debate the issue all they wanted, but in the end, the choice was hers.

			Do I stay with the valkyries or try to restore Vanaheim’s magic?

			In her heart, she was a valkyrie, and she’d spent her whole life wanting to fight with them. But by blood, she was a princess, and she had a duty to make the best decision for Vanaheim.

			“What’s she fighting for by staying?” Harald rumbled, his voice strained. “For the world that’s sinking lower each day with no hope of winning? General Ulfhilda, please. We need the Eye of Hnitbjorg back, or else we’ll continue to face defeat after defeat.”

			Sigrid’s breaths grew shallow. How am I supposed to decide? 

			“Do we honestly think Princess Sigrid is the right choice for the mission?” General Marta asked, her tone dripping with skepticism.

			“Marta,” General Ulfhilda snapped in warning.

			Marta and the other generals along the wall shifted and exchanged looks, their golden armor glinting in the dim light.

			Acid rose in Sigrid’s throat, defiance battling with self-doubt. Maybe it was a valid question, but posing it didn’t help anyone. “I’m Sleipnir’s heir,” she said, raising her voice. “I’m the only one who can cross all nine worlds where none other can pass. I don’t know what’s involved in making a new Eye, but I do know I have the best chance of doing what’s necessary to save us.”

			There was a pause.

			General Marta huffed, not meeting Sigrid’s eye. “What does she need to do?” She uncrossed her arms, opening her palms as if to welcome ideas. “Ride to Mount Hnitbjorg, I assume?”

			Sigrid relaxed her shoulders, satisfied with the general backing down.

			Tóra shifted in her chair, her gaze flitting to Sigrid. “I’ll discuss that with Princess Sigrid in private if she decides to go.”

			Their deepening scowls made it plain they didn’t like this answer, but before anyone could press, Tóra added, “And I can’t blame her for being uncertain, with all of ye jabbering in her ear about what she ought to do.”

			A rush of gratitude filled Sigrid’s chest at Tóra’s unwavering loyalty.

			Would making a new Eye be the solution?

			But if someone as wise as Vala failed to do it, why should I be able to?

			Rather than admitting her uncertainty to the room, she said, “The problem is that Vala once told me it’s not possible to make a new Eye of Hnitbjorg.”

			“And then she told ye it is possible, yeah?” Tóra said.

			Sigrid chewed her lip, searching Tóra’s earnest expression for answers. “Yes, but why did she ever tell me it wasn’t?”

			“I think she didn’t know who ye would become. It was impossible based on her experiences—but once she saw what ye could do…” Tóra shrugged, a small smile tugging the corners of her mouth.

			Sigrid’s cheeks burned at the amount of faith the Seers put into her. The path hadn’t been smooth or virtuous.

			“Or she was just trying to appease the princess,” General Marta murmured stubbornly. She leaned back against the wall so the whole structure groaned, and everyone looked at the ceiling as if waiting for it to collapse.

			Tóra opened her mouth to retort, but Sigrid interrupted her, desperate to know more.

			“But why did Vala originally think it’s impossible? Did she try to do it herself?”

			Tóra inhaled deeply, her nostrils flaring and her freckled cheeks turning the same color as her hair. She cast the generals one more glare before turning to Sigrid. “Vala once tried to create a new one, yes. She knew the Eye’s time was finite, so she began looking for a way to create another one. A better one that wouldn’t be limited by the Norns.”

			“The Norns determine fate, right?” Sigrid said, recalling the old Seer’s words. With the war going on, she hadn’t had time to continue her lessons with Tóra or any of the sorcerers, and her sparse knowledge of the gods and worlds floated somewhere at the bottom of her well of knowledge about stable care.

			“Right. They’re three sisters who weave the fate of the nine worlds. They live at the top of Mount Hnitbjorg, and once in a while, they send visions to the Eye if they want us to See something.” Tóra’s voice took on the hushed, awed tone it did when she talked about her craft. “Vala believed if she could make a prophetic stone that didn’t rely on the Norns, she could See any and all of the future.”

			“That sounds…powerful,” Sigrid said, her pulse picking up at the thought of such a relic. The Eye was dangerous enough, its magic so coveted that it left a trail of blood. Why would anyone want to bring such unchecked power into the worlds?

			Harald’s chair creaked as he leaned forward, his wide gaze darting eagerly between Sigrid and Tóra.

			“You can’t hear that and tell me the woman didn’t lose her mind,” General Marta said, casting the other generals a smug look.

			Tóra lifted her chin, ignoring them. “Anyway, it’s not possible. Vala couldn’t even make another regular Eye, never mind a better one. But Sigrid, I truly think yer the one person in all nine worlds who can make a new one.”

			Sigrid’s stomach seemed to tie into knots. Tóra really did put too much faith in her.

			“What if we go through all this trouble and the Eye doesn’t even help us win?” General Cecilie asked, her tone gentler than her comrade’s but still skeptical. “Even if we can see an attack coming, that doesn’t mean we’re guaranteed to fend them off. We need more than visions to get rid of the Night Elves.”

			“The thing is Mount Hnitbjorg offered more than just the Eye,” Tóra said. “That’s the place where Odin drank the mead of poetry.”

			“Tóra, I don’t think anyone is in the mood for poetry right now,” General Ulfhilda said, her tone exasperated.

			The young Seer tilted her head and smiled sadly. “Without the mead of poetry, we wouldn’t have had any of the books that lined the walls of Vanahalla’s towers. Vanaheim would be nothing without it. That mead is about knowledge and enlightenment.”

			“So you’re telling me I have to go drink some mead and gain wisdom?” Sigrid said.

			“No. The mead is gone. Odin drank it.”

			Sigrid stared at her.

			“I’m just saying,” Tóra said slowly, searching Sigrid’s face with bright, youthful eyes that begged her to understand, “that Mount Hnitbjorg started everything for Odin, and it can restart everything for us. The Norns live there, weaving our fate, weaving the fate of all nine worlds. At a time like this, don’t ye think it’s worth paying a visit to those who’ve woven Vanaheim’s past, present, and future?”

			It felt like the entire group held their breath along with Sigrid. This was hard to argue. They needed to do something bigger than fighting—like ride to the mountain where prophetic power was stored, where fate was woven, and where Odin’s famous mead of poetry had once been hidden.

			Trust Tóra, Vala had told Sigrid before being lost in the flames.

			Was it time to give up these pointless battles and ride to Mount Hnitbjorg?

			There was a knock on the door, and everyone jumped. They looked at each other, bewildered. Nobody ever interrupted a council meeting.

			“Come in,” Sigrid said.

			The door creaked open, and Fisk’s large dire wolf mask peered in.

			“I’m really sorry to be interrupting,” he said, “but Peter sent me to tell Sigrid that the birth is happening.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			A New Kind of Trouble

			Sigrid took off toward the foaling shelter before Fisk finished the sentence.

			“Thank you, Fisk!” she called over her shoulder, grateful he’d had the guts to interrupt the meeting.

			A flurry of emotions swirled inside her—panic, fear, dread…and somewhere deep down, a tiny, hopeful spark of excitement.

			The foal is here. Our foal.

			She ran across the camp, the surrounding wall of fire seeming to suck the air away until she could hardly breathe. After a year of frustration over how small and enclosed the camp was, it was suddenly too large, the distance stretching before her like the vast red desert leading to Helheim.

			“Sig, do you want the dent in your armor—” Roland said as she flew past him, his words fading into oblivion.

			“Princess, what of the dead elves?” a Night Elf called after her, an edge of outrage in his tone.

			“Princess, we don’t have enough food to last…” Gregor, the royal cook, faded into the hum of the crowd as she kept going.

			“Princess, princess, princess…”

			Their cries clung to her, and she kept running, her priorities tightening around her like a noose. Everything blurred, nothing but the foaling shelter in her line of sight. She had to get to Mariam.

			Panting, she stopped outside the wooden door and bent over, drawing a few calming breaths so she wouldn’t startle the mare.

			With a deep, fortifying inhale, she pulled back the door, her palm slick on the handle. Her pulse throbbed in her neck as her eyes adjusted to the dim light.

			Aesa lay on her side, Mariam kneeling at her head. Everyone else in the shelter stood tense and silent. Sofie’s eyes were glossy, her face pinched, as Bjorn draped an arm across her shoulders.

			Behind Aesa, a wet bundle on the straw marked the emerging foal. Aesa groaned, lifting her head to look back at it.

			Sigrid tried to say Mariam’s name, to offer her words of support, but no sound came out. She sank to her knees, the weight of everything pressing down on her.

			Aesa groaned again. The straw rustled behind her.

			“It’s out,” a veterinarian said, urgency in his tone. “Mare looks good.”

			Disbelief seemed to lift Sigrid into the ceiling. She’s going to survive?

			The foal’s nose broke through the membrane, and it lay flat, taking its first breaths.

			“Breathing,” the veterinarian said. “Well done, Aesa.”

			“Oh, gods,” Mariam said thickly, slumping with relief. “Aesa, you did it.”

			Mare and foal lay still for a moment while a collective exhale passed through the shelter. Tears filled Sigrid’s eyes as dizzying relief cascaded over her.

			Aesa’s okay. The foal is here.

			The veterinarians stood, clapping each other’s backs, their expressions relaxing.

			Peter caught her eye and nodded once. Exhaustion lined his face, but his shoulders lifted, his eyes brightening.

			He and Sigrid exchanged a smile.

			Tears of overwhelming joy welled up, coming out her eyes so fast that she had to use the back of her hand to wipe them away. How incredible that there could be the birth of a foal in the middle of all this—their perfect, beautiful foal. Maybe this was the sort of thing Ratatosk meant when he talked about balance.

			“A miracle, love,” Sofie said, dropping to her knees to kiss her daughter’s forehead and wrap her in a hug.

			Mariam hugged her back, her posture slumped and tired. “I’m glad you were here for it.”

			“Of course. Your family’s always here for you, even from afar.”

			“We were destined to come when we did,” Bjorn said, squeezing both their shoulders. “Congrats, wolf pup.”

			The way they stood purposely excluded Sigrid from their family moment, and she rocked back to let them have it. There were more important things to worry about than trying to be liked by Mariam’s parents—though her heart betrayed her with a small pang of rejection. I’m here for her, too, you know.

			In the straw, the foal kicked free of the membrane, revealing perfect, tiny wings. She was a filly, steel gray like Sleipnir, winged like Aesa. The coloring was unusual for a valkyrie mare, who were normally white. Then again, a valkyrie filly was usually also born as a bonded pair with a daughter, and Mariam had obviously not had a baby. This foal was unusual in many ways.

			She curled her legs under her—and Sigrid gasped and covered her mouth.

			She had eight legs. Wings and eight legs.

			Everyone else seemed to notice, too, because they all froze.

			“Oh, gods,” one of the veterinarians whispered.

			Sleipnir was hard enough to manage, never mind if he’d had wings. What fresh chaos had Loki unleashed on them?

			“She might be a challenge to train,” Sigrid said into her hands.

			Mariam looked over at her from between her parents’ shoulders and laughed, wiping tears from her cheeks. It was the first time Sigrid heard Mariam laugh in weeks—months, even.

			“We’ll help care for and train the filly, Mariam,” Sofie said, all gentleness gone from her voice. “I’m sure you’ll need all the help you can get while you take on your responsibilities guarding the princess—or whatever it is you do for her.”

			Mariam ignored her mother, stepping between her parents to pull Sigrid into a hug.

			Sigrid did her best to ignore Sofie’s words, fury simmering beneath her skin. She closed her eyes and hugged Mariam back, soothed by her familiar scent and warmth. 

			With a rustle and a groan, Aesa heaved to her feet. She nuzzled the foal, encouraging her to stand up.

			The filly stretched out her four front legs and stood without a struggle. Taking hesitant steps, she wobbled over to nurse.

			She was much larger than the usual valkyrie foals, which explained why Aesa had such a hard time giving birth. Her ears came to Sigrid’s waist.

			Sigrid tightened her arms around Mariam. “I can’t handle how adorable she is.”

			Mariam chuckled and leaned into their embrace. “Look at those tiny wings.”

			The filly turned her short neck, taking in all the people. She was beautifully proportioned, built upright like Sleipnir, and with tufts of hair encircling her hooves. She had a dainty head and a dished nose like Aesa—and a spirited, unruly look in her eye.

			We are in so much trouble.

			As if hearing Sigrid’s thoughts, the foal charged straight at her and head-butted her in the gut.

			“Oof!” Sigrid said, all the air leaving her lungs. She stumbled back, winded. “What was that for?”

			Peter laughed, shutting his mouth when Sigrid shot him a glare.

			The foal gave a high-pitched whinny and hopped in a circle. Aesa nickered as if to tell her to stop playing and come back to nurse.

			“What’ll you name her?” Sigrid asked, rubbing her stomach.

			Mariam bit her lip to hide a smirk. “What’s a name that means troublemaker?”

			“My mother used the word kárr when we misbehaved,” Peter said. “It means obstinate and wild.”

			Mariam looked at the foal, who trotted circles around Aesa with her nose in the air. “How about Kára?”

			Sigrid walked forward and scratched the naughty foal’s neck. “Welcome, Kára.”

			Kára turned her tiny head to nibble Sigrid’s sleeve.

			“I’m not sure why you’re all regarding this filly with such lightheartedness,” Sofie said. “Sleipnir’s foal? Eight legs and wings?”

			“Sofie’s right,” Bjorn said, scrutinizing Kára with his arms crossed. “Not only do we not know what kind of power she inherited, but she’ll also be a target for thieves and rulers throughout the nine worlds. She’s a danger to you—”

			“Don’t say that,” Mariam said, her voice high.

			Sigrid put a protective hand on Mariam’s arm, resisting the urge to step in front of her. Why would they add to Mariam’s stress like this? Didn’t they realize she’d been through enough for one day? “We’ll protect Kára at all costs,” she said firmly. “Nothing is happening to her on my watch, okay?”

			Mariam nodded, looking brittle.

			“We should clear everyone out so the foal can bond with Aesa and Mariam,” Sofie said, making sure to catch Sigrid’s eye in a silent challenge.

			“She’s Sleipnir’s foal, too,” Mariam said, reaching for Sigrid’s hand. “Sigrid stays.”

			Sofie opened her mouth as if to spit back an argument, but none came. A pulse of vindication coursed through Sigrid, and she bit her tongue, trying to avoid looking smug.

			“Great idea. Shout if you need anything,” Peter said, winking at Sigrid as he headed for the door.

			The veterinarians followed, leaving Mariam’s parents in a standoff with their daughter.

			Sofie’s nostrils flared as she drew a breath to retaliate. “Well, then we should also—”

			Bjorn put a hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Now’s not the time,” he murmured.

			Sofie looked from Sigrid to Mariam to the mare and foal, her expression shifting as if in conflict. A tiny part of Sigrid sympathized with her. Life in Niflheim wasn’t easy, and now she’d been thrust into the middle of a war in Vanaheim. She’d probably spent the last eighteen years imagining returning home, and this fallen world was certainly not living up to her expectations. Not to mention she had to look into Sigrid’s eyes and see the familiar features of the woman who’d destroyed her life.

			“We’ll talk about this later,” Sofie said, and they swept out of the shelter, leaving Sigrid and Mariam alone.

			Mariam dropped Sigrid’s hand and let out a breath, walking a little circle. She rubbed her face hard, groaning.

			“Are you okay?” Sigrid asked, her heart aching as she stood unable to help.

			“I should have come to Vindabek with you,” Mariam said into her hands.

			“Staying with Aesa was the only way, and you know it.” They tried months ago to have Mariam ride Hestur into battle, but after sixteen years with a winged mare, they might as well have asked a fish to climb a tree. She was a skilled rider, but on a winged mare, not a Midgard horse.

			Mariam dropped her hands. “More important than your life? I have a duty to protect you, Sigrid. If something happened to you, I could never—” Her voice broke, and she turned away.

			Sigrid moved toward her, wrapping her arms around Mariam’s waist from behind. She rested her chin on Mariam’s shoulder, attempting to reassure her. “Nothing happened to me. Nothing even came close. I’m Princess Sigrid Helenadottir, descended from Odin, Sleipnir’s heir—”

			Mariam huffed out a laugh. “And let’s not forget, modest.”

			Sigrid spun her around and kissed her, lingering on her soft, full lips. Mariam’s sweet taste was as soothing as ever against her tongue.

			When the council decided to appoint a guard to protect their princess, Sigrid had chosen Mariam in order to keep her close—and safe. She wouldn’t admit it, but she was guarding Mariam as much as Mariam was guarding her. Sigrid had no intention of putting her in harm’s way in the name of a royal duty.

			Mariam, however, seemed to want to do just that.

			She stepped away from Sigrid, crossing her arms as if to shield herself. Frowning, she watched Kára explore the shelter and nudge the walls. “I finally found a place and purpose in Vanaheim, and this pregnancy upended everything. Then my parents showed up…” She let the rest of the sentence hang, the implication suspended between them.

			And they hated me the moment they heard my surname, Sigrid finished in her head, anger and hurt twisting in her gut.

			“The other valkyries didn’t need any more reason to think of me as different, and they didn’t need any more reminders of where I came from. Being your guard was a chance to be someone new—someone other than the girl who lived lawlessly in Niflheim.” She waved a hand, not meeting Sigrid’s eye. “But I guess fate had other ideas for me.”

			Sigrid’s chest squeezed at the mention of fate. She imagined the Norns on top of Mount Hnitbjorg, weaving the loom that made up Mariam’s future, tugging the threads away from what she wanted.

			“First of all,” Sigrid said, “you’ve fought with the valkyries and proven yourself more than once, so nobody worth your time is doubting you.”

			Mariam scoffed. She was convinced the others whispered about how convenient it was that she couldn’t help fight when they needed her most.

			“As for the pregnancy—” Sigrid said.

			Kára rammed into Mariam’s hip. Mariam hissed, rubbing the point of impact.

			“There’s never been a foal like Kára,” Sigrid went on, “and our two horses created her, so I don’t know about you, but I think it’s a reason to celebrate.” She flushed. She’d hoped, maybe naively, that a successful birth would be a happy moment for the two of them.

			“This whole thing was an accident,” Mariam said, going to rub Aesa’s neck. “We should have kept a closer watch on Sleipnir, and we should never have let him and a mare be unattended together.”

			Sigrid’s face burned hotter. Maybe she was making this mean more than it did—treating this foal like their baby or a symbol of their commitment. It was ridiculous.

			Someone shouted outside, making Mariam and Aesa look at the closed door. Sigrid kept her gaze on Mariam, nothing else mattering. Frustration simmered in her gut as Mariam avoided her eye, turning back to comb her fingers through Aesa’s mane. 

			A deep longing, like a physical ache, filled Sigrid’s chest. War or not, it was worth pausing to absorb this glint of happiness together, wasn’t it? Whereas Mariam was afraid to fall in love in a time like this, it only made Sigrid want to fight harder.

			Except going to Mount Hnitbjorg meant leaving Mariam behind, so this wasn’t the time to get distracted by love and commitment. Maybe she’s right.

			Someone shouted again, and more joined in, growing louder.

			“What’s that about?” Mariam asked.

			Sigrid strained to hear what they were shouting.

			Aesa swept Kára under her wing, looking toward the door with the whites of her eyes showing.

			At the mare’s reaction, Sigrid tensed, her spine tingling.

			A scream split the air outside.

			Sigrid’s blood ran cold, and she raced out of the shelter. The cool, damp air bit her cheeks, and the sudden daylight stung her eyes, making her blink. More screams erupted, along with the clamor of startled animals in their pens.

			A few paces away, Peter stood behind a wheelbarrow. He looked skyward, shielding his eyes from the sun. Everyone around him looked up, too, pointing.

			“Peter, what’s happening?” Sigrid shouted, her mouth dry.

			“Something’s here.”

			Overhead, in the trees towering outside the wall of fire, branches snapped and rustled as if something very large was passing through.

			A stampede broke out around Sigrid. People ran into the nearest shelters. Horses shied, and several mares took flight, sending a windstorm through the camp.

			There. Dozens of dark shapes emerged through the canopy, falling fast.

			“What is it?” Sigrid asked, queasy as dread clawed at her stomach.

			Peter shook his head. “They’re too big to be birds.”

			Could they be…? No. Impossible. How did they get up that high?

			Arrows rained down on the camp, and Sigrid threw herself to the ground.

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Darkness Descending

			In a blur of movement, courtiers, sorcerers, and villagers grabbed their loved ones and dove for shelter. Horses, goats, chickens, cows, and pigs ran amok. Stable hands jumped into action, racing to help the valkyries mount up. Panicked shouts swirled in Sigrid’s head, dizzying.

			She leaped to her feet and called her spear. It soared through the mayhem and into her palm. “Sleipnir, come—”

			Peter yanked her back just as a man nearby fell to his knees with an arrow in his side, his cry piercing the air.

			Steps away, another man yelled and collapsed, an arrow jutting from his chest.

			“Valkyries, get in the sky!” Sigrid roared, her heart racing. “They’re coming over the wall!”

			The Night Elves couldn’t come through the fire, but they’d found a way over it. They jumped from the trees and descended on the camp, eclipsing the daylight.

			“Sleipnir!” Sigrid yelled again. Nausea rose inside her at how fast chaos had overtaken their refuge. After all this time, why were the elves retaliating now? Was this because of the gold?

			There was a chance the war had just reached a new height—that they were nearing the end, and the outcome was not in Vanaheim’s favor.

			The valkyries took off on their mares, swirling overhead and firing at the incoming attackers.

			“Sigrid.” Mariam appeared behind her in the open door of the foaling shelter, her eyes wide and her chest heaving. “I need a weapon.”

			Sigrid cursed. Every valkyrie spear was in use. They’d been in such short supply that Mariam had given hers to General Ulfhilda.

			Looking around wildly, Sigrid spotted an ax propped against the shelter, grabbed it, and passed it to Mariam.

			Mariam took it with trembling hands, her mouth agape in numb shock.

			“Defense only,” Sigrid said firmly. “Stay here.”

			Mariam looked past her. “I can’t just do nothing!”

			“Need you here. Watch Aesa and Kára.” She stepped in and kissed Mariam before racing toward the horse corrals, her heart squeezing.

			Please stay safe.

			As the descending figures became clear, a jolt of fear turned Sigrid’s blood cold. Night Elves soared into camp using strange contraptions that caught the wind like sails, bringing them safely to the ground.

			Sigrid threw her spear at the nearest elf swooping down in front of her, hitting him squarely and making him lose his grip. He fell and hit the dirt with a sickening crunch.

			“Watch the trees!” Sigrid yelled, her voice raspy.

			Everyone on the ground—stable hands, courtiers, villagers—met the elves with battle cries. The camp dissolved into a swirl of mares and debris, and anything people could grab became a weapon. A gust of wind rose, competing with the storm of valkyrie wings, as the sorcerers used runes to blow the fire inward and make it harder for the elves to enter. Tóra and the others huddled behind a shelter, pointing toward the flames and shouting at each other.

			“Sleipnir!” Sigrid shouted again, unable to see the stallion through the crowd.

			She continued to the corrals, skirting the camp’s perimeter.

			Where is he? The stallion always came when he was called. Fear clouded her mind, making her breaths short.

			“Sleip—” Pure instinct had her dodging as a dark shape lunged at her. She landed hard on her hip, pain shooting like a current down her leg as her hand slid through cold, gritty mud.

			Flat on her side, she gasped for air and tried to get her feet under her.

			A creak of leather. A grunt. She swung her spear blindly, catching only air as the elf slammed into her.

			Mud was everywhere—her hands, her clothes, her mouth. Sprawled on her stomach, she spat out the bitter grit, coughing. 

			“You made a mistake coming here,” she snarled, rolling over.

			Standing over her, the elf barked out a laugh. He wore a bovine mask with chipped teeth and a web of cracks across the nose. “Don’t be so sure. Fate has been rewoven, and it’s time for your world to accept the new order.”

			Sigrid roared and kicked out. With a surprised yelp, the elf stumbled back, and she took the advantage. Aiming for the space between his mask and chainmail, she threw her spear.

			He ducked, and it glanced off his mask with a crack.

			She summoned her weapon back and jumped to her feet, annoyed at the surety of his words. Did he mean it literally, as if the elves knew exactly how the Norns had woven fate?

			“What do you mean by rewoven?” she snapped.

			He gave a cackle and swiped at her with his dagger.

			A quick jump back placed her out of danger but too close to the wall of fire. Heat blasted over her, drawing sweat from her pores and making it hard to breathe. She shook the discomfort off and threw her spear, this time clipping the elf’s shoulder and sending him stumbling backward.

			Distantly, a clamor arose, and a whirl of valkyries descended on one spot. Blasts of rune-summoned winds followed them, reaching Sigrid and bringing relief from the heat. 

			“Stop them!” General Marta roared.

			“Need help over here!” Leah cried.

			“Coming in from the right!” Edith shouted.

			The wind died down. 

			A chill swept over Sigrid as the swirl of white mares formed like a deadly whirlpool. What’s going on?

			Footsteps thundered closer. The elf rammed into her like a charging bull. Air exploded out of her, and her spear slipped from her fingers as they both stumbled perilously close to the flames. He locked his gloved hands over her arms, trying to force her into the fire.

			Dizzy and struggling to breathe, she reached back for whatever she could use as a weapon. She closed her fingers over a wooden drying rack and swung it at him. The clothes hanging on it fell half in the mud, half in the wall, and the whole thing erupted into flame and disintegrated.

			The burst of fire brought a roar from the elf’s mask, but he stubbornly held on, clinging to her like a leech. Heat seared her through her tunic, a burning smell curling in her nostrils that might have been her clothes or hair. There wasn’t room for one more step backward.

			I’m not going to die like this.

			As the elf pushed her toward the flames, she hooked her fingers under his mask, tugging upward.

			He roared, letting go of her to hold it in place. Between daylight and the fire at her back, he wouldn’t last a second if she exposed his face.

			“The gold! Stop them!” General Marta cried from somewhere distant.

			They did come for the cart. The truth hit in a rush of icy dread—followed by a worse realization. The runes!

			Unwilling to make the same mistake again, Sigrid forced her attention back to the elf. She kicked, swiping his feet out from under him. He fell to one knee, and she wrenched away, gasping.

			A deep voice shouted her name, heavy footsteps drawing nearer. “Princess Sigrid!”

			Harald stopped beside her, his eyes wide with fear. “Princess… They pushed the cart into the flames. The runes, the gold—it’s all gone.” 

			Sigrid’s knees weakened, the sensation of falling pulling her down. Their hope of making new valkyrie weapons had been reduced to ash—and with it, their chance of understanding what the Night Elves had written on those stones in Vindabek.

			The elf’s mask snapped up to her, and there was a pause.

			A shiver passed over Sigrid.

			Princess. Harald had used her title.

			The elf drew a breath, unleashing a shout that rose above everything. “I found the princess—”

			Sigrid lunged, grasping for his mask again. He knocked her hands away, but she kept advancing, driving her boot into his stomach. The elf stumbled back with a grunt, closer to the flames.

			The ferocious heat stung Sigrid’s face, smoke scalding her throat. The pain didn’t matter. All that mattered was finishing this elf before he finished her. She raised both hands to shove him into the inferno, vengeance pulsing in her neck.

			In a flash of silver, his dagger sliced toward her. Searing pain erupted across her palm as the blade opened a gash.

			She shrieked, clenching her fist against the cascade of warm blood. The force of the blade threw her off-balance, the pain disorienting. Blinking back furious tears, she ripped her gaze away from the gaping canyon in her hand and back to the elf.

			He raised the dagger for another blow.

			Sigrid crouched, suddenly on the defensive, unprepared for his next strike.

			Harald jumped between them, his back to Sigrid, his arms extended toward the elf. “No—”

			The word became a terrible, wet groan as the blade sank into him instead of Sigrid.

			“Harald!” Sigrid closed her uninjured hand around his tunic, yanking him back before he could fall into the fire. But the elf came with, trying to scramble away as she eased Harald to the ground. 

			He’d left the dagger behind, plunged deep into the sorcerer’s chest.

			Rage tore through her, hotter than the everlasting flame. She grabbed the elf by the collar with both hands, the sharp sting in her palm nothing next to what was going on inside her.

			“You’ll regret that,” she snarled, trembling with fury and pain. As she shoved him hard toward the flame, he closed his fists over her arms, a desperate attempt to drag her with him.

			She wrenched free, finding a strength she didn’t know she had, and slammed her boot into his gut, sending him toppling backward.

			He shrieked as the flames engulfed him, and in the next moment, he was no more.

			She spun around, not sparing the elf another second. “Harald,” she choked out. “Harald, I’m sorry—” 

			He moaned, a hand fluttering near the hilt of the dagger.

			“I should have finished him off sooner.” Her words descended into a panicked jumble, and her vision blurred. She wiped her face, trying to be rid of the stinging, burning sensation caused by the fire. “No, no, no… Help! Someone!”

			Her palm left smears of blood on his tunic, adding to the dark pool rapidly forming.

			Beneath all the clatter and screams, Harald moaned, his breaths shallow and raspy. “Princess Sigrid, the runes—”

			“It’s okay,” she said thickly, hands trembling. Could she remove the dagger? No, it was too deep. He was going to die whether she removed it or not.

			Or maybe they could save him. If someone came to help right now, they might be able to stop the blood. She looked around, her chest tight.

			“Princess, they opened a conduit with Asgard.” He grunted, sweat shining on his forehead. “To communicate with…with Loki.”

			Sigrid froze. “Loki? How?”

			“We saw the trickster’s symbol and—two distinct styles of writing,” he said between labored breaths. “A conversation took place.”

			Her heart pounded hard against her ribs. “You mean Loki wrote back?”

			He nodded once, wincing. “Instructions. We didn’t…determine what, but it’s enough to tell…it’s not just Svartalfheim attacking us—this is the work of a god.”

			The back of Sigrid’s neck prickled. For months, they’d been trying to get information about who had taken up leadership of the Night Elves. They’d wondered if a new Svartalf King rose in the old one’s place or if one of Nýr’s brothers was giving orders. Any captives insisted they had no leader—but then who was telling them to keep attacking Vanaheim?

			Loki.

			The god of mischief was behind all this, as Ratatosk had warned. He’d goaded the Night Elves into coming here, and now he continued to tip the balance of order and chaos.

			“H-how are we supposed to stop a god?” Icy fear put a tremor in her voice. 

			Notes of mischievous laughter echoed in her memory, the answer to her question.

			She shivered, dread cascading over her.

			It was Loki’s voice I heard when I copied the runes.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			A God-Made Mess

			Harald rested his head on the ground, his eyes fluttering closed, his breaths slowing.

			“Hold on. We’ll get you help. Please, don’t—” Sigrid swiped a muddy hand across her cheeks, fingers trembling as a knot formed in her throat.

			The stab of loss was like a hole in her chest. Harald had a family and friends and people who depended on him. He was Vanaheim’s best sorcerer. What would happen without him? How would his family go on?

			Sigrid looked around, gasping for air. Through her blurry vision, elves lay scattered across the campsite. They’d attacked while every valkyrie was here, and they’d paid the consequences.

			But although they were winning against the elves, the victory was hollow. Structures had collapsed, and too many victims lay strewn in the mud, barely moving or completely still. The few remaining Night Elves fell fast as the valkyries closed in overhead like vengeful hawks.

			Sigrid scanned frantically for her friends and her horses. Please, please, be okay…

			Her heart couldn’t take it if they—

			She spotted Hestur and a few other horses huddled in a corner away from the fight. Stable hands hovered nearby using pitchforks and buckets as weapons and shields. The chaos was dying, the elves dwindling in numbers.

			A clamor rose from the opposite end of camp, and her stomach lurched. Sleipnir fought hard against a slew of elves. They’d thrown ropes over his neck and were trying to restrain him—maybe steal him. The massive stallion kicked and thrashed, sending them flying. The muzzle he’d been wearing dangled around his neck, broken, freeing him to clamp his teeth over an elf’s arm and throw her aside.

			Sigrid opened her mouth to command the valkyries to protect him, but panic rendered her speechless, her throat too dry to produce a sound. Dizziness overcame her, making her sway.

			They can’t hurt him. Aside from the cruelty of it, Vanaheim depended on him.

			Before she could try again, a swarm of valkyries soared down to help the stallion, launching spears into the remaining attackers.

			Sigrid slumped, weak with relief.

			Footsteps raced up behind her, and familiar voices rang out, calling her and Harald’s names.

			Exhausted and struggling for breath, she let gentle hands help her stand.

			“Sigrid.” Mariam swam into view. She touched Sigrid’s face as if to make sure she was really there, panic pulling her expression tight. “Are you hurt?”

			Sigrid looked down at her palm, where blood cascaded over her fingers and dripped into the mud. The pain felt distant, numb, overshadowed by an unbearable heaviness.

			Mariam swore, placing a gentle hand under hers. She leaned in and kissed Sigrid urgently, as if her emotions had overcome her. 

			Sigrid opened her lips to kiss her back, fighting tears. Mariam’s sweet taste and soft skin tethered her to reality, a reminder there was still good in the worlds.

			Mariam is still safe. My friends are still here. All is not lost.

			“We’ll get this fixed,” Mariam said as they broke apart, cradling Sigrid’s hand.

			A dark, masked shape kneeled next to Harald, and Sigrid’s heart jolted before she took in the deer mask with three black stones across the forehead. Prince Nýr.

			He must have heard the little gasp escape her lips because he looked up. “I’m sorry, Princess. I can remove the dagger and try to heal the wound with a rune, but we might be too late.”

			Sigrid’s insides plummeted into her feet as the bloodstain on Harald’s tunic grew larger. He wouldn’t survive this—and his wife and children would soon be burdened with the news.

			Tears flowed from her eyes. “What should we do?”

			Nýr turned his mask back to Harald. “Leaving it will stop more of his blood from spilling. But I’m afraid there is nothing we can do for him.”

			Sigrid’s heart ached, both for Harald and for Nýr. The prince didn’t need to be here trying to save one of them when they’d done so little to protect the allied elves. He didn’t need to be here at all. 

			Souls like his gave her hope. Maybe uniting the nine worlds wasn’t impossible.

			More people thundered over, bending to check Harald’s pulse and examine the dagger buried in his chest. Their shouts bled together, an indiscernible echo. 

			Nýr stumbled, evidently pushed aside, and he stepped back from the body without a word.

			“We’ll take it from here, Princess,” an elder sorcerer said, extending a palm to keep her back—as if she couldn’t handle this. As if she’d never seen death before.

			“Nýr said we could try a rune,” she said, the useless suggestion pouring automatically from her lips. Her voice seemed to come from a long way away.

			“It’s okay,” Mariam whispered, gently pulling Sigrid back. “They’re the best in Vanaheim. They’ll do everything they can.”

			Sigrid’s throat tightened so much it hurt, a choking wave of guilt. She trembled uncontrollably, struggling to catch her breath. He died defending me. I should have done more to save him.

			“Y-you should be with Aesa and the foal,” she said weakly, her priorities clashing violently inside her head.

			Mariam stroked Sigrid’s hair, which was caked in mud and sweat. “The fight is almost done. The valkyries have it under control.”

			Sigrid nodded, her eyes burning. She couldn’t look at Harald or the people surrounding him, afraid of what she would see.

			In her periphery, Nýr turned to leave, and Sigrid reached toward him, urgency overcoming her as Harald’s last words flooded back. “Nýr, do you think it’s possible that Svartalfheim is serving Loki?”

			He sucked in a breath, a whoosh inside his mask. “What makes you say that?”

			“In Vindabek, we found Loki’s symbol and some kind of conversation etched onto stones. It seems the invaders put them there.”

			Nýr was silent, his chest rising and falling, as he absorbed the news. His fingers twitched at his sides as if wanting to ball into fists. “It’s possible. My father was not forthright with everything, especially with his sons. I believe he thought if he kept enough secrets from us, we would have less motivation to assassinate him and take the throne.”

			Sounds like a loving family. Sigrid’s own selfish mother threatened to push to the front of her mind, and she tamped that down.

			In all their efforts to get Night Elf allies and information, they hadn’t touched on the late king’s motivations—the theory Ratatosk first shared with Sigrid long ago.

			Sigrid stepped closer, tugging Mariam with her. “Did he ever tell you why he wanted to attack Vanaheim, kidnap Ratatosk, or shift the balance of Yggdrasil?”

			Nýr crossed his arms, tilting his mask as he considered her question. “He presented the ideas as his own. But that’s not to say they were. If you found runes… I wouldn’t be surprised, given the nature of his actions.”

			Sigrid nodded. She’d known for some time that she would have to stop Loki, and as the evidence mounted before her, the means to do so became clear.

			A god made this mess, and only the gods can fix it. I have to go to the place where fate is woven.

			The elf who killed Harald seemed to think this was exactly as they suspected and feared—that fate itself had been rewoven against them. It was possible that Loki had even paid a visit to the Norns himself. She would have to ask Tóra if this was likely.

			Mariam closed Sigrid’s fingers over the gash in her palm, a silent reminder that they needed to tend to the wound.

			Nýr bowed. “I’ll go check on my troops, Princess.”

			As he turned away, Sigrid reached out to stop him. “Nýr.”

			He turned back, his fists clenched.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, hoping he read the earnestness in her tone. “About the allies we lost.”

			He paused, nodded, then strode into the depths of the camp, disappearing amid the smoke, debris, and the haunting cries over their losses.

			Sigrid swallowed around the tightness in her throat, hoping he believed her.

			Mariam wiped her face with her arm, letting out a shaky breath. “I hate this. I hate the constant fear of—” She shook her head. “Come on. Let’s fix your hand before you lose too much blood.”

			Sigrid followed on clumsy feet, too spent to argue. “If we had the Eye of Hnitbjorg, we would have seen the attack coming. It always showed us when danger got close. This is my fault for not going to make a new one the moment Vala told me.”

			“It’s not your fault,” Mariam said gently. “We made the decision together, and at the time, it was the best move.” She scanned the ruined camp, maybe searching for someone who could help.

			Sigrid shook her head. “I made the wrong choice. Every day here is a day I could have spent going to the Norns. That’s what I’m supposed to do.” She kicked one of the contraptions the elves had used to breach the wall. It was so simple—a chute connected to a crossed wooden frame, probably enchanted with wind or some magic she didn’t understand. She should have known the circle of fire wouldn’t keep them safe forever.

			She rubbed her wrist across her face, drying her tears.

			There was no other option. It was time to attempt the impossible journey that Vala once failed to make.

			“This way,” Sigrid said, steering them toward the one person who could help.

			Mariam ran to catch up. “Tell me you’re taking me to someone who can fix your hand.”

			“She can do more than just that.”

			They found Tóra wrapped in Fisk’s arms, heaving with sobs.

			“Golly, I’ll never forget how kind he was to me when we worked together last year,” Fisk said, his voice thick. “He could’ve been as mean as everyone else, you know? But he wasn’t. He treated me like…like…” He sniffed.

			Sigrid stopped beside them, guilt rising in her chest for interrupting while they were in this state. Tóra lifted her tear-streaked, freckled face.

			“Sigrid knows how great Harald was—don’t you, Sigrid?” Fisk said. “He was like a father to us.”

			Sigrid hadn’t quite found a father figure in Harald, but Fisk had lost his father as a kid, so she nodded, blinking back a fresh wave of tears. “He was the best.”

			She meant it. He’d trusted her, and he agreed to work with Fisk last year when nobody else believed a Night Elf should help them. He and Fisk had spent a lot of hours together trying to decipher the Night Elves’ weapons—he’d probably become one of the few people in Vanaheim who treated Fisk with respect.

			Tóra wiped her cheeks, nodding. Fisk wiped his dire wolf mask.

			“We’re going to make sure his death wasn’t for nothing,” Sigrid said, urgency sharpening her tone. “I need your help, Tóra.”

			Tóra sat taller, sucking in a breath to stifle her sobs.

			Sigrid’s mouth went dry, and her heart seemed to stop beating as her decision solidified. “How do I get to Mount Hnitbjorg?”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Appeasing the Norns

			“First thing ye have to understand is it’s not as simple as just asking the Norns to make a new prophetic stone,” Tóra said as they entered the foaling shelter.

			It was the most private place for Sigrid, Mariam, and Tóra to talk, so after ensuring the valkyries landed safely and no more elves waited beyond the wall, they’d come here. Hay, manure, and horse sweat met Sigrid’s nose—the soothing scent of home.

			Kára frolicked in a circle, delighting in the company, while Aesa stepped forward to nuzzle Mariam’s shoulder. Shafts of sunlight illuminated the mare and foal, dust motes swirling.

			“You said the Eye was our gods-given magic,” Sigrid said, hoping for a straightforward plan. “Isn’t it Vanaheim’s right to have prophetic knowledge? They should be keen to give it back.”

			Tóra slid down the wall to sit on the ground, her torn emerald robes crumpling over the uneven dirt and scattered straw. Her weariness was visible in the lines around her eyes. Sigrid and Mariam joined her, too tired to stand. Kára romped over and fell into Mariam’s lap—blissfully ignorant of the day’s seriousness.

			“It is, but fate led us to lose it.” Tóra wiped a trembling arm across her clammy face, leaving a smear of mud. “Everything that happens is predetermined by the Norns. They won’t change fate just because we’re sad about what they’ve woven in their loom. Fate is impartial, and they’re strict about this.”

			Frustration roiled in Sigrid’s gut. Of course it won’t be straightforward.

			Mariam reached for her hand, her fingers warm against Sigrid’s cold skin, and presented her bloody palm to Tóra. “Heal first. Then talk.”

			“Right.” Tóra drew a quill from the pocket of her tattered green robe and began writing on the heel of Sigrid’s hand, drawing a rune that would call on the goddess Eir to help mend her.

			Sigrid winced as the tip of the quill poked at her bruised hand. “What if a god is the one who has rewoven fate? That can’t be impartial,” she said, thinking of what the elf who killed Harald had said.

			Tóra tilted her head, her brow pinched and a glint of uncertainty in her eyes.

			“The elf who killed Harald… He said fate had been rewoven against us. I just…” Sigrid shifted, sweat breaking out across her skin as Tóra’s quill dug in. “I wonder if the Norns will stay impartial even if Loki is to blame— Ouch!”

			“Sorry, sorry.” Tóra gentled her rune writing, casting Sigrid a worried look. “Ye said L-Loki?”

			Sigrid’s heart beat faster at her reaction. “Harald told me those runes were used to communicate with Loki.”

			“He did?”

			Sigrid nodded, her mouth going dry.

			Tóra’s chest heaved. Whatever this meant to her, her reaction put a sick feeling in Sigrid’s gut.

			A question hovered on Sigrid’s tongue—one she was afraid to ask, but she had to know the answer. “He told me Loki wrote back. I wondered…” Her voice quavered. “Does Loki—or any god—ever respond by speaking directly to the person who cast the runes?”

			Mariam looked at her sharply.

			Tóra raised an eyebrow. “It’s rare, but it can happen if the person has taken painstaking efforts to ensure there’s a strong connection.”

			“A strong connection? What do you mean?”

			“Like if they create a blood connection to the god in question.”

			Blood. Like being a descendant?

			Sigrid swallowed hard. There was a slight chance she’d inadvertently opened a conduit with the god of chaos in Vindabek. But she hadn’t heard the voice since, so maybe it was a one-time thing.

			Tóra stared vacantly across the shelter, deep in thought, before shaking herself out of it and continuing the rune on Sigrid’s hand. “If Svartalfheim is serving Loki, then this war is more serious than we anticipated.”

			Mariam reached for the veterinary supplies left behind earlier, a movement that Kára must have interpreted as play because she rolled over and nearly kicked Mariam in the face with her eight flailing legs.

			“Ow—stop it—ugh, you’re a menace.” Mariam nudged the filly the right way up and leaned over to dab Sigrid’s wound with ointment.

			“I have to go to the Norns,” Sigrid said, trying to ignore all the fussing. “We won’t win by continuing to fight, but there has to be something cosmic we can do, right? I can ask them to change the fate they’ve woven for Vanaheim.”

			“That’s not really… I don’t think ye can…” Tóra chewed her lip.

			“It is possible to change fate,” Sigrid insisted. “Vala told me I have the power to follow a cosmic path or diverge from it.”

			They fell into silence as Tóra finished the rune and Mariam dressed and bandaged Sigrid’s wound. She waited for a blissful sense of relief to tingle through her fingers, but her worries were more distracting than the physical pain.

			“Maybe Sigrid can convince the Norns to change fate, and maybe not,” Mariam said, rubbing a thumb over Sigrid’s wrist in a comforting gesture. “But either way, we know we have to go to Mount Hnitbjorg.”

			A chill passed over Sigrid. “Not we. I will have to go.”

			Mariam cast her a tight-lipped smile that said, We’ll see.

			Tóra reached into her pocket again. “Vala gave me this.”

			This broke Sigrid and Mariam’s stare-down.

			Sigrid’s gaze fell to the folded parchment in Tóra’s hands, and her breath hitched. “Instructions?”

			“Rough notes.” Tóra’s eyes filled with tears as she cradled it. “She documented her journey to the Norns.”

			Sigrid waited, anticipation rising like a bubble within her.

			A tear landed on the parchment. “Th-the problem is that I don’t really understand it. I…I wasn’t supposed to become Vanaheim’s Seer this early. I know I haven’t been able to offer much—and with Vanahalla gone, there are no books for me to consult…”

			Sigrid’s chest tightened. Tóra was just a girl thrust into a role she was unprepared for, like herself. They were all floundering, trying to make sense of their places in this war.

			“Hey, it’s okay,” Sigrid said, stopping her before the pitch of her voice rose any higher.

			The young Seer wiped her eyes. “I’ve been studying it since she died, and I still don’t know exactly what needs to be done to create a new Eye of Hnitbjorg. But I can tell ye what I do know.”

			“Anything you know will help,” Sigrid said, breathless. “Do the best you can.”

			Tóra unfolded the parchment, which was large enough to cover a small table. Sigrid and Mariam leaned in, squinting to see in the dim light peeking through cracks in the walls.

			Vala had sketched and written across the page in black ink. The overall shape was a familiar ash tree that could only be Yggdrasil. Tóra pointed to a sketch where the trunk met the ground—a curved line with three people standing on its apex, probably the Norns at the top of Mount Hnitbjorg. Beside this were the words, “Norn requests—offer unity.”

			“What I gather,” Tóra said, her voice shaky but gaining confidence, “is that because prophetic knowledge needs to draw from all worlds, the Norns need to have the worlds united in order to create a new stone. We have to go to them with an offering of cosmic unity.”

			We again. Sigrid’s gut clenched. Why was everyone assuming they would come with her? This would be dangerous, and she didn’t want to put others at risk.

			She stared at the parchment, waiting for it to make sense. It also had the names of the nine worlds, some scrawled notes that were barely decipherable, and a lot of blank space. “How exactly do I offer cosmic unity?”

			Tóra crossed her legs under her robe, focused. “To bring the worlds together, ye need to bring souls from all nine worlds to the Norns.”

			“Souls? Like sacrifices?” Sigrid said, her skin prickling. “Tóra, if this involves throwing people into a volcano—”

			“Not sacrifices.” Tóra shook her head, her voice steadier now. “Just unity. They need to accompany ye to Mount Hnitbjorg.”

			“Okay. And where, exactly, is Mount Hnitbjorg?” Sigrid asked, trying to keep her voice level despite the rising number of questions swirling in her brain.

			Mariam leaned over to tap it on Yggdrasil. “Between the pointy things and the squiggles.”

			Tóra nodded. “In Jotunheim. I’ll add to this map so we have a better idea of where we’re going.” She sat a little taller at the mention of maps—something she was good at and didn’t need books for.

			On the parchment, the name “Jotunheim” was accompanied by simply a sketch of icicles and the words Vimur River underlined, which Sigrid had never heard of.

			Kára inched closer and started nibbling the corner of the map with her gums, and Mariam pushed her away with a sigh.

			“I think if ye can go to the Norns with souls from all nine worlds, they shouldn’t give ye too much trouble,” Tóra said, smoothing the parchment as she avoided Sigrid’s eye.

			“Too much trouble? You mean I could go through all the work of getting nine souls and have it be pointless?”

			Tóra lifted a shoulder in a feeble shrug. “It’s all we can hope for. The Norns don’t have to answer to anyone.”

			Sigrid rubbed a hand over her eyes, fighting the feeling that Jörmungandr was slithering inside her stomach. Bits of straw prickled through her trousers, everything agitating. “Okay. So I have to ride to all nine worlds, convince someone to join me on a journey to the realm of the ice giants, and then hope the Norns agree to make a new stone. Is that all? Should be a nice jaunt that only takes a century.”

			“Well, ye already have souls from some worlds, so ye don’t need to travel to all nine,” Tóra said calmly, cutting through Sigrid’s rising panic.

			Sigrid stared, a glimmer of hope flickering inside her. 

			“Niflheim,” Mariam said, raising a hand. Her other hand scratched Kára’s fluffy neck, keeping her occupied.

			Sigrid’s chest tightened. She shook her head firmly. “The journey’s going to be dangerous, with the worlds in this state. You, Aesa, and Kára should stay put.”

			“If we stay here, Night Elves can attack again at any moment.” Mariam crossed her arms, looking as immovable as a mountain. Her gaze traveled from her mare to the filly, a glimpse of soft affection in her eyes. “All nine worlds are dangerous right now. We should stick together.”

			Sigrid searched for an argument and found none.

			“Just admit you need me,” Mariam said with finality. She turned back to Tóra, growing animated. “What other worlds have we got?”

			“Fisk and our other Night Elf allies are all from Svartalfheim,” Sigrid mumbled, torn between dread and an overwhelming sense of lightness that Mariam would be coming. Suddenly, the task seemed less impossible. “Fisk will have to come, too, then.”

			“And if I’m not mistaken, we have a soul from Midgard, yeah?” Tóra said with a little smile.

			Sigrid gasped. “Hestur! My mother said he came from Midgard. Do animals count?”

			“Of course.”

			“Was Roland’s mom really a Light Elf?” Mariam asked, nodding toward the door. “Maybe he counts for Alfheim.”

			Tóra shook her head. “The souls have to be born there.”

			“I don’t know any Light Elves, so I guess Alfheim is one world we need to go to.” Sigrid paused, a thought nagging at her. “Tóra, if this is just a matter of gathering souls from the nine worlds, why couldn’t Vala do it?”

			“Vala didn’t have Sleipnir. There were places she couldn’t get to—souls she couldn’t find. Look.” She pointed to the word Asgard on the parchment. Beneath it, Vala had written, “Gods. Impossible?”

			Sigrid blinked. Sleipnir was born in Asgard. He qualified.

			Her heart raced. The plan formed in her mind’s eye, like a wall being built stone by stone. She could succeed in bringing together souls from all nine worlds. She, and only she, had the ability to bring one from Asgard and—

			Wait.

			Sigrid’s gaze snapped to another word on the page. Helheim.

			At the very bottom of the parchment, Vala had written, “Dead. Impossible?”

			Sleipnir could pass through the gates of Hel and bring souls with him. Sigrid had done it before.

			Her mouth went dry. “Y-you said the souls need to be born in each world. Nobody is born in Helheim, right?”

			“Right, but they can be reborn when ye lead them out on Sleipnir,” Tóra said.

			Mariam’s breath hitched, and a sensation like a glacial waterfall came over Sigrid. Leading souls out of Helheim on Sleipnir was far too familiar.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Valkyries and Sorcerers

			“No. No way,” Sigrid said, her breaths coming faster as panic constricted her chest. “I can’t do that. I can’t go back to Helheim.”

			Tóra’s brow pinched. “But ye have to. Ye need a soul from there.”

			Sigrid shook her head fiercely. Facing her mother was not an option. “There has to be another way to get someone from Helheim.”

			She curled her legs under her to stand, but before she could move, Mariam slung an arm around her shoulders and kissed her cheek. “We’ll face it together.”

			“What about Aesa?” Sigrid pointed frantically at the mare, desperate. “Aesa died and was reborn in Helheim when I led her back out again. She counts, right? Please? Tell me she counts. Oh, gods, don’t make me face my mother again.”

			Aesa perked her ears at the sound of her name, and Sigrid swore the mare would agree if she could talk. Helena held Aesa hostage and betrayed every one of them at one point or another. Why would they willingly go back there?

			“I can’t guarantee that Aesa counts as a soul from Helheim,” Tóra said, shifting on the uneven floor. “The soul bond between a valkyrie and her mare is complex—a cosmic connection beyond my understanding. Beyond anyone’s, I think.”

			The memory of raising Hel’s army came back to Sigrid in a rush, making cold sweat prickle at the nape of her neck. The dismal feeling of being in Helheim with her mother filled her, weighing her down until she wanted to lie flat in the straw.

			“So I have to go to Helheim and bring someone out with me,” Sigrid said flatly.

			“Afraid so,” Tóra said apologetically, her shoulders dropping.

			Sigrid sucked in a deep breath, battling the urge to scream. Why did this have to involve Helheim? She wasn’t ready to see her mother again, not now, not ever.

			Mariam squeezed her shoulders in support, her arm the only thing keeping Sigrid upright. “We can do it, Sigrid. Alfheim, Muspelheim, Helheim, and Jotunheim. We have four destinations.”

			“And that’ll be the cosmic unity we need?” Sigrid asked Tóra, swallowing down the bile creeping up. “We’ll be able to bring home a new Eye of Hnitbjorg and restore Vanaheim’s magic?”

			“Presumably,” Tóra said, a quaver in her voice that was not reassuring. She plucked bits of straw and mud off her robe, fighting a losing battle as dust motes clung to their clammy skin.

			Sigrid moaned, rubbing her gritty face. “This is the most impossible thing I have ever done. And that includes trying to outrun Garmr, riding through the gates of Hel and back, and learning how to barrel roll on Hestur.”

			“I’ll come with ye,” Tóra said, folding up the parchment. “I might not know as much as Vala, but I can still be helpful. Plus, if Fisk is coming…” She trailed off, turning red, and stood. Bits of straw fell from her tattered robe and drifted to the floor. “I should get back to the others.”

			“Okay.” A jolt shot through Sigrid’s chest as their decision settled over her. “When should we depart?”

			With a hand on the door, Tóra turned back. “Whenever everyone involved is ready to make the journey.”

			Sigrid looked to Mariam. “Aesa just gave birth, so—”

			“She’ll be ready in a couple of days,” Mariam said firmly. “I feel her strength returning already.”

			Sigrid hesitated. True, winged mares were created for war, and their recovery time was infinitesimal. Her whole life, she’d seen mares fly and gallop within a day of giving birth, and Aesa was as strong as any of them. Kára would be able to keep up, too. Foals usually couldn’t fly well for the first few years, but Kára was no ordinary foal.

			Sigrid nodded, and Tóra returned it before opening the door. The afternoon sun bathed them, and then it was gone, plunging them back into cold, dim isolation.

			I should get back out there, too. The thought settled heavily over Sigrid, making it impossible to move. Mariam kept her arm securely over her shoulders, a warmth she didn’t want to step away from.

			Everything hurt, most of all her palm. Shouldn’t the rune have made it feel better by now?

			Kára hopped in a circle, flapping her tiny wings as if energized by the decision. Aesa nickered as if to tell her to settle down.

			Mariam chewed her lip, her brow pinching. “Looks like we’re taking you on a journey, little one.”

			Sigrid searched Mariam’s face, her heart beating hard. “You’re sure?”

			“I won’t accept anything else.” Mariam’s dark eyes pulled Sigrid in, drowning out the world around them, making a promise—she would always stand by Sigrid, even if she was afraid to voice her love aloud.

			Emotion welled in Sigrid’s chest. She leaned her head on Mariam’s shoulder, forever grateful to be at her side.

			“I’m scared of losing you,” Sigrid whispered, reaching over to take Mariam’s hand.

			Mariam tensed, but after a pause, she rubbed her thumb over the back of Sigrid’s bandage. “I know. Me too.”

			Sigrid closed her eyes, savoring this moment. Though straw prickled through her clothes and dried mud cracked on her skin, being in Mariam’s arms made all the discomfort go away.

			Mariam could insist she didn’t want to make their relationship serious all she wanted, but it didn’t change the truth.

			How much longer can I pretend we aren’t serious when I would gladly ask her to be mine forever?

			…

			Sigrid put on Sleipnir’s bridle as dawn brightened the sky, her hands steady despite the heated argument going on around her.

			“You’ve all lost your minds!” General Marta shouted, her face red with fury as she jabbed a finger toward the sorcerers. “The princess should not be abandoning us when we need her and Sleipnir to fight.”

			A few others, including Frida, Ylva, and Gunni, shouted their agreement, crowding Sigrid as she prepared to leave. Everyone bore signs of the battles they’d faced, their uniforms tattered, their faces scratched, their skin cracked beneath a layer of dirt.

			Sigrid clenched her jaw at the accusation but kept her eyes fixed on Sleipnir as she buckled up the worn leather. Their anger and fear was valid. Being a valkyrie was about protecting Vanaheim at all costs, and riding off on a mysterious quest wasn’t in their job description. But they were failing to grasp what the sorcerers understood—that some things were more important than fighting in a battle.

			“Abandoning you?” Sigrid said, her voice steady. She’d argued with valkyries enough times that they no longer intimidated her. “No. I’m going to fight the battle that will make all the difference—one that can’t be won with spears and formations.”

			Tóra was trying to fit a helmet over her voluminous red hair, and she paused her struggle. “General Marta, please understand.” Her voice quaked as she stood up to the older woman. “Just as Sleipnir isn’t an ordinary valkyrie mare and Sigrid isn’t an ordinary valkyrie, their purpose is not an ordinary one. She has to follow the path the Norns have woven for her. She’s our only hope—”

			“All this talk about the Norns,” Ylva snapped, shaking her head like this was all ridiculous. “Who cares about them? This is about the Night Elves from Svartalfheim invading us.”

			“The Norns are going to restore our prophetic knowledge.” Mud squelched beneath Sigrid’s boots as she accepted her armor from Fisk. Each piece was a testament to the battles they’d fought—the ghost of the dent she’d earned in Vindabek, which Fisk had smoothed over, the chipped gold that couldn’t be repaired, the countless scratches. As she slipped it on, the familiarity grounded her. “I’m also going to find out if there’s anything else they can do to turn fate back in our favor.”

			Frida snorted and crossed her arms, the lines around her downturned mouth deepening.

			“I think anything we can do to bring unity to the worlds is worth a try,” Fisk said, puffing out his chest. “We’re lucky Tóra has enough information for us to go on.”

			Several valkyries looked like they were ready to tell him off, but Tóra stepped in front of him with fire in her eyes, and they backed down.

			Beside Sigrid, Mariam waged her own battle with her parents. Sofie grabbed her by the elbow. “Mariam, listen to us. Riding through the worlds when Yggdrasil is in this state is as good as walking into Garmr’s open jaws.”

			“I survived Garmr,” Mariam said, putting on her helmet. “Bad example.”

			Sofie made a frustrated sound. She’d been following Mariam like a storm cloud since the day prior, trying to convince her not to go.

			It felt as if Jörmungandr had coiled around Sigrid’s chest. One more reason for Mariam’s parents to hate her.

			Frida huffed, waving a hand toward the exit. “We’ll be here fighting while you’re off exploring mountains.”

			“Oh, shut up, Frida,” Leah snapped, rounding on the other valkyrie with her fists clenched.

			Her support gave Sigrid the tiniest amount of relief. Not all of them had opened hostilities against Sigrid for making this decision—other than Leah, General Ulfhilda had received the news quietly, and Runa and Edith stood at the back of the crowd, tending to their mares. But most of them were furious, and as Sigrid, Mariam, Tóra, and Fisk readied their horses and rucksacks with the help of the stable hands, they faced a mob.

			Frida flushed at being called out. “Well, what are we supposed to think when the only surviving royal is running away?”

			General Marta and a few other valkyries nodded and voiced their agreement.

			This accusation stung, but Sigrid held her head high as she returned to Sleipnir. She couldn’t back down.

			“There is a difference between fleeing and going on a mission to save us,” Lovise said, the elder sorcerer who’d risen into Harald’s position. She was a very tiny, very wrinkled woman with black curls woven into a long plait and wisdom glinting like stars in her brown eyes. “The princess is doing what needs to be done.”

			Sigrid returned a small nod, grateful for the support. But the murmurs from the valkyries continued, so she spun around, her words coming out sharp. “Look around. Look at what state we’re in.”

			The camp was a grim display of all they’d been through. It’d been two days since the attack, and the smell of death still lingered. The perpetually muddy ground was stained with the blood of the fallen, strewn with the wreckage of the shacks they’d tried to call home.

			If a trip to the Norns couldn’t save Vanaheim, nothing would.

			Sigrid stepped away from Sleipnir, crossing her arms. “This is what needs to be done to restore Vanaheim,” she said, projecting her voice loud and clear. “Sleipnir can travel the nine worlds, into places that no one else can. As his heir, I’m the only one who can do this. We’ve gone into Helheim and back before, and we can do it again.”

			Everyone stared at her, silent.

			“It’s been a year of running, hiding, and fighting for our lives. And all we’ve done is lose a little bit more of our home every day. If we continue to fight the way we have been…” She shook her head, not wanting to imagine what could happen. “It’s time for a change.”

			“Fine! Then let’s change strategies, Princess,” Ylva snapped. “New formations, new tactics.”

			Sigrid sliced her hand downward. “That won’t work! We’ll never finish this war by fighting it head-on. Continuing this way will only mean more deaths.” She lowered her voice. “This war is Loki’s work. If visiting the Norns gives us insight into how to stop him and save our worlds, then that’s where I’ll go.”

			Silence fell over the crowd.

			“It really has to be you, then,” Runa said, her voice small at the back of the big crowd.

			Finally, some understanding from one of the valkyries. Others turned to look back at her, and Sigrid nodded firmly. “It does.”

			Runa’s words seemed to fracture their united front against Sigrid. Expressions that were angry and challenging a moment ago softened.

			Sigrid’s heart squeezed painfully to see all of them looking to her for reassurance—her family, her friends, her comrades, everyone she knew and loved. As hard as it was to argue with them, she had to stay strong and do what was right.

			The patter of hammers carried through the still forest air—the resilient sound of their Night Elf allies working to rebuild the camp. Other than Fisk, Prince Nýr was the only elf who’d chosen to see Sigrid off instead of ignoring this quarrel among the citizens of Vanaheim.

			All of the Night Elves should care, too. Yggdrasil’s tipped scales affect them just as much.

			Nýr dipped his mask, a silent gesture of support.

			She nodded back. He remained her beacon of hope for Svartalfheim, evidence that unity in the nine worlds was possible. 

			“How will you pay Ratatosk’s fee?” General Cecilie asked, her tone challenging but not as harsh as the others. “The gold is gone, and we have nothing. You’ll never make it to Mount Hnitbjorg if you can’t use the spring of Hvergelmir.”

			The question felt like progress. The general wasn’t telling Sigrid not to go, but rather asking how she planned to do it.

			“This is a matter of cosmic importance,” Sigrid said, hoping Ratatosk would care about the state of Yggdrasil. Anyway, she’d been able to make a deal with him once before when she had no gold—he’d agreed to go to Niflheim to get Mariam and Fisk in exchange for Sigrid finding and returning the indestructible canvas the Night Elves had stolen from his ship.

			And I have yet to fulfill my end of that bargain…

			She gritted her teeth, praying to every god that Ratatosk would care enough to help—or that she could come up with another trade too good to refuse by the time they got there.

			Her words were met with silence, and that was all she needed. No more arguments. No more attempts to stop her.

			Time to go.

			Sigrid took the reins, her injured palm tender inside her glove. Riding with this fresh wound was not going to be fun.

			“I love you, Mom and Dad,” Mariam said, grasping her parents’ hands before mounting up.

			“See you when you get back, wolf pup,” Bjorn said, his mouth set in a thin line as he patted her knee. “If you manage to save Vanaheim, we owe you an apology.”

			“Be safe,” Sofie said, her voice strained with emotion.

			Mariam cast them a small smile—which turned into a wince as Kára bit her ankle.

			Seeing Mariam with her parents made Sigrid ache, both in envy of what she had and in fear of what she stood to lose.

			But then Peter stepped up and pulled her into a hug, and the reminder of her own family was all the strength she needed.

			“Never thought I’d be telling you to be careful crossing the nine worlds again, but here we are.” His tone was light, but a quaver betrayed his concern.

			“I’ll try to avoid the monsters this time.” She squeezed him back, her arms around his broad rib cage. “And anyway, no matter how risky the journey is—”

			“The destination will be worth it,” he finished, nodding in resignation.

			She smiled up at him. He remembered what she’d said before leaving for Helheim the first time. That conversation, though an unpleasant one, was obviously burned into his memory, too.

			He gripped her shoulders, holding her gaze. “You’re ready for this.”

			She sucked in a breath. This, on the other hand, was the opposite of what he’d told her the last time. His confidence meant more than he knew.

			As Sigrid turned to mount up, Lovise sidled over, extending a gnarled hand. “Princess,” she said in an undertone, “if Loki is involved in this war, I beg you to be careful. He has gone through all the trouble of creating this imbalance… He will not take kindly to anyone trying to change it.”

			Sigrid paused with her hands on the saddle, a chill trickling through her. “We can’t let him win.”

			Lovise’s dark eyes didn’t hold doubt like the others, but a glint of warning that put a knot of worry in Sigrid’s throat. “The stories about Loki focus on the entertaining tales while omitting the cruel ones—the tricks he’s crafted to lead people to their deaths, the hostages he’s taken in exchange for treasure he has no use for, the secrets he’s sold from one enemy to another, the lies he’s spun. Mischief has its place in games and play, but mischief for the sake of evil is a skill he has honed since the dawn of time.”

			“Don’t scare her off of going,” Peter murmured, averting his gaze to the wall of flame.

			“She hasn’t,” Sigrid said, hopping on one foot. She let Peter hoist her onto Sleipnir’s eighteen-hand height, settling into the saddle.

			But despite her confident words, fear coiled in her stomach—because the more she heard about Loki, the less she wanted to cross him.

			Fisk helped Tóra mount her chunky black pony, Disa, before sheathing the indestructible wooden sword he’d crafted ages ago. He climbed onto Hestur and nodded. “Ready.”

			It had never occurred to Sigrid before how many of the nine worlds were represented in her group of friends, and something about it made her eyes sting with tears.

			We can do this.

			They were her reason for going. She would rather die than fail them.

			Roland helped fit Sleipnir with saddle bags, which were packed lightly. They would gather food along the way so as not to take from the precious supply that remained in the camp. Sigrid met his eyes, hoping to convey a promise.

			He nodded. “I’d tell you to be careful, but I know ‘careful’ isn’t really your style.” He stepped back with an impish smile, stuffing his hands into his pockets. “Oh, and put in a good word for me with the Norns, will you?”

			She cracked a smile. “I’ll try.”

			Past him, Peter and the other stable hands nodded to her, too—her brothers. Behind them stood the junior valkyries, who she’d had the privilege of joining after a lifetime of wanting to. Then there were the seniors, who she’d served as a stable hand for as long as she could remember. The younger valkyries with their foals and the retired ones stood scattered among the sorcerers and courtiers. She’d seen many of them whenever she rode up to Vanahalla on errands, while she’d met others only recently when Aunt Kaia had invited her to live in the hall.

			She ached for everyone around her, even those who challenged her decision. But along with the ache came fierce determination. This was her family, her life, her soul. This was why she was leaving. For them, she would fix the cosmic balance and restore Vanaheim to what it was—prosperous, peaceful, a world of joy and light.

			“We’ll be back as quickly as we can,” she said, desperate not to make this goodbye feel so final.

			But anything might happen as she journeyed across the worlds. What would become of Vanaheim if they failed?

			A shudder rolled over her. She couldn’t think like that. The risk of dying wasn’t the worst thing in itself—it was what would happen if she couldn’t be here to protect her world.

			“We’ll return with a new Eye of Hnitbjorg,” she said loudly. “I promise we’ll push our invaders back home and restore the cosmic balance. Hold your ground, and please…stay safe.”

			Tearing her gaze away from everyone who relied on her, she turned Sleipnir toward the gap in the wall of fire. The crowd parted, prompted by the movement of Roland, Peter, Leah, and the sorcerers, to make way.

			Sigrid nudged Sleipnir, and he sprang into a gallop, taking her through the gap and out into the dense trees of Myrkviðr. Her heart beat in time with his rapid hoofbeats, her insides clenching into a ball as she left Vanaheim in the worst state it had ever known.

			This wasn’t the departure she’d wanted. She’d left her people scared, confused, and defeated.

			But a strange feeling had overcome her in the last two days. Ever since she found out she was Sleipnir’s heir more than a year ago, she’d wondered about her purpose on the legendary stallion. What did it mean to be his heir, anyway? What was she meant to do with him? Finally, she understood.

			This is the fate the Norns have woven for me.

			Whether she would succeed had yet to be seen—but she wouldn’t rest until she did.

			She would get to the Norns or die trying.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Pieces of Yggdrasil

			A chill ran down Sigrid’s spine as they waited for Ratatosk at the spring of Hvergelmir. She was on foot with Sleipnir’s reins in hand, as she’d been for much of the ride. With the heightened emotions of leaving the camp, the stallion’s power had flooded her veins, making her pulse quicken and her temples throb.

			All of them checked compulsively over their shoulders, but only the gentle swish of long grass filled the silence. Last time they were here, they’d tried and failed to defend Vanaheim from the Night Elf invasion. The somber remnants of the fight were scattered across the landscape—the half-built, broken palisade curving along the riverbank, shells of chainmail and leather that were once Night Elves on both sides of the river, weapons littering the meadow.

			Sigrid’s gaze kept wanting to travel to the spot where General Eira and Drifa had died. Throat tight, she set her sights firmly on the water, waiting for Ratatosk’s familiar longship.

			Please, agree to take us. Desperation seized her chest. What if he didn’t care what Loki was doing and refused to ferry them without payment? Some places were inaccessible without the spring, and with the worlds in a tumultuous state, trying to travel the long way would be time-consuming and dangerous.

			Kára was the only one without a heavy air about her. She played and bounded, exploring her new world with curiosity bordering on recklessness. Her legs were gangly and unsteady, but her little wings flapped so hard that she could already carry herself off the ground for brief moments.

			“Are all valkyrie foals this strong?” Mariam asked, looking as if she was considering whether to dismount and wrestle Kára into obedience.

			Sigrid shook her head. “They’re nothing like thi—”

			“Kára, don’t you dare.” Mariam’s stern voice cut through the still air. “Stop—no!”

			Sigrid and Sleipnir snapped their attention to the filly, who galloped eagerly along the riverbank, heading for a low spot where she could dive into the water. At once, Aesa let out a panicked whinny as her foal blasted toward the spring, Fisk and Hestur shot past—evidently trying to do the noble thing and catch the rogue filly—and Tóra let out a startled, “Fisk!”

			Kára leaped into the air, her little wings flapping, and disappeared over the edge of the bank.

			Mariam gasped as Aesa took flight and chased down her filly, whinnying.

			Sigrid ran to follow, her heart galloping in her chest. “Kára! Come back!”

			Behind her, Tóra screamed, and the patter of little hooves stayed close—probably Disa deciding she didn’t want to get left in the dust.

			They all crested the bank where the filly had disappeared and skidded to a stop.

			Kára had landed clumsily on top of a small longship with oars sticking out the sides, its black mast lowered, a canvas stretching across it to protect it from the elements. Safely cushioned by the canvas, Kára got all her legs under her and stood, shaking off.

			Sigrid’s mouth fell open. “Whose ship is this?”

			Nobody answered.

			Kára flapped her wings and hopped back to Aesa, who pinned her ears and nipped her on the flank as if to say, “Don’t do that again.”

			“Golly, I think some of the Night Elves might have sailed here in this,” Fisk said. “If they’re sailing on their own ships, it would explain why they’ve been able to bring over such a large army, you know?”

			Something needled at the back of her mind as she took in the ship. Her heart pounded faster.

			She left Sleipnir with the others and made her way toward it, needing to check something.

			“Careful, Sigrid,” Mariam warned.

			“Fisk, does this canvas look familiar?” she asked, her mouth dry. She removed the glove from her good hand and seized hold of it, feeling its weight and rough texture under her fingers.

			Fisk gasped, dismounting Hestur so fast that he stumbled and landed on his butt. “It’s Ratatosk’s! That’s how they were able to survive the journey! They stole his canvas and used it on their own ship. Wow, Kára, you found it.”

			Victory surged through Sigrid’s chest. She held it in her fist, shaking it. “I knew it! Come on, help me get this off. Tóra, will you keep a watch for Ratatosk?”

			“Will do,” she said, turning Disa to face the water.

			Mariam and Fisk climbed down, and they pulled it off the longship, taking care to damage the Night Elves’ boat as much as possible in the process.

			“There he is!” Tóra cried. “I see Ratatosk’s ship!”

			Sigrid’s breath caught. “Quick!”

			They scrambled back up to their horses and Tóra, dragging the heavy canvas behind them, as the outline of Ratatosk’s ship materialized from the mist. At its nose, the carving of the serpent Jörmungandr greeted them with an open mouth and a forked tongue. Its red sail strained toward them as if eager to get to old friends. As it coasted to shore, a gangplank extended between the painted shields along the railing, touching the ground to invite them aboard.

			Memories of ducking behind those shields to avoid flying weapons flooded back. This ship’s indestructibility had saved them on several occasions.

			They dropped the canvas and took their horses’ reins, standing at attention as the captain came to greet them.

			Ratatosk, looking as frail and squirrel-like as ever in a loose white tunic and a red fur coat, appeared at the top of the gangplank. “I thought I might be seeing you, Princess Sigrid.”

			She narrowed her eyes in suspicion. “Why?”

			“Oh, turbulence in the cosmos.” His voice was faint and tired, leaving Sigrid to wonder what he’d been through. Like an animal wary of a predator, he didn’t take his gaze off Sleipnir. “You’ve brought Odin’s steed, I see. Dire, very dire. Well, where are you headed?”

			Ignoring the man’s foreboding words, Sigrid turned to Tóra. With everything else to worry about, like the threat of being ambushed on the ride through Myrkviðr, they hadn’t discussed which world to visit first.

			Tóra swallowed, her voice wavering. “I was thinking about what Vala would have advised…”

			She twisted in the saddle, wobbling precariously, and pulled Vala’s giant parchment out of her bags. She’d added to the map of Yggdrasil, and although it still had a lot of blank space, Tóra knew a surprising number of landmarks. “I think we should go to Alfheim because they’re the friendliest toward us. If we go to Muspelheim with several other worlds already represented in our numbers, I reckon it’ll be easier to convince them, yeah?”

			Sigrid relaxed her shoulders. Any plan that involves delaying our visit to Helheim is fine by me. “I like it.”

			Tóra let out a breath, looking relieved that Sigrid agreed. She was doing well as a young Seer, but she clearly felt unprepared.

			Sigrid chewed her lip as she scanned the map, her stomach churning. Within Alfheim, Tóra had labeled Queen Tilde with a triangle and Forest of Light in the space leading up to it. A few waterfalls and pools dotted the forest. It all sounded pleasant, and the Light Elves Sigrid had seen in Hel’s army had been small, ethereal, and seemingly non-threatening…but they were about to arrive without invitation, and that was a lot of emptiness around those labels.

			They would have to grab any soul they could from each world and get out as fast as possible. No dawdling when Yggdrasil was in this precarious state.

			She cleared her throat and turned to Ratatosk, forcing confidence into her tone. “Alfheim, please.”

			She motioned for the others to board ahead of her. Maybe if they were already aboard when they admitted to having no gold to pay him with, it would be easier for him to agree to take them somewhere.

			“I see.” Ratatosk’s beady eyes followed them as they boarded, lingering on Kára.

			Mariam cast Sigrid a meaningful look—a silent question whether she should go ahead or stay at Sigrid’s side.

			Sigrid nodded, and Mariam took the cue, hopping on board with Aesa. Kára sped along at her rump—half trotting, half floating, her legs and wings working double-speed.

			“And your payment?” Ratatosk asked.

			Sigrid swallowed, trying not to let him see her confidence waver as she motioned to the pile on the ground behind her. “Your canvas, as promised.”

			A flash of triumph crossed his expression before turning into a skeptical raised eyebrow. “This was our agreed-upon price the last time you made a request of me.”

			Her heart sank. He was right. She’d asked him to go to Niflheim to fetch Mariam in exchange for finding the canvas on his ship. “But you never actually had to bring Mariam back, so really—”

			He stepped past her and grabbed it, dragging it aboard with the air of a squirrel hoarding nuts for the winter. “Those were our terms, Sigrid. I require payment for this journey.”

			She clasped her hands, stepping closer with Sleipnir at her back. “We’ve lost everything. I was hoping you could take us for free because this is a matter of…cosmic life and death.”

			There was no quick way to explain this.

			He shook his head, the red tufts of hair over his ears catching the wind. “It is my duty to be an impartial captain of this ship. I cannot be swayed by emotions and charity. I will accept whoever comes to me with payment and a request, and I will deny whoever brings no payment—”

			“But this journey is for all of Yggdrasil.” She led Sleipnir onto the ship, letting the words pour out before Ratatosk could interrupt her. “Sir, you were right when you told me this imbalance is the work of Loki.”

			As Sleipnir’s hooves touched the deck, Ratatosk stepped back, his eyes widening as he looked up at the stallion towering over him.

			“Our only hope of stopping him”—Sigrid stepped in so they were face to face—“is to go to the Norns with an offering of cosmic unity and ask them to restore Vanaheim’s magic. Please, Ratatosk. It’s the only way we can bring balance to the cosmos again. We’re losing the war, people are dying, and if we don’t stop Loki, Vanaheim won’t be the only world he destroys.”

			Her desperate plea seemed to give him pause, and he searched her face with a pinched brow. Past him, the others had already opened his magically refilling crate of food and were apparently collecting all the pastries and cookies it would provide. Mariam looked Sigrid’s way, a question in her eyes.

			“Apples,” Fisk whispered to Tóra, his arms full. “Get the apples.”

			“I can make another bargain instead of gold,” Ratatosk said, swiping a hand over his nose like an agitated squirrel. “Is there anything else you can offer me?”

			Sigrid looked to Tóra, hoping she would have an idea of some non-destroyed relic or magic Vanaheim could offer. She just shrugged and shook her head apologetically, her eyebrows pulled down.

			“Surely the return of your canvas is enough payment for more than one trip?” Sigrid’s chest tightened, her voice rising in pitch.

			Ratatosk squinted at her, calculating. “One canvas, one trip.”

			Mariam stepped closer, seeming to debate coming to stand at her side.

			Sigrid held out a hand as a thought struck her, a sliver of hope. “What about the promise of being renowned as the god who helped restore Yggdrasil? We’ll make sure everyone in the nine worlds knows—”

			He waved a dismissive hand. “I am not interested in fame. I have enough notoriety.”

			Sigrid’s insides clenched with desperation. She was running out of ideas. “So do the right thing for the sake of doing the right thing, then.”

			“The right thing by whose definition?” he asked, his voice rising to meet hers. “Not every world will be keen to have the cosmic balance restored. Svartalfheim and other lower worlds will undoubtedly be happy with the new order and want to stop you from getting to the Norns.”

			Sigrid opened her mouth, searching for an argument. “I’ve seen Yggdrasil’s state with my own eyes, Ratatosk. The world tree is dying.”

			He searched her face, falling quiet.

			“Isn’t the possibility of saving it payment enough?” she asked.

			He huffed. “Possibility is not payment, Princess.”

			“What is, then? What will you accept from us?”

			His gaze traveled over each of them, lingering on Kára for long enough to make the blood drain from Sigrid’s head.

			Sleipnir’s foal had value. Immeasurable value. What other creature existed in the nine worlds with her power, her bloodlines?

			Sigrid swayed. No. Anything but her.

			Mariam seemed to notice his gaze, too, and laid a protective hand on the filly’s back, not taking her eyes off Ratatosk even as she took a huge bite of pastry.

			“The spring of Hvergelmir has flooded between Jotunheim and Niflheim,” Ratatosk said, turning his beady eyes back to Sigrid. “The culprit is a dam that has Loki’s symbol carved into it. If I’m not mistaken, the menace transformed himself into a beaver. I think he’s taunting me.”

			“He…transformed into a beaver?” Sigrid repeated, bewildered.

			“He’s a shapeshifter,” Mariam said, her mouth so full of pastry that she spewed crumbs on the deck. “Haven’t you heard the legends?”

			“Oh. Right.” Again, her knowledge of horses and stable care had shifted aside her knowledge of gods and history.

			Ratatosk took another step backward. “I also tried to visit Asgard to find out why none of the gods acted during Svartalfheim’s uprising. Thor tried to hit me with lightning, and that wasn’t even the worst of it.” He shuddered as if shaking off a bad memory. “Loki has done something terrible there, too, I’d venture.”

			“I—I’m sorry to hear that,” Sigrid stammered, unsure how to phrase condolences for someone who was just attacked by gods.

			She clenched her fist around her injured palm. Did upheaval in Asgard explain why the rune Tóra drew seemed to do nothing to help heal Sigrid’s wound? What was going on in the realm of the gods?

			“I admit, it would make my job easier if you restored the cosmic balance,” Ratatosk said, tapping a finger on his chin. “I suppose I could grant you passage…”

			Relief washed over Sigrid so intensely that her knees weakened, and she swayed. “Thank y—”

			“On the condition,” he said firmly, “that you succeed.”

			Sigrid’s stomach dropped. “But…we don’t know yet if we’ll succeed!”

			“We will find out at the end of it, won’t we? If you fail to stop Loki, then you owe me the value of all the journeys combined. No amount of gold can pay for that.” His gaze darted back to Kára. “I want Sleipnir’s filly.”

			Sigrid sucked in a breath.

			Mariam rounded on him, looking furious enough to stab him with her spear. “No!”

			As if they needed another reason to fear failing.

			“What are you going to do with a filly? Do you even ride?” Sigrid asked him, trying to be reasonable.

			“From Asgard to Helheim, where stories are told, lie treasures more precious than purest of gold.” He lifted his chin. “That is my price.”

			“The filly isn’t for sale,” Mariam said through her teeth, her fists clenched. “You rotten, conniving—” 

			“Give us a moment.” Sigrid pulled her away from Ratatosk before she could finish the insult, leaning in to murmur in her ear. “Mariam, I think we have to say yes.”

			“What?” Mariam shrieked.

			Sigrid squeezed her hand, pulling her back in. “Shh. Listen.”

			Fisk and Tóra came running over, leaning in, too.

			Sigrid addressed all of them. “We’re going up against Loki. All of Yggdrasil hangs in the balance. Fulfilling a deal with Ratatosk will be the least of our worries if we fail.”

			“Because if we fail, that probably means we were killed,” Fisk supplied helpfully.

			Sigrid’s stomach twisted at the blunt words. “Yeah. I wasn’t going to put it that way, but yes. We already have no choice but to succeed.”

			Tóra nodded, lifting a finger. “Also, we’re about to anger the most dangerous god. I’m not too fussed about Ratatosk, to be honest.”

			Mariam stared at all of them, fuming. Slowly, her expression shifted to something Sigrid hadn’t seen since they’d tried to kill each other when they first met—the cold, calculating look of someone willing to go to any lengths to win. Her gaze darted across the deck, her jaw working. “Okay,” she said, the easygoing tone of her voice not at all matching her expression.

			Sigrid said nothing, trying to read Mariam’s thoughts. It was this cunning quality that both scared her and had caught her attention in the first place.

			Mariam held her gaze, casting a blank smile. “Yes. You’re right. We’ve got bigger things to worry about.”

			Sigrid nodded, her lips shut tight. She could question Mariam’s sudden agreement later.

			Mariam turned and marched away, nodding to Ratatosk. “Let’s go to Alfheim.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Loki’s Welcome

			As the longship carried them along the serpentine flow of Hvergelmir, a cool, fresh mist clung to Sigrid’s face. She and Mariam sat cross-legged by the mast, a feast suddenly the most important thing in the worlds after months of eating the bare minimum.

			“Saved you all the pancakes,” Mariam said, offering Sigrid a stack of them on a gold plate. “I traded Fisk four pastries for them. Also, I know how much you like blueberries, so…”

			“Aww, my favorite!” Sigrid batted her eyelashes and accepted the plate, secretly turning to mush at Mariam’s thoughtfulness. It was the little things like this that made her wish for a future where they could sit across from each other and feast every day.

			They devoured cheeses ranging from sharp to mild, buttery pastries that melted on her tongue, and the sweetest fruit she’d ever tasted until her stomach hurt.

			Tóra, meanwhile, brought her pile of snacks over to a crate, which she used as a table to work on her map. Fisk ate inside a cocoon of furs so as not to let in any light that could burn him.

			The creaking, swaying ship was a familiar refuge, a home away from home after all they’d been through aboard it. The fresh, clean air felt like a purifying bath after so long in that dirty camp.

			As dusk cloaked the forest in shadows, Mariam leaned back on her hands and let out a slow breath. She held Sigrid’s gaze, a small smile on her lips.

			Sigrid returned it, her insides tingling with warmth. Why did I resist bringing her along?

			She should check in with Tóra, talk about the plan, and see if she’d added anything new to the map. Figuring out what they were up against was the priority. But the ache of missing Mariam lingered as it had for months, rooting her in place. Life had never been normal for either of them, but since Vanahalla fell, their lives had become too rocky to spend meaningful time together. She didn’t want to step away, afraid they might never again get a chance to sit in peace, just the two of them, with nothing to do but wait for the following evening when they would get to Alfheim.

			“You don’t plan to give up Kára, do you?” Sigrid murmured, barely audible.

			Mariam shook her head once.

			Sigrid said nothing, unsure how to feel about the prospect of double-crossing Ratatosk. She didn’t plan to give up Kára, either, but angering the god who controlled the spring of Hvergelmir would be unwise.

			Anyway, they had enough to worry about, so maybe they should cross that bridge when—if—they got to it.

			Mariam searched Sigrid’s face, chewing her lip. “What happens after all of this?” she whispered. “If we manage to restore balance?”

			Sigrid’s heart jumped. Not only was Mariam bringing up the future, but was that a note of hope in her voice? It was fragile, but there. Maybe the food and the departure from Vanaheim had lifted her spirits, too.

			“It’s hard to imagine what rebuilding might look like,” Sigrid admitted, “and maybe we’ll never be able to restore Vanahalla to what it was, but we’ll try our best. I’m just happy you’ll be there with me.”

			Mariam looked away, her breath hitching. She blinked rapidly. “It’d be nice to reach a place where we’re not constantly battling for our lives.”

			Sigrid pursed her lips, wishing she could make a promise. She leaned against the mast, watching the carved serpent guide them into a dark fjord. The water moved faster, and jagged cliffs towered over them on either side. Ratatosk left the helm to light the lanterns.

			“Remember when those lanterns burned me?” Mariam asked flatly.

			“I remember it burned you because you were trying to save me from Garmr,” Sigrid said, leaning into her with an affectionate grin.

			“I’d do it again.” Mariam shuffled closer so they were side-by-side and leaned her head on Sigrid’s shoulder, unleashing a wave of butterflies in Sigrid’s belly. After all this time, Mariam’s touch still had that effect on her.

			Three words lingered on Sigrid’s tongue, wanting to come out.

			Mariam angled her face to Sigrid’s and kissed her, maybe knowing what she wanted to say and as determined as ever to stop it.

			Sigrid kissed her back, deciding to show her instead. She brought a hand up to feel Mariam’s soft face beneath her palm, holding her tenderly as she grazed her lips over Mariam’s. Her mind seemed to dissolve as Mariam’s familiar taste pulled her in, away from everything they’d left behind, away from whatever lay ahead. For now, it was just the two of them in the void between worlds.

			Mariam pressed closer, and Sigrid knotted a fist in her hair. They moved against each other in the falling darkness, careful not to make a noise that would draw embarrassing attention to what they were doing.

			“Drat,” Ratatosk said, making them break apart hurriedly with little gasps.

			“What is that?” Tóra asked with a note of alarm.

			Sigrid and Mariam sprang to their feet.

			“What? Where?” Sigrid asked, panic flooding her chest.

			Ahead in the dusky sky, a dark storm cloud roiled, torrents of rain visible as gray streaks beneath it. Wind lashed the trees at the top of the cliffs, threatening to uproot them and send them toppling into the river. Already, its icy fingers caressed Sigrid, making her shiver. Strands of her hair lifted from the storm’s charge.

			Tóra’s question had merit. The swirling cloud was like nothing Sigrid had seen, seeming to twist and coil like a massive serpent poised to strike.

			“That scoundrel,” Ratatosk grumbled.

			“Loki?” Sigrid asked, the wind snatching her words away.

			Ratatosk nodded, his jaw working. He swiped a weathered hand over his brow. “I haven’t seen him this active since the days he was romping around giving birth to eight-legged foals, cutting off Sif’s golden hair, and convincing Thor to disguise himself as a bride. By Odin’s name, I thought those days were behind us.” He sighed wearily, leaning back as if reining a horse to a stop. The ship slowed.

			A tremor ran through Sigrid. She swallowed hard, willing her voice not to shake. “What do we do?”

			Ratatosk tilted his head. “We can’t go around it, so we either have to wait it out or go through it.”

			Sigrid looked at her friends, drawing a steeling breath. 

			Mariam nodded, her fists clenched with determination.

			Fisk nodded so enthusiastically that his mask clattered. “What’s a little turbulence, right?”

			Tóra looked at everyone else, chewed her lip, and nodded as if summoning bravery.

			“We go through it,” Sigrid said, her voice steady.

			Ratatosk turned his gaze ahead, and the ship sped up. “Better get that canvas ready. You have a few minutes, I think.”

			While he steered them closer to the storm, Sigrid and her friends jumped into action, each grabbing a corner of the heavy canvas. They stretched it taut across the deck, using the mast to make it high enough for all of them and the horses to stand beneath. Fisk, the best with tools, scurried around to hammer it into place.

			“Take cover!” Ratatosk shouted, and they all ducked beneath it.

			The storm hit with a resounding crack. Tóra screamed, and Fisk flung his arms around her to protect her. Hestur laid down, and Disa followed his lead. Aesa swooped a wing over Kára and brought the filly safely down beside her. Sleipnir was the only one to stay standing, his eight legs keeping him balanced as he surveyed the situation coolly. Kára tried to stand with him, her spindly legs wobbling, but Aesa pinned her down firmly with her wing.

			Sigrid met Mariam’s wide eyes, both of them breathing fast. This wasn’t a mistake, right?

			The ship pitched violently, the wood creaking. Sigrid’s stomach lurched, and her knees slammed painfully against the deck.

			“Hold tight!” she shouted, crawling forward to wrap her arms around the mast.

			Her friends did the same, and they became a tangle of limbs as they all struggled to stay in place.

			More cracks split the air, followed by a steady roar. Visible through the gaps in the canvas, hailstones the size of boulders plunged into the water and hammered the deck, rattling the indestructible wood. Icy spring water sprayed all around them, the chill seeping through her clothes.

			“You have got to be kidding,” Mariam said, her words all but drowned beneath the clamor.

			“Is this Jotun hail?” Fisk asked, his tone more curious than fearful.

			Tóra whimpered.

			“I think even the Ice Giants would be hurt by this,” Ratatosk shouted over the din, grunting as he wrestled with the wheel.

			Sigrid gulped down panicked breaths. What have I done?

			“Do you think Loki knows we’re going to try and stop him?” she shouted.

			“Loki is not an all-seeing god—and I think we would be facing much worse if he knew.” Ratatosk threw his weight into the wheel as he navigated the turbulent water. The boulders of hail crashed all around him, thundering on the deck and creating massive waves—but none hit him. He was as protected as they were beneath the canvas. “But that doesn’t mean he won’t find out, especially since you are visiting other worlds. Gods and mortals have used runes to communicate since the beginning, and you would be surprised how much information travels to and from Asgard this way. Runes are the whispers of truth and lies, the shouted wishes and pleas…”

			His voice faded beneath the clamor.

			As the storm threatened to capsize them, Mariam’s cold hand clasped Sigrid’s. They clung to each other and the mast, looking up as the hailstones crashed into the canvas with shattering force. Tóra huddled in Fisk’s arms, squeezing her eyes shut and covering her ears.

			Sigrid shivered. What if Kára hadn’t found the canvas for them? 

			She shook her head. They were safe, and she had to focus on that.

			“What do you think will happen if Loki finds out what we’re doing?” Sigrid asked Ratatosk, echoing her question to Lovise. Maybe someone who’d come from Asgard could shed more light than the sorcerers had.

			Ratatosk grunted, remaining silent as he steered them through the storm. His silence went on for so long that Sigrid opened her mouth to repeat her question with more volume. Then he finally yelled back. “Nobody knows the extent of his powers and what he is capable of. He shows up throughout history for fits of mayhem and then disappears for hundreds of years at a time. There’s no predicting his actions.”

			Fits of mayhem? Not comforting. “What kinds of things has he done?”

			“Oh, murder, theft, betrayal, blackmail,” he shouted back as if listing hobbies. A massive hailstone slammed into the deck behind him, the impact lifting his feet off the deck for a moment. When he regained his footing, he continued. “Once, he organized a revolution in Muspelheim and then turned the revolutionaries against each other. And in Midgard… You don’t even want to know what he’s done to those poor humans. You’d be surprised to see the plagues and havoc he’s instigated by transforming into, say, a rat. Or a bat. A pig. A chicken. A cow. An unnaturally large hornet. I could go on.”

			“Please don’t.” These stories about the shapeshifting god were sitting uneasy in her stomach, made worse by the turbulence rocking the ship. Not to mention the fact she’d just eaten an indecent amount of cheese and desserts.

			Mariam snagged her gaze, squeezed between her and Fisk. Her dark eyes danced in the lantern flames—and to Sigrid’s astonishment, a small smile formed on her lips.

			Sigrid blinked, wondering if she was imagining it. But Mariam squeezed her hand and nodded, her smile widening. “We’ve been through worse.”

			Sigrid stared at her, disbelief clouding her head. The ship rocked, a thump rose over their heads, and a laugh burst from her lips.

			Fisk and Tóra snapped their gazes up. Tóra’s mouth dropped open, which made Sigrid laugh harder.

			As hail the size of boulders crashed down around them, sending the ship careening through the space between worlds, Sigrid clung to Mariam’s words. Despite the odds, despite the gods they were up against, they had survived worse.

			A spark of hope lit up inside her that no storm could extinguish.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twelve

			The Friendly Inhabitants of Alfheim

			The approach to Alfheim the following evening was like sailing into an oasis. The dense forest, lush and alive, seemed to breathe around them, its mossy logs and branches overflowing onto the river. Canopies of trees arched overhead, obscuring their vision beyond Jörmungandr’s snout. All the while, the roar of what sounded like a huge waterfall grew louder.

			As long as we’re not sailing toward the top of the falls. Given their past journeys along the spring of Hvergelmir, Sigrid wouldn’t be surprised.

			Her pulse beat in her fingers, her nerves coming out her limbs in jitters. She paced, shaking out her hands as if that would help dissipate the feeling. The humid air clung to her skin, sweat beading on the back of her neck.

			Mariam’s brow pinched. “You okay?”

			She forced a one-note laugh. “My experiences visiting other worlds have not exactly been good ones.” Her voice came out high, and she cleared her throat. First, there was Helheim, where her mother tried to kill her, and then there was Svartalfheim, where the Svartalf King tried to do the same. She stopped pacing and looked skyward, her breaths coming fast. “Queen Tilde is going to try and kill us. We won’t make it two steps.”

			Mariam slid her hands around Sigrid’s neck, locking her in her steady gaze. “She is not going to try and kill you. What good would it do to kill a peaceful visitor without giving them a chance to talk first?”

			Sigrid let out a slow breath, calming under Mariam’s touch. “Right.”

			Gods, I’d better not be leading everyone straight into danger.

			“Ooh, look,” Tóra said, pointing upward.

			Dozens of lanterns hung from branches, glowing like fireflies. For a blissful moment, the mesmerizing sight pushed back the anxiety in Sigrid’s chest. Then a grinding noise rumbled beneath their feet, and the ship came to a halt, swaying gently.

			“Alfheim,” Ratatosk announced.

			Sigrid’s nerves coiled tighter. She swallowed hard. Time to get another soul.

			The ship had run aground in a marsh, where waist-high grass sprouted from clear, knee-deep water. Beyond it, a waterfall as high as the tallest trees and as wide as Aesa’s wingspan crashed down into a shimmering, round pool.

			Sigrid traced her gaze up the waterfall, finding a bright green forest full of ferns and mossy trunks at the top of the cliff. Cool mist wrapped around her, refreshing in the warm air.

			“Through there,” Ratatosk said, pointing toward the waterfall.

			Sigrid squinted. “Where?”

			“We have to swim through it?” Mariam cried in disbelief.

			Sigrid’s heart stumbled. If the waterfall’s roar was any indication, passing under it would be painful at best.

			“Yes,” Ratatosk said simply. “If I am not here when you return, it means another passenger required my services. But I will come back for you.”

			“Thanks,” Sigrid muttered, still trying to work out the entrance to Alfheim. “So what happens when we try to pass under that thing and it drowns us?”

			“You will be surprised. Farewell.” He grabbed the wheel, waiting for them to jump off.

			Sigrid put her hands up in surrender at his abrupt goodbye. “Okay, okay, we’re going.”

			She leaned over, peering into the knee-deep marsh, a knot of trepidation in her gut. She’d been swimming too many times to be afraid of water, but instinct screamed at her. This was the spring of Hvergelmir. Anything could be living in here.

			“Uh—” she began, but before she could voice her fears, something furry knocked her aside and leaped off the ship.

			“Kára!” Mariam squeaked.

			Kára splashed into the marsh, tossing her head and flapping her wings in delight.

			Aesa followed, nickering, as if to tell Kára to stay close.

			Sigrid sighed as she watched the filly play. Well, I guess the water’s fine.

			She and the others jumped in, their feet and hooves squelching in the mud. Sigrid sucked in a breath, bracing for the rush of cold water seeping through her trousers—but it didn’t come. Despite standing knee-deep, her legs and feet remained dry.

			“Huh,” Mariam said with a hint of wonder. She stomped her feet, apparently sharing the revelation.

			They waded through the marsh and into the pool, which was deep enough that they had to swim.

			“Um…” Fisk said, a tremor in his voice.

			Treading water, Sigrid spun to where he stood ankle-deep in the marsh, frozen. His fists were clenched, his body quaking.

			Her heart went out to him as she recalled how he told her he couldn’t swim and had nearly drowned before. “Hestur will take care of you,” she promised, casting him an encouraging smile. “You can get on his back or grab his tail like this.”

			Sleipnir swam past, and Sigrid demonstrated, grabbing his tail and letting him tow her along. The childhood memories of playing in rivers and lakes with Hestur and the stable hands rushed back, bringing a sad smile to her lips. Would she ever be able to enjoy that kind of life again? What did Vanaheim’s lakes and rivers look like now, with everything the Night Elves had done to their once-beautiful land?

			Fisk’s high voice broke through her thoughts. “This water is so weird. What if it’s even more drownable than regular water?”

			Mariam rolled onto her back and frog-kicked. “I don’t think that’s a thing. You can do it, Fisk.”

			“I’ll be right beside ye,” Tóra said gently.

			His shoulders relaxed a little at their encouragement. “Here goes nothing,” he said, clambering onto Hestur’s back and grabbing his mane. As Hestur walked forward and began to swim, blowing water from his nostrils, Fisk brought his knees all the way up. “Oh no, oh no, oh no…”

			“You’re doing great!” Sigrid called, smiling. “Just hold on. He’s a good swimmer.”

			He squeaked.

			“Wait for me!” Tóra scrambled onto Disa’s back and let the little mare take her safely toward the waterfall.

			As they drew closer, the waterfall’s roar grew thunderous, seeming to fill Sigrid’s chest. She glanced back at Fisk, finding encouragement in the way he faced his fear. So, with a silent nod, she and Mariam sucked in deep breaths and plunged their heads under.

			Ratatosk was right—passing beneath the roaring falls felt like drifting through fog.

			They emerged on the other side and into a forest even more colorful than the one they’d left behind. Bright flowers and mossy trees formed a wall around the pool. Warm mist clung to Sigrid’s cheeks. Birdsong filled the world, harmonizing with the trickling water and what must have been many more waterfalls in the distance.

			Mariam let out a low whistle. “Have you ever seen anything like it?”

			Sigrid shook her head, awed. Vanaheim had beautiful forests, too, but this was different. The greenery was denser and brighter, the air itself soothing on her skin.

			Her boots found the squishy bottom, and she clucked to her horses, inviting them to follow. “Come on, Hestur. Sleipnir.”

			They appeared through the falls, crossing the threshold and looking around at their new surroundings with perked ears. Fisk was still hunched on Hestur’s back with his knees up, seeming frozen in place.

			“Are we in the Forest of Light, then?” Sigrid asked Tóra as they waded for shore, recalling her map.

			When the water was knee-deep, Tóra hopped off Disa with a splash. “Must be.”

			“This is actually quite nic—”

			Hestur, Aesa, and Disa startled, their hooves splashing in the shallow water as they skittered back toward the falls. Fisk toppled off Hestur and landed with a splash and a cry.

			A jolt of dread shot through Sigrid. She ducked and brandished her spear, scanning for danger.

			Mariam’s hand closed over her arm to pull her back, but not before Sigrid stepped in front of her. They struggled, each trying to step in front of the other.

			“Sigrid, let me do my job—”

			“We don’t know what’s out there—”

			“Exactly!”

			Their frantic whispers were cut short as branches rustled and footsteps pounded closer.

			“Drop your weapons!” someone shouted.

			The order hung in the air as they all froze on the spot, Fisk and Tóra huddled at Sigrid and Mariam’s backs. Sigrid tightened her grip on her spear. She and Mariam exchanged an uncertain look. Should they obey? What were they up against?

			Her heart hammered, the threat prickling under her skin.

			“I won’t ask you again!” The voice was sharper, a blade cutting through her hesitation.

			Sigrid nodded to her friends and forced her fingers to cooperate. She dropped her spear and let it sink into the pool, knowing she could summon it if she needed to.

			Mariam did the same, and there was a plop as Fisk’s sword followed.

			At least thirty Light Elves emerged from the woods all around them, moving so fluidly that they could have materialized from the waterfall. Though they were a head shorter than Sigrid and moved with delicate grace, the silver armor over their robes and large, glinting swords made their status plain. They were warriors.

			“Get out of the water,” the same voice shouted.

			Wading toward land, Sigrid locked onto the source—a girl of a similar age with dark brown skin and tightly coiled hair cut close to her scalp. She held a fighting stance, her sword pointed at them, its edge resting on a silver forearm guard. Though Sigrid took pride in her own strength, the hard muscles in this girl’s bare arms and legs left her doubting whether she could win in a fight.

			As Sigrid and her friends left the pool, a couple of Light Elves waded in to retrieve their weapons.

			“We’re here peacefully,” Sigrid said as calmly as she could manage while at the point of thirty blades. “I’m Princess Sigrid Helenadottir. We’re here from Vanaheim.”

			The Light Elf warriors didn’t move. All around them, the forest rustled and groaned, though there wasn’t any wind.

			“Why have you come?” the girl barked.

			Sigrid’s heart skipped at the intensity of her tone. She drew a breath, trying not to let it faze her. “We need your help,” she said calmly, a pointed contrast to the other girl’s tone. Maybe the vulnerability would make them seem less threatening.

			But her insides pulled urgently toward her friends, the desire to protect them making her chest tight.

			Kára, who hadn’t met anyone unsavory in her short life, trotted up to one of the warriors—a teenage boy with long, raven hair and a white scar across his pale face.

			“Kára, get over here,” Mariam hissed through her teeth.

			The boy lowered his sword hesitantly as Kára poked his shoulder with her little gray nose.

			“Um,” he stammered, looking nervously at the girl who must be their leader.

			A few Light Elves snickered, then fell silent as the girl cast a nasty glare at them.

			Everyone’s attention lingered on Kára, her little wings and eight gangly legs standing out like a lantern under the night sky. Their leader’s gaze passed quickly over their group and came to rest on Sleipnir. Her mouth opened, an unmistakable flash of interest passing over her expression.

			“Why do you have him?” she asked, her voice cutting through the stillness.

			Sigrid’s pulse quickened as she searched for the best explanation—one that would prevent the warriors from killing them all. “I’m his heir. It was woven into fate that I should ride him here.”

			The girl raised an eyebrow.

			“A cosmic imbalance is happening, and the upper worlds are in danger,” Sigrid said. “Has Alfheim noticed anything unusual lately?”

			The girl kept staring at Sigrid, unreadable—but around them, the warriors shifted, an intake of breath passing over the group.

			It was all Sigrid needed to know.

			“You’ve come to fix it, then?” the girl asked, her tone challenging.

			Sigrid squared her posture, summoning confidence. This was not the time for modesty or a lack of conviction. “We’ve come to restore Yggdrasil to what it was.”

			The girl glared at each of them in turn before nodding curtly. “Grab your horses, but stay on foot. We’ll take you to Queen Tilde. If you try anything, we’ll kill you. Got it?”

			“Perfectly clear,” Sigrid said, swallowing hard. Any hope of quickly grabbing a person or animal to bring to Mount Hnitbjorg dissolved—but in its place, she found something better. She had the chance to talk to Queen Tilde about the imbalance striking the upper worlds. Maybe with Alfheim’s support, she could leave this world with more than just a soul for Mount Hnitbjorg.

			“Do we fight and get out of here?” Mariam whispered, scanning the Light Elf warriors with a calculating air.

			“Don’t,” Tóra hissed, her gaze tracing over the rustling trees. “Be agreeable.”

			Fisk nodded vigorously. “Tóra’s right,” he whispered. “I don’t think we want to find out what Light Elf magic can do.”

			Sigrid chewed her lip. They were right. She needed Alfheim’s help. “We’ll tell the queen what we’re doing and ask for their support,” she whispered. “Alfheim is an upper world like ours. They’ll understand.”

			Her insides fluttered in anticipation as they marched along a dirt path, surrounded. The trail brought to mind the journey through the dark veil into Svartalfheim long ago—except the complete opposite. Rather than following a stone path through a cold, barren world, they followed a spongy floor through a lush forest that was bright and alive in every way.

			“Tóra, how did they know we were here?” Sigrid whispered, still unnerved by the ambush.

			“The forest would have told them,” she whispered back.

			“The…forest?”

			Tóra looked at her as if shocked she didn’t know this. “Light Elves control natural magic.”

			“Oh.” Sigrid imagined the forces of nature pummeling them if they tried to escape. “Great.”

			They came upon a stone palace with moss coating the walls and an entrance like a huge wolf head, its mouth open, inviting them to pass through its fangs.

			Sigrid swallowed hard, reaching over to take Mariam’s hand. Fisk and Tóra did the same. The horses clustered together, Aesa laying a protective wing over her foal’s back.

			Sigrid drew a breath and led the way into the jaws of Queen Tilde’s realm.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirteen

			Queen Tilde’s Request

			The queen of Alfheim’s throne was carved into a large tree trunk, its branches entwining into a leafy canopy that covered the peaked ceiling, its gnarled roots spreading across the stone floor. Her throne seemed connected to everything around it, wrapping the palace in its embrace.

			Queen Tilde shimmered upon it like she was made of light. Her dark brown skin had an iridescent glow, and her pearly robe caught the sunlight streaming in through tiny openings in the ceiling. Gemstones glinted on her elven ears and silver crown. Though she was small, her posture was strong and unyielding.

			The sight of a queen looking as she should—regal, elegant, powerful—made heat rise in Sigrid’s face. Meanwhile, her uniform was muddy and torn, her bedraggled appearance doing a poor job of representing Vanaheim.

			“Your Majesty, the visitors,” the lead warrior said, bowing before stepping aside.

			“Thank you, Brynn.” Queen Tilde’s sharp voice filled the chamber as she looked down on them. “Who are you? What brings you here?”

			Sigrid’s hands trembled, but she pushed aside her insecurities and squared her shoulders. She bowed, lowering her gaze to the ivy covering the stones at her feet. The room had a pungent scent of soil, bark, and leaves, like being underground. “Your Majesty, I’m Princess Sigrid Helenadottir of Vanaheim. This is Mariam, my personal guard, as well as Tóra, our Seer, and Fisk—an ally.” She glanced at his threatening mask and dark leather, hoping Alfheim didn’t have as nasty a quarrel with the Night Elves as Vanaheim did. “We’ve come to ask for help—”

			“Princess Helenadottir?” Queen Tilde studied Sigrid, her brow pinched. “I never heard that Helena had a daughter. Where is your crown?”

			She hesitated. Don’t make me get into the story of my existence.

			“We…we lost everything. I’m the only one left in my family, Your Majesty.” A swell of grief threatened to spill over as the admission came out.

			The queen stiffened, casting a questioning glance to the warriors who’d escorted them to her. “It’s true, then.”

			Sigrid’s insides twisted. “You’ve heard what’s been happening in Vanaheim?”

			“We assumed Svartalfheim invaded, based on what Yggdrasil looks like,” the queen said coldly. “But Vanaheim has failed to keep our communication open for some time, so I was left with guesses.”

			Tóra shifted in Sigrid’s periphery. Though her friends stood at her side, they stayed cautiously silent, letting her navigate these deep waters. The strange hall seemed to have a life of its own, the sense of being in the belly of a monster drawing them closer together. Even Kára tucked close to her mother, for once subdued.

			“That’s correct,” Sigrid said. “Cursed flame destroyed Vanaheim’s entire hall and our gods-given magic.” Without knowing much about the history and bond between their worlds, she ignored the jab at Vanaheim. She couldn’t afford to come off as weak or ignorant, especially when asking for a favor.

			The queen’s striking eyes raked over Sigrid’s friends and horses. Her gaze was as gold as valkyrie armor and just as hard. “I must have missed the happy news that Vanaheim has a claim to Sleipnir now,” she said, her tone less than happy. “And you’ve been breeding him, I see. My, my, your world has been busy.”

			A few warriors at Sigrid’s back gave spiteful laughs. Mariam shifted, balling her fists, and Aesa pinned her ears.

			Sigrid ignored them, looking ahead. “I’m Sleipnir’s heir, Queen Tilde. Descended from Odin.”

			The queen continued to glare, unimpressed.

			The cold welcome was disappointing but unsurprising. After learning that her mother’s family saw Vanaheim as superior over the other realms, Sigrid had grown less convinced of Vanaheim’s greatness. She loved her world, but it was a mistake to think it was perfect.

			“So you’ve come crawling to me because you’ve lost everything?” Queen Tilde leaned forward, her gold eyes burning like a flame. “I owe nothing to Vanaheim, Sigrid Helenadottir. Your family ensured our ties were cut generations ago when they meddled with our connection to Asgard.”

			“I—I understand my blood family has done things in a certain way,” Sigrid said, swallowing hard as the conversation veered into a territory she knew little about. “But this is about more than Vanaheim. Loki has tipped the cosmic scales into chaos, and we are going to visit the Norns to set the balance right. We’ve come to ask for your world’s support.”

			The queen’s icy expression melted a little as the words hung in the air. Sigrid’s voice had come out strong, but her insides squirmed. They needed a soul from Alfheim, which meant the fate of her world—of all worlds—depended on earning their support. But her wretched family had done enough damage that repairing their relations might be impossible.

			Queen Tilde raised an eyebrow. “Have you confirmed Loki has been active?”

			Sigrid’s mind raced through the last few days—the runes, the snakelike voice, Ratatosk’s warnings, the hailstorm. Her pulse quickened. “He has, Your Majesty.”

			Queen Tilde considered her words, tapping the wooden armrests of her throne. “We have had disasters over the past several years—floods, storms, quakes. These things happen, but usually not so frequently. We have also had…political strife.”

			A subtle shift passed over the warriors behind her, a rustle of material and barely audible whispers that prickled her ears.

			If Alfheim had been struggling, too, maybe there was hope of gaining their sympathy and support. Sigrid’s heart lifted.

			The queen inclined her head, her eyes narrowing. “But if you want to talk about tipping the balance, you might not have to look so far as Loki.”

			A knot formed in Sigrid’s gut at her cold tone. “What do you mean?”

			A small, smug smile curved Queen Tilde’s lips. “Vanaheim has stolen craftsmanship from the Night Elves many times—and in return, the Night Elves came to take your prophetic knowledge. How is that imbalance?”

			“It’s not balance, either,” Fisk said, his muffled voice carrying through the vast hall.

			Tóra stepped closer to him, taking his hand.

			Sigrid nodded firmly in agreement.

			Queen Tilde’s nostrils flared. “The gods gifted each world with magic of their own, but over time, this magic has shifted and been stolen.”

			“That’s not true!” Sigrid said automatically—but how could she know? She just didn’t want to believe it.

			The queen’s eyes flashed dangerously, her knuckles tightening over her armrests. A strange crackling sound passed through the chamber, making Sigrid and her friends look around. The leaves on the ceiling twitched, whispering as if in a breeze. At their feet, the roots in the floor writhed like snakes waking from a slumber.

			“Careful, Sigrid,” Tóra whispered, now clutching Fisk’s arm.

			“You say cursed flames destroyed Vanahalla?” the queen said sharply. “Where do you think such a fire came from?”

			Sigrid gaped, lost for words, a cold sensation surging through her.

			“Muspelheim,” Tóra said in a small voice.

			The queen nodded. “And where did runes come from?”

			Tóra said nothing, which made Queen Tilde’s lips curl venomously.

			“Also from the Fire Giants.” As she sat back in her throne, the crackling sound quieted, and the tree embracing the chamber stopped moving. “Celestial and natural magic came from us. Poetry, song, and storytelling came from Jotunheim. Some magic has been traded, yes, but more has been stolen. Wealth rarely accumulates without casualties.”

			“I—I thought Vanaheim acquired wealth by selling prophetic knowledge,” Sigrid said, nausea churning in her gut. She sounded weak and ignorant. Shame burned in her cheeks.

			Queen Tilde huffed out a breath of humorless laughter. “Selling is part of it. But that is not the whole story.”

			The others looked sharply at Sigrid, who had no response. A tremor passed through her.

			Vanaheim’s magic was stolen from other worlds.

			Not for the first time, she doubted everything Helena and Kaia had told her. Her mother and aunt thought Vanaheim deserved to be at the top of Yggdrasil, and this belief led them to try and subjugate the other realms. Was her entire family like this? Would she ever be able to feel anything but shame about her bloodline?

			She clenched her fists, steadying herself. I have to mend what was broken. It’s our only hope of getting Alfheim’s support.

			“Do you think every world should keep their magic to themselves, then?” Sigrid asked. “Do you want Vanaheim to return celestial magic to Alfheim?”

			Not that this would be possible, given that everything had burned to the ground, but surely the gesture would count for something.

			“Returned? No.” Queen Tilde smiled sadly. “Paid for? Yes. Trading and purchasing magic is necessary for the worlds to prosper. Imagine if poetry stayed in Jotunheim. But your world has done a poor job of fair relations over the last few centuries.”

			A wave of shame rolled through Sigrid on behalf of her relatives. Would it be possible to fix the damage done before her time, or was she doomed to spend her life sweeping up their mess?

			“So I hope you understand,” Queen Tilde said bitterly, “why I’m reluctant to help someone whose surname is Helenadottir.”

			The words hit Sigrid like a punch, leaving her breathless. She resisted the urge to step back as her stomach sank into the floor.

			This cursed family name. Why does everyone insist on judging me for it?

			Mariam moved closer until their arms brushed. “While your concerns about Vanaheim are valid, Your Majesty, I assure you that Princess Sigrid is not like the rest of her family.”

			Hearing Mariam defend her, Sigrid’s resolve hardened. She would not let Queen Tilde be wrong about her like this.

			“Helena abandoned me at birth,” she confessed, “and Kaia and I disagreed on the most fundamental beliefs. I never knew Óleifr. My blood relations mean nothing, and I have no love, no loyalty, no ties to any of them. My love is for my world itself and everyone who lives there. Trust me when I tell you I’m here for Yggdrasil, not for Vanaheim’s royal family.”

			Queen Tilde raised an eyebrow and said nothing. Encouraged, Sigrid continued.

			“Queen Tilde, the struggles you’re having here in Alfheim are Loki’s work. I want to help fix this. If we can visit the Norns with an offer of cosmic unity and tip fate back into order, we can start to restore peace. We’ve come to ask for a soul from Alfheim to accompany us.”

			Sigrid’s heart seemed to stop beating as the queen studied them, her gaze a little less icy than a moment ago. She shifted on her throne, her pearly robe shimmering. “The political strife I mentioned…we have asked for the valkyries’ help for years, but Vanaheim refused to provide it.”

			Hope surged, and Sigrid stood taller. Here was the opportunity to make amends. If she could show that she was committed to repairing the alliance her family had broken, this could be the start of a new cosmic balance. “Sleipnir and I offer our help in whichever way we can.”

			Mariam tensed beside her. “Stay focused on getting to the Norns,” she whispered in her ear.

			Tóra touched Mariam’s arm and gave a subtle shake of her head. They glared at each other, a silent argument happening with wide eyes and tiny gestures.

			Queen Tilde lifted her chin, scrutinizing Sigrid with narrowed eyes. Her lips worked as if she was chewing the inside of her cheek. “Generations ago, we had a dispute over the right of succession when the king passed and left no heirs. His wife had died years earlier and had brothers, the eldest of which was Arild. Arild and his family believed he had the right to rule, and with no other options, Alfheim made preparations to crown him. Everything proceeded without a hiccup until a teenage girl showed up the day before the ceremony, claiming to be the king’s daughter.”

			Sigrid shifted uncomfortably. An unknown teenage daughter coming to claim the throne was too familiar. The others, too, returned their full attention to the queen.

			“Her name was Greta,” the queen said. “She brought her mother, who alleged she had an affair with the king. Amid some…uproar and threats, many felt the king’s daughter, even if illegitimate, had the right to become queen.”

			“It’s an easy answer, isn’t it?” Sigrid blurted, unable to keep her own predicament from bubbling up. “She was the daughter of a royal, so she was next in line.” With the opposition she’d been getting at home, some kind of confirmation that she had the right to Vanaheim’s throne would be nice.

			Queen Tilde smiled, her expression softening. “The public certainly fell in love with Greta. She was fiery and charismatic and came from a family of farmers. She knew the people better than Arild did, and better than any monarch Alfheim had ever seen. She was also a refreshing change after several generations of kings. Of course, others felt Arild had the right. He was a logical choice, as his connection to the royal family had been clear and public from the start. He understood the workings of Alfheim’s councils and had more experience than a teenage girl born to farmers. But, eventually, the governing bodies found proof of Greta’s relation to the late king, so she was made—”

			“Proof?” Sigrid asked, curiosity seizing hold of her.

			Queen Tilde looked taken aback at being interrupted. Sigrid dipped her head, feeling Tóra’s scolding gaze.

			“Through the laws of nature,” the queen explained. “The same way the gods granted Vanaheim prophetic magic, they also granted Alfheim natural magic. Given some of Greta’s hair, we were able to match her with the king’s lineage.”

			Sigrid’s imagination wandered to a place where she could prove to everyone who doubted her that she was the rightful heir to Vanaheim’s throne.

			While we’re at it, let’s also prove I didn’t kill Aunt Kaia.

			Longing and frustration filled her, and she drew a breath, forcing her attention to the matter at hand.

			“Greta went on to rule successfully, but not without a struggle,” Queen Tilde continued. “She faced opposition from Arild and his family for her whole life, and when Arild passed, his children continued the hostilities. It’s turned into a war lasting generations. I am descended from Greta. I have had close calls with Arild’s descendants on many occasions.”

			To Sigrid’s surprise, Queen Tilde’s eyes filled with tears.

			“Most recently, I faced them last month,” the queen said, her voice wavering, “when they came to kidnap my son.”

			A ripple traveled over their group, and Tóra gasped. Behind them, a low murmur passed over the warriors standing guard.

			Sigrid’s breath caught as the queen appeared in a new light. “Are they holding him hostage?”

			Queen Tilde nodded, her eyes brimming. “Our encounters with the Arildsons have become more frequent, more violent. If you are correct that Loki is tipping the cosmic balance into chaos, I believe this might be part of it.”

			It had to be. If Ratatosk was right that Loki was behind all mischief and evil, what else would this be? Here was more proof that Loki was active throughout all of Yggdrasil.

			“Princess Sigrid, my army has been raiding the Arildson family’s fortress all month, and the fight’s been bloody. If you can work with them to bring Prince Niels back to me, I am willing to send one of my best warriors with you to Jotunheim.”

			Sigrid gaped at the queen. Rescuing a prince was more than she’d prepared for—but then again, what better way to make a gesture of peace? This would mend the ties that Sigrid’s family had broken. Vanaheim and Alfheim could be allies.

			Fisk leaned close until his dire wolf nose bumped her ear. “Maybe we can offer to do something less scary,” he whispered, “like help them clean up after one of those storms she mentioned.”

			“No, we can do this,” Mariam whispered on her other side. “We just need to make sure we get more out of it.”

			Sigrid cast her a questioning look.

			Mariam faced the queen and raised her voice. “If we’re going to risk our lives helping you, Vanaheim would like your allegiance. We need your army’s assistance against the Night Elves.”

			It was bold, but she had a point. They couldn’t take this request lightly. How dangerous were the Arildsons, anyway? If they were going to do something so risky, they should get Alfheim’s allegiance out of it.

			Sigrid nodded, squaring her shoulders.

			Queen Tilde looked between Sigrid and Mariam, considering. “I can agree to forgive Vanaheim if you help us. We can move forward as allies, and I will send Brynn with you to Mount Hnitbjorg. She is my best warrior and will be an asset to the cause.” She motioned to the lead warrior at Sigrid’s side, who stood taller with a smug smile on her lips. “But sending my army to Vanaheim to aid in your fight is too much to ask.”

			Sigrid and Mariam exchanged a look. Mariam tilted her head as if unsure what to make of this. Tóra and Fisk looked back at her, too, as if waiting for her decision.

			Her pulse raced. Maybe becoming allies was the best she could hope for. Plus, having the top Light Elf warrior come along to Mount Hnitbjorg would definitely be useful.

			Their mission had just gotten a bit more dangerous, but she’d faced death enough times that she was no longer scared of it.

			If she wanted to make amends with Alfheim, this was a good place to start. Vanaheim needed allies in this war, and from what she’d seen since arriving in this world, they had a power beyond her understanding. She would be foolish not to accept.

			“Do we have a deal?” Queen Tilde asked.

			Sigrid lifted her chin. “You have my promise.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Flirting with Danger

			“I’m sorry our earlier meeting had to go the way it did, Princess Sigrid,” Brynn said as she led them back outside, her voice taking on a gentle, airy tone. She was a lot less hostile now that they’d come to an agreement.

			They walked along a path toward a stone building with a thatched roof, where the lush scent of greenery and the humid air wrapped around Sigrid once more. She cast sidelong glances at Brynn, trying to decipher the change in her demeanor. “That’s okay. I probably would have reacted the same way if a group of armed people showed up in my world.”

			Brynn laughed a little too hard, flashing a wide smile with large, even teeth. As she slid open a wooden barn door to let them through, her gaze traveled up and down Sigrid. “Vanaheim is lucky to have a princess so brave and beautiful.”

			Mariam cleared her throat and took Sigrid’s hand on her way past, pulling her along. “Well, thanks for offering to come with us, Brynn, but I think we’ll evaluate some other candidates and—”

			“We’ll strategize tonight and raid the hall first thing tomorrow,” Brynn said, ignoring Mariam. “This way, Princess.”

			Feeling Mariam’s tension, Sigrid gave her hand a reassuring squeeze, entwining their fingers.

			They stepped into a barn, the familiar scent of hay and animals sending a pang of homesickness through Sigrid. Straw covered the floor, chickens roosted in the open windows, and three pigs and a fuzzy brown cow stood eating hay. All of the animals raised their heads to watch them enter.

			“Your horses can spend the night here, and we’ll put you in some empty staff quarters.” Brynn’s gaze locked onto Sigrid’s. “There’s room for three in the quarters, so one of you is welcome to share my—”

			“No, we’ll stay with the horses,” Mariam said, stepping between them so she broke their eye contact.

			Sigrid’s heart jumped at the prospect of being separated. Despite making an alliance, they couldn’t be sure whether the Light Elves would try to steal the horses—especially Sleipnir or Kára.

			“If it’s okay, I think we would all feel better if we could stay with our horses,” Sigrid said casually, trying not to open hostilities again.

			Brynn shrugged. “Sleep in the straw, then.”

			The pigs snorted softly, and the cow defecated, the plop-plop on the straw amplified in the silence. Tóra covered her nose with her tunic.

			But this was better than being separated, and the conditions were no worse than they’d slept in all year back home.

			“Back in a minute with a map of where we’re headed,” Brynn said, brushing past so closely that her arm grazed Sigrid’s waist.

			As the barn door slid shut, Fisk clapped his hands. “There are a few comfy-looking patches of straw in here! Look at this. Wow.”

			He flitted to the corner where a clean mound of straw came to hip-height.

			“Are you all okay with this?” Sigrid asked quickly while they had a moment alone, her insides twisting with the sudden panic that this was a huge mistake. She combed her fingers through Hestur’s mane, seeking a familiar comfort. “We can get on and gallop out of here before she returns.”

			“I’m fine with getting on good terms with Queen Tilde, but we should ask for someone else to accompany us,” Mariam said, kicking around a pile of straw. “I don’t trust Brynn’s cheerful act one bit.”

			“But having their best warrior come with us on the journey to Jotunheim is sure to help, yeah?” Tóra said. “I think yer right to agree to do this, Sigrid. We need Alfheim’s friendship.”

			“It doesn’t have to be their best warrior,” Mariam mumbled. “It could be anyone.”

			“The stronger we are, the better, right?” Fisk said. “She’s kind of scary, and I think that will help us if we’re going up against Loki and who knows what else.”

			Mariam crossed her arms, scowling.

			Sigrid let out a breath. Despite Mariam’s reservations, Fisk and Tóra were right. They had to seize the opportunity to have a strong warrior along for the journey.

			The horses sniffed the other animals, Hestur already making friends with the cow and sharing her hay, while Kára aggravated the chickens by poking them with her little nose.

			Brynn returned with a roll of parchment. She sat on the ground and unfurled it on a couple of hay bales. “The Arildson’s fortress. Ugh.” She wrinkled her nose in disgust.

			Tóra dropped her bridle and rushed over, her gaze darting across it and her lips moving silently, as if she was frantically trying to memorize every detail.

			Sigrid sat next to Brynn to study the map. Brynn scooted closer. “This is the—”

			“Just going to come join you here,” Mariam said, wedging herself between them.

			Sigrid moved over to make room.

			The map showed a circular fortress with a wavy river running through the middle. A series of ponds lay outside the wall like a broken, patchy moat. Inside the walls, huts and paddocks filled most of the courtyard.

			“So the Arildsons live in this creepy compound,” Brynn said. “It’s so big it takes an hour to walk the perimeter. They have a whole city in there, and they only make contact with the outside world for the rare supply run or—”

			“Or a kidnapping,” Sigrid mumbled.

			“Apparently.” Brynn’s gaze traveled over her again.

			Sigrid crossed her arms, keeping her eyes on the map. Heat bloomed in her cheeks. Is she sizing me up or flirting with me?

			Brynn returned her attention to the parchment. “Anyway, their family is huge, and they’ve lived there for generations, just interbreeding and going about with their own government. Nobody really knows what goes on in there, and anyone who tries to find out is killed. So we’ve left them alone. They don’t bother us, and we don’t bother them—until now.” 

			She traced a finger around the compound perimeter. “The fortress is bounded by a knoll. It’s too steep and too covered in bushes to scale. A river cuts through the middle and comes out the other side. Fresh water in, refuse out. Over the decades, we’ve occasionally been able to sneak someone in when they do supply runs. It’s how we got this general idea of the layout.”

			“Where are the entrances?” Sigrid asked.

			“You’re quite forward, Princess. I like that.” Brynn pointed to a spot in the perimeter where the wall was marked with a series of Xs. “Just one. If we go through it, we’ll have axes in our heads before we blink.”

			“The people ye’ve sent in…” Tóra said. “How did they get back out?”

			“Jumped in the river.”

			“Which means we could use the river to get in?” Sigrid asked.

			Brynn winked. “That’s the approach we’ve been planning on. You and Sleipnir okay to swim?”

			Sigrid nodded, though they would have to find a role for Fisk that didn’t involve water.

			“Good,” Brynn said. “I expect Sleipnir will be useful. We could benefit from a war horse.”

			“And the rest of us?” Mariam asked curtly.

			Brynn’s gaze flicked over Aesa and Kára. “A winged mare would be helpful, as long as the foal behaves.”

			It was highly unlikely that Kára would behave, but neither Sigrid nor Mariam mentioned this.

			“I can fly some people in,” Mariam said. “We should ambush them from at least two separate locations.”

			Brynn considered her. “Yeah, okay. That’s not bad.”

			“I volunteer for a job that doesn’t involve swimming,” Fisk said quickly. “Please.”

			Mariam patted his back. “Of course.”

			“There’ll be about fifty of us in the ambush,” Brynn said, leaning back on her hands. “I’ve had troops stationed by the fortress all month to make sure the Arildsons don’t try to leave with Prince Niels. We’ll meet up with them in the morning.”

			Sigrid nodded, her pulse quickening in anticipation of the fight. “Good.”

			If this fortress was as big as Brynn said, they would need all the help they could get.

			Brynn stretched and looked out the window. “For now, we should get to sleep. It’s nearly midnight.”

			Sigrid followed her gaze to the sunny world outside. “It’s still light out.”

			Brynn raised an eyebrow. “You’re in Alfheim, honey. The home of sunlight.”

			Sigrid flushed, partly embarrassed of her ignorance of other worlds and partly because of the way Brynn addressed her. “Right.”

			Mariam slung her arm across Sigrid’s shoulders, pulling her close. “There’s a cozy spot for us in the corner.”

			Her protectiveness made Sigrid’s heart swell. But at the same time, frustration twisted in her gut. If she loves me so much, why is she afraid to say it?

			As Brynn stood and rolled up the map, Sigrid tried to make sense of this giant fortress. “Brynn, why wasn’t the Arildson family stopped or punished long ago for opposing the crown? This has been escalating for decades.”

			Brynn’s lips tightened into a thin line. “Queen Tilde and the generations before her left them alone as a gesture of peace. Safe to say they ruined it by kidnapping the prince, though. Their time is up, and we won’t play nice.”

			Sigrid chewed her lip, her skin prickling. After decades of living in isolation, the Arildson family was about to have a team descend on them that included Sleipnir, a valkyrie, and a bunch of angry warriors determined to avenge their queen. What would the fight be like? Could Brynn and the other Light Elf warriors be trusted to have their backs?

			She met Mariam’s gaze and found a reflection of her own uncertainty.

			What did I get us into?

		

	
		
			Chapter Fifteen

			The Arildson Fortress

			The knoll loomed above them, a towering wall covered in dense, prickly vegetation. The sun’s rays struggled to break through, casting shadows over the army assembled at the base. A murky pond with a layer of thick scum and lilies sat between them and the knoll, alive with chirping and buzzing sounds.

			Ahead, the river rushed into a dirt tunnel, the water way more turbulent than Sigrid had expected. Though it ran clear, the bottom was obscured, which meant it was deep. There could be undertows, or someone could get pinned against a rock.

			Sigrid turned her spear in her fingers, her heart pounding. “If Light Elves can do natural magic, why can’t you just push all the prickles aside so we can climb over the knoll?”

			Brynn tilted her head upward, signaling for Sigrid to look.

			Sigrid followed the gesture, squinting at the top. Something dark jutted skyward. “What is it?”

			“Iron bars,” Brynn said, a sour note in her voice. “We can’t control iron. So even if we do this—” She looked at the nearest bush, and it parted to form a clear path. “We’re still stuck once we get to the top. Same with trying to dig through. They’ve reinforced the knoll with iron.”

			Sigrid stared at the bush as it returned to normal, awe bubbling up at seeing natural magic in action.

			“Incredible,” Tóra whispered.

			Mariam readied her stirrups with a snap of leather. “I’ll fly as many of you as I can over the wall,” she said to the warriors, who waited for instruction at Brynn’s back. “Hopefully, we can get at least a dozen of you in before they notice.”

			Sigrid nodded in agreement. “The rest of us will wait here until we get your cue to jump in the river. Fisk and Tóra, wait on the other side of the fortress where the river exits. Be ready to help us out of the water. If all goes to plan, Prince Niels will be riding Hestur.”

			Aside from sparing Fisk from swimming and Tóra from fighting, they really would need help once they shot out the other side.

			Fisk nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

			Sigrid surveyed the Light Elf army, their swords and shields glinting. They looked as fierce as any warriors she’d seen.

			Which begs the question…how dangerous are the Arildsons if this army couldn’t beat them?

			She shook her head and exhaled slowly. They just had to find Prince Niels and get out of there, and then they could leave this world and its creepy fortress behind.

			Mariam wrestled Kára into a halter they’d borrowed from the barn and passed the rope to Fisk. “Hold her while I fly people up. We’ll make it quick.”

			Kára tried to rub the halter off on Fisk’s chest, making him stumble, and then tried to eat the rope.

			“I’ll take the lead,” Brynn said, stepping up to Aesa. “Sigrid, can you give me a boost?”

			Mariam looked like she’d just taken a bite out of a lemon, but she said nothing as Sigrid helped Brynn climb on behind Mariam. They took off into the sky, Aesa’s wings as silent as an owl’s.

			Kára froze, her eyes widening, apparently shocked that her mother would just fly away from her like this.

			Sigrid reacted before Fisk did, lunging for the lead rope. She seized it as Kára exploded forward. The filly squealed, fighting to follow her mother like a fish on the end of a line.

			“Shh!” Sigrid dug her heels into the ground to avoid doing a faceplant.

			It was too late for Fisk, who hadn’t expected Kára’s explosion and was now lying with his dire wolf nose in the dirt. Tóra raced over to help him up.

			“Kára, shush!” Sigrid hissed as the filly continued to struggle and squeal. She reeled Kára in and spread her feet, fighting for control.

			The Light Elf warriors shifted, tensing, as Kára threw a fit.

			As Aesa soared back into view with only Mariam aboard, a ripple of relief washed over Sigrid. One warrior done, a dozen or so to go?

			Kára whinnied to her mother, her nostrils flaring as she caught her breath.

			Aesa touched down gently and nickered back.

			Mariam met Sigrid’s eye, grimacing. “Not good?”

			Sigrid shook her head, panting.

			“We found a high spot behind an oak tree,” Mariam said, her eyes wide with adrenaline. “They didn’t notice me dropping off Brynn. Let’s make this quick. Can we fit two more behind me?”

			Fisk helped boost two warriors onto Aesa, and they took off again.

			Kára squealed louder, lunging and pulling, dragging Sigrid across the forest floor.

			“We’re—not—separating—you,” Sigrid said, trying to reassure her. But the filly didn’t understand her the way Sleipnir and Hestur did, and with a firm tug, she sent Sigrid pitching forward.

			“Oh no,” Fisk moaned.

			Sigrid exhaled sharply as her chest hit the forest floor and a jolt shot up her arms. The ground moved under her, dirt and twigs clumping beneath her tunic, rocks grating her arms. She slammed into something solid, pain shooting through her back. She gasped and coughed, instinctively reaching for the tender spot on her shoulder before reality swam back to the front of her mind.

			My hands are empty. The rope!

			She’d let go of Kára.

			Shouts went up, any hope of staying unnoticed shattering. Kára’s small body was in the air, her tiny wings carrying her after her mother.

			In the distance, more shouts rose. Sigrid blinked, trying to focus.

			The sound was coming from beyond the wall.

			“They hear us.” She got to her feet, swaying. Her skin stung where she’d been dragged over the forest floor. “Everyone, in the water! Let’s move!”

			The warriors dove into the river and swam for the tunnel, disappearing inside the dark hole.

			“Hestur, Sleipnir, come!” Sigrid jumped in after the Light Elves, the cold water stabbing her skin and making her draw short, gasping breaths. “Fisk, Tóra, leave Kára and get to the other side!”

			Aesa would be the only way to catch the filly, and more urgently, they needed Fisk and Tóra’s help getting out of this rushing river.

			Fisk and Tóra hopped onto little Disa’s back, who stoically carried both of them away.

			Heart pounding, Sigrid let the river carry her into the tunnel. The darkness and echoes engulfed her, seizing her lungs. The arched, muddy ceiling seemed to close around her, a primal fear of being trapped against it taking over until she could barely breathe.

			The horses paddled behind her, and in the next moment, the sunlight stung her eyes.

			They’d emerged in a huge courtyard, the knoll rising high on all sides. Shouts rose in every direction. A crowd of Light Elves wearing loose wool robes scattered, pointing upward. They were all pale and barefoot with long, matted hair and cracked, scabbed skin—a stark contrast to the Light Elves Sigrid had met so far. The stench of waste and unwashed bodies assaulted her nose.

			What happened here? Why are they living like this?

			As Sigrid wiped her eyes and looked up, her breath caught. Mariam was herding the frightened crowd away from the river, Aesa’s wings stretched to their fullest.

			Maybe Sigrid had taken the valkyries’ ferocity for granted after growing up with them. But to someone who hadn’t grown up around winged mares, the sight of one swooping down with her wings outstretched would be enough to instill the fear of the gods. Aesa’s shadow eclipsed everything, her ears back, her nostrils red and flared. Mariam made a fierce figure perched in the saddle with an arm raised, her golden spear glinting in her fist.

			Sigrid’s lip curled.

			“Go! Go!” she roared, swimming toward the riverbank. She heaved herself out with trembling limbs, scrambling away as the army, Sleipnir, and Hestur climbed out around her.

			Hestur shook himself off, looking to her for instruction. 

			Sigrid vaulted onto his back first, needing a moment to get oriented before the battle took over her senses.

			The courtyard was dirty, colorless, a world away from the lush forest on the outside. Sigrid shuddered as it brought to mind the dismal camp back home. The ground had been trodden on so much that nothing could grow, and poorly built shacks crumbled and leaned on each other as if a gust of wind would topple them. The brightest part was a large vegetable garden in the center. A corral of malnourished livestock took up a corner—goats, pigs, sheep, chickens, and a lone carthorse. 

			Sigrid’s heart squeezed as her gaze snagged on the pen, which was too small and muddy for all of the poor animals. Beyond them, the fortress walls had open doorways every few strides. The knoll was apparently hollow—one long hallway with rooms carved out.

			Prince Niels has to be in one of them.

			“Check all the rooms!” Sigrid leaned forward in the saddle and urged Hestur toward the nearest doorway. “Come on, Sleipnir!”

			The stallion’s eight-beat stride thundered after her as she wove through the crowd.

			Overhead, Mariam threw her spear strategically to knock down structures and cause as much of a distraction as possible. Kára either knew what the goal was or just decided to unleash her frustration—she darted into the fray, head-butting everyone and pushing them over.

			“Kára!” Mariam roared. “Get your furry butt back over here!”

			Aesa whinnied, and Kára bounded back to them, wobbling in the air as she tried to fly with her tiny wings. Mariam caught her lead rope and held her close, a fearful, protective look in her eyes that made Sigrid’s heart squeeze.

			A guttural roar filled the courtyard as a horde of Arildson warriors flooded out of the knoll to stop the invading army. They brandished spiked maces and jagged axes, their muscular frames larger than any Light Elves Sigrid had seen. 

			The warriors’ pale bodies were covered in scars—possibly ritualistic ones, given their unusual patterns—and they let loose battle cries from mouths missing too many teeth. But if they never left the fortress, who were they fighting to earn these injuries? Each other?

			Hestur tensed beneath Sigrid, and she reined him in as a wall of weapons charged at them. Adrenaline pulsed through her body, and she readied her spear. Was she going to have to switch to Sleipnir already?

			Brynn appeared in front of them, her sword steady in her hands, and prepared to fend off an entire army of Arildsons. On her own.

			Sigrid gasped, her heart seeming to stop. What is she thinking?

			There were too many opponents to count, much less to hold back without any kind of help. But Sigrid had to find the prince. The longer they stayed here fighting, the worse their chances of—

			The first attack came too soon.

			Sigrid yelled out, “Brynn, on your right!”

			With a roar, Brynn slashed her sword, and the first attacker fell to the ground. She spun and kicked, her foot swiping higher than her head, her weapon flying in a blur. One by one, her attackers collapsed. “Keep going, Princess!”

			Sigrid’s mouth fell open. Never in her life had she witnessed anyone fight like this. It was like watching a dance, every slash and kick perfectly timed, her movements as fluid as water.

			Just when she thought she’d seen the extent of Brynn’s skills, a vine snaked over from the nearby vegetable garden. It wrapped around one of the warriors, constricting his chest. He roared, raising his ax, but before he could strike, the vine plunged into his mouth, choking him.

			Mariam swooped down in front of Sigrid. “We’ll hold them off while you find the prince!”

			Right. The clang of metal rang through the air, and every wasted moment risked more injuries. 

			Sigrid nudged Hestur and steered him away from the fight, headed for the doors in the knoll. Sleipnir thundered beside her, gnashing his teeth at anyone in their path.

			She ducked as they entered a corridor that seemed to stretch all the way around the perimeter. On the opposite wall, an open door led to an empty room with a bed and a shelf. She turned Hestur to the right and galloped to the next one, peering in.

			Empty as well.

			Sigrid cursed. This wasn’t going as planned. It would be faster if their whole group could help search the fortress. Then when they found Prince Niels, they could boost him onto Hestur’s back and get him out of here as fast as possible. 

			But looking back at the courtyard told her most of the army was engaged with the Arildsons. It was easy to see why Queen Tilde’s army had never been able to breach the fortress. The Arildsons were large in numbers and retaliated fiercely, not caring if blood was drawn. They kicked, bit, punched, and slashed their jagged weapons with abandon.

			Mariam flew beside her on the other side of the wall, keeping everyone back while she searched the rooms. Kára stuck close to Aesa’s flank at the end of the lead rope.

			Sigrid continued her search until she ran into a locked door.

			“Prince Niels?” she shouted.

			No answer.

			Do I kick it down? She looked ahead, deflating. They had dozens of doors left to check—maybe hundreds.

			“We’ll never find him like this,” Mariam said, echoing Sigrid’s concerns. “There must be a hundred rooms in this compound.”

			Sigrid growled, nudging Hestur to the next one. “I’m not sure what else to—” She reined him to a halt, the movement so abrupt that Hestur tossed his head in complaint.

			Her scalp tingled, spreading down her neck and shoulders, as she stared at the runes written on the wall of the Arildson fortress.

		

	
		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Loki’s Offer

			Runes covered the stone walls from floor to ceiling, with more scrawled across parchment littering a wooden table. A woman stood inside the room holding more parchment in her hands. 

			Her eyes widened in surprise, her snowy skin growing paler. “D-Did Loki send you?” she asked, her words spilling out in a rush.

			Loki. Sigrid tightened her grip on her spear. Her pulse quickened, a chill running down her spine. “No.”

			The woman’s gaze flicked to Sleipnir standing in the corridor, and understanding trickled over Sigrid. “I’m here to stop him. Now leave this room before I force you out.”

			The woman gripped the front of her wool robe, her knuckles whitening. “He promised we would escape this place!”

			Sigrid’s heart lurched at her desperate tone. “Who, Loki? What did he tell you?”

			The woman shook her head, her mouth pulling into a thin line as her eyes brimmed.

			“What do the runes say?” Sigrid asked. “What do they— Hey!” 

			The woman pushed past Hestur, gasping as she ran from the room.

			Sigrid let her pass and looked around, her pulse racing. The dark splatter across the floor wasn’t a good sign. When she dismounted, her boots stuck to it, and she held back a shiver. Yeah, partly dried, sticky blood was never a good sign.

			“Sigrid, we don’t have time for this!” Mariam shouted, her voice mingling with the din outside.

			“I found more runes!” 

			Mariam cursed and nudged Aesa to move, Kára following close. She hurled her spear at someone out of sight.

			Sigrid’s heart was in her throat as she followed the blood across the table, down the legs, and onto the stone floor.

			Tóra’s words floated to the front of her mind. A blood connection.

			What kind of sacrifice or attempts to talk to Loki had happened here?

			Urgency constricted her lungs, but Sigrid couldn’t ignore more proof of Loki’s meddling. She snatched the loose parchment off the table.

			Mariam returned. “What, exactly, do you plan to do with those?”

			“We have to figure out what Loki’s plan is.” She shook the papers and stuffed them all into Sleipnir’s saddle bag. “Maybe Tóra can interpret these.”

			“Fine. Now let’s find the prince—” A clatter outside drew Mariam’s attention, and she cursed and moved out of sight again. There was a grunt and a sickening thump, the sound of a well-aimed spear finding its mark.

			Drawing a fortifying breath, Sigrid used the table to climb onto Sleipnir. It was time to fight. She swung her leg over the saddle and let the stallion’s power trickle through her like hot tea.

			“Why do you resist your destiny, Sigrid?” a voice asked, the words a hiss.

			Sigrid jolted in the saddle and cried out at the mental intrusion. Sleipnir’s ears turned back to her.

			“You’re denying your purpose,” the voice said. “You have the power to carry on my legacy, and yet…you waste it.”

			A chill rippled through her. Stop.

			She clutched the reins tighter and looked around, even though the words were coming from within. Her breaths quickened. The knowledge that Loki was inside her mind and there was nothing she could do about it made her heart slam into her ribs.

			Get out of my head.

			“You’re meant to jump on the scales and tip them to and fro. Like me. Our role is more important than any other god’s. You’d do better to give up on resisting.”

			Sigrid clapped her hands over her ears, her reins falling from her grasp. “Stop it!”

			In the doorway, Mariam leaned down from the saddle and scanned the room as if searching for an attacker, her eyes wide in alarm. “What’s wrong?”

			Sigrid dropped her hands, panting. She’d forgotten where she was. The clash of the fight carried toward them from the courtyard. “Nothing. I’m…”

			The memory of finding her family tree rushed back—the panic over seeing Loki’s name and wondering if she was destined for evil. Was this what he meant?

			“We need to hurry,” Sigrid said, avoiding Mariam’s concerned gaze. This wasn’t the time to talk about hearing voices. She refused to listen to him anyway. She’d chosen to turn her back on evil before, and she could do it again.

			Gritting her teeth, Sigrid nudged Sleipnir and ducked as they charged through the doorway. They galloped back into the courtyard beneath the open sky, Hestur sticking close. Her senses sharpened as Sleipnir’s power bled into her, making every clash of swords louder and every movement catch her attention.

			“Form up on the left!” Brynn shouted to her army, her voice carrying over the din. “Watch the doors!”

			The Arildson army fought with terrifying ferocity, drawing blood and pushing through their own injuries.

			“We won’t find Prince Niels fast enough if we search every single room,” Sigrid shouted to Mariam, a knot of fear forming in her stomach. “Let’s grab someone and force them to talk.”

			“You got it,” Mariam said, swooping low.

			Ahead, a small warrior with blood smeared on his face and arms advanced on Brynn with a raised mace. Brynn waved a hand, summoning a bramble from the knoll, which wrapped around his ankle and yanked him off his feet. He roared, dropping his weapon as it pulled him across the ground.

			Awe trickled through Sigrid as she watched Brynn fight—and longing for this sort of power in their war against the Night Elves back home. If they’d kept their alliances strong through the generations, maybe other worlds would’ve helped them in the Night Elf war and Vanaheim would never have crumbled.

			Mariam descended on the warrior as he slid through the mud. She leaned over, cueing Aesa to fold in her wings in a flawless barrel roll. As the mare turned upside down, Mariam grabbed his ankle with two hands. They lifted into the sky with the Light Elf dangling, hollering in outrage.

			Brynn paused her shouted orders to swipe a hand through the air. The bramble severed, leaving Mariam free to carry the elf high above the ground.

			“Where is Prince Niels?” Mariam shouted.

			The elf swung his fists, trying to punch Aesa’s legs. It earned him a whack on the head with a hoof that made him clutch his head and howl.

			Sigrid reined Sleipnir to a stop beneath them, ready to act the moment the elf spilled the secret. “Hestur, stay close,” she ordered, making sure he stayed at Sleipnir’s flank. “We’re going to need you soon.”

			“Last chance!” Mariam shouted overhead, letting Aesa drop a little to scare him.

			“Our affairs with Queen Tilde are—none of your business!” the elf roared.

			Mariam let out a bark of laughter. “You kidnapped a child. I’d like to make it my business.”

			“He’s a child of Alfheim. Who are you to come here and decide what’s right, valkyrie?” The elf barked out a laugh. “Your failure to understand will be your end.”

			Sigrid frowned. So the Arildsons knew exactly what they were doing, talking to Loki and tipping the cosmic balance so they could have their turn on top.

			“Sigrid, behind you!” Brynn shouted, and Sleipnir reacted first, spinning around in time to meet a group of advancing warriors. He reared up, thrashing his boulder-like hooves and cracking two of them in the head. They crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

			Hestur kicked out beside her, knocking the breath out of another two with well-placed kicks to their stomachs.

			Sigrid grabbed the final one’s mace before he could strike her thigh, surprising herself with her own strength as she stopped the blow mid-swing. Adrenaline raged through her, bringing back that familiar instinct to attack and kill. She breathed through it, struggling not to let Sleipnir’s power overtake her completely.

			The Light Elf grunted as they each tried to push the weapon onto the other. 

			“Where’s Prince Niels?” Sigrid asked through her teeth.

			The elf sneered, his arms shaking as he fought Sigrid’s grip. He lifted onto his toes, losing the battle. His breaths became quick and labored. “You’ll never break an Arildson, valkyrie.”

			“Watch me.” Sigrid cued the stallion, and he sank his teeth into the elf’s shoulder and tossed him back. He flew through the air with a shriek, landing in a heap among the scattered bodies.

			“Good boy,” Sigrid said, returning her attention overhead.

			Mariam roared in frustration. “Sigrid, these idiots aren’t talking.”

			Sigrid swore, looking around the open courtyard. Her skin prickled, her heightened senses picking up on every clash of weapons, every sharp breath, every stumble.

			And through the crowd…

			A muffled voice. “Help—e! Som—ne help! I’m i—ere!” 

			It was coming from beyond one of the locked doors in the courtyard perimeter.

			Sigrid nudged Sleipnir. “Hestur, with me!” They followed the shouts until they came to a closed wooden door identical to the rest.

			“Help!” a voice shouted beyond it, high-pitched with fear.

			Sigrid’s heart jumped. She drew Sleipnir to a halt, spinning him so his rump touched the door. “Prince Niels? Stand aside. I’m going to kick the door open.”

			There was a muffled patter of footsteps on the other side, and she cued Sleipnir to kick. With a single strike of his four hind legs, he smashed the door off its hinges. It flew across the room and shattered against the back wall, dust and wood splinters flying every which way.

			Whatever Sigrid imagined Prince Niels would look like, it wasn’t this. A small, fragile boy stood a stride away from where the door had crashed into the wall, his chubby arms thrown over his head. His dark eyes were wide and fearful. He couldn’t have been older than six.

			“Prince Niels?” She’d planned to sound gentle, but the adrenaline shooting through her veins made it come out as a bark.

			The little boy didn’t move, his mouth open in terror as he took in the sight of Sigrid and Sleipnir.

			He had to be the prince. He was the image of his mother, and his dirty robes were embedded in jewels richer than anything she’d seen in this fortress.

			“It’s okay,” Sigrid said, her voice cracking with a sudden rush of emotion. “I was sent here by your mother. I’m here to take you home.”

			He dropped his hands, his expression clouding with mistrust. “You’re lying. You’re tricking me.”

			“I’m not.” Sigrid checked over her shoulder, urgency tightening around her. She clucked to Hestur and pointed at Prince Niels. “Hestur, come here.”

			Hestur obediently trotted over to the prince, who pressed against the back wall. Maybe she was being insensitive, but this wasn’t the time to gently gain the kid’s trust. They had to get out of here.

			“Can you ride?” she asked.

			Prince Niels nodded but looked close to tears as he stared at Sleipnir’s eight legs. “Your horses are too big.”

			Sigrid clucked to Hestur to ask him to drop to his knees so the prince could get on. “Hestur will take care of you. Pretend he’s just a big pony, okay?”

			The boy hesitated, and Sigrid resisted the urge to shout at him to hurry up. He turned his wide eyes toward the screams outside, then made up his mind and scrambled onto Hestur’s back.

			“Good. Hold his mane.” Sigrid spun Sleipnir around and nudged him. “Let’s go!”

			They charged out the door and to the river, Prince Niels crying out as Hestur sprang into a gallop.

			Please, don’t fall off.

			The fight by the river was turning the mud red, the two armies clashing in a solid wall of bodies and weapons. Light Elves dropped on both sides, tightening Sigrid’s chest.

			All these lives lost to save the prince. Why did fights for the throne have to be so bloody?

			She slowed down and scanned for Brynn, wiping sweat from her eyes. “Brynn! Time to go!”

			Through the crowd, Brynn’s gaze locked onto hers. Dirt and blood stained her skin and clothes, making the whites of her eyes jump out. Breathing hard, she nodded and raised a hand. “Warriors, retreat! Now!”

			Aesa swooped overhead, and Mariam fired downward, helping to break up the fight. But as Brynn’s warriors tried to get to the river, the Arildsons blocked them, rendering it impossible to escape. Any moment, they would notice the prince atop Hestur.

			Sigrid could instruct Sleipnir to trample the crowd, but she couldn’t leave Hestur and Prince Niels exposed behind her.

			“We’ll get you out of here. Hold on,” she yelled back at him, desperately searching for a solution amid the chaos.

			Past the prince and Hestur was the livestock corral, where the carthorse, goats, pigs, sheep, and chickens raced around in fear. A coil of rope hung on a hook. An idea sparked, lifting her heart.

			“Pass me that rope,” she said to the boy, stretching out a hand.

			He startled, looking around nervously before grabbing it with a trembling hand.

			“Ready to ride as fast as you can toward the river?” she asked, nudging Sleipnir over and tying it to a fence post.

			The boy gave a tiny, uncertain nod. 

			Sigrid spun Sleipnir around, tied the end of the rope to the saddle, and kicked him onward. “Go!”

			He shot forward, and the fence shattered with a resounding crack. Sleipnir accelerated, dragging the post and rails behind them. The debris struck people down and sent the rest fleeing.

			Hestur stuck close to Sleipnir’s haunches, the prince bouncing in the saddle. Behind them, the goats dashed for freedom, followed by the more hesitant animals. Several people tripped over them and were knocked aside. The carthorse took a moment to gauge the situation before whinnying and charging after Sleipnir and Hestur. Instinct must have told him to follow the other horses.

			“Yeah!” Sigrid shouted. “Come on, boy!”

			The livestock kicked up manure as they raced about the courtyard, and the post and rails bouncing behind Sigrid took out multiple Arildson warriors. They turned a corner, and it smashed into a shelter, disintegrating the poorly built structure.

			At the river, Queen Tilde’s army dove in, making their escape. Sigrid jumped off Sleipnir, her boots squelching in the mud, and untied the rope from his saddle.

			“I can’t swim,” Prince Niels shouted, tears streaming down his cheeks. The fight seemed too much for him, and he shook with sobs. Hestur stood still, apparently aware of how fragile his cargo was.

			A shadow eclipsed them as Mariam flew low, firing at oncomers.

			“You’re safe,” Sigrid said, patting Prince Niels on the knee. “Hestur’s really good at swimming.”

			Prince Niels nodded and wiped an arm across his runny nose.

			“This way, Hestur.” Sigrid guided him into the water. “Follow me.”

			Fresh water in, refuse out. Brynn’s words trickled back, making her wrinkle her nose. With luck, the fight meant a break in any refuse that might be flowing out at the moment.

			As Hestur and Sleipnir splashed in and swam for the tunnel, the carthorse stopped at the water’s edge, snorting in fright. He whinnied after them, wanting to follow but afraid of the river.

			Teetering on the bank, Sigrid watched the frightened horse dance on his hooves—so close to crossing the threshold to a better life but too scared to jump. 

			Her gut churned as she made up her mind and dashed over. “Come on, buddy! There’s a better world out there.”

			Mariam is going to kill me.

			She patted the horse’s haunches and pulled his mane, guiding him to the water. “You’ll never know unless you jump!”

			“Sigrid, for gods’ sake!” Mariam shouted overhead, soaring in a circle on Aesa. “We didn’t come here to rescue a carthorse!”

			Sigrid groaned. They were out of time. She had to go. Everyone else was swimming through the tunnel, leaving her behind.

			She spun around to fire at oncomers, giving the horse a chance to escape.

			“Brynn will need a horse for the journey!” she shouted, knowing Mariam would see right through her excuse to her bleeding heart.

			As Hestur and Sleipnir disappeared inside the tunnel, the carthorse whinnied. Legs trembling, he made a flying leap and splashed into the river. He paddled frantically through the tunnel, following the others.

			Elation surged through Sigrid. “Go, go!”

			Rough hands closed over her arms. “We got her! The one with Sleipnir!”

			Sigrid kicked the warriors in the shins, trying to get to the water. She held her spear tightly but couldn’t pull her arm back enough to throw it. “Let me go!”

			A shadow eclipsed them, and everyone looked up. Mariam descended with Aesa, whose wings were stretched like the open jaws of a massive beast.

			Sigrid’s breath caught as she wrenched an arm loose and reached up.

			Aesa’s hooves knocked Sigrid’s attackers out of the way, and Mariam reached down. Her hand closed over Sigrid’s, hot and sweaty from the fight. With a roar, she pulled Sigrid up. Sigrid swung her legs, kicking free of the grabbing hands. She used Aesa’s bent knee as a step, and with Mariam’s help, she flung herself across Aesa’s withers.

			“I’ve got you,” Mariam said, breathless.

			Sigrid’s stomach lurched as the mare carried them up into the sky, leaving the Arildsons shouting after them.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Complexities

			Aesa’s hooves touched down with a gentle tha-thump, the impact pitching Sigrid forward over her withers. Too tired to dismount gracefully, she let herself flop into the cool, damp grass.

			Eight tiny hooves clip-clopped over, and Kára nudged her ribs.

			“I’m okay, thanks,” Sigrid said, patting her clumsily on her little nose.

			“If we have to do a mission like that for all the worlds, I’m out,” Mariam said, collapsing onto Aesa’s neck.

			Sigrid sat up and sucked in deep breaths, the battle still raging through her veins. The fight got violent and out of control sooner than expected, but maybe that was inevitable where thrones were involved.

			She scanned frantically for Hestur and found him next to the chestnut carthorse, Prince Niels shivering on his back. She slumped in relief.

			We did it. Queen Tilde’s son was safe.

			“We need to go now!” Brynn shouted, jolting Sigrid into alertness. “Let’s move, everyone!”

			All around them, the warriors scrambled out of the river, soaking wet and gasping. In the time they’d been in the fortress, Fisk had built a chute out of branches and vines to help funnel them out, and now he and Tóra were breaking it apart.

			“Just in time,” Tóra said, her voice quavering. “That really was just in time, Fisk…”

			“Well, it’s a good thing we didn’t try my more complicated bridge idea,” Fisk said brightly.

			Tóra kicked the dirt, swiping away a series of runes, and the water began to burble more rapidly like a dam had been opened. She must have done something to slow down the flow to allow everyone to get out.

			Seeing the shapes made Sigrid’s heart jump. The runes!

			The parchment was tucked into Sleipnir’s saddle bags, probably soggy after being in the river. Hopefully, Tóra could interpret them.

			A flash of the room in the fortress filled Sigrid’s mind as she got to her feet, pulling the world around her out of focus—the runes on the walls, the scent of blood, the desperate cries of the woman insisting Loki promised to help…and his voice in her head, telling her that her purpose was to carry on his legacy.

			What game are you playing in Alfheim, Loki?

			…

			Queen Tilde left her throne to race forward and greet them, smothering her son with so many kisses that he began to whine.

			“Thank you, thank you,” she said between kisses. 

			Sigrid exchanged a smile with Mariam, the whole affair suddenly feeling like less of an ordeal. A new sense of hope filled her, one she hadn’t felt since their journey started.

			“You have my word,” she promised Queen Tilde, “that the valkyries will serve Alfheim as the gods intended.”

			A feast was prepared to celebrate the return of Prince Niels, with his rescuers as honored guests. Sigrid excused herself and her friends. Given their time-sensitive mission, it wouldn’t do to delay their next journey. The queen sent a meal of quail and potatoes to the stables, which they ate in huge bites while getting ready for the ride back to the spring of Hvergelmir.

			Brynn joined them on the rescued carthorse, who they’d named Baldur after the brave son of Odin and Frigg. But brave he was not. Baldur stuck stubbornly close to Sleipnir as they rode through the forest, looking around with his eyes as big as moons as he faced the outside world. The group’s hoofbeats were muted on the dirt and moss, a steady patter that mingled with the birdsong.

			Over Sigrid’s shoulder, patterns of light fell over their group as the sun shone through the leafy trees. Mariam followed with Kára safely on a lead rope, while Fisk and Tóra brought up the rear. Hestur and Disa nipped playfully at each other’s faces, as fond of each other as their riders were. Tóra held a sheet of parchment in front of her nose, diligently deciphering the runes.

			Worry gnawed at Sigrid’s gut as Tóra murmured to herself and shook her head in frustration. If she couldn’t interpret them, they would be in the dark until they could consult the other sorcerers at home. By then, it might be too late.

			Loki’s promises to the Arildsons might not affect Vanaheim, but the runes could help them understand what havoc he was wreaking all over Yggdrasil. He might have shared what he’d done or what he planned to do next. And the more they understood about his tricks, the better chance they had of surviving whatever he had in store.

			“You think Queen Tilde will do something about the Arildsons?” Sigrid asked Brynn, thinking of the woman shouting at her about Loki.

			Brynn nodded, her brow pinching and a frown on her lips. “I’ll make sure of it. I don’t think everyone in that fortress wanted to be there.”

			“Me neither,” Sigrid said grimly.

			Brynn tugged on Baldur’s reins, trying in vain to give Sleipnir more space. The carthorse was stubborn and strong, refusing to do anything that wasn’t his idea. Brynn eventually gave in, her hands gentle and her seat balanced in the saddle.

			Sigrid’s brow pinched as she tried to decipher the girl beside her. Before, Brynn’s graceful way of moving had resembled a dance. But now, her stealthy, precise movements took on a lethal edge, more like a wildcat slinking through the forest.

			“How did you become Alfheim’s best warrior?” Sigrid asked.

			“I killed the one before me,” Brynn said simply, thumbing the hilt of the sword at her hip.

			Sigrid spluttered. This wasn’t the answer she’d expected. “Should I be impressed or afraid?”

			Brynn laughed. “I’m kidding. I trained for years along with everyone else who enlists. Somehow, I ended up being top of the class.” She shrugged, like this was hardly impressive.

			Sigrid gave a low whistle. “Well, good for you.”

			“Works out for my family, anyway. We didn’t have much when I was a kid. I have nine younger siblings, and my mom died, so it’s just my dad providing for all of us.”

			Sigrid’s heart went out to her. “I’m sorry.”

			“It’s okay. This job earns me enough to support everyone.” She turned her gaze onto Sigrid, scanning her up and down with something like hunger in her eyes. “You’re lucky to have grown up with riches, Princess.”

			Sigrid stared, the words taking a moment to sink in. She chuckled. “I most definitely didn’t. I grew up as a stable hand and shared a stall with Hestur.” She jabbed a thumb over her shoulder toward her trusty gelding.

			Brynn gaped. “A stable hand? Is that why you’re so good at riding?” She reached across to prod Sigrid’s arm. “I would never have known you didn’t spend your childhood as a valkyrie princess.”

			She held Sigrid’s gaze, casting a smile that made Sigrid blush.

			“Um, thanks.” Sigrid cleared her throat and forced herself not to look back at Mariam, discomfort churning in her gut. Brynn’s attention was flattering, and sure, it felt good to be desired after spending a year waiting for Mariam to say, I love you…but she wasn’t interested in Brynn, and no amount of flirting would change that.

			Should I tell Brynn to back off? How do I do this without hurting anyone’s feelings?

			All of this relationship stuff was complicated. The only advances she’d ever had to fend off were Roland’s silly pretend ones, and that was different.

			“There’s a waterfall and some fruit trees up here that we could stop at before we continue on to find your next soul,” Brynn said, snapping Sigrid out of her thoughts.

			“Sounds great.” Sigrid looked down at her muddy, bloodstained skin and clothes. “We could all use a bath, I think.”

			A bath and a break from thinking about everything that sent her into an anxious spiral.

			Brynn muscled Baldur into obedience and led them off the trail—and when the waterfall came into view, Sigrid’s breath caught. It was an oasis. The falls trickled down a rocky slope, fanning out so bright, spongy moss peeked through the gaps. The water hit the pool in several places, the noise muted and soothing. Colorful pebbles were visible beneath the clear surface. The aroma of nearby fruit trees mingled with the crisp, mineral scent of the waterfall, a feast for all Sigrid’s senses.

			Brynn dropped her sword, and before Sigrid could absorb what was happening and avert her gaze, Brynn lifted her tunic over her head and pulled down her trousers, getting completely naked.

			Sigrid’s cheeks burned, and she concentrated on dismounting Sleipnir while Brynn ran to the water, whooping as she dove in. Kára galloped after her, and both of them splashed around like there was nothing better in the nine worlds.

			“We’ll go find some of those fruit trees she mentioned,” Mariam said, grabbing Sigrid’s hand. “Come on.”

			Sigrid dropped her tack on the forest floor and let Mariam tug her along.

			“Where are you going?” Brynn called from the water, her skin glistening in the sparkling pool.

			“Snacks,” Sigrid shouted over her shoulder.

			The moment they were out of sight of the pool, Mariam’s fingers curled into Sigrid’s tunic and drew her close. Her hands were firm as she walked Sigrid back until she bumped into the rough bark of a pear tree.

			“What are—” Sigrid began, her words cut short when Mariam’s lips pressed against hers.

			Their breaths mingled, quickening as Mariam’s lips moved feverishly. Desire fluttered low in Sigrid’s belly. She slid her hands over Mariam’s hips and tugged her closer.

			Mariam’s sweet taste filled her like a swig of mead, the warmth of her body seeping through Sigrid’s tunic and leaving her dizzy. Her tongue teased Sigrid’s and her lips moved faster, her urgency betraying something more than the sudden need to make out in the woods.

			“Where did this come from?” Sigrid whispered into her mouth, her breaths hitching.

			Mariam hesitated, sliding her hands around Sigrid’s waist. “I saw that.”

			“What?” Sigrid murmured, leaning back against the tree in a daze.

			Mariam’s eyes flicked in the direction of the waterfall. “I mean, she was completely flirting with you.”

			Sigrid slid her hands beneath Mariam’s tunic and around the curve of her waist. “So?”

			“So I saw the way she looked at you, and…”

			“And do you see the way I look only at you?” Sigrid asked, tracing her palms up Mariam’s midsection.

			Mariam exhaled softly. They paused, everything around them dissolving except for the deep pools of Mariam’s eyes. The birdsong and rushing water faded, everything narrowing until it was just the two of them.

			“I…” Mariam’s breath caught, and her eyelids fluttered as Sigrid’s hands continued to roam.

			“Hm?” Sigrid grazed her lips over Mariam’s neck, the softness of her skin tantalizing.

			Is the threat of someone else going to be what makes you say it?

			Mariam swallowed hard. “I…forgot what I was going to say.”

			Her words were too expected for Sigrid to feel any disappointment. She closed her eyes and planted a trail of kisses over Mariam’s neck and shoulders, willing her to feel the words she couldn’t say. As the tension left Mariam’s body, Sigrid pulled her closer, one hand in her hair, the other on her waist.

			“There’s no one but you, Mariam, and you know how I feel. What I want to tell you.”

			“Don’t,” Mariam whispered, barely a breath. But she didn’t tense or pull back this time. She stayed in Sigrid’s arms.

			Lingering in the hollow of Mariam’s collarbone, Sigrid tugged her away from the tree, lowering them both into the grass. Apples and pears dotted the ground around them, their sweet scent filling the air. All thoughts of gathering fruit or returning to the others faded in the breeze—and for a blissful pause, Mariam’s fingers made Sigrid forget about runes and the Norns and voices in her head.

			When they returned to the group, flushed and tousle-haired, Fisk, Tóra, and Brynn were sitting poolside. Tóra had lifted her robes so her legs dangled into the water. Brynn was still naked.

			All the horses had waded into the pool, too, enjoying a soak. Kára was completely drenched, and so was Aesa, who was chasing her around the base of the waterfall as if trying to make her behave.

			“Progress on the runes, Tóra?” Sigrid asked, attempting to sound casual—though they all probably knew exactly why the two of them had taken so long.

			Mariam cast Sigrid a sly look and removed her boots at the shore. Maybe they hadn’t resolved anything by rolling around on the forest floor, but for now, with Yggdrasil crumbling, that stolen moment together was the best they could hope for.

			Tóra leaned against Fisk, looking miserable. “I’m sorry, Sigrid. The style is completely different from the ones I’ve studied.”

			Sigrid slumped, all the elation of her time with Mariam seeming to drain out her toes. “Oh.”

			They couldn’t afford to wait to understand Loki’s plans. They needed to arm themselves with all the knowledge they had access to.

			“I was thinking…” Tóra swallowed, twirling her feet in the water. “Queen Tilde said runes are a type of magic that came from Muspelheim, yeah? What if we bring them there and ask the Fire Giants to interpret them?”

			Sigrid’s heart missed a beat. It made sense. If anyone could interpret complicated runes, it was the people who’d created them in the first place. They had to go there anyway to get a soul, and their time in Alfheim proved this had to be about more than just grabbing any soul and fleeing. She had to talk to the world’s inhabitants and do her best to mend the ties that had been broken.

			“Okay,” she said, her pulse quickening as the next part of the plan solidified. “Onto Muspelheim.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eighteen

			A Realm of Fire and Ash

			As Ratatosk’s ship docked on Muspelheim’s shore, a wall of yellow-and-orange flames greeted them, crackling and popping, obscuring the view beyond. It stretched endlessly upward, reminding Sigrid of the veil of darkness leading into Svartalfheim—only worse. Dry heat billowed toward them, stifling enough to make them cough and cover their mouths.

			“Oh dear,” Fisk said, sounding faint. “It’s hot. It’s bright. It’s—” He lay flat on the longship’s deck, and Tóra rushed over to comfort him. She was still a little green in the face after the journey past Jörmungandr, who’d tossed them around mercilessly as they sailed around Midgard.

			Sigrid bent to pat Fisk’s shoulder on her way by, wishing she had words of reassurance. She was the first to disembark, her boots crunching on the scorched, rocky riverbank. “How are we supposed to get in?”

			Hestur snorted as he descended the gangplank behind her, unimpressed.

			Mariam followed next. “This doesn’t exactly scream, Welcome, visitors.”

			“I’ve seen Fire Giants pass in and out of the flame countless times,” Ratatosk said in an unconcerned tone. “They’ve all survived.”

			“You first, then,” Sigrid said, only half joking. Passing through Alfheim’s waterfall entrance was one thing, but walking through fire could end quite differently.

			She squinted against the bright firelight and the waves of heat, dread simmering in her gut. Someone had to be brave enough to try it first.

			Mariam grabbed her hand. “No repeats of the Garmr incident, thank you,” she said as if reading Sigrid’s mind.

			Sigrid nudged her with her elbow. “Me? Dive into flames? Never.”

			Aesa stood calmly beside Mariam—and for once, Kára didn’t gallop headlong into danger. She stuck by her mother’s side, studying the fire as if it were a puzzle she was trying to solve. Sleipnir was the only unbothered one, marching up to the inferno and sniffing it curiously.

			“Why doesn’t Vanaheim have a barrier?” Mariam asked. “All the other worlds have a wall. I mean, Niflheim doesn’t, either, but it’s just a world for banished souls.”

			Sigrid opened her mouth, but no answer came.

			“Because Vanaheim is supposed to be open to all,” Brynn said. “At one time, it was just home to Vanir, right? But now, it’s home to people from all worlds.”

			“Right,” Sigrid said as if she already knew this. But her insides churned in discomfort. In all her time with Queen Kaia and her mother, neither had mentioned how Vanaheim was supposed to be a haven for people from all worlds.

			“So, Princess…” Brynn stepped up to the fiery wall, crossing her arms and tapping her fingers on her biceps. She flashed Sigrid a smile. “Need a brave Light Elf to show you the way?”

			“Please. Go right ahead,” Mariam said flatly, gesturing to the roaring flames.

			Brynn reached forward, testing the heat, and her playful smirk fell. “Give me a moment. There must be a door or…”

			The river sloshed behind Sigrid, snagging her attention. She turned to see waves lapping the dark stones on the shore. Ripples spread from the middle, as if something unseen was passing beneath the surface, and then the current changed direction.

			“Ah, someone else is requesting a ride.” Ratatosk bowed, shuffling back toward the helm. “See you soon. Or not.”

			“Thanks for your confidence,” Sigrid said under her breath.

			“Oh no,” Fisk mumbled repeatedly, making his way shakily down the gangplank to join them. Tóra stood at his back with her hands out, ready to catch him if he fainted.

			Sigrid’s chest tightened as the sail whipped and the boards groaned, and the sudden urge to hop back on the ship overcame her.

			You can’t leave us yet, she wanted to shout. We don’t know how to get in!

			“Um—” Tóra said quietly, maybe thinking the same.

			But they watched in silence as Ratatosk coasted away, leaving them alone on the shores of Muspelheim between barriers of fire and water.

			“Okay.” Sigrid rubbed her sweaty face. “We can figure this out. How do we pass through fire without getting incinerated? Anyone?”

			Tóra’s boots crunched as she paced, turning her gaze from her map to the ground. Maybe she was scanning for footsteps or runes indicating the entrance. “Fire magic is complex. The wall might be cursed so only Fire Giants can cross it.”

			“Svartalfheim opened a corridor of light for me,” Sigrid said. “Maybe Muspelheim will do something similar—clear the flames for us.”

			Fisk nodded vigorously. “Yes. Clearing away the flames. I like that.” He swept his arms out as if hoping the gust of wind would blow the fire back.

			Brynn mounted up. “Fear not, Princess,” she said dramatically. “I shall conquer this blaze and prove myself worthy on your quest.”

			Sigrid laughed, then quickly stifled it at Mariam’s scowl. “Brynn, you don’t have to—”

			Brynn nudged Baldur forward. He marched toward the flames—and skittered back so abruptly that Brynn did a faceplant into his neck. “Ow!”

			Mariam snorted.

			“Did it burn you?” Sigrid asked.

			“No, but it’s hot.” Brynn turned her gaze around the group. “The heat could be a trick. Maybe the Night Elf should go since he’s covered—”

			“No,” Sigrid, Mariam, and Tóra said together.

			“Thank you,” Fisk said in a small voice. He was hanging so far back from the flames that his boots were in the river.

			Sigrid’s eyes stung from the heat wafting toward her, and she rubbed them, trying to focus. Her cheeks felt tender, like she’d spent too long in the sun.

			She couldn’t help the twist of resentment at Vala for destroying Vanahalla and leaving her with such an impossible task. All nine worlds? Really?

			“Maybe some places just aren’t meant for us,” Mariam said, a note of bitterness in her tone. “Maybe it’s not possible to appease the Norns. Sorry, Tóra, I know you said—”

			“Wait.” Sigrid blinked at Sleipnir, who stood the closest to the wall out of any of them. “Sleipnir has the power to travel the nine worlds, entering places none other can pass. Helena told me this, and I read it in Vala’s study.”

			The others stared at her, hope and disbelief mingling in their expressions.

			When nobody raised an argument, Sigrid gathered her courage and climbed onto Sleipnir’s back. Her senses immediately sharpened, her pulse picking up and synchronizing with his—preparing her for whatever was about to happen.

			“If it works, don’t you dare go all the way through without us, okay?” Mariam said sternly, waiting for Sigrid’s nod before mounting Aesa.

			Sigrid nudged him toward the flames—and the heat dissipated in a breeze. A rush of victory surged through her.

			“It works.” She wiped her face where sweat rolled down from under her helmet. “Sleipnir can pass through the nine worlds, and as his heir, I can lead an army through. The question is whether you count as my army. Can you follow me in?”

			Bolder now, her friends all gathered behind Sleipnir on their horses, the plan pulling them together with renewed energy.

			“Ready?” she asked.

			“Always.” Mariam caught her eye with a small smile that made her stomach swoop.

			The others gave unconvinced grunts, which was good enough.

			Sigrid held her breath, nudged Sleipnir, and let him carry her through the wall of fire.

			Hot, sulfurous air washed over her like the putrid breath of an enormous beast. She coughed, blinking rapidly to bring the world into focus. Beneath a sunset-colored sky, the air was thick and dry, the haze stinging her eyes. Columns of fire and smoke rose across a rocky, rusty-orange landscape, and lava oozed along in streams.

			Hooves sounded behind her as her friends followed her in.

			“Yeah!” Brynn cried. “Can’t keep us out, Muspel— Oh.”

			They’d stepped right into a village, where Fire Giants moved between brick-red domes that must have been houses or shops. Conversations hummed and tools clanked, the sounds rising over the landscape’s steady bubbling and hissing.

			The giants looked the same as humans except for a foot or two taller—and, apparently, their ability to adapt to heat. Their wool and leather clothing seemed unreasonable for living in a world of fire and lava. Sigrid plucked her sweaty tunic, wishing for one of Alfheim’s pools to dive into.

			A group of children chasing each other across their path stopped to stare at them. Slowly, fear settled over their expressions.

			“Hello!” Tóra said brightly, looking extra small as she waved at them from Disa’s back. “We’re just a band of friendly travelers, no one suspicious—”

			“Tóra,” Mariam hissed. “That makes you sound more suspicious.”

			The children screamed and ran, disappearing inside the domes.

			Sigrid scanned their surroundings with growing unease, the memory of being ambushed in Alfheim still fresh. Scaring the local children was not a great start. “We need to find out where their rulers are. Come on.”

			Tóra unfurled her map and studied it as they rode on, the horses’ hooves clattering loudly over the hard stone. Chickens pecked the ground—though what they were pecking was a mystery, as the land was as barren as in Svartalfheim. They were also the strangest-looking chickens Sigrid had seen, as large as turkeys and with feathers the color of flames.

			Wait, no, those are—

			“Are those chickens…on fire?” Mariam asked.

			They were smoldering like embers, plumes of smoke rising from their backs. 

			“It smells delicious,” Tóra said with a wistful sigh.

			All Sigrid could smell was the mixture of sulfur, smoke, and sweat emanating from herself and Sleipnir. Her heart beat faster as they ventured into the unknown, navigating bubbling lava pools and the rocky, uneven terrain.

			Brynn steered Baldur closer and leaned in. “Should we ask one of the villagers if they want to come with us? Get out of here as quickly as possible?”

			Sigrid chewed her lip. It was tempting, but she wanted to do this right by getting Muspelheim’s allegiance. Besides, they had to ask if anyone could decipher the runes. She shook her head. “I want to meet the rulers.”

			“We have to ride through a sulfurous gorge,” Tóra said from behind her map. “But I don’t know the scale to tell how far away it is…”

			Ahead, a muscular woman with light brown skin and waist-length black hair was sweeping the entrance to one of the domes. Seeing them, she straightened up and lifted her chin, her height bringing her to Sleipnir’s eye level.

			“We’ve come from across Yggdrasil to see your rulers,” Sigrid said.

			The woman scanned the group with eyes as bright as flames, her expression solemn. “What a strange parade you have… Valkyries, elves, and…children of Loki?”

			She stepped closer, her attention lingering on Kára. “Both old and new… You’ve come a long way from the cool shade of Vanaheim and the light of Alfheim. For what, I wonder?”

			Sigrid hesitated, unsure how to answer. Something about the woman’s prying gaze made her shift uncomfortably, keen to continue on.

			“This is a matter we have to discuss with the rulers,” Mariam said, apparently less concerned about insulting the woman than Sigrid.

			The woman narrowed her eyes, then pointed into the distance. “You’ll be like ice in a forge here. I hope you know what you’re stepping into.”

			Sigrid’s stomach turned at the hundreds of domes rippling down into a hazy orange valley. Columns of smoke billowed from lava pools, rock formations rose and fell, and not a single tree was in sight.

			“The gorge?” Fisk asked, and Tóra nodded solemnly.

			At the far end, a massive stone structure was carved into the side of a smoking volcano.

			A castle.

			“Thank you.” Sigrid nudged Sleipnir, eager to get away.

			An uneasy silence settled over the group as they rode into the valley and toward the looming castle. The sooner they could get out of this world, the better. Had they packed enough water to last them through this parched landscape?

			More giants flooded out of their homes, watching them ride past.

			“Why is everyone acting so weird?” Brynn whispered, voicing what Sigrid and probably the others were wondering.

			“I’m sure they don’t often have visitors,” Sigrid said, thinking of the wall of fire. “If ever.”

			She looked to Tóra for wisdom, but Tóra looked as uncertain as the rest of them.

			The closer they got to the castle, the more imposing it became, until a pit of snakes seemed to writhe in Sigrid’s gut. The landscape didn’t soothe her nerves, forcing them to weave between smoke columns, lava pools, and rock formations.

			Suddenly, a deep boom shattered the silence, and a geyser of boiling water erupted beside Brynn. They all screamed. Baldur reared and hopped sideways, throwing such a fit that Brynn lost her balance and hit the hard ground with a sickening crunch.

			“Brynn!” Sigrid vaulted down to help her to her feet while Mariam chased after Baldur. “Are you okay?”

			“I hate this place,” Brynn mumbled, rubbing her hip.

			“Me too,” Sigrid admitted, homesick for Vanaheim’s lush forest.

			“Yeah, and you won’t even be able to do Light Elf magic if we get in trouble,” Fisk said. “Golly, I don’t think I’ve seen a single plant.”

			Sigrid’s stomach clenched. She’d forgotten about that part.

			When they finally made it to the castle’s enormous metal door, everyone on edge, the hairs rose on the back of her neck. Her pulse quickened, an unseen danger alerting her senses. Around her, the horses tensed and snorted. Sleipnir’s ears pricked forward, his head lifting.

			Her attention snapped automatically to Hestur, who stretched his neck upward and puffed out his chest as if in the face of a predator.

			“Something’s here,” Sigrid said, unable to keep the note of panic from her tone.

			Aesa swooped to her side in a gust of stifling wind, followed closely by the patter of Kára’s little hooves. “Stay beside me,” Mariam said, raising her spear.

			“I was going to tell you the same thing,” Sigrid said, reaching for her own weapon.

			As Mariam cast her an exasperated look, the others tucked in close behind them. The sound of scraping metal resonated as Brynn unsheathed her sword.

			The doors creaked open with a groan that echoed across the barren mountainside. Armed Fire Giants stepped out to meet them, enormous, muscular, their gloved hands wrapped around large iron spears and shields.

			A sharp intake of breath passed over Sigrid’s group—not at the giants, but at what followed.

			The largest wolf Sigrid had ever seen stalked toward them, each paw big enough to crush a horse. He brought to mind Garmr, the fiery hellhound who towered as high as a stable—except this one was made of flesh, bone, and shaggy black fur. Strings of saliva stretched between his white fangs as he snarled, a red gleam in his eyes.

			In unison, Sigrid and her friends raised their weapons higher, ready to use them—though her measly spear seemed like a toy against the beast.

			“How did you get through the wall?” one of the guards demanded, aiming her iron spear at Sigrid’s face.

			“We—we rode through,” Sigrid said, her mouth going dry. Her heart seemed to grind to a stop as she and her friends stood at the end of several sharp points and a large set of teeth.

			Another guard turned his head to whisper something to the one who spoke, and her gaze fell to Sleipnir’s eight legs. Her aim wavered. Slowly, a smile curved her lips. “Mischief’s offspring seem to find their way to us, don’t they?”

			The wolf growled and snapped his jaws.

		

	
		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Mischief’s Offspring

			At the other end of a long, stone table, the massive wolf sat behind the Muspel King, Queen, and their teenage son and daughter. It hovered, tense, as if waiting for a command to attack. Its hot breath mingled with the cavern’s smoky air and made it hard to breathe.

			Beneath the beast’s snarling jaws, the royals scrutinized their visitors, all four of them wearing haughty, judgmental expressions. They had yet to soften since the moment Sigrid and her friends had been brought before them. They wore orange robes embroidered with gems that glinted in the firelight, their gold crowns looking heavy enough to break the neck of any ordinary-size person. That they’d agreed to meet was a victory, but as the Muspel King listened to her request to bring someone to Mount Hnitbjorg, his face hardened.

			“So you’re gallivanting through the nine realms, playing the savior against Loki’s misdeeds, are you?” His fiery-red eyes burned into Sigrid. “You expect you can trespass on our land and we’ll grant you a favor?”

			“Restoring balance will benefit all of us,” Sigrid said, struggling to hold eye contact in this unsettling atmosphere. Around them, veins of obsidian and quartz ran up the walls and across the domed ceiling, glinting in the firelight from enormous sconces. Through deep gaps, molten lava flowed by, which the giants manipulated with long tools. Courtiers bustled through the cavernous space, staring openly. Mariam glared right back, keeping a protective stance at Sigrid’s shoulder.

			“Is there anything we can do for you in return?” Sigrid offered the royals, eager to make amends and leave this world as quickly as possible. “A gesture of friendship?”

			The Muspel King glanced past her to where Fisk and Brynn stood by the entrance with the horses. The two elves looked miniscule among the bustling Fire Giants and Sleipnir’s towering height. His gaze had flicked to them frequently during the meeting, and Sigrid’s stomach churned as she couldn’t tell who, exactly, he was looking at. Sleipnir? Kára?

			“We are already dealing with Loki’s tricks, Princess Sigrid,” the queen said, her tone edging on impatience. “We don’t need Vanaheim’s help, and we don’t need to waste our time helping you forge a prophetic stone.”

			“Here we go again,” Mariam muttered, leaning her hip against Sigrid’s chair and draping her arm across the back.

			Sigrid’s heart sank. What if Muspelheim wouldn’t accept her offer to help? How was she supposed to win their allegiance and get one of them to come to Mount Hnitbjorg?

			The daughter and son were engrossed in a wordless exchange, repeatedly looking at the horses in the corner.

			What aren’t you saying? The tense atmosphere coupled with whispers and shifty gazes were suspicious, to say the least. But the undercurrent of anticipation was present—even excitement. The guard outside had mentioned mischief’s offspring…

			“Loki’s chaos has affected your world, though,” Sigrid said to the king and queen, more an accusation than a question.

			“Our personal matters are not Vanaheim’s concern,” the king said with a finality in his tone. “We have our own plan for handling the god of mischief, one more certain than venturing to the Norns to create some stone.”

			Sigrid pinched her brow, curiosity overtaking her defensiveness. Had they discovered another way to stop Loki?

			“Ask about the runes,” Tóra whispered to Sigrid, her gaze fixed on the floor.

			She nodded. Her skin prickled with sweat, the enormous stone chair uncomfortably warm beneath her legs. She shifted forward so her toes were more firmly on the ground. If the giants wouldn’t agree to send a soul to the Norns, maybe they could help figure out what Loki had written in the Arildson fortress. “Your Majesty, we found runes in Alfheim that were used to communicate with Loki.” She hesitated, choosing her words carefully so it wouldn’t seem like she was asking for another favor. “I can share this information.”

			“Why would we want to see some Light Elf runes?” the king asked shortly.

			“Because…” Sigrid’s last strand of hope frayed. But her attention caught on the royal siblings, and there was an unspoken question in the daughter’s orange eyes, a curiosity her parents didn’t mirror. Emboldened, she pressed on. “Maybe they’ll help you understand what Loki is doing in other worlds. Promises he’s made. Tricks he’s played. His plans and intentions. We don’t know what they say because we haven’t been able to interpret them.”

			The king and queen lifted their chins, smug that Sigrid couldn’t read them.

			“The upper worlds took our magic a thousand years ago,” the queen said coolly, raising an eyebrow, “which means you have all you need to interpret these yourselves.”

			Sigrid fidgeted beneath the table, still uneasy at hearing how her ancestors treated other worlds. “When our hall burned to the ground, we lost all of our magic and relics to cursed fire.” She wasn’t sure why she specified that cursed fire destroyed the hall, but since it came from the giants, the detail seemed pertinent.

			The king and queen exchanged a satisfied glance.

			Sigrid bit her tongue, tamping down the urge to tell them to wipe those arrogant smiles off their faces. Didn’t they understand the gravity of what was going on? This wasn’t the time to be vengeful and smug.

			But she needed them in good spirits, so she stayed quiet and nodded to Tóra.

			Tóra pulled the pages from Alfheim out of her bag, her hands trembling. The table was too long to slide them across, so the parchment just sat on the stone surface, curling in the heat.

			The king gestured to his son, who went to fetch them.

			In the fleeting moment that he stood beside Sigrid, his eyes caught hers, a glint of curiosity in them. The wall that separated them fractured a little more.

			This meeting would be smoother if she could talk to the prince and princess alone. They seemed more open to her ideas, even in their body language.

			The wolf stood, breaking their gaze, and snarled as if ready to defend the prince from harm. Mariam tensed behind Sigrid, taking a small step forward as if about to use herself as a shield.

			Their vulnerability sat uneasy in Sigrid’s gut. The giants had taken away their weapons, leaving them to enter with nothing but their words and fists.

			“Angrboða,” the king said lazily, and his daughter extended a calming hand toward the wolf.

			The beast sat back down, his tree-size tail swishing across the stone floor.

			“He was not easy to tame,” the king said. He must have seen Sigrid’s awe as the girl commanded the wolf. “How did you manage to tame Sleipnir?”

			“I’m his heir,” Sigrid said, watching the way the wolf kept his red eyes on the kids. “My claim to him is written in the cosmos.”

			The king inclined his head. The glint of disdain in his eyes melted a little, which was progress. What were the chances she could win a fragment of his respect?

			“How did you come by the wolf?” Sigrid asked.

			All four royals exchanged a smirk.

			“Sigrid, I think it’s Fenrir,” Tóra said in a low voice.

			Her heart jumped. “The actual Fenrir?”

			Another child of Loki’s? Mischief’s offspring.

			“The wolf birthed by the giant Angrboða, our ancestor,” the king said pleasantly. “My daughter is named after her, and fittingly, Fenrir has taken to her the best. Those are no ordinary fangs or claws, so you’d better hope you never get bitten or scratched.”

			While Sigrid and her friends were left to stare nervously at the wolf’s dripping fangs, the king grinned and waved a hand toward his children. “Angrboða, Surtur, why don’t the two of you take a crack at these runes?”

			His daughter and son exchanged another glance, then bent forward over the parchment.

			The offer to have his children read the runes felt like a subtle prod, like the task was so easy that he treated it as practice for them. Tóra’s cheeks turned a shade pinker, and she wrung her hands in her lap.

			The princess, Angrboða, placed a finger near the top of the page. “The visitors are right. Whoever wrote this opened a conduit with Loki.” Her voice was soft, as if she was afraid to speak too boldly.

			The queen scoffed. “Reckless. Talking to the trickster god never ends well.”

			“Did he promise them power over Alfheim?” Sigrid asked, venturing a guess. Her heart beat faster as the prospect of understanding the runes hovered before them.

			Angrboða and Surtur bent their heads toward the pages again. After a pause, the princess nudged her brother. “Go ahead,” she whispered encouragingly.

			Their interactions led Sigrid to believe she was the older of the two.

			The prince shuffled forward in his seat, glancing nervously at his parents. “It says… You want to—overturn Alfheim’s structure and—have a turn in power,” he read, stumbling through the runes. “I understand. I am helping the Night Elves attain a position near the top of—Yggdrasil. I can grant you a higher status within Alfheim—in exchange for your allegiance.”

			“That’s from Loki?” Sigrid asked, alarmed.

			Surtur nodded.

			So he did promise them power, the same way he promised the Night Elves power over Vanaheim. He was manipulating people everywhere by promising to give them what they desperately wanted.

			Her pulse quickened. She waited for Surtur to go on, barely breathing.

			He swallowed hard, then seemed to lose his nerve and nudged Angrboða. She pulled the pages toward her, taking over with a little more confidence. “Your first task will be to take the thing Queen Tilde values most. Come to me when you have determined what this is, and I will guide your next step.”

			She shuffled the pages, her brow pinched. “These are out of order, and I think the instructions he gave them are missing. Were there stone engravings nearby?”

			Sigrid nodded, nausea rising. “All over the walls.”

			Angrboða hummed, continuing to flip through. “It looks like they succeeded… It mentions her son…” She paused, her eyes widening.

			“What does it say, darling?” the queen asked, and if Sigrid wasn’t mistaken, there was a sharpness in her tone.

			Sigrid exchanged a look with Tóra, whose lips twitched as if she was holding back a smile. We were right to bring these here.

			The princess scanned her audience before returning to the parchment. “It says, It’s nearly time for my children to rise.”

			A heavy pause descended on the table. Clanking and footsteps filled the air around them as courtiers continued to work and walk past.

			As the royals shared another knowing look, their eyes flicking to the horses in the corner, Sigrid’s patience wore thin.

			“What does this mean to you?” she asked. “What’s he planning?”

			“It’s just as we thought,” the king growled. “He wants to use his descendants to weave chaos through the nine worlds.”

			Sigrid’s breath caught. But I’m a descendant—and so is Kára.

			They had two of Loki’s children here, but they had four of Loki’s descendants.

			She searched the Muspel royals, trying to read their thoughts. “You said you have your own way of dealing with Loki. Does it have to do with his children? Fenrir and Sleipnir?”

			The king tensed, his posture going rigid, as if she’d crossed a line.

			The queen, however, nodded. “Loki birthed many children—”

			The king laid a hand on her arm, stopping her from continuing. She raised her eyebrows and looked at the horses in the corner, and the king lifted a shoulder.

			All of these silent exchanges made Sigrid clench her jaw in frustration. Tell us what you know! she wanted to shout. We all want to stop Loki, so let’s work together.

			Finally, the king sat back and waved a hand, letting her continue.

			“With the giant Angrboða,” the queen went on, “he fathered Hel, Jörmungandr, and Fenrir. He also, of course, is the parent of Sleipnir.” She dipped her chin toward the horses in the corner. “The filly… Is she Sleipnir’s?”

			Mariam tensed, her breath hitching.

			Sigrid looked back at the horses, where Kára was headbutting Fisk with all her might, trying to push him over. He fought back with both hands on her forehead.

			Sigrid considered lying, but Kára’s eight legs made it obvious—and lying to the Muspel royals was not a good way to gain their trust. “Yes,” she said, unable to suppress the defensive note in her voice.

			All four royals stared at Kára for long enough to make an uncomfortable sensation bubble in Sigrid’s gut. They were too quiet, too pensive.

			“Well,” the queen said as if snapping out of a reverie. “If we control Loki’s children, we can stop him from using them against us.”

			“Gróa’s poem,” Tóra said. When everyone looked at her, she flushed. “The Seer, Gróa, wrote that Loki’s children don’t hold any special allegiance to him. His children can be used against him, and three would be sufficient.”

			Sigrid narrowed her eyes. “Why hasn’t this come up before?”

			“Well, it’s not an easy task…” Tóra glanced at the massive wolf, who still looked ready to devour all of them at any moment.

			“Three children,” Sigrid said. “So you’re suggesting we’re only one short of being strong enough to stop him?”

			“Foolish of you to assume I value all my children equally,” a voice hissed in her ear.

			She jolted as if stung, then tried to cover it by repositioning herself in her chair.

			No, no, get out.

			“According to the poem, yes,” Tóra said. “But consider his children. It’s impossible.”

			How did Loki get inside her head again? She hadn’t written any runes or opened a conduit, and she wasn’t riding Sleipnir this time.

			Fenrir snarled, and a sick feeling overcame her. Four of Loki’s offspring in one place.

			She kept her gaze forward, even as her heart beat frantically in her chest. “Would any three of Loki’s children suffice?” she asked the table at large, trying to ignore his presence.

			Mariam laid a hand on Sigrid’s shoulder, looking at her sideways. She knew something was wrong.

			Loki’s laugh filled her mind, so loud that she had to fight the urge to cover her ears. “Good parents don’t pick a favorite child. Fortunately, I am not a good parent.”

			“Some are more realistic to acquire than others,” the queen said, her voice barely audible beneath Loki’s. “I don’t see how anybody could control Jörmungandr.”

			“Ah, this is interesting,” Loki said. “I’ve dropped in on tea with the Muspel royals. Do you mean to tell me Sleipnir is in Muspelheim?”

			Dread flooded Sigrid’s veins. He was getting information by being inside her head. Was he piecing together that she was traveling through the nine worlds on Sleipnir? What if he figured out her plan to visit the Norns?

			She rubbed her temple as if to physically push him out. Was there a rune she could write to sever their connection?

			“What do you propose, then?” Mariam asked with a concerned glance at Sigrid. “We should unite three of Loki’s children?”

			“Perhaps some sort of alliance is possible,” the Muspel Queen said. “You have Sleipnir, and we have Fenrir. If we can get Hel’s allegiance, too, we can stop him.”

			“Intriguing!” Loki said, a drawn-out, gleeful note.

			“But where is Hel?” Mariam asked the giants. “We visited Helheim, and she wasn’t there. She’s been an absent ruler from Niflheim, too…”

			“Hel can be difficult, as anything in human form can be,” Loki said, his voice rising over Mariam’s. “I’ve introduced anarchy to her realms until she agrees to step away from the center of the scales. She is stubborn, but I trust she will come around in time.”

			“He’s done something with her,” Sigrid said, the words falling from her lips.

			All eyes swiveled to her.

			“I—I think she’s not in Helheim because of him,” she said, her mouth dry. Loki made it sound like he was punishing Hel—holding her somewhere until she agreed to do what he said. Sigrid’s mother claimed to have made a bargain with Hel, but what if it was Loki she made a bargain with? What if he removed Hel from her position and allowed Helena to step into her place? Helena was, after all, a descendant of Loki. He probably considered it worthwhile chaos.

			“I think we need to discuss this,” Tóra said, her voice rising with panic. “It wasn’t in our plan to find Hel and unite Loki’s children.”

			“But if this is a way to stop him—” Mariam began, but Tóra shook her head firmly.

			“I have visited the Norns and seen what they have woven,” Loki said, his voice so close that he might as well have been pressing his lips against Sigrid’s ear. “Alfheim’s strife, Vanaheim’s ruin, Svartalfheim’s rising… Do you want to know what I saw in your loom, Sigrid Helenadottir?”

			Sigrid’s heart skipped a beat. Loki had seen her future? He knew what lay ahead?

			She bit her lip, everything inside her wanting to say yes.

			“…we came here with a strict plan,” Tóra said, still arguing with Mariam.

			“We’ll discuss it.” Sigrid extended a hand to stop the debate. This was an interesting offer, and they should talk about it away from the Muspel royals.

			“I would be lying if I said your loom wasn’t fascinating,” Loki continued. “Of course, the crisscrossing threads of darkness and light make the most beautiful patterns. And the darkness in yours…” He sighed wistfully. “I’m being a tease, aren’t I? I’m sure this conversation has you dying to know what darkness awaits you.”

			Sigrid clenched her fists, wishing his taunts would glide past her instead of jabbing into her like knives. He could be lying about her future holding darkness…but he probably wasn’t. Her turbulent journey on Sleipnir was evidence enough that evil would always find its way to her.

			But what, exactly, awaited?

			As the royals looked at each other, Mariam nudged her gently. “Hey, you okay?”

			Her tone was so gentle and concerned that Sigrid’s heart squeezed.

			“Yeah,” Sigrid said under her breath. “I’ll explain later.”

			“Ah, but who’s this?” Loki asked with a little too much curiosity.

			Sigrid clenched her jaw, trying to push him from her mind. Knowing he was listening in on even her private murmurs made discomfort writhe inside her.

			The queen stood. “You’ll stay the night, then. These lands are full of dire wolves after nightfall, and it is too late for you to make the journey home. I expect we can come to an agreement in the morning.”

			The king stood, too, looking less guarded than moments ago. “We might be fools not to seize this opportunity, Princess Sigrid. If you can bring us Hel…” He tilted his head as if to say, We’ll consider your offer.

			Mariam locked eyes with Sigrid, a glint of triumph there—but Sigrid was too preoccupied to absorb it, and her returning smile felt forced.

			Could they really use Loki’s offspring against him? And what good was a plan when Loki had heard every word of it?

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty

			The Inevitable

			The musky scent of hay and livestock enveloped Sigrid as she and her friends entered the barn. They again refused to part with their horses, which meant they would be sleeping on a dirt floor and piles of forage, sharing the space with half a dozen goats the size of Hestur. The only comfort was that because of the threat of dire wolves, the giants had returned their weapons.

			Sigrid hugged her quiver to her chest, unwilling to let it go in this fiery land full of wolves who had eyes for their throats. Loki’s voice looped in her mind, tormenting her with the knowledge that he might be piecing together their plans—and teasing her with the promise of knowing her future. Did the Norns’ loom have her succeed at saving Vanaheim? Would she and her friends be able to unite the nine worlds? And would Mariam ever say the words back?

			Hestur marched past, inspecting every crevice in the barn’s stone walls and sniffing the goats to make sure they were friendly.

			Sigrid drew a breath, forcing her attention back to her friends. Whether or not Loki knew about their plans and her future, they had to keep going.

			Fisk rubbed his mask’s snout, deep in thought. “I just kind of feel like involving Loki’s children is a mistake, you know? They’re as chaotic and unpredictable as their father. No offense, Sleipnir.”

			Sleipnir was busy striking the wall with a hoof as if to test its resilience. Kára trotted over to join the fun.

			Tóra nodded her agreement while she unbuckled Disa’s girth. “I can’t help thinking that uniting them would be like mixing volatile substances. There’s much more certainty in our plan to visit the Norns.”

			“Certainty?” Mariam repeated, her voice rising in pitch. “We have no idea what we’re doing! Both of these plans are terrible, no matter which way you look at them.”

			“We’re succeeding at our plan to bring souls to the Norns,” Tóra countered, removing Disa’s saddle. “We already have Alfheim’s support. All we have to do now is go to Helheim and Jotunheim—”

			A snort from Baldur interrupted them. He seemed to be afraid of the goats, hiding behind Aesa’s large wings as if she could protect him.

			Brynn went over to try and calm him.

			“Well, we haven’t gotten the Fire Giants’ allegiance yet,” Sigrid said, turning her gaze back to Tóra. “They haven’t agreed to send anyone with us to the Norns. So really, we have three more souls to gather. Three souls—or one of Loki’s children.”

			“That’s if we trust the giants,” Mariam said, crossing her arms. “I didn’t like the way they were looking at Kára. They’ve got an obsession with Loki’s offspring, and I don’t know if I trust them enough to go along with their plan. What if we bring them Hel and Sleipnir, and their thanks is a sword to our necks?”

			As much as Sigrid wanted to say this was just Mariam’s mistrustful nature coming through, she was right. They had no reason to trust the Fire Giants.

			Everyone else must have felt the same because they all fell silent.

			Mariam leaned against a pillar. “So how certain are we that their plan to unite Loki’s children would work? Tóra, you said you’re familiar with the poem explaining this?”

			“It’s just an idea.” Tóra shifted her balance from foot to foot. “The poem says it’s possible, but it might not work.”

			“Uniting the nine worlds and asking the Norns to create a new Eye of Hnitbjorg is also just an idea,” Sigrid said, not liking any of this. Both plans had too many uncertainties.

			“I think it makes sense,” Brynn said, shrugging. She fed Baldur handfuls of hay, distracting him from the scary goats. “Imagine if we had Sleipnir, Fenrir, and Hel fighting with us. Would Loki even stand a chance?”

			“He’s a god!” Tóra cried. “We don’t know what he’s capable of.”

			“Loki might be a master manipulator, but even he has vulnerabilities,” Brynn said. “His children could be one of them.”

			Kára nosed the hay around, oblivious to the debate about her family.

			I can find out more about his plans if I talk to him again. The thought came to Sigrid unbidden, an unwanted idea pushing its way to the surface. The temptation dangled before her, promising answers.

			Yes, talking to Loki was dangerous, but she would, of course, refuse to make a deal or accept any offers. She had questions, and maybe he would answer them.

			“Getting three more souls for the Norns is likely easier than getting Hel’s allegiance,” Tóra insisted, rubbing Disa’s back where the saddle was.

			“Tóra’s right,” Fisk said. “Does anybody have any idea where Hel even is?”

			“I think my mother made a bargain with Loki,” Sigrid said, nausea rising at the mention of her mother. “He trapped Hel somewhere and instated my mother as queen.”

			Mariam gasped, looking stunned at Sigrid’s revelation. “That’s it. This is all part of his scheme. But that means…” Pain crossed her expression.

			“Asking my mother about it, yeah,” Sigrid said, wishing for any other way.

			A dire wolf howled in the distance, a long, chilling note that made them all freeze.

			When the sound faded, Tóra shook her head, visibly distressed. “This is all a distraction. Please, Sigrid. We have to stick with the plan.”

			“We can’t rule out another way of defeating Loki.” Sigrid rubbed her face as choices hurtled at her from all directions. “As far as I’m concerned, we now have two options—we can stick to our original plan and trust that the Norns will help us, or we can try to use Loki’s own blood against him.”

			“Or both,” Brynn said with a sly smile.

			“Or both,” Sigrid repeated. “I think…we need as much leverage as we can get against Loki.”

			Tóra looked like she wanted to argue, but she just lifted a shoulder. “I suppose we have to go to Helheim anyway.”

			Sigrid nodded, steady as certainty trickled through her. “We have to free Hel from whatever Loki’s done to her—and maybe she can be our soul from Helheim.”

			Nobody raised an argument.

			Mariam uncrossed her arms, looking less guarded. “Then we’ll tell the Muspel royals to meet us in Vanaheim with Fenrir. We’ll come home with a new Eye of Hnitbjorg and three of Loki’s children—and that maggot won’t know what hit him.”

			Sigrid nodded, her pulse quickening. “We’ll make the offer.”

			If she’d thought she might find a way to avoid going to Helheim before, there was no way around it now. She needed a soul from Helheim for the Norns, and she needed Hel herself if she wanted to unite Loki’s children.

			She swallowed down her nausea. No way to avoid her fate any longer. In the morning, they would promise the Fire Giants that they would find Hel—and then it was time to pay a visit to the underworld.

			…

			Sigrid lay wide awake on the warm dirt floor, listening to her companions shuffling around. Mariam lay beside her, so silent that she was obviously awake, too. When Sigrid adjusted her position for the hundredth time, Mariam flipped over to face her, their noses almost touching.

			“What was going on with the royals earlier?” she whispered, barely audible.

			Sigrid’s heart missed a beat. She’d known Mariam would ask her about it, and she was still unprepared to answer.

			“It’s…” She closed her eyes, summoning courage. A year ago, when she’d nearly lost her sense of self riding Sleipnir, she vowed to always tell Mariam when something was bothering her. “My connection to Loki. It’s getting worse. He spoke to me.”

			Mariam propped herself up on an elbow, and though it was too dark to see, her gaze burned hot on Sigrid’s face. “Inside your head?”

			“Yeah.” Sigrid swallowed hard, admitting what she’d been firmly suppressing. “I’m scared.”

			There was a pause, and then a soft hand brushed her cheek. “What’s he telling you?”

			The warm sensation traveled to Sigrid’s toes. She cupped her hand over Mariam’s, holding it to her face. “To join him.”

			“And you’re afraid you’ll give into evil?”

			Sigrid nodded. Mariam knew her well.

			Mariam leaned in, their lips meeting silently. “I think you’ve proven many times that you’re strong enough to resist him. He can’t touch what’s inherently good.”

			Her easy confidence and familiar, sweet scent melted Sigrid’s fears a little. She ran her fingers through Mariam’s hair. “Thank you.”

			True, Loki hadn’t harmed her by entering her mind. He’d only spoken to her—and she’d said no without question.

			She and Mariam kissed silently in the darkness, shuffling hooves and rustling hay the only sounds. Sigrid slipped her hand beneath Mariam’s tunic, wanting more, but this barn was too small and had no privacy.

			“Tell me when you need help getting through it, okay?” Mariam whispered, her words hitching as Sigrid slid her hand higher. “Or just take my hand and squeeze.”

			“I’ll be holding your hand a lot, then.”

			“I’m fine with that.”

			Mariam’s fingers toyed with her waistband, and Sigrid arched closer, fire building inside her. Then Mariam nipped her earlobe, knowing how much that drove her wild, and Sigrid had to bite her lip to avoid making a sound.

			“Mariam,” she hissed in warning.

			“Sorry. This is a bad idea,” Mariam said with a note of amusement. Her hair tickled Sigrid’s face as she turned her head toward where the others were sleeping.

			Sigrid huffed. “When this is all over and we finally get our own chambers, you’re in for it.”

			Mariam’s fingers tightened in her hair. “Oh?”

			Her words didn’t help any, because in the next moment, they were kissing again, hands roaming beneath each other’s clothes urgently.

			Mariam’s lips pulled into a smile against hers as they gave in, doing their best to be silent. Her heart filled as they explored each other’s bodies, even though they were in the least romantic place for this—because as much as a real bed would be nice, it didn’t really matter, as long as they were together.

			As Mariam expertly sent ripples of pleasure cascading through her body, she had to bite her sleeve to keep quiet.

			When they were done, Sigrid shuffled closer until all their limbs were tangled. She exhaled slowly, tingling all over and wishing they could just stay like this. The way they fit together was a comfort she never wanted to let go of.

			But their earlier conversation reached for the front of her mind like waves lapping the shore, stirring her back into alertness. Was Mariam right about her ability to resist Loki? It’d been easy to spiral into fear when the god of mischief’s voice had filled her head—but away from him, safely in Mariam’s arms, it was obvious that his words meant nothing. She would never join Loki in adding chaos to the worlds.

			If I can resist him, that means I’m strong enough to talk to him some more.

			Though the intent behind Mariam’s words wasn’t to encourage Sigrid to let Loki in…she had to figure out what he was doing. What if she learned something that would help them stop him?

			When Mariam’s breaths finally grew rhythmic and heavy with sleep, Sigrid extracted herself carefully from her arms.

			“Where’re you going?” Mariam murmured sleepily.

			“Need to pee,” Sigrid lied.

			Mariam sat up. “I’ll keep watch.”

			Sigrid inwardly cursed how diligent a guard Mariam was. She laid a hand on her shoulder. “I don’t need you to watch me pee.”

			Mariam hesitated. The Muspel Queen’s warning lingered between them. “These lands are full of dire wolves after nightfall.”

			“Mariam, I’ll be right outside the door.”

			Mariam sighed and lay back down. “Fine.”

			Sigrid let out a breath, slipped on her quiver, and stepped outside.

			The darkness around her seemed to shift and breathe. She stuck close to the barn doors, her ears tuned to the smallest sound, ready to dart back inside if she heard so much as a breath.

			Now, how do I open my mind to him?

			Gathering her courage, she concentrated on what she wanted and whispered, “Loki.”

			Nothing but a warm breeze answered, carrying the gurgle of molten lava in the distance.

			Her shoulders slumped. Of course that didn’t work. She needed to write his rune—but she’d never learned it. Tóra would never have taught her something so dangerous. She had, however, seen it a handful of times now. Could she recreate it from memory?

			She dropped to her knees and traced a finger through the warm, dry dirt, hoping it would be enough. Her hands trembled, and dirt stuck to where sweat gathered on her palms.

			Between the darkness and her inexperience, her finger wouldn’t cooperate, and the shape felt unbalanced, messy. She swiped it away with a huff of frustration, urgency constricting her chest. Her heart pounded faster, not only from the fear of what she was doing, but also from the fear of failing to do it correctly.

			Would a single rune even work? How strong was her connection to him?

			This isn’t good enough. I don’t know what I’m doing.

			She tried a third time, and as she drew the last line, a familiar, gleeful laugh burst into her mind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			Dire Warnings

			Sigrid gasped, jerking away from the rune as if it’d stung her.

			“Muspelheim is chatty today,” Loki said, a smile evident in his tone. “Am I getting you alone, Sigrid?”

			“Y-yes,” she whispered. She sat back on her knees, her heart slamming into her ribs, and looked around. Not a fleck of light came from the stone barn or the mountainside, and the castle was a long walk beyond an outcropping, leaving her with only the crescent moon and stars peeking through the haze.

			“Brazen of you to invoke my name. I like that. Have you changed your mind—”

			“Why did you visit the Norns?”

			He paused, maybe taken aback by the interruption. “To weave a touch more fun into the threads of fate, of course.”

			She closed her eyes to better focus on his voice. “Did you hurt them?”

			“Did I hurt the gods of the past, present, and future? Surely not. I simply wanted to introduce more chaos to their plans.”

			“Well, you’ve succeeded at that,” Sigrid mumbled.

			Loki let out a laugh that was so gleeful and unbridled that Sigrid’s lips twitched—almost like her body wanted to laugh with him, even as fear prickled under her skin. What was wrong with her?

			“What I’d like to know is why you’re all the way in Muspelheim.” His voice rolled like a song, rising and falling.

			“You have your secrets, and I have mine,” she whispered.

			He chuckled. “It’s a shame you don’t value balance, Sigrid. You and I would work well together.”

			“Balance? Your idea of balance isn’t—” Sigrid huffed, brushing off his attempt to engage her in an argument. “I want to know what you saw in my loom.”

			Her nails dug into her palms as the words came out. She had to know her fate. She had to know what lay ahead for herself and her friends.

			“Most pertinently? Hmm.” His voice took on a playful lilt as he toyed with her and pretended to give his answer serious thought. As if he didn’t already know exactly what he wanted to tell her.

			She waited, not giving him the satisfaction of sounding desperate. Though desperate was a good description of the gnawing feeling inside her, making her fidget as she knelt in the dirt.

			“The Muspel royals are quite enamored with my offspring.”

			“I’m aware.”

			“The king is the greediest of them all. I saw… Well, do what you will with this information, but he intends to steal the filly tonight.”

			Sigrid snapped her eyes open and stared into the darkness while the words hovered over her, taking a moment to hold meaning. An icy sensation plunged into her gut. “The filly?”

			“Sleipnir’s daughter! Keep up! My, what power Muspelheim would have. Forgive my pride, but between Fenrir’s claws and Sleipnir’s speed, who could match them? If the filly’s hooves are anything like her father’s, Muspelheim would be an unparalleled force.”

			She glanced at the barn door, which was shut tightly. A sick feeling overcame her, bile rising. “He can’t. All of us are in the barn, too, and we’ll protect her.”

			“You think you can stop the Muspel King in his own realm, my dear?” His voice coiled inside her mind like a snake.

			Panic flared in her chest. Loki was untrustworthy, but could she afford to dismiss the warning? Losing Kára was not an option, and she was certain Mariam would go to any length to protect her.

			“What do you propose? I murder the king?” Sigrid asked, trying to sound skeptical.

			“Or let him kill you,” Loki said, light with indifference. “But make up your mind quickly. He could be on his way to you any moment.”

			“Sure.” Though her tone was flat, her pulse quickened, and she looked around at the pitch darkness. Would she be able to hear an attack coming? Was it safer to flee even with the risk of dire wolves, or should they barricade themselves inside the barn?

			No, this was probably a trap. He was trying to trick her into killing the king.

			“What else did you see in my loom?” she asked, shifting. An impending attack wasn’t the answer she’d wanted.

			He chuckled. “One crisis at a time.”

			“But—” She rubbed her hands down her face, a frustrated groan escaping. She should’ve known better than to hope for easy answers from Loki.

			“You’ll be visiting Helheim next, I expect?” Loki asked.

			Sigrid’s breath caught. He knows.

			Those glimpses into her head had been enough for him to figure out she was traversing the nine worlds—and given Vanaheim’s losses, why else would she be doing this but to collect souls for the Norns?

			Time to end this conversation before she revealed anything else.

			She stood. “A bit of advice—try to be more helpful next time you want to convince someone to join you.”

			She kicked the dirt where she’d drawn Loki’s symbol, scattering it.

			He fell silent, leaving her with her pulse beating in her ears—and a question roaring through her mind.

			Is he telling the truth?

			Should she take him seriously and assume Kára was in danger, or should she assume this was just an attempt at a trick?

			As much as she wanted to brush it aside, he likely knew she would jump to that conclusion. Which meant it could be true—and that was a trick in itself.

			Shaking her head like a horse getting rid of flies, she clenched her fists, her insides twisting with frustration. Either way, she would tell Mariam about his warning. She’d been foolish to talk to him out here without telling Mariam what she was doing. Even this warning about the king and Kára proved how dangerous he could be—how a simple conversation with him could drive a person mad.

			She took a single step toward the barn door when boots crunched on the dry dirt beside her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			Through Shadow and Flame

			Sigrid stopped breathing, her stomach dropping into her feet. Carefully, she pulled her spear out of its quiver, hoping the darkness was enough to keep her hidden.

			Crunch. Crunch. Heavy footsteps came closer, and dread cinched around her.

			The barn door creaked open. The intruder hadn’t detected her.

			No time to hesitate. Heart slamming against her ribs, Sigrid stepped forward with her spear up. “Stop.”

			The intruder’s breath caught.

			The air between them seemed to solidify. She could feel his pause, his calculation.

			“I don’t need to hurt you,” he said, his words calm and measured.

			The sound of the Muspel King’s voice sent a chill down Sigrid’s spine. Loki was right.

			“I know why you’re here, and you don’t want to do this,” Sigrid said, her mouth dry. Gods, please don’t make me fight the king of Muspelheim.

			Yggdrasil was too fragile to handle it. She imagined Muspelheim’s branch snapping if she killed him, the cosmic balance irreparably damaged.

			And what if the opposite happened?

			She tightened her grip on her spear, her palm slick.

			Inside, a horse snorted, and hoofbeats marched closer. Sigrid didn’t need light to recognize the cadence—Hestur was coming to check on her.

			A jolt of fear rose in her chest. “Hestur, stay.”

			The last thing she needed was for someone to get between the king and his target.

			“Sigrid?” Mariam’s voice cut through the stone structure.

			“Stay with Kára,” Sigrid said, her tone surprisingly calm and even.

			“Why? What’s happening?”

			Shuffling sounds rose inside the barn as the others awoke and the animals stirred.

			Sigrid turned her spear, nausea rising. The king stood in the doorway, but she couldn’t be sure where. If she threw her weapon, the chances of it flying past him and hitting the wrong target were high.

			“Hand over Mariam, and there’s no need for violence,” the king said.

			“Why—what?” Sigrid blinked, confusion muddling her words. “Mariam?”

			A thunder of footsteps to the right pulled her attention, someone running at her from the darkness. A cold rush surged through her veins. She swiped her spear like a sword, letting instinct guide her. The blow reverberated up her arm.

			Her attacker grunted, staggering, as Sigrid wobbled from the impact.

			“Sigrid!” Mariam cried. “Fisk, Tóra, get up! Someone’s here!”

			“There’s two of them!” Sigrid shouted. She thrust her weapon out and glanced off armor. A guard.

			Before he could retaliate, she leaped backward, ducking low. A gust of wind caught her hair—he’d swung at her head.

			“What does Mariam have to do with this?” she demanded.

			No answer. The pause lingered, chillingly quiet. Then a hand closed over her tunic, yanking her forward.

			Yelling, Sigrid drove her spear anywhere she could reach, feeling the tip sink into flesh.

			The giant roared, crumpling to his knees and dragging her down with him. Warm blood splattered onto her hand.

			Dizzy, she raised herself on all fours, scrambling away. Chaos erupted around her as the horses and goats fled through the open barn doors, hoofbeats thundering in all directions.

			“Stop!” the king shouted. “Unhand me!”

			Somewhere beyond Sigrid’s whirling senses, feet scuffled and bodies clashed.

			“Fisk, grab his sword!” Mariam said.

			“Oh no, oh no,” Tóra said from the same direction.

			All three of her friends must have jumped on him.

			The guard seized Sigrid’s wrist with a grip like iron. She wrenched away, and a hot sting burst open in her upper arm. “What—did Loki—tell you?” she asked through gasping breaths, backing away.

			Warm blood dribbled down, gathering in the crook of her elbow. She clenched her teeth against the pain.

			Inside the barn, the king barked a sound that might have been a derisive laugh. “Loki confirmed what I already knew. I saw the way Fenrir reacted when Surtur approached you. You’re not the first ones to try to take my heir.”

			The truth crashed over Sigrid as she fended off the guard in the dark, striking blindly. Loki tricked us all. And despite knowing how untrustworthy he was, despite being suspicious of what he told her, she’d still managed to fall victim to his trap.

			“Listen to me,” she said, gasping for breath. “This is Loki’s doing.”

			A gurgling sound filled the space behind her, followed by a heavy thump.

			“Got him, Princess,” Brynn said, breathing hard.

			She’d killed the guard.

			Sigrid’s face went numb. They’d come to this world and killed a Fire Giant.

			“D-don’t kill the king,” she stammered, fear rippling up her spine. “We can’t afford to—”

			“Sigrid!” Tóra cried.

			More footsteps were coming, shouts rising. Torchlight bloomed in the distance, illuminating a group of guards racing over to help.

			“Father!” Angrboða was in the lead, her torch revealing Fenrir’s glinting fangs above her head. Her orange robe whipped around her ankles like a flame dancing beneath the wolf’s shaggy fur.

			Sigrid swore. “Brynn, get the horses—”

			“No, stay inside with Surtur!” the Muspel King shouted, fear straining his words.

			The firelight flickered over everything—the guard crumpled before Sigrid, the dirt stained red, Brynn backing away with blood on her sword. The king stood with his back to the wall inside the barn, pointing his sword at Mariam and Fisk. Mariam held her spear ready to throw at him. Tóra was frantically saddling up the horses, struggling to lift Sleipnir’s saddle high enough.

			Reality crashed over Sigrid, making her suck in a rattling breath. Vanaheim and Muspelheim’s ties are broken. We’ll never heal from this.

			“This is Loki’s trick!” she shouted at Angrboða, her last, desperate attempt to explain. “We didn’t want this.”

			Angrboða stopped running, panting hard. Fenrir crouched behind her, waiting for a command.

			Sigrid’s heart skipped. Grasping onto her only hope, she put her hands up and stepped closer to the princess. “Angrboða, please. Loki told—”

			“Fenrir, attack!” the king roared.

			“No!” Sigrid cried.

			The wolf sprang forward over top of Angrboða’s head, his bared teeth gleaming like swords in the torchlight. The guards advanced at his heels, their shouts mingling into a thunderous cry.

			Sigrid dove out of the way as Fenrir’s jaws snapped closed over the air. His paw slammed into her, knocking her onto her back.

			He turned quickly, his back paw nearly crushing her as he tried to clamp down on any of the scattering animals. The goats bleated, Aesa and Kára took flight, and everything else became a blur in the flickering light.

			Sleipnir appeared at Sigrid’s side, nickering as if to tell her to get on. His saddle and bridle were on, her helmet and armor buckled to the saddle bags.

			“Thank you, Tóra,” she murmured, vaulting onto his back and cramming on her helmet. “Stop fighting and let’s go!”

			Her experience with Garmr had shown she was more likely to lose her spear to a massive beast than to do any damage. Their only hope was to outrun him.

			Her senses sharpened as she settled into the saddle, and suddenly, the darkness didn’t seem so smothering anymore. She hurled her spear between Fenrir’s legs, knocking down one of the advancing guards before he could take aim at her friends.

			“Come on!” Mariam shouted, a gust of warm wind blowing Sigrid’s hair across her face as Aesa swooped overhead. Kára bolted after her, half galloping, half flying.

			Fenrir’s ears perked as the pair soared past him, and he turned to snap at Aesa as if trying to catch a fly.

			Fisk, Tóra, and Brynn caught up to Sigrid on their horses, Hestur boldly leading the way. He stretched his nose out, his strides long and flat, focused on getting his herd to safety.

			Sigrid nudged Sleipnir, and they took off into the darkness, back down the mountain and toward the wall of flames in the distance. His hooves clattered over the rocky ground, the eight-beat rhythm echoing through the night.

			“Fenrir, that way!” the king roared, his voice carrying across the mountainside. “Go!”

			“Father!” Angrboða’s shout faded into the distance.

			The horses outstripped the guards in a few strides, but the wolf’s paws thundered behind them, his ragged breaths much too close.

			“Mariam, take Aesa over his head to distract him!” Sigrid scanned for familiar landmarks, trying to place the glowing lava pools and fires among their dark surroundings. “Fisk, Tóra, Brynn, go right. Stick together and let Hestur lead.”

			She let Sleipnir guide her through the darkness, relying on her heightened senses to keep track of the group. His mane whipped her face, and her breaths rasped in and out as his strides chewed up the ground at eye-watering speed. To her right, Hestur led the others through columns of smoke and lava pools, taking the narrowest paths so Fenrir struggled to keep up. The horses’ hoofbeats mingled like a roar of thunder, and their breaths came out in rhythmic snorts.

			Fenrir barked in frustration as the terrain slowed him down, his hot breath curling through the smoky air.

			Sleipnir’s unmatched speed took Sigrid ahead of the others, and she reined him in, making sure to stay with them. She wiped her forearm across her sweaty face, wincing as pain shot through the gash the guard had left.

			Regret sat in her gut like a boulder. I should have known Loki would fight back.

			He’d been much too intrigued to find out she was in Muspelheim. This was his attempt to stop her from changing the fate he’d carefully woven—and his trick had worked. Sigrid and her friends were going to be blamed for attacking the Muspel King, and now Vanaheim had a new enemy.

			“Dire wolves!” Mariam shouted overhead.

			A jolt of fear shot through Sigrid’s veins as wolves howled to her left, and large paws drummed over the rocky ground.

			“Loki, I’ll kill you,” she growled through clenched teeth.

			Sleipnir’s ears flattened to his head, and he kicked into another speed, his hooves sending up fragments of rock as they thundered through the valley.

			As the dark shadows closed in, Sigrid twisted in the saddle and hurled her spear, hitting the nearest one. It stumbled and fell, tripping the ones behind it.

			Mariam did the same, keeping the wolves back with her spear while they outran Fenrir.

			“Sigrid, watch the geyser!” Brynn shouted.

			It took Sigrid a moment to process her words. The geyser of boiling water that had made Brynn fall off was up ahead. It steamed and spat, ready to erupt again.

			An idea sparked. Rather than dodge it, Sigrid steered Sleipnir toward it, riding as close as she dared. She trusted him not to startle like Baldur had.

			As Sleipnir’s hooves pounded over the steaming vent, the ground protested, a low rumble growing louder. A beat later, there was an explosion and a yelp, and the rhythm of Fenrir’s paws broke.

			“Thanks, Brynn!” she shouted, again taking aim at the dire wolves who were still in pursuit.

			“You’re something else, Princess!” Brynn shouted back.

			They stampeded into the village, and Fenrir’s thundering paws drew closer again. Sigrid and her friends merged together, Sleipnir in the lead, Aesa overhead, and everyone else close behind. Sigrid’s breaths synchronized with the stallion’s, her limbs seeming to extend from his.

			“Sigrid, they’re catching up!” Tóra yelled, panic straining her voice.

			Sigrid’s heart squeezed. Disa was so small that a dire wolf could easily take down her and Tóra.

			“Keep going, Sigrid!” Mariam checked Aesa in the sky, pulling her back behind Disa. “I’m on it.”

			She fired at the dire wolves, keeping them back. Yelps sounded as they tumbled into Fenrir’s path.

			Fenrir growled as he tripped over them, his red eyes gleaming like flames.

			Sigrid turned her gaze ahead, the breaths roaring in and out of her lungs. She pressed closer to Sleipnir, her arms moving with the up-and-down motion of his neck.

			The wall of fire grew nearer. They were almost to safety.

			Chickens scattered out of their path, a flurry of squawking fireballs that left trails of orange light.

			“Everyone here?” Sigrid shouted, gripping the reins tightly.

			Their answering shouts jumbled in her ears, and she let Sleipnir open up his stride, keeping him in the lead.

			“Wait!” Fisk shouted.

			But it was too late. 

			Sleipnir burst through the fire in a rush of cool air, the temperature change making her gasp. Sleipnir checked his speed, but they still splashed right into the spring of Hvergelmir.

			Sigrid separated from the saddle, lost her grip on the reins, and went under. Water filled her mouth and nostrils, burning her insides, increasing the urge to cough. She paddled frantically, searching for the surface.

			Fisk! Why did he yell? What happened?

			Questions screamed at her inside her head, fighting with the desperate need for air. She broke through with a gasp, everything blurry, the cold stabbing her like knives.

			At the wall of fire, Fenrir’s nose pushed through the flames, his fangs glinting as he barked and snapped. Glimpses of black fur appeared and disappeared, as if he was trying to push through but couldn’t. The giants had probably cursed the wall to keep him inside.

			Wheezing, Sigrid scanned for the others.

			“Fisk! Hestur!” Her words came out broken as she coughed up water.

			“What happened?” Mariam shouted, landing gracefully on the bank.

			Kára bucked and reared around her mother like that had all been a game.

			“He stopped galloping!” Tóra cried, paddling for shore beside Disa, whose ears were pinned, as if she was furious at everyone for putting her through that.

			They all climbed out, breathing hard, and the horses shook themselves off.

			“Fisk! Hestur!” Sigrid ran to the wall, forgetting in her panic that she needed to be on Sleipnir. The searing-hot flames reached for her, biting her skin, and she cried out and stumbled back.

			Abruptly, Fenrir left. His barks faded, and the glimpses of his fur and teeth vanished beyond the wall. But there was no space for relief when Fisk was still on the other side.

			“Sleipnir, come!” Sigrid would not leave her friends behind. She had to go back in.

			But before she could mount up again, someone slammed into her, knocking her off her feet. Fisk landed on top of her, his mask colliding painfully with her shoulder, and hooves clattered away.

			“Y-you made it!” Sigrid cried.

			She tilted her head back, getting an upside-down view of Hestur, who spun around and looked back at the wall with wide eyes and blowing nostrils.

			Fisk rolled off her and crumpled in the grass with a moan. A burning bundle was wrapped tightly in his arms.

			It squawked, making her jump.

			“Fisk, is that…?” Mariam began.

			He sat up, holding it out to Sigrid.

			It was a fire chicken.

			“We still needed a soul for the Norns, right?” he asked.

			Sigrid wiped her stinging cheeks, disbelief washing over her as she let out a laugh.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			Back to Helheim

			The swaying of Ratatosk’s ship churned Sigrid’s stomach as Mariam dressed the searing gash on her upper arm. She hissed, wincing at the pain shooting through her whole body. “You’re being too rough!”

			“Sorry, but it’s an ugly wound,” Mariam said shortly, not sounding apologetic at all.

			Seated on a crate, Sigrid shivered as the fog enveloped them, the cold made worse by the sweat and spring water soaking her clothes.

			Mariam tossed aside the bottle of ointment and grabbed a bandage. “I guess I’m a bit on edge after learning Loki just tried to have us all killed after you decided on your own to contact him for answers.”

			“I said I’m sorry!” Sigrid exclaimed. “What was I supposed to have done?”

			Mariam slapped the bandage over the gash, sending up another jolt of pain. “Uh, I don’t know? Tried to push Loki out of your head instead of willingly having a conversation with him?”

			Heat rose in Sigrid’s face. “I thought you believed I’m strong enough to resist him!”

			Mariam gave her an exasperated look. No words necessary.

			Sigrid studied her hands. “At least talking to him prepared me for what was about to happen. He warned me the Muspel King was coming.”

			“Whatever you need to tell yourself.”

			Guilt bubbled and spat in Sigrid’s gut. She bit the inside of her cheek. Arguing with Mariam hurt worse than the pain in her arm. They couldn’t turn on each other like this.

			“I’m sorry,” she said, softening her tone.

			Mariam was silent—though she wrapped the bandage a little more gently.

			Sigrid swallowed hard, forcing the confession out. “I hoped my blood connection to him would help me understand him. Maybe we could use it to our advantage.”

			Mariam knotted the bandage and sat beside Sigrid on the crate. “Just because you can resist his temptations doesn’t mean you can’t fall victim to his tricks. Talking to Loki is as dangerous as exposing your throat to Fenrir. You know that, right?”

			Sigrid let out a slow breath. “I guess I thought I’m too smart to fall for his lies.”

			“How humble of you,” Mariam said, her lips quirking.

			Sigrid nudged her, but their smiles were brief, the defeat weighing them down.

			Near the front of the ship, Brynn leaned over the railing, watching the passing fog with a frown creasing her face.

			I hope she’s not wishing she can go home.

			Tóra shared the same frown as she leaned against Fisk at the mast. They watched the fire chicken smolder as it pecked bits of bread they threw onto the deck.

			Only the horses seemed cheerful as they nibbled on carrots and watched the chicken curiously.

			Sigrid was grateful for Fisk’s quick thinking, because if not for him, they wouldn’t have a Muspelheim soul at all. Still, failure sat like a stone in her belly. She’d hoped to forge an alliance with the Fire Giants, and instead, she’d made a new enemy.

			“This journey was impossible enough without the god of mischief hunting us down,” Mariam said, leaning forward with her elbows on her knees. Her scowl reflected Sigrid’s mood. “He’s going to toy with us and then take pleasure in killing us.”

			Sigrid’s insides twisted. “We knew this would be dangerous…”

			“Dangerous? Yes. Nearly get eaten by Fenrir while the god of mischief cackles in delight? Not so much.” Mariam stood, stepping away from Sigrid. “We should have just grabbed a fire chicken and left. I don’t know why we had to go all the way to the royals like that. We’re lucky they didn’t kill us—or one of those geysers didn’t boil us all to death.”

			Sigrid’s heart sank as Mariam put distance between them. The rocking ship mirrored the turbulence going on inside her, and she closed her fist, her fingers digging into the previous injury on her palm. “You know it’d be better to have true unity when we go to the Norns,” she said. “A group of worlds asking them to weave peace into their looms.”

			“Right.” Mariam’s tone was skeptical. She went to the railing, her back to Sigrid. 

			“Our other option is to surrender and toss away everything we’ve achieved so far,” Sigrid said, challenging Mariam to admit whatever she was doubting.

			Mariam looked pointedly at the flaming chicken pecking the deck, as if she wanted to say, This is what we’ve achieved.

			“We have Alfheim’s support,” Sigrid said firmly—though deep down, she couldn’t shake the fear that their quest was crumbling. If Muspelheim had nearly killed them, what waited for them in Helheim?

			When Mariam offered no rallying words, she added, “You want to give up after we’ve come this far?”

			I can’t believe I’m arguing in favor of going to Helheim.

			Mariam hesitated. “I never said that.”

			“Then what do you want?”

			Pacing the deck, Mariam looked everywhere but at Sigrid. “We’ve gotten Loki’s attention, and he sees us as a threat. He’s going to destroy everything and everyone we love.” Her voice cracked, and she huffed, blinking a lot.

			Sigrid’s throat tightened. “I’m scared of losing everything, too, Mariam. But if we don’t fight him, I don’t know who else will.”

			Mariam finally met her eyes, and there was a flash of panic, a subtle widening as if she was seeing her worst nightmare.

			“Come here,” Sigrid said, patting the crate.

			Mariam shook her head, wiping her cheek. She turned away again. “I need to be alone.”

			The rejection drove through Sigrid’s chest like a dagger—but she said nothing, giving Mariam the space she wanted. Around them, the fog thickened, rendering their surroundings colorless and gray.

			She watched, out of breath, as Mariam retreated to the other end of the ship—so afraid of losing everything that she was pushing it all away.

			…

			Passing Garmr was easy with Ratatosk’s ship intact—they hid underneath the indestructible canvas, letting Ratatosk steer them safely to the dark cave on the other side of the hellhound’s domain.

			Part of Sigrid wished Garmr would stop them so she had an excuse to turn back. But they continued through the cave, and the closer they got to Helheim, the more she paced, drawing deep breaths. I can’t believe I’m going back. I was never supposed to see her again.

			She ached to talk to Mariam about it, but Mariam was more closed off than ever. So Sigrid reverted to her old ways, murmuring to Hestur as she groomed him.

			“We just have to ride across the red desert, and we’ll be at the gates.” Her stomach turned as she imagined the looming, sinister gates of Hel. “We’re going to have to reunite with the woman we left trapped in the underworld.”

			Hestur leaned into her as she brushed him, too busy enjoying the pampering to share her panic.

			“But what if she wants revenge?” Sigrid asked, barely a whisper. “What if she…” She couldn’t say it. There was a very real possibility that Helena would kill her. She’d attempted as much the last time.

			Hestur turned his head to nose her, a small, comforting gesture that put a lump in her throat.

			They were so close to collecting the final souls for the Norns. She knew the one she wanted—Hel herself. “If we can free her from whatever Loki’s done,” she murmured, “we’ll have more than just a soul for the Norns, right? We’ll have another of Loki’s children on our side.”

			A deep longing filled her as they got closer to meeting the Norns. Would they tell her what future they’d woven for her? It was a selfish wish and beside the point of their journey, but gods, it would be nice to know. Her whole life, she’d wondered about her fate—and lately, her path hinted at something sinister. If she could just see her loom, she could be prepared for whatever lay ahead.

			Kára marched over and swung her haunches into Sigrid, demanding scratches, too. Hestur side-eyed her but didn’t push her away.

			Sigrid obliged, watching the filly’s wings flap delightedly. Already she was stronger, bigger, and faster than mere days ago. Her potential for mischief had been clear since the day she was born, and she obviously had Loki’s chaos in her veins. One day, she would be dangerous in the wrong hands.

			Helena will want her, just as she wanted Sleipnir.

			Sigrid’s eyes prickled. They had so much to lose that it was unbearable to think about. No wonder Mariam had withdrawn. And Sigrid had found no words of comfort.

			Suddenly, a deep groan echoed inside Sigrid’s head. The horses’ heads jerked up, their ears perked.

			Sigrid rushed to the railing. The sound seemed to have come from the water.

			In the light from the lanterns, a small wave slammed into the boat, making it rock. As the wave retreated, a ripple of color passed over it like a reflected rainbow.

			“Was that a summons?” Sigrid asked Ratatosk. Her insides churned with the water, something uneasy lingering in the air.

			Ratatosk nodded. “A rather demanding one.”

			Sigrid stared at the ripples, a chill running through her. “From where?”

			“Asgard. Not that the gods need me for the journey, what with all their abilities, but I do make it easier for them to traverse the more complex parts—”

			“No,” Sigrid said, icy dread surging through her. Her heart pounded. “Ratatosk, I think it’s Loki. He knows what we’re doing.”

			Tóra gasped. She and the others moved closer, listening.

			Ratatosk shrugged. “It could be anyone.”

			“Don’t go,” Sigrid begged, her chest constricting with panic. “He’s coming for us.”

			“Sigrid’s right,” Mariam said, her voice low. “He knows we’re on a mission to change fate, and he’s not happy about it.” She stood beside Sigrid—thankfully still with her despite the earlier tension between them.

			Ratatosk shook his head, not even giving their pleas a thought. “I cannot refuse a summons.”

			“Why not?” Sigrid asked, high pitched.

			“Ratatosk shall run on the ash tree, Yggdrasil. It is my job to ferry travelers along the spring,” he said with a touch of impatience. “I cannot refuse someone who offers payment and makes a request to travel.”

			“But you refused the Night Elves not long ago!”

			“That was a matter of my own safety. Some might argue I broke the rules, however. It is my duty to be impartial.”

			Indignance flared inside Sigrid, and she threw her hands up. “Why does everyone have to be impartial? You, Vala, the Norns—you’re all determined to stay neutral about cosmic events and not influence things. But don’t you think that’s just as bad as taking the wrong side?”

			Ratatosk held her gaze for a long moment. Hope sparked faintly in Sigrid’s chest as he considered her words. Then he frowned and looked ahead, and the spark died. “I’m sorry, Sigrid. It is my cosmic duty.”

			Sigrid groaned in frustration, panic flooding her veins. “It wouldn’t kill you to have an opinion.”

			“That’s just it,” Tóra said softly. “It might. The gods need an impartial captain in the spring of Hvergelmir.”

			Sigrid glared at her. “The gods wanted Seers to be impartial, too.”

			Tóra’s freckled face reddened, and she blinked. “In a way. But it’s not the same, and it doesn’t stop me from fighting for Vanaheim.”

			Sigrid exhaled and rubbed her face, regretting being snappy at her friends. “Sorry.”

			The dark cave ended, and a soft glow illuminated the ship.

			“There’s only one thing to do,” Mariam said, finally meeting Sigrid’s eye. A glimmer of uncertainty lingered in her gaze. “We move quickly.”

			Sigrid tried to return a reassuring nod, but in truth, she was just as afraid of what lay ahead. Ratatosk wouldn’t be swayed, which meant Loki was coming for them. All they could do was continue on.

			As they all turned to watch the endless red desert unfurl before them, Sigrid’s heart jumped. Mariam’s words gave her the courage she needed—but she couldn’t help dreading what would happen if things didn’t go to plan in Helheim.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			The Queen of Death

			Sigrid fidgeted in the saddle, unable to sit still as they halted before the towering double gates leading to Helheim. The structure loomed in the red desert, bigger than the castle door in Muspelheim. She’d forgotten about the intricate ironwork—the swirls and curves forming the shapes of serpents, hounds, horses, and gods. Faint creaking filled the air, though the gates didn’t move.

			“Ugh,” Brynn said, studying it with a tight grip on the reins as if considering bolting in the other direction.

			“Yup,” Sigrid said.

			Like before, a stream trickled out, materializing from nowhere and ending in a pond surrounded by grass—a miniature oasis in this dismal landscape. The sight brought no comfort.

			Sleipnir shared her agitation, snorting and tossing his head.

			The fire chicken squawked, too, but only because it wasn’t happy with being zipped into Hestur’s saddle bag with only a hole big enough to poke its head out. The bag emitted puffs of steam because Fisk had used magic to siphon the spring water’s dampness and prevent it from catching fire.

			Sigrid sighed. The more worlds they crossed, the stranger their group became.

			Sleipnir tossed his head again, hopping on his front hooves as if threatening to rear.

			“Stop it,” she hissed, her heart already in her throat.

			“Why is he doing that?” Brynn asked, a tremor in her voice.

			“Last time through these gates wasn’t good for any of us,” Sigrid admitted. His quickening pulse fed hers, making her want to dismount again to break away from it. She’d had to spend most of the walk on foot.

			“Oh.” Brynn shifted in the saddle, visibly uncomfortable. “Should…should some of us stay back?”

			The fact Brynn was clearly scared—the top warrior in all of Alfheim—didn’t ease Sigrid’s nerves.

			She wanted to say yes and keep everyone safely outside Helheim. But she needed all the help she could get beyond the gates if a fight broke out.

			“We have to stay with Sigrid,” Mariam said. “What’s in there is worse than Fenrir.”

			Brynn recoiled in horror.

			“She’s really going to need us, if this is anything like last time,” Fisk added, nodding. He let out a breath, which made a whoosh inside his mask. “Golly, I hope this is nothing like last time.”

			“But what could be worse than Fenrir?” Brynn asked.

			“Helena,” Mariam and Fisk said at the same time Sigrid growled, “My mother.”

			Brynn fell quiet, turning her wide eyes back to the gates.

			Tóra, who’d heard all about their first journey to Helheim by now, stuck close to Fisk’s side, breathing fast. “Ye can’t trust anything she says.”

			As much as every fiber in Sigrid’s body wanted to turn around and gallop away, Hel needed their help, and so did the whole of Yggdrasil. They had to do this.

			The gates creaked—and the blood drained from Sigrid’s head so fast it left her dizzy and slightly nauseous.

			She’s here.

			Mariam nudged Aesa closer, resolutely at Sigrid’s side.

			Sigrid sat tall in the saddle, doing her best to look strong and contemptuous for the moment her mother laid eyes on her again. But no matter how she set her expression or held her weapon, their tattered, bloodstained riding clothes and barely healed wounds betrayed their struggle.

			Helena stepped up to the other side of the gate, emerging from a haze. Her stature reflected Sigrid to an uncomfortable degree. Her long braid was the same shade of blond, her eyes the same gray, her lips in a mirrored frown. Like the first time they’d met, an amber diadem crossed her forehead, and she wore an inky black robe that glinted with amber gems.

			At the sight of her mother, Sigrid’s whole body filled with an acidic mixture of hatred and fear. Her vision blurred, her face grew hot, and a ripple passed through her from head to toe.

			“You seem to have mastered Sleipnir, I see,” Helena said coolly. “My training served you well.”

			The familiar, deep tone of her voice sent a bolt of white-hot fury through Sigrid, pushing forward the memories of all the hurt she’d caused, all her lies and betrayals.

			You used me. You tried to kill me.

			Rage pounded through Sigrid in a steady beat, her nostrils flaring as she attempted to breathe through it. Behind her, Mariam and Fisk’s tension was palpable in the still air.

			“I admit, I’m surprised to see you here,” Helena said before Sigrid could find her voice.

			“Alive, you mean?” Sigrid said tightly.

			“Well, these gates have been busy,” Helena said conversationally, ignoring Sigrid’s tone. “My siblings walked through and then passed on a short while later. Not to mention Vala and General Eira… All are at peace now.” She sighed, a drawn-out note of longing.

			Each name was a punch to Sigrid’s gut, a harsh reminder of all those who’d died recently. The smallest comfort washed over her to know they were at peace. “You know what’s happening in Vanaheim, then.”

			Helena studied her, a question in her eyes. “With all of the royals dead, I assume that makes you queen.” It was half question, half desperate hope that her daughter, at least, got to have what she tried to acquire during her time among the living.

			“Still princess,” Sigrid said steadily. “Given the state Vanaheim is in, we’ve had other things to worry about than changing my title.”

			Helena narrowed her eyes and drew back a little, apparently surprised Sigrid hadn’t seized the title immediately. Then she crossed her arms, her lips twitching. “Yes, the discord would make things difficult. It must be hard to rule when half your world thinks you’re unworthy.”

			Sigrid bristled, her face growing hotter. How does she know?

			“The fight in Vanaheim is a bloody one, Sigrid,” Helena said with a cold smile, seeing her expression. She swept an arm as if to indicate all the souls who’d passed into the land of the dead recently. “I’ve seen both allies and enemies come through.”

			“So you’ve heard our world has fallen,” Sigrid said, refusing to let Helena unnerve her.

			A flash of pain crossed Helena’s face, and she broke eye contact, looking at the sand. For all their differences, their love of Vanaheim was possibly the only thing they could agree on.

			“Yggdrasil is crumbling,” Sigrid said, setting her jaw. Her mother’s wavering confidence was the push she needed to take control of this conversation. She’d come here for a purpose, and she wouldn’t let Helena dictate what happened next. “Loki has tipped the cosmic balance, and we’re here to stop him. I know you struck a bargain with him.”

			Helena’s expression clouded. Hatred flashed so sharply across her face that Sigrid had the urge to back away. “That lying scum. He failed to mention that in becoming the queen of Helheim, I would be trapped here.”

			“Then you admit you lied,” Sigrid said. “You told me your bargain was with Hel, but it was really Loki.”

			Helena cocked an eyebrow, unperturbed. “Yes, it was him.”

			That meant Loki had a hand in orchestrating her birth, her mother’s decision to flee to Helheim, the lies and treacheries—all of it. Loki had molded her life since before she was born.

			Sigrid shook off the chill of betrayal trying to overcome her and narrowed her eyes. “What did he do with Hel?”

			Helena scowled, her hands balling into fists. She’d aged since their last meeting, with deep lines in her face, sallow skin, and limp, graying hair. For someone who ruled the underworld, she was still a mortal. “That’s why you came here, is it?” she asked, a defensive snarl. “You’re going to free Hel and take away the throne I’ve managed to secure?”

			“You don’t belong on Helheim’s throne.” Sigrid’s tone wasn’t angry, only factual. “The cosmic balance can’t be restored until Hel is back where she belongs.”

			Helena crossed her arms. “Then what? You think fixing Loki’s chaos is as easy as waking Hel from her slumber?”

			Sigrid’s attention piqued at the small hint of what he’d done to Hel. The question was, where had he trapped her?

			“We plan to restore Vanaheim by going to the Norns,” Sigrid said, having no intention of telling Helena their full plan.

			Helena glared at her with her arms crossed tightly, tapping her fingers on her biceps. “I will show you where Hel is and help you free her—if you swear to bring me with you to Vanaheim.”

			“No,” Mariam, Fisk, and Sigrid said in unison.

			Sleipnir snorted, striking the sand with a hoof in agreement.

			Helena narrowed her eyes, but she shrugged. “Your loss.”

			“Here’s what’s going to happen,” Sigrid said sharply. “You’re going to show us where Hel is, and then we’re going to leave you here. You sealed your fate when you betrayed me several times over.”

			Her mother scoffed but didn’t argue. She was outnumbered. Though Sigrid’s army was small, they were strong.

			Sigrid looked at her friends. “Ready, then?”

			“So that’s all you’ve come for?” Helena asked flatly, dropping her chin. “To free Hel and ride off to the Norns?”

			Sigrid adjusted her grip on the reins, ready to ride through the gates. “Yes.”

			Helena hummed a note of disappointment. “I thought I taught you better. As Sleipnir’s heir, you’re destined for more.”

			“Our plan is only to…” Sigrid trailed off, a thought crashing over her like a wave.

			Beside her, Mariam sucked in a breath, apparently caught in the same revelation.

			As Sleipnir’s heir, she had the power to raise Hel’s army. An entire army.

			“I already raised them,” Sigrid said, a question beneath her words.

			Helena’s lips curved upward, a smug, self-satisfied expression that ignited hatred in Sigrid all over again. “But you didn’t use them. They haven’t fulfilled their purpose, and so they’re still waiting.”

			“Who?” Brynn whispered. “What’s she talking about?”

			“Hel’s army,” Sigrid said, not taking her eyes off Helena. “Sleipnir and I have the power to raise an army of the dead and lead them on one conquest.”

			As her words hung in the dry desert air, she turned to see her friends exchanging glances.

			“You should do it, then,” Brynn said as if this were the obvious way forward.

			Sigrid shook her head, a sense of dread washing over her. She’d sworn she wouldn’t fulfill such a terrible destiny. “It’s dangerous.”

			The word didn’t feel strong enough to describe what it was. It was reckless, wicked, evil. The army of the dead hadn’t followed her as promised—they were unpredictable, harboring their own agendas, and showed no loyalty to her or even to Helena. Unleashing them would be a disaster the nine worlds didn’t need right now.

			“An army would be useful,” Tóra murmured, barely audible. “If Loki is going to try and stop us again, ye know we have to face him with everything we have. Plus, even if we…” She glanced at Helena, choosing her words carefully. “Even if we do what we’ve set out to do, we’ll still need to push the Night Elves out of Vanaheim when we get home, yeah? We need an army.”

			Tóra’s points were hard to argue, but she didn’t understand what this really meant. She hadn’t seen the army last time the way Mariam and Fisk had.

			Mariam and Fisk were silent, offering no opinions one way or the other.

			Wait, are they considering it?

			“It’s not happening.” Sigrid faced forward, pushing away this distraction. She would not be tempted by this power for the second time. She raised her spear in warning, nudging Sleipnir. “We’re going to come through the gates now, and you’re going to take us to Hel.”

			“And what do I get in return?” Helena asked.

			Sigrid scoffed. “You aren’t in a position to negotiate.”

			“Maybe not, but I am in a position to keep a secret. I have nothing to lose.” She spread her hands, palms up. “So what do I get for leading you to her?”

			Sigrid gritted her teeth, wanting to say something like, You get to avoid being pummeled.

			But a Loki-like urge nudged the back of her mind, encouraging her to try something else—a lie, a trick, any means necessary to get what she wanted.

			“Fine. I’ll take you home.” She put as much conviction as she could into the words. “Help us free Hel, and you can come with us back to Vanaheim.”

			Helena’s breath caught. Her eyes flashed, a dangerous gleam that’d appeared many times before.

			“Sigrid,” Mariam hissed, “think about who you’re talking to.”

			Fisk moaned. “I don’t want to live with her…”

			Sigrid put out a hand to silence them. The lie set her heart racing, the fear of being found out before she got what she needed—and the threat of cracking under her friends’ arguments.

			She searched for an explanation, something logical enough to stop them from arguing. “It’s the right thing to do. Hel will go back on her throne, removing Helena from the position. Princess Helena must come back to Vanaheim. That’s the restored balance Yggdrasil needs.”

			Mariam’s mouth opened, numb shock passing over her expression. “Sigrid,” she whispered, turning her head in an effort not to let Helena overhear, “you know she’ll do anything for Vanaheim’s throne.”

			Sigrid held her gaze, willing Mariam to believe in her plan. “Trust me. I’ll make sure she never gets it.”

			Helena scanned their group. Slowly, a smile formed on her lips. She stepped back, inviting them through the gates. “Follow me.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			The Other Half

			A shiver crawled up Sigrid’s spine as they rode toward Helheim’s palace. It seemed to materialize from her darkest nightmares, its muddy walls coming to four jagged peaks like a claw in the colorless sky, its angular pillars standing like gnarled spider’s legs.

			“Fisk, this place is so creepy,” Tóra murmured, steering Disa closer to Hestur.

			Fisk reached over to take her hand, and Hestur and Disa bumped noses as they walked as if to comfort each other. The fire chicken took the opportunity to steal a bite of bread poking out of Disa’s saddle bag.

			“Where are you taking us?” Sigrid asked her mother as they crossed Helheim’s fields, wishing she would walk faster so they could get this over with.

			Helena smiled, seeming to relish her leverage. “Any guesses?”

			Sigrid sighed, in no mood for games. “Hel’s army came from underneath the palace, so—”

			“You think Loki put her with her army?” Helena laughed. “No, of course she isn’t there. You are right about the palace, though.”

			Sigrid rolled her eyes. She reached into her memory for those long days spent in Helheim.

			Helena widened her smile, anticipating Sigrid’s thought process. “What you’ve seen is only half the palace, darling. I can’t wait to show you the rest.”

			“Spare us the dramatics,” Sigrid snapped. Her mother was being too nice, as if to make sure she secured her ride to Vanaheim when they were done.

			At the palace, they dismounted and led the horses inside. Awful memories surged forward with every step she took—Fisk bleeding on the floor, Mariam learning that Helena was responsible for her mother’s banishment, Helena forcing Sleipnir to carry her away with the stolen Eye. Betrayal after betrayal.

			Her breaths were shallow, and when she looked back at her friends, she ached to see Mariam stone-faced and Fisk’s hunched shoulders.

			“Upstairs,” Helena said lightly, oblivious to their turmoil.

			They all stopped at the base of the stairs and exchanged uneasy looks. The horses wouldn’t be able to go up.

			“Mariam, you should stay and protect the horses,” Sigrid said.

			“But…” Mariam hesitated with a hand tightly gripping Aesa’s reins, undoubtedly remembering how Helena had stolen Aesa. 

			“I need you right here,” Sigrid said firmly. The last thing she wanted to do was separate Mariam from Aesa in this place that held so many bad memories.

			“I’ll stay with Mariam,” Tóra said quickly, looking around at the muddy walls with a mixture of distaste and horror in her eyes.

			“Then Brynn should go with Sigrid,” Mariam said with a glare at Helena. “She’ll need a good warrior for backup.”

			Fisk coughed.

			“And Fisk,” Mariam added. “Two good warriors.”

			They followed Helena upstairs to a familiar circular room. Between two bookshelves, Helena pressed her palm to the oozing wall in the same place she’d done over a year ago when trying to escape. “This way.”

			Sigrid mimicked the action, her heart beating faster as their arms sank right through it. Cold, gritty mud covered her arm, and she pulled back, fighting the wall’s suction. This palace didn’t have the same magic as Alfheim’s pools—mud coated her skin. “Gross.”

			“It’s just to deter you,” Helena said. “Once you step all the way through, the mud clears.”

			Sigrid narrowed her eyes. “You first, then.”

			Helena smiled and walked through without hesitating, disappearing into the wall like someone stepping through a very slow, very disgusting waterfall.

			Brynn held an arm across Sigrid’s front to stop her from going ahead. “Together.”

			Sigrid nodded. “Good idea.”

			Fisk stood on Sigrid’s other side. Weapons ready, they stepped through, surrendering to the wall’s suction until they stumbled for balance beyond it.

			Helena waited with a relaxed smile, looking them up and down. “See? No mud.”

			Sigrid ignored her, her gaze catching on their surroundings. Thick roots climbed the walls and snaked across the ceiling, where hovering candles made shadows dance through the chamber. An unsettling energy charged the air like before a thunderstorm, raising the hairs on her arms.

			At the center, a tall, willowy woman lay on a stone table in a deathlike slumber, held down by more roots crossing over her body. Her blond hair shone like the stars, her white skin as pale as death. A delicate hand rested at the table’s edge, palm up, fingers curled.

			The strangest sensation overcame Sigrid as she laid eyes on the goddess. Her breath caught and her limbs seemed to turn to water, and she gripped one of the roots on the wall for support. Hel’s presence was so breathtaking, so formidable, it was hard to comprehend. She seemed to transcend her human form, like her true nature was more complex than Sigrid’s senses could perceive—more than she could even endure.

			Brynn leaned against the roots beside Sigrid, breathing hard. “What…have you done to her?”

			“She’s so cold,” Fisk said, reaching toward her but curling his fingers at the last moment. “Almost dead.”

			“Loki used a potion…or so he said,” Helena murmured.

			It took a second for Sigrid to regain her voice. “H-how do I wake her?”

			Her mother hesitated. “Cut her bonds,” she said, her voice taking on a distant, unreadable tone.

			Spear in hand, Sigrid walked around the stone slab, her legs numb. As the legends said, the other side of Hel’s body was as blue and decayed as a corpse. Her dual sides were the balance between life and death. Even her robe was half white, half blue, the blue side tattered and frayed.

			The sight of her other side didn’t scare Sigrid. It was somehow just as breathtaking.

			Balance.

			“Sigrid,” her mother said by her ear.

			Sigrid’s breath hitched. 

			Helena had stepped up beside her and now moved even closer, as if about to take her hands. “I know we’ve not seen eye-to-eye, and I know I made mistakes.”

			Sigrid spluttered. “You call what you’ve done mistakes?”

			Helena’s jaw clenched, a dangerous glint in her eyes. “I know you’re lying. About bringing me home.”

			A cold sensation rippled over Sigrid. She should have known this woman would see through her. Should she try to keep up the lie or admit the truth?

			“I’m asking you to reconsider,” her mother said, gripping Sigrid’s wrist. Her fingers were icy and firm. “Vanaheim is where I belong.”

			Sigrid wrenched free, holding her spear between them. She could continue the lie, but what was the point? They’d gotten what they needed from her, so it didn’t matter if Helena knew they had no intention of bringing her home.

			Anger flared in her chest. “You chose this. You’re just begging me to bring you back because you’re afraid of what’ll happen when Hel wakes up.”

			Helena tilted her head, her eyes glossy. “I’m your mother.”

			Her tone was sad, betrayed—no doubt an attempt to act pitiful to tug at Sigrid’s heartstrings.

			Sigrid’s eyes stung, but she stayed strong, holding her weapon between them. “You gave birth to me. That doesn’t mean you’re my mother.”

			“Let me make it up to—”

			“No.” Sigrid shook her head. “You had your chance. I’m done trusting you. Brynn, cut Hel free.”

			Sigrid tore her gaze away from Helena and tightened her grip on her spear, ready for whatever was about to happen. Brynn waved her hand along the roots, using Light Elf magic to cut them. One by one, they groaned and snapped, the sound filling the chamber. The candles overhead flickered, threatening to extinguish.

			“Sigrid, darling,” Helena began—and there was a note of anger in her voice, her desperation rising.

			Sigrid rounded on her with a surge of white-hot fury. “Don’t—”

			A scream came from somewhere distant.

			Sigrid’s breath caught, an icy sensation gripping her chest. She raised her spear automatically—but Hel hadn’t moved. She lay in the same position, looking cold and dead. The candles above flickered violently, casting shadows over Brynn’s face.

			Another scream rose in the distance.

			Footsteps pounded.

			“It’s coming from downstairs!” Fisk exclaimed.

			Sigrid’s stomach plummeted into her feet.

			Mariam.

			“What did you do?” Sigrid snapped, thrusting her spear toward her mother’s throat.

			But Helena’s eyes were wide with surprise, and she shook her head, mouthing wordlessly.

			Sigrid cursed. “Come on!”

			She, Brynn, and Fisk pushed back through the wall, leaving Helena to race after them.

			A thousand questions raced through Sigrid’s mind. Did Helena trick us? But who could be attacking when the dead are invisible and can’t touch us? Did someone follow us through the gates?

			They sprinted down the stairs to find Mariam, Tóra, and the horses scattering, fending off a massive bird that had flown into the entrance hall. It dove at Mariam, who roared and threw her spear at it. It twisted out of the way, catching her shoulder with its talons and drawing a line of blood.

			Mariam shrieked in pain, a wild look in her eyes as she summoned her weapon back.

			“No…” Sigrid croaked, her throat seeming to close around the word. Her lungs seized, her balance swaying as she gripped the railing.

			A ball of flames whipped by, making her recoil. The fire chicken had gotten loose and was flying through the hall, squawking and shedding smoldering embers on everything.

			“Tóra, use a rune! The wind or something!” Mariam shouted.

			Tóra was pressed against the wall behind Mariam, blood oozing from a tear in her sleeve. She fumbled to pull parchment and a quill from her bag. “It’s coming back!”

			Fisk made to push past Sigrid, but she put out an arm to stop him before they made a lethal mistake.

			“Wait.” In the frenzy, none of them spotted Sigrid, Brynn, and Fisk on the stairs yet. They had one chance.

			Sigrid raised her weapon as the bird flew in a wide arc. She’d never seen one like this. Was this one of Helheim’s creations? It was as large as Disa, with tawny feathers, talons that could tear flesh from bone, and a beak that curved down to a deadly point.

			Aesa took off after it, gnashing her teeth, spreading her wings so gusts of wind whipped through the hall. The bird turned in the air, dodging her.

			Seizing the distraction, Sigrid threw her spear as hard as she could at the bird. “Now!” 

			Her shot hit true, and with an ear-piercing squawk, the bird plummeted. At the same time, Fisk and Brynn raced forward, putting themselves in front of their injured friends.

			At the sight of the falling bird, with a golden spear in its side and its wings pulling upward as it fell, Sigrid’s legs weakened. The memory of Aesa plummeting toward the cobblestones after Sigrid killed her was as fresh as ever—and with Mariam steps away, covered in blood, her chest grew painfully tight.

			“Mariam!” she cried, gasping for breath. Her feet carried her down the stairs automatically, taking her to where Mariam sank to her knees with a gash in her shoulder. “What happened? Where are you hurt?”

			Her whole body was numb with shock. None of this made sense. Did the bird have to do with them freeing Hel?

			“I-I’m okay,” Mariam gritted out, pressing a hand to the wound. Blood oozed between her fingers and dripped onto the floor.

			“Where did it come from?” Brynn asked, her voice sharp as she stood with her sword raised.

			Laughter filled the hall, making them all jump.

			Sigrid rose to her feet, raising her spear against the familiar sound—the same cackle she’d heard several times before.

			But before, it’d come from inside her head.

			The hairs raised on the back of her neck, and a tremor passed through her from head to toe.

			No, no, no…

			The bird on the floor shifted. Its wings withered, pale fingers appearing where feathers once were. Its beak shrank, becoming a nose. The feathers on its head faded into fiery red hair. Bit by bit, it took on the shape of a man, who sat on the floor wearing a black tunic embroidered with intricate runes, buckled at his waist by a thick belt, gray trousers, and black leather shoes. A cloak with many colors woven into the threads was tangled around him. He shook it back to pull the spear from his chest with a pop and toss it aside.

			Tóra broke down in tears, screaming incomprehensibly as she tried to stem the flow of blood from her arm. The parchment and quill were locked in her frozen fingers. Fisk stepped in front of her, both hands on his sword. “Stay behind me.”

			Brynn crouched into a fighting stance, swearing.

			“Sigrid?” Mariam cried, her voice high.

			The man got to his feet, still laughing, his mouth stretched wide enough to show all his teeth. He was lean, tall, and nimble, as pale as snow beneath the cloak that seemed to change color as he moved. An unruly curtain of braids and uncombed locks pulled his shoulder-length hair away from his face, which was sharply defined with high cheekbones, a prominent nose, and a pointed red goatee.

			Sigrid’s arm trembled as she raised her spear, breathing hard.

			Without ever having seen him before, she knew who he was—and the sight of him walking toward her sent a chill through her bones.

			Loki.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Bitter Reunions

			Loki’s gold eyes fixed on Sigrid, a grin pulling his mouth wider than natural. He’d lined his eyes with black, the same way Mariam did. Like Hel, he had a breathtaking beauty about him—but it was the same sort of beauty as a wildcat’s, best seen from a distance when its hunger had already been satiated.

			“It… It can’t be…” Sigrid’s lips were numb. Her pulse raced too fast, making her dizzy. “How did you get here so quickly? We saw your summons—”

			He laughed again, his mouth stretching so wide that she had the urge to shout at him to stop it. Everything about him was unnatural—but what should she expect from a god? The more she looked at him, the less human he became—his gold eyes, his mouth, even the way he moved, too quickly and fluidly to make sense.

			“You think a god travels the spring at the same speed as a mortal? I can swim and fly, dear girl. I can be a fly!” His voice was exactly like it’d been inside her head, piercing and snakelike, sending a chill through her. “Now, I understand you’re trying to undo what I’ve woven.”

			Sigrid’s mouth was too dry to speak. Beside her, her friends and their horses were motionless, frozen by fear. On the stairs, Helena stood with a white-knuckled grip on the railing, her chest heaving and her eyes wide.

			Was there a point to fighting him when he could just pluck a valkyrie spear out of his chest?

			“How did you know we were here?” Mariam demanded, casting Sigrid a fleeting, uncertain glance.

			A spark of defiance rose in Sigrid’s gut. I didn’t tell him, she wanted to snap.

			Loki drew himself up, opening his arms. “I’m like a spider, my web spanning Yggdrasil, little vibrations telling me where you are and what you’re up to.” He twitched his long, pale fingers as if to weave his web. “And while you’ve all been wasting time trying to fight the natural order of things, I’ve been rather productive. The nine worlds are more balanced than ever.”

			Sigrid’s spear lay on the floor where Loki had tossed it aside. She opened her fingers and summoned it. “I’m not going to join you in bringing chaos, so you can stop trying to convince me.”

			As it hit her palm with a thwap, her friends took this as a rallying cry. Brynn, Fisk, Mariam, and Tóra came to stand at her side, weapons up, ready for her cue.

			“You still want to fight me, even as you stare me in the eye?” Loki asked, splaying a hand on his chest as if offended. “This is no way to treat your great-great-great-great—”

			“Whatever is necessary.” Sigrid set her jaw, breathing hard, ready for whatever happened next. “We won’t stand idle while you burn down Yggdrasil.”

			A tremor started in her core, working outward. Had she really just challenged Loki? What could she and her friends possibly do to stop him?

			We’re going to die here. We won’t even make it to the Norns.

			Loki stepped closer, shaking his head. His eyes gleamed as bright as the fire that’d destroyed Vanahalla, a glimpse of the destruction he was capable of unleashing. “I’m disappointed. I thought you and I could have some fun with your cosmic purpose, but you’re as stubborn as Odin. What’s the point of riding the greatest horse ever to exist if you won’t use him to add a little chaos to the worlds? What a waste, Sigrid.”

			“I think I’m using Sleipnir to his potential just fine—”

			“By nobly uniting the worlds, I know.” He waved a dismissive hand.

			“Chaos will never last,” Fisk said with a slight quaver. “We’ll restore order and fix what you’ve torn apart, and that’s a promise.”

			Tóra gripped his arm, trying to pull him back a step, but he didn’t move.

			Loki raised an eyebrow. “Order is an illusion, elf, a temporary state waiting to be shattered. Chaos is the pulse of the cosmos, and I am its heartbeat.” He tapped his chest in a steady beat.

			“Then the cosmos is about to have a heart attack!” Fisk shouted, pointing his sword threateningly in Loki’s direction.

			“Fisk, calm down,” Tóra whispered nervously.

			Loki let out a tired breath. “Well, Sigrid, it’s heartwarming to see you put blind trust into this lot.” He motioned to all her friends, his gleaming eyes lingering on each of them.

			She bristled, stepping forward to pull his attention back to her. She didn’t need him looking at them or talking to them. They were in enough danger already.

			Mariam laid a hand on her arm, stopping her from going any further.

			“You understand, don’t you,” Loki said, “that loyalties waver when survival is at stake? I hope, if nothing else, this journey helps you learn such a valuable—”

			“Oh, shut up,” Mariam spat. “You won’t make us turn on each other.”

			Loki’s gaze flicked to her, a glimmer of amusement. “I don’t believe we’ve formally met.”

			“And you don’t need to,” Sigrid snapped before Mariam could respond.

			There was a pause. Loki’s every breath stirred the air around them, his presence a disturbance that could change worlds.

			“Fine. If you’re unwilling to talk…” His lips curved upward, curling at the edges like the way the parchment withered on the table in Muspelheim. “Allow me to show you the true extent of chaos’s beauty before you meet your end.”

			Fists clenched, he walked forward, his face clouding over.

			“Charge!” Sigrid roared.

			She and Mariam threw their spears, twin weapons soaring at him in parallel.

			Loki’s body arced away from them in the most unnatural position, like the way clay could be molded into any shape. “Ooh, almost got me!”

			Nausea lurched in Sigrid’s gut. Her hand trembled as she opened it to summon her weapon back. It was an impossible fight. Could they even kill him?

			A deep groan filled the air, and the ground rumbled beneath their feet. “Just me!” Tóra yelled, etching runes on the floor using her quill. “Keep fighting!”

			Fisk and Brynn raced forward with battle cries, their swords raised.

			“Careful!” Sigrid warned, stumbling for balance. As helpful as runes were in a fight, Tóra had yet to master this particular aspect, and this was no time to experiment.

			Loki dipped his chin and folded in on himself, a sight so chilling that Sigrid’s breath caught. His limbs thickened, his back curved, and in a blink, a brown bear was charging at them.

			She threw her spear, running backward with nowhere to go. It lodged in his chest, doing nothing to slow him.

			With a roar that echoed through the palace, the bear swiped an enormous paw at Brynn’s hip, sending her flying across the room. She landed hard, her sword clattering away. Fisk’s wooden sword crashed into the bear’s neck, doing about as much damage as Sigrid’s spear had.

			The bear snarled and turned, knocking Fisk off his feet.

			Sigrid gasped, fear seizing her chest as the bear loomed over him.

			Then, with a jolt, the ground cracked beneath the bear, and a pointed stone jutted up, knocking him onto his side.

			“Nice, Tóra!” Sigrid cried, summoning her spear back. “Sleipnir, get him!”

			Hooves thundered as Sleipnir responded to the call. The bear got to his feet, and the stallion reared up and struck with his four front hooves. This was more effective than any weapon—the bear roared and shrank away.

			Emboldened, Kára charged behind her sire, but she lost her nerve at the last moment and galloped a circle around the bear instead.

			“Kára, no!” Mariam cried. “Aesa, go get her.”

			Aesa was already on it, rounding up her foal and forcing her back to safety.

			“Princess, I think we should go,” Brynn called from across the room, on her feet again with her sword ready.

			“And go where?” Mariam shouted. “He can follow us anywhere.”

			Sigrid stood frozen with her spear, lost.

			A shriek split the air, making them all jump. “Stop!”

			The ground stopped rumbling, and even the bear paused, spinning with the rest of them to look at the stairs.

			Hel’s towering figure descended toward them, her white-and-blue robe trailing behind her.

			A collective gasp rose from everyone in the hall. Helena raced down the remainder of the steps and into their midst, fear turning her ghostly pale.

			Loki shifted back into his human form, stumbling as he did so. “Oh, my. You mortals have actually done it.” His laugh turned maniacal, reverberating off the muddy walls. “Rise and shine, sweet daughter!”

			“Leave this world at once, Loki, or I will unleash its worst upon you.” Even Hel’s voice had a duality, two distinct tones that overlapped as she spoke.

			Sigrid backed up a step, away from the sound, away from whatever terrible thing was about to happen. Hel was so tall that she loomed above them even as she reached the bottom. Her teeth were clenched in fury, her hair and robes whipping in the gusts from Aesa’s wings.

			“No need for threats!” Loki raised his hands, backing away from his half-giant daughter. “I’ll be done here before you can say Sleipnir.”

			Mariam’s hand closed over Sigrid’s arm, jerking her back. “Sigrid, get behind me.”

			Loki’s eyes gleamed with a wicked delight that churned Sigrid’s stomach. “Ah, so you are her guard dog. Pleasure to meet you, Mariam of Niflheim.” He bowed deeply, not taking his eyes off them.

			Mariam’s breath hitched, and a chill rolled through Sigrid at the sound of her name on his lips.

			“Forgive me.” He straightened up, flashing a grin that might be charming if not for the malice in his eyes. “You are quite a prevalent force in Sigrid’s life, and I couldn’t help listening in. The Muspel King had a lot to say about you as well.”

			“Don’t talk to her,” Sigrid snarled, white-hot rage bubbling in her gut. She stepped past Mariam, pointing her spear at his face. “This is between you and me.”

			He raised his eyebrows, and she bit her tongue. She’d given away too much in her panicked reaction. What would he do if he realized what Mariam meant to her?

			“Hit a nerve, did I?” His teeth lengthened into fangs, and before she could react, he leaped toward her, transforming back into a bear in a blink.

			Several people yelled.

			Sigrid raised her weapon, a feeble act of self-defense as he thundered closer, his breaths rushing from his lungs.

			Mariam jumped beside her, their shoulders bumping.

			Horses whinnied. Hooves clattered. Sleipnir charged after him, but he was a stride behind.

			Sigrid and Mariam stood together, spears up, the truth settling over them like a dark shadow: they were utterly defenseless against the god closing in on them.

			We came all the way to Helheim only to die here.

			It was poetic, almost, that she would meet her demise in the same place she’d learned who she really was. That she would come here to discover her fate, only to return a year later to die fulfilling it.

			And Mariam…

			Mariam was always meant for Helheim, wasn’t she? She’d been living on borrowed time, after all.

			Sigrid wanted more time with her. More time to kiss her, to love her, to make the fierce and stubborn valkyrie understand there were no rules to what they had. Sigrid would love her until Ragnarok, even if she was always afraid to say it back.

			But any words left to say got stuck in Sigrid’s throat at the steady press of Mariam’s shoulder against her.

			The bear reared back, extending a paw for a final swipe at their stomachs.

			Their time was up—

			A sudden force jolted Sigrid to the side, making her stumble into Mariam. 

			Her knees hit the floor with a disorienting crack, and Helena cried out, the sound stinging Sigrid’s ears. In a flash of claws, the bear caught Helena instead of Sigrid, tearing through her robes as easily as a knife through butter.

			A terrible retching noise escaped Helena’s lips as blood spilled down her front where Loki had sliced open her belly.

			“No!” The cry ripped from Sigrid’s throat as she lunged for her mother, catching her before she fell to the floor.

			They collapsed in a heap in the pooling blood.

			Footsteps and hooves thundered as everyone reacted. Mariam screeched, slashing her spear so wildly that it forced Loki, still in bear form, to back up a step.

			“Loki!” Hel shouted, the goddess’s chilling voice reverberating through the hall. “You will rue what you’ve done.”

			Cackling, Loki threw his head back and contorted once more into a different form. The bear shrank until in its place buzzed a fly. It rose to the ceiling in erratic circles and flew out of sight, leaving Sigrid gritting her teeth against a rush of searing anger.

			“Where’d he go?” Tóra shouted.

			“Watch your backs!” Brynn shouted.

			“He could be anywhere. Anything, even.” Fisk flailed his arms as if fending off an invisible swarm of flies. “Can he turn into a door?”

			“Of course he can’t turn into a door,” Brynn snapped. “It’s animals and insects. Watch out for bugs that land on you.”

			“Sigrid,” Helena whispered, barely audible.

			The floor was cold and hard against Sigrid’s knees as she knelt beside her mother. Helena sat with both hands covering the open gash in her belly. Blood poured through her fingers, unstoppable.

			“W-why did you do that?” Sigrid’s voice trembled. After everything her mother had done, all the selfish acts, this was the last thing she’d expected.

			“Because you’re Vanaheim’s only hope.” Helena’s breaths were slow and labored. Her presence flickered, her life fading before Sigrid’s eyes.

			After all the time she’d spent in the underworld trying to rule a realm that wasn’t meant for her, she was finally going to cross into the afterlife properly.

			She wheezed, her voice weakening. “I was never destined for Vanaheim’s throne—but I can say with confidence that my daughter is. You will make a wonderful queen, Sigrid.”

			Sigrid nodded, her eyes prickling. Even in her final moments, all Helena cared about was power—about putting her bloodline on Vanaheim’s throne. It wasn’t love, so it didn’t make sense that Sigrid should be crying for this woman.

			She wiped her eyes, drawing a shaky breath.

			But after all, Helena had given birth to her, and now she’d given her life to save her. That might not have been enough reason to love her, but it was enough to feel an ache in her heart as she lamented what could have been.

			“I’ll make Vanaheim as great as the gods intended,” Sigrid promised.

			Helena reached out, and as they clasped hands, a wave of bitter, complex grief bubbled up inside Sigrid.

			In the next blink, Helena dissolved into a haze, leaving Sigrid clutching at the emptiness she left behind.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			A Soul from Helheim

			A large hand squeezed Sigrid’s shoulder, its iciness seeping through her tunic. The tattered blue side of Hel’s robe brushed against her as the goddess of death stepped closer. “She is with me now.”

			Numb, Sigrid stared at the place where her mother had been, breathing fast. “That would’ve been me.”

			“It would have. But it wasn’t,” Hel said. “Not yet, anyway.”

			Sigrid snapped her gaze up to meet Hel’s eyes. Swaying and stumbling on legs that didn’t want to move, she got to her feet. “What do you mean?”

			Hel clasped her hands, life entwined with death. “I mean Loki seems to have a plan for you.” Her lips turned down, and her living eye softened as she gazed at Sigrid. “What have you done to wrong him?”

			Sigrid frowned. “Nothing. He’s tipped the scales into chaos, and Yggdrasil is crumbling. We’re going to the Norns to fix it.”

			Hel inclined her head, her brow pinching. “I see.”

			Sigrid swallowed hard, multiple questions fighting their way to her lips. “Do you think he’ll succeed at killing me?”

			The pause told Sigrid all she needed to know. Nausea swept over her, making her stomach clench.

			“If he does,” Hel finally said, “you will be remembered for your bravery.”

			Sigrid breathed through the acid rising in her gut. This answer wasn’t good enough. She wanted more from the goddess they’d just resurrected. “If any of us die in the fight against Loki, could you bring us back to life?”

			Hel shook her head. Her living eye held sympathy as her dead one surveyed the room, cold and indifferent. “I can’t. As the goddess of death, I am impartial.”

			There was that word again. Sigrid rubbed her face, summoning strength.

			Behind her, her friends stood in solemn silence—except for Tóra, who was struggling with the fire chicken, trying to stuff it back into Hestur’s saddle bag.

			Sigrid’s heart jolted. “W-where’s Mariam?”

			“Here,” Mariam said from above, coming down the stairs. “Tried to follow him. He’s gone.”

			Her eyes were narrowed with focus, her jaw set.

			“Well, flies are small,” Fisk said.

			“So where is he?” Brynn asked, not lowering her sword.

			“Wise enough to flee,” Hel said. “He knows he is at a disadvantage in my domain.”

			Brynn mounted Baldur, letting out a shaky breath. “Let’s get out of here.”

			Nobody hesitated, all of them scrambling to mount up.

			Sigrid stayed put. They couldn’t leave yet—they needed another child of Loki’s and a soul for the Norns. Hel had to come with them.

			Sigrid stepped closer to the goddess, nerves jumping as she steeled herself to ask for the favor. “Hel, what you’ve seen here is just the start of what Loki has done to Yggdrasil. We need—”

			Aesa whinnied, interrupting her. Sigrid looked back to see her rearing up and thrashing her hooves, pulling away from Mariam.

			“Whoa!” Mariam cried, stumbling as the mare tore the reins out of her grasp. “Hey, hey, take it easy.”

			“Aesa!” Sigrid exclaimed in surprise.

			“It’s okay,” Mariam said, dashing forward to grab the reins. “She’s agitated after all of this nonsense. I’ll just walk her by hand.”

			Aesa snorted, shaking her head and dancing on her hooves.

			Sigrid frowned, looking around for signs of Loki in the shadows. In all the time she’d known Mariam, Aesa had never done this. Mariam was probably right—the poor mare had hit her breaking point after being forced to reunite with Helena and then getting attacked by Loki.

			She tried to catch Mariam’s eye, but Mariam was fussing with the reins.

			“You all right?” Sigrid asked, scanning her for injuries.

			Mariam didn’t turn. “Fine,” she said curtly. “Are we going?”

			Sigrid’s heart squeezed painfully. This attack was not going to ease the fears Mariam had confessed on Ratatosk’s ship. Though he was gone for now, Sigrid still couldn’t promise they would get out of this alive.

			Sleipnir marched over, and she took his reins, forcing her attention back to Hel. “We need your help defeating Loki. Will you come to Jotunheim with us?”

			Hel shook her head before she even finished the question, her light-blond locks caressing her cheek as her frayed gray ones brushed her exposed bone. “I have a lot to fix, both here in Helheim and in Niflheim. It’s been too long since Loki poisoned me.”

			Sigrid’s throat tightened with panic at the goddess’s easy refusal. “But we need you in order to defeat Loki. We need to unite three of his children. We have Sleipnir, and Fenrir is back in Muspelheim—”

			Both of Hel’s eyes swiveled to Sigrid with a dangerous glint. “Is that all I am to you? A creature like Sleipnir and Fenrir to move like a pawn in your impossible war?” The duality of her voice magnified, filling the hall.

			Sigrid’s insides turned to ice. She shrank back, regretting her words. “No! Of course not. I’m sorry. The Fire Giants told us—”

			Hel raised a hand to stop her—the one representing death, glimpses of bone visible through the decaying flesh. “I will not partake in such a fight. As fearsome as my siblings are, I do not know if we can defeat Loki, and I am unwilling to try it.”

			Sigrid looked to her friends, whose faces reflected everything she felt.

			“The Norns,” Tóra whispered, glancing nervously at Hel.

			Sigrid nodded, unable to keep the desperation out of her tone as she tried again. “Would you consider coming to the Norns, then? We need—”

			“Whatever the reason, whatever the poem, I will not leave my realm,” Hel said firmly. “Not now. Not when the underworld needs me more than it ever has. There are departed souls who need me. A mortal like yourself would never understand.”

			“But we need a soul from Helheim to restore Vanaheim,” Sigrid said. “Without you, we can’t fix the cosmic balance.”

			Hel frowned, a pause stretching between them. “You can have your souls. I won’t deny you that. It just won’t be mine.”

			Sigrid looked around, shifting on her feet. “What souls? We can’t see the dead.”

			Hel arched an eyebrow, the living side of her face seeming to brighten with a suggestion. “Can you think of no souls in Helheim who have waited to cross into the land of the living for a conquest?”

			Sigrid’s breath came fast, panic closing around her. I swore I would never.

			“I can’t.” If she raised Hel’s army, did this make her fate as dark as she feared? Raising the dead didn’t come from a place of goodness and purity. This was an act that would make Loki cackle with glee.

			But I’m raising them against him. This time, she wouldn’t be raising Hel’s army to put Helena on Vanaheim’s throne. She would be doing it to help restore the cosmic balance. A noble act.

			Right?

			She looked back at her friends.

			“Maybe there’s such a thing as the right time for an act of evil,” Fisk said.

			Tóra was pale and clammy, breathing hard as she looked from him to Sigrid. “Th-this is beyond my knowledge. For a decision like this, I would usually write runes to ask the gods for advice, and well…” She motioned to the one who was standing in front of them.

			Brynn looked between all of them with a pinched brow, trying to figure out what was going on. 

			“Whatever you think is best, Princess,” Mariam said, not meeting Sigrid’s eyes.

			Sigrid’s stomach sank at Mariam’s indifference. Would she ever be able to make up for everything she’d put Mariam through?

			“I created the army to help fix a cataclysm,” Hel said, pulling her attention back. “I’d say the destruction of the nine worlds qualifies as one, wouldn’t you?”

			Sigrid’s heart beat faster. She’d spent a year resisting the darkness coursing through her veins. It was time to use it to her advantage.

			She set her jaw and nodded once, a pulse of fear trickling through her body as she turned to her friends. “Let’s raise an army.”

			…

			Sigrid followed Hel into the vast crypt beneath the palace, Sleipnir’s hoofbeats echoing off the damp walls. Darkness swallowed her, only the square of daylight at her back illuminating the dank space. At Hel’s orders, her friends waited outside, growing farther with each step into the eerie silence.

			When Hel stopped, Sigrid steered Sleipnir to her living side, needing no more reason to lose her nerve.

			“Rise.” Hel’s voice was so quiet that she might have been talking to herself.

			A chill swept over Sigrid, making her shiver. Like last time, it felt like a wintery wind, but colder, more ominous. The hairs on the back of her neck rose, and she had the sudden sensation of standing in front of a crowd.

			She lifted her chin and sat tall in the saddle, ready for it this time.

			Give me your worst, Helheim.

			Sleipnir tossed his head and pranced on his hooves, threatening to become unruly. Sigrid’s pulse quickened, his energy seeping into her, but resisting it was futile.

			An army of a thousand materialized before her—humans, elves, giants, and valkyries standing in a grid, their faces fierce and determined. Swords, axes, spears, javelins, and bows and arrows gleamed in the dim light, their edges sharp and deadly.

			“The time has come to fulfill your purpose,” Hel said, the chilling dual tones of her voice filling the crypt. “Yggdrasil is crumbling in Loki’s wicked grasp, and you will fulfill your duty climbing its branches to save it.”

			As she spoke, a thousand pairs of eyes settled on Sigrid. Murmurs rose like a swarm of wasps. They remembered her, their gazes burning with defiance and anger. They had no loyalty to the living, least of all a young princess of Vanaheim who’d crossed them once before.

			A blond Viking man with a battle-scarred face and a braided beard stood at the front and center, a chipped red shield in one hand and a sword in the other. “We assemble to serve you, Your Greatness.”

			The army rumbled their agreement.

			Hel’s expression clouded over, her jaw tightening. “I assembled you all for a conquest. This is it. If you are the warriors you claim to be, you will follow Princess Sigrid through the nine worlds to restore balance to Yggdrasil. Remember your purpose. Those who no longer want it can stay in Helheim forever.”

			The army fell silent at her warning.

			The man in front shifted his feet, his gaze flicking uncertainly between Hel and Sigrid. Eventually, he gave a stiff nod. “We are yours to command, Princess Sigrid.”

			His less-than-enthused tone wasn’t overlooked, and Hel beckoned to him. “Step forward.”

			Sigrid sucked in a breath. Was this man about to step into a gruesome demise?

			He came closer without hesitating, ready for whatever was about to happen.

			Hel looked at him with a calm expression on her dual-visage face, neither her decayed nor youthful side giving away her emotions. “You are a jarl, am I correct?”

			The man nodded. “Jarl Erik of Stormfjord, Your Greatness.”

			Hel let out a huff of air. “That explains your brazen disregard for those of a higher power.”

			The man puffed out his chest, looking a little offended, but said nothing.

			Hel turned to Sigrid. “Jarl Erik is stubborn and outspoken, a quality that resulted in his untimely arrival in Helheim…but he is a brave warrior. He will command the army for you.”

			Jarl Erik’s mustache twitched as he failed to contain his smug expression. He looked behind him as if to make sure everyone had heard.

			A trickle of relief eased through Sigrid at not having to witness a gruesome lesson in obedience. She nodded to Hel. “Thank you.”

			The army, rallied by the promise of following one of their own, readied their weapons. Their defiant expressions melted away.

			“Are you ready?” Hel asked Sigrid. Her dead eye stayed fixed on the army, that side of her face cold and haunting.

			Sigrid could still barely handle looking at the goddess, who seemed too complex for her mortal senses. As she set her jaw and nodded, Vala’s words from long ago hit her. Tangled within your roots, we find the goddess Hel.

			Just as she was descended from Loki, she was also descended from Hel. She was looking into the eyes of her ancestor—and she would honor her the same way she would honor everyone back home in Vanaheim. She would fight to return goodness to the cosmos until her dying breath.

			The army standing before her was ready to follow her into battle, not out of loyalty, but out of respect and duty. That was all she needed.

			Sigrid raised her spear, and Sleipnir tossed his head.

			“I am Sigrid Helenadottir, Sleipnir’s heir, descended from the gods.” Her words carried loud and strong over the crowd. “You will follow me to Jotunheim, where we will ask the Norns to restore the magic the gods bestowed upon each of the nine worlds. From there, we ride to Vanaheim, where we will return the valkyries’ realm to what it was meant to be—a haven for all, and home to the protectors of the cosmos.”

			She felt the promise in her bones, the need to restore Vanaheim to its gods-given state.

			A hum rose like a brewing storm, like winds of change ready to shake Yggdrasil into a new shape.

			Sigrid dropped her gaze to Jarl Erik, who stood ready before her. He didn’t trust her, but he wouldn’t let her down, either. She nodded firmly.

			Jarl Erik nodded back with a feral grin. He lifted his sword and roared, “To Jotunheim!”

			Sigrid’s heart pounded as the army took up the battle cry, giving life to an ember of hope. She spun Sleipnir toward the door and led them out of the crypt.

			Her eyes prickled as she passed her friends. Tóra smiled widely, her hands balled under her chin. Fisk dipped his mask in a firm nod. Brynn’s mouth fell open in awe. And at the end of the line, Mariam glowed, a smile Sigrid had never seen before tugging her cheeks.

			They fell in behind her as she passed, leading the way across Helheim’s fields and toward the land of the living.

			They’d reached the final step—going to Jotunheim. She’d united souls from eight worlds for their quest to restore Vanaheim’s magic, leaving the last one for their climb to the Norns. Pride swelled inside her as she looked back, because she was going to Mount Hnitbjorg with more than just a soul from each world. She had an entire army.

			But Loki awaited them. He might have fled Hel’s domain, but that didn’t mean he’d given up. He knew where they were going, and he would continue trying to stop them.

			The question was, were they strong enough to fight Loki if he turned up in Jotunheim?

			“Good luck,” Hel said, gently combing Sleipnir’s mane, a hint of affection in her eye. “I hope it will be many years before I see you again.”

			“Same,” Sigrid said.

			Her friends bowed their heads to the goddess, and they turned toward the gates of Hel. They were ready to cross back into the land of the living—ready to find out whether all they’d done would be enough.

			“And Sigrid?” Hel raised her living hand in farewell. “Thank you.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			 Jotunheim’s Frosty Welcome

			Sigrid shivered in the saddle, Jotunheim’s icy landscape more biting and painful than Muspelheim’s flames. Her fists closed tightly over Sleipnir’s reins while she looked ahead at the sea of Ice Giants cloaked in gray-and-white furs blocking their path. They were as tall as Fire Giants, much taller than any average human, and the thick furs added a monstrous breadth to their strong shoulders.

			Loki had gotten to Jotunheim first. And from the size of the waiting army, it might have been days since he’d warned them. It looked like the whole world stood ready to stop Sigrid in her tracks.

			A frozen wasteland separated her army from theirs, nothing but tiny snowflakes filling the space. The world’s entrance was at the bottom of a glacial canyon—the vertical walls of ice that rose on either side acted as a natural barrier, keeping any visitors trapped within until passage was granted. Blue-and-white veins ran through the cliff faces, its layers telling a story of the harsh climate.

			“By Yggdrasil’s roots,” a behemoth giant at the front and center shouted, “we cannot let you pass.”

			“Why does everybody have to be so dramatic?” Mariam murmured at Sleipnir’s flank.

			Whatever Loki had told the giants remained a mystery, but he’d obviously convinced them that Sigrid and her troops were the enemy.

			“I am n-not fighting those giants,” Brynn said, shivering. She tugged the furs they’d borrowed from Ratatosk’s ship over her arms and thighs, unable to cover everything at once. The clothes she’d packed were thin, and her silver armor shimmered beneath a coating of frost.

			“Um, same,” Fisk said in a small voice. He pulled his own furs tighter around his shoulders.

			A coo came from inside Hestur’s saddle bag, where they’d bundled the fire chicken so it wouldn’t die in the cold. It refused to poke its head out, furious with all of them for bringing it here.

			Sigrid couldn’t help agreeing with Brynn and Fisk. Although Hel’s army had giants and valkyries, they were outnumbered, and she had no desire to test her skills against these massive warriors. Besides, this wasn’t the fight she needed Hel’s army for. These giants weren’t enemies, only people deceived by Loki, and a battle would be a waste of lives on both sides.

			“Tóra, is there another way to Mount Hnitbjorg?” she murmured.

			Tóra consulted her map, her teeth chattering. Snow dusted the green cloak she’d packed, which was nowhere near thick enough to be helpful. “The V-Vimur River is supposed to be here.”

			“I th-think this is the Vimur River,” Brynn said, looking down. “We’re standing on it.”

			Tóra blinked at the ice beneath the horses’ hooves. A thin, dry layer of snow swirled over the cloudy white ice that looked more solid than stone. “Oh. Well, we’re supposed to follow it.”

			Mariam stood with her arms crossed at Aesa’s side, still giving the mare a break after the odd outburst in Helheim. Mariam herself had remained closed off to everyone, the journey dampening her spirit and her willingness to talk. She was the only one not shivering and not bundled in as many layers as possible—maybe used to the cold after growing up in Niflheim.

			Sigrid did her best to stay strong and focused, even as her mind churned, trying to figure out what had made Mariam pull away even more. We can talk about this after we’ve been to the Norns.

			But even with an army looming ahead, her attention kept pulling back to Mariam, her heart wanting to stop everything and fix what was wrong.

			Sleipnir snorted and struck the ice with a massive hoof, sensing her distraction. His rising energy bled into her until she ground her teeth, fighting it. Since Helheim, something was making it harder to resist his pull. Was it Hel’s army? Or were they just getting close to their destination?

			She huffed out a breath, which crystallized in the air. Focus.

			But Sleipnir’s power kept trickling in, irresistible. Personal problems weren’t important right now. All she should be thinking about was getting to the top of Mount Hnitbjorg, no matter what it took. Whoever they had to fight. They were so close and had been through so much, and they couldn’t be thwarted now.

			“You trespass on forbidden land, travelers!” the massive giant roared. A thunder rippled over the ice as the giants stomped their feet in warning.

			“If we go b-back the way we came,” Tóra said more urgently, “the mouth of the canyon had a gradual slope, yeah? We can get on top of this cliff and ride to the mountain that way.”

			Brynn nodded. “Smart. We can follow the river from on top instead of being trapped down here, where we’re easy targets.”

			Sigrid scanned the top of the icy cliff, squinting against the snow. A smattering of frigid-looking trees grew, their branches encased in icicles and their trunks leaning at sharp angles from the constant wind. “We have to try. If the giants catch up, Hel’s army is strong enough to hold them off. Our only job is to get to the Norns.”

			“And get a soul,” Fisk said, his tone more casual than the situation warranted.

			Sigrid cursed. How were they supposed to talk to any of the Ice Giants when they were clearly here to kill any and all trespassers?

			“There are villages scattered all over.” Tóra pressed a trembling finger to the map. “Perhaps they’ll be less—”

			“Last warning!” the giant roared. “Turn back or meet the ends of our swords.”

			Sigrid’s pulse spiked, the threat of battle looming.

			Fisk unsheathed his sword, adjusting his seat in Hestur’s saddle. “Golly, Sigrid, I think they’re going to— Oh no.”

			The Ice Giants roared, raising their maces and axes, the massive one at the front and center leading the charge.

			Sigrid spun Sleipnir around. “Don’t engage! Get to the top of the canyon!”

			“Retreat!” Jarl Erik shouted to Hel’s army.

			The horses launched into a gallop, the valkyries in Hel’s army took flight, and the foot soldiers began sprinting.

			“It was just an idea!” Tóra squeaked. “I don’t know the route—”

			“Everything we’ve done has just been an idea!” Sigrid shouted, the wind carrying her words away. “Let’s go!”

			Her fingers were numb as she gripped the reins, steering Sleipnir up the snowy incline at the mouth of the canyon. He dug in his hooves, taking them up the steep slope to the top of the cliff. A gust of cold wind blasted her as the valkyries in Hel’s army whipped past.

			Sigrid looked over her shoulder to find the foot soldiers falling behind in a swirl of kicked-up snow. The Ice Giants caught up quickly with their long strides, and those at the back of Hel’s army had to turn and fend them off. The clash of weapons and shields rang out, people on both sides roaring in fury.

			Sigrid’s insides plummeted. “Keep going! Don’t stop and fight!”

			She leaned into Sleipnir’s neck as he powered up the slope. His head bobbed up and down, his breaths misting as he labored up the steep incline.

			Hestur was so conditioned from galloping up to Vanahalla his whole life that he reached the top first, his mane whipping in the frigid wind as he looked around.

			Sigrid and Sleipnir caught up, and she took in their surroundings, out of breath. A pure white landscape stretched in all directions, dotted with sparse trees. It was a wonder anybody managed to live here.

			Fisk pointed with his sword. “Is that it?”

			In the distance, through the veil of swirling snow, a white peak rose into the sky.

			Sigrid looked back, shouting to be heard over the whistling wind. “Tóra?”

			Tóra reached the top on Disa and fumbled with her map, struggling to flatten it. “Yes… Yes, it must be.”

			Beyond her and Brynn, the valkyries swarmed the Ice Giants, firing rapidly. Mariam must have been among them, but too much snow obscured the air for Sigrid to spot her.

			Sigrid’s heart was in her throat. Invisible strings pulled her back toward the fight. Were they making a fatal mistake by trying to continue? Had they left Hel’s army to be defeated?

			No, they had to keep pushing. They couldn’t get thrown off by a needless battle.

			The front half of Hel’s army broke away, scrambling up the slope toward them. Valkyries came together in a V formation overhead.

			“Climb!” Jarl Erik shouted in the lead, beckoning to the foot soldiers. “Keep riding, Princess. We’ll catch up.”

			“Follow me!” Sigrid ordered, kicking Sleipnir onward.

			They galloped hard along the cliff, the horses’ hooves biting into the icy ground as they followed the curves of the canyon. Behind them, clashing steel and roars filled the air. When Sigrid dared to look back, the fight was dangerously close to the edge. Bodies toppled, falling the long distance to the frozen river below.

			Guilt tore through her, making her breaths short despite her best efforts to stay strong. This wasn’t how it was supposed to be. Lives were being lost, and the army she desperately needed for the fight in Vanaheim would be diminished before they even had the chance to save Yggdrasil.

			“I can’t be sure,” Fisk said beside her, Hestur’s quick strides keeping pace with Sleipnir, “but I kind of think this is exactly what Loki wanted.”

			Sigrid’s attention snapped to him as their horses thundered neck-and-neck toward the mountain. “What do you mean?”

			“He’s depleting everything we have. Golly, I bet we’re lucky to make it back to Vanaheim with a quarter of Hel’s army left.”

			Sigrid ground her teeth. He was right. That was probably why Loki had left Helheim without a fuss. He knew he wouldn’t be able to stop Hel from raising the dead against him, so he let it happen and was now doing his best to weaken it.

			Sigrid tried to spot Mariam among the valkyries overhead, but the snow had thickened, and looking up while galloping made her dizzy. A sick feeling churned in her gut. They’d gotten ahead of the Ice Giants—but also left half their army behind. “Everyone, slow down.”

			She reined Sleipnir back to a trot, giving the army a chance to catch up as they wound along the cliff’s edge.

			“We have—to keep going,” Brynn said, wheezing for breath as she fought to calm Baldur, who skittered sideways and snorted as if they were still under attack. The furs that’d been over her thighs now dangled off the saddle, where Baldur tried to kick them away. “Our priority—is to get to the Norns.”

			Sigrid vibrated, Sleipnir’s power pulling her toward the goal. She squeezed her eyes shut for a moment, fighting his influence, reaching for the voice of reason that faded with each beat of her heart. Why was it so difficult to stay anchored? Was there too much chaos everywhere for her to resist it anymore?

			“I-I can’t leave people behind,” she forced out, her voice strained with the anguish of this decision. The snow continued to thicken, and a suffocating sense of isolation tightened around her. “We should go back for them.”

			“They’ll follow our hoofprints,” Brynn said. “Believe in them.”

			“I think yer right.” Tóra looked nervously over her shoulder. “We have souls from Helheim with us, and that’s what matters. We can’t turn back and help every last warrior in this fight. They’re…they’re already dead, Sigrid.”

			Sigrid’s eyes prickled. She wanted to insist they go back and keep the whole army together, but Brynn and Tóra were right. To turn back would put their chance of creating a new Eye at risk. It would be a mistake.

			But gods, why couldn’t she see Mariam?

			She scanned the white sky until spots swam in her vision. Sickening images of Mariam falling over the cliff flashed through her mind.

			There was a clatter of hooves on the hard, icy ground, and Sigrid turned in the saddle so fast that a jolt of pain shot up her neck. Mariam emerged from the whirling snow on foot, leading Aesa by the reins, Kára trotting at her flank.

			“There you are!” Sigrid cried, relief washing over her. “You had me worried. Stay with us next time.”

			“The army needed help.” Her voice was flat, emotionless. “We’re badly outnumbered, and I couldn’t leave them.”

			Sigrid couldn’t help catching Tóra’s eye as she faced forward again—and Tóra looked as bewildered as she felt. Maybe I’m not the only one who thinks Mariam is acting strange.

			She forced Sleipnir to slow down so she could ride next to Mariam. There would never be a good time to talk to her about what was wrong, so it might as well be now.

			“Hey,” she said quietly. “Do you want to talk—”

			“No,” Mariam cut in, the coldness in her tone rivaling the icy world around them.

			Sigrid swallowed the hurt, but she couldn’t avoid the snap of anger that followed. “This isn’t a great time for grudges.”

			Mariam rolled her eyes and kept walking.

			Sigrid nudged Sleipnir to follow closer, trying to soften her tone. “I miss your smile.”

			“Smiles won’t help where we’re going.” Mariam stopped, her smirk a cold shadow of the smile Sigrid ached to see. “Tell me what I have to be happy about, Princess.”

			Sigrid inhaled, the freezing air burning her nose and making her eyes water. In all the days they’d known each other, Mariam had never been cruel. They’d disagreed, they’d argued, but never with the intent of hurting the other. “Why are you doing this?” 

			Before Mariam could answer, Baldur startled with a loud whinny right behind them.

			Brynn swore loudly as her balance tipped and she nearly fell off again. “What is wrong with you, horse?”

			Jolted out of her own problems, Sigrid looked at their surroundings. Swirling white emptiness stretched in all directions. Her heart jumped into action. What had he startled at?

			The other horses looked, too, all focused on something to the left. The sheer cliff descended, its edge unseen.

			“Hold on,” Sigrid said, extending a hand to motion for them to stop.

			They all halted, looking around. Her ears tingled as she listened for danger beyond the thick snowfall.

			An eerie hush reigned.

			Then the faintest shift in the air.

			Sigrid’s body reacted before her brain did, every muscle coming alive as she clamped her legs tighter around Sleipnir and raised her weapon.

			An Ice Giant lunged out of the void, swinging a sword right at her.

		

	
		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			Changes of Heart

			“Weapons up!” Sigrid cried, grabbing Sleipnir’s mane as he leaped out of the way.

			She regained her balance and threw her spear hastily. It sliced through their attacker’s gray fur cloak, clipping her shoulder.

			The warrior stumbled back, got her footing, and advanced again. Though she wasn’t as big as the others, her powerful frame still brought her to Sleipnir’s height, and she swung her sword with deadly ferocity in her brown eyes. Her waist-length black hair spilled over her shoulders in messy waves, the top pulled back from her face in intricate braids knotted tight to her scalp.

			“More are scaling the cliff!” Mariam shouted, pointing at the edge that plunged into the frozen valley below. The Ice Giants had followed the river and made faster time across the flat surface. If they climbed now, Sigrid and her friends would be cut off.

			Sigrid used her spear to block the next blow, the impact reverberating painfully up her arm. “Everyone, get to the edge and keep them down!”

			Her team assembled at the top of the cliff, not letting any others reach them.

			“Fan out!” Jarl Erik shouted to Hel’s army. “Do anything you have to.”

			Sigrid cued Sleipnir to kick, feeling the jolt in the saddle as a powerful hoof slammed into her opponent’s stomach. The warrior flew back, a rush of air leaving her lungs, the sword falling from her hands.

			At the cliff edge, the horses’ scrambling legs sent snow cascading downward. Valkyrie wings raised a windstorm, the swirling flakes obscuring everything.

			“Keep going!” Tóra shouted. “The avalanche is forcing them down!”

			A snap filled the air as Sleipnir’s hoof broke their attacker’s sword. The stallion advanced on her, striking out, trying to stomp on her.

			She crawled backward on her hands, gasping as she pulled her limbs out of the way of his hooves.

			“Get her!” Sigrid roared, their fury stoking each other’s. Her vision sharpened until she could see every hair in the girl’s cloak, hear every panicked breath rushing out of her lungs.

			Stomp. Stomp. The stallion’s hooves shook the ground, and the girl rolled out of the way, digging her gloved fingers into the snow as she scrambled.

			They were at the cliff’s edge.

			Sigrid didn’t need to raise her spear. Sleipnir had it under control.

			Beside her, her friends and Hel’s army pushed snow over the edge to keep the other warriors down. Aesa’s massive wings were all but invisible in the flurry. Hestur’s nimble legs worked quickly as he raced back and forth along the edge, snow cascading out from under him.

			“It’s working!” Fisk cried. “They’re gone! They can’t make it up!”

			Sigrid’s heart thundered in her chest as she returned her attention to the warrior beneath her. She raised her spear to deliver the final blow.

			The girl was on her stomach, teetering on the edge of the cliff. The void below stretched a long way down to solid ice and certain death.

			She looked up, catching Sigrid’s gaze, terror gleaming in her brown eyes.

			Sigrid’s arm trembled.

			I’m not supposed to kill her.

			Sleipnir struck, and the girl fell, stopping herself from plummeting with only her fingers on the ledge. “No!” she shrieked.

			Something awoke inside Sigrid, a spark of empathy jolting her into action. She couldn’t take this girl’s life. This wasn’t right—this was Loki’s doing, a trap.

			“Wait!” She leaped out of the saddle so fast that she almost toppled over the cliff. “Sleipnir, get back!”

			The stallion obeyed, and she dropped to her knees, reaching down to grab the girl’s wrists. But she was too weak to pull her up, too small and insignificant for an Ice Giant’s size.

			“Help me!” she shouted, desperation breaking her voice.

			Footsteps and hooves raced over, and before they could misinterpret the situation and fire at the warrior, she shouted, “I’m not letting her die! Help me pull her up!”

			There was a pause, and then Fisk sank to his knees at her side, reaching to grab the girl’s arms and pull.

			The warrior’s eyes widened, the fear in her expression melting into something else—hope. Sigrid ached to see something so pure and vulnerable in the girl she’d nearly killed.

			She pulled harder, getting her knees under her, her back straining.

			More hands came down to help. The task became easier. All of them worked together to pull, and the warrior dug her boots into the ice to scramble up.

			They heaved, groaning, until her weight tipped onto level ground. Sigrid fell backward, releasing the girl. A surge of relief washed over her as she and the others collapsed into the snow in exhaustion.

			“What happened?” Brynn asked, panting. She brushed ice crystals off her arms, trembling, a streak of blood on her forearm.

			“We aren’t here to kill Ice Giants,” Sigrid said between breaths, shaking out her sore hands. “That’s Loki’s doing. Same as he did in Muspelheim.”

			Her friends stared at her, bewilderment melting into shock and realization. Snow covered everyone’s clothes, blending them into the landscape, and their faces were damp and chapped from the wind.

			The Ice Giant sat up and wiped her eyes with the back of her glove. “Why did you help me?” Her voice was low and rough.

			Sigrid met her gaze, hoping the girl could read her honesty. “Because we’re not your enemy.”

			The girl trembled, but given her many layers, it probably wasn’t from the cold. As the fury of battle melted from her face, it became clear she couldn’t have been much older than Sigrid. “I don’t understand.”

			Sigrid drew a breath, looking around to make sure they weren’t still under attack. Hel’s army stood along the cliff, keeping watch. Only the howling wind met her ears. “We’re here to stop Jotunheim’s unrest. And I know there’s been unrest because the valkyries have come here to try and help settle it. Right?”

			The girl let out a breath of humorless laughter. “Unrest. Is that what you call it? My family is dead. I haven’t known a day without a fight. Our world is in shambles.”

			She set her jaw and wiped her eyes again, an impatient gesture, like she’d had to do it too many times over the years.

			Sigrid’s throat tightened. “So is mine. And that’s why we’re here.”

			The girl’s gaze narrowed, skepticism mingling with a reluctant glint of hope.

			“Sigrid,” Brynn said gently, pointing behind them.

			Back the way they came, a dark mass labored closer—more of Hel’s army catching up. Sigrid’s heart lifted.

			“What’s your name?” Sigrid asked the girl.

			“Gerda.”

			“I’m Princess Sigrid of Vanaheim, and these are my friends representing seven other worlds.” She motioned around to her friends, who still sat in the snow, catching their breath. “The army is from Helheim. That’s eight worlds.”

			Gerda listened, breathing hard.

			Sigrid rubbed her lower back, wincing as pain rippled through her whole body. “We need to reach the Norns. They can restore Vanaheim’s magic and reset the cosmic balance.”

			The girl looked left, where Mount Hnitbjorg waited through the veil of snow. “Only the most desperate souls attempt to see the Norns. Few return with their lives—or their sanity.”

			“We are those desperate souls,” Sigrid said, her voice steady. “And we need your help. Will you come with us?”

			Gerda looked around at Sigrid’s team, her expression stormy. “Why should I? You came here with an army. You’re pushing through without regard to who you hurt along the way.”

			Desperation gripped Sigrid’s stomach. She couldn’t let Gerda think they’d come here with ill intent. “Please believe me when I say we’re here peacefully. I want to help. Vanaheim and Jotunheim are meant to be allies.”

			A pause stretched between them. The aching cold settled into Sigrid’s exhausted muscles, making her shiver.

			“All I need to do is come with you?” Gerda asked.

			Hope sparked inside Sigrid. She nodded. “Come to the top of Mount Hnitbjorg and represent Jotunheim for the Norns.”

			“And I can go home the moment that’s done?”

			“Right away.”

			Gerda narrowed her eyes, considering. She looked around at Sigrid’s friends, horses, and army. With a grunt, she heaved to her feet and extended a large hand to help Sigrid up. “Don’t mistake my compliance for allegiance. I have nothing to lose, and I’m willing to try anything rumored to reset the balance.”

			Relief rolled over Sigrid and seemed to pass over their group like a warm breeze. She clasped Gerda’s hand and rose to her feet. The light, rising sense of completing the impossible hovered within reach. “Will you show us the way?”

			Gerda looked over her shoulder to where her army had been forced to retreat to the bottom of the canyon. In its place, the wind moaned and snow swirled in the void. No emotion passed over her face—whether she was hiding it or felt nothing at being separated from her group, it was hard to tell. Her eyes seemed to have lost their light long ago, leaving an emptiness that reflected the barren landscape.

			“That won’t hold them back for long. We’d better hurry.”

			She put her hands deep into her pockets and led them onward through Jotunheim’s icy expanse.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty

			Past, Present, and Future

			The climb up Mount Hnitbjorg made Sigrid’s legs and lungs scream for relief. In a long line, they zig-zagged along icy ridges on a steep, narrow path, where one wrong step would send them plunging into a white abyss. The wind burned her cheeks raw, and as the snow deepened, her boots crunched through the crust to the deep powder underneath. They’d all had to climb on foot because to sit immobile in the saddle would be to succumb to the cold. Even the valkyries had to go on foot, the wind too strong and dangerous for flying.

			So they pressed on for hours, weighed down by furs yet still freezing, the wind forcing them into a hollow silence. They couldn’t let the mountain defeat them—not when they’d come so far.

			“We’re just about there,” Gerda finally said, her voice getting swept away over the edge. “Right over this crest.”

			“G-good…” Tóra said, the word a sob.

			“I’m never walking up a hill again,” Brynn said.

			A swoop went through Sigrid’s belly, an overwhelming surge of relief. We’ve done it.

			The snow had stopped falling, leaving them in dry, clear air beneath a white sky. Way below, Jotunheim stretched out as far as they could see, giving them a view of snowy hills, frozen lakes, and twinkling villages.

			As much as Sigrid wanted to curse this harsh world, she couldn’t deny how beautiful it was.

			“I just—want to say—” Fisk panted, clutching his stomach as he struggled for air. “This journey across the worlds made me realize a lot of things.”

			Nobody responded, too out of breath. Tóra braced her hands on her knees as she climbed, her expression contorted in agony.

			Despite the stitch in her side, Sigrid’s mouth twisted into a little smile. Was this going to be another heartfelt Fisk moment like when he’d poured his heart out to her and Mariam at the gates of Hel a year ago?

			She looked at Mariam, who didn’t look back. Her insides churned with a familiar frustration.

			“For a long time, I’ve wondered—where home is for me. Svartalfheim never felt right.” A slight quaver of emotion constricted Fisk’s voice. “I…I know they’re my people, and I know they’re the main reason we’re here. So—I appreciate that you’ve trusted me to come with you.”

			Sigrid ached for him—for his constant fight against the treatment he’d gotten back home. “Fisk, of course we trust you.”

			“Good. Because I want to do the right thing—for all of you, for the cosmos, and for—” His voice trembled, and his breath caught. He turned his mask’s eye holes toward Tóra. “For the girl I love.”

			Tóra gave a little squeak, straightening up. “I love ye, too, Fisk.”

			Something bittersweet tore through Sigrid to hear these words spoken by someone else, but she pushed it down. Not now. 

			“Aww,” Brynn said, cupping her cheeks.

			“So thank you all,” Fisk said, “for helping me to know what home means, and for giving me a chance to restore the cosmic balance with you.”

			“We’re family, Fisk,” Sigrid said, pushing past the tightness in her throat. They’d come a long way since they met. It was hard to believe she’d once resented him. But it hadn’t taken much time to see who he really was—just an outcast like herself, fighting to prove himself to a world that didn’t accept him.

			Now, they were climbing to the peak of the nine worlds together, and Sigrid trusted him with her life.

			Fisk’s eye holes turned toward her, and she gave him a little smile, hoping to convey everything in her heart.

			“Look!” Tóra cried.

			Fisk turned his mask and sucked in a breath. “Oh, wow.”

			They came to a stop. A wall of tangled trees loomed before them, a clear end to the path.

			Sigrid furrowed her brow, scanning for an opening big enough for all the horses and Hel’s army to enter. “Are the Norns in the forest?”

			Gerda nodded and crossed her arms. The discomfort on her face was not reassuring.

			Sigrid drew a steadying breath and stepped between the widest gap in the gnarled trees. The biting wind died, leaving abrupt silence. The hairs on the back of her neck prickled. “Let’s go, then.”

			She’d made it two steps when someone behind her exhaled sharply, and Brynn cried, “Whoa!”

			Sigrid whirled around, her spear ready. “What?”

			The others stood at the edge of the forest, palms up, bewildered.

			“I don’t think we can pass,” Tóra said.

			Brynn kicked out at the gap between two trees, her foot stopping short. “It’s like the air turned solid. How did you get in?”

			Sigrid’s mouth went dry. “Try walking through the same two I did.”

			Fisk tried, recoiling as his mask’s nose hit the invisible wall. “Ow!”

			Cursing, Sigrid returned to them, back into the icy wind. “Why could I get in but you can’t?”

			“Hang on,” Tóra said. “Let me try something.”

			She tugged Sigrid’s arm so she stepped away from the trees, then walked past her—right into the forest.

			Fisk sucked in a breath. “Careful, my love.”

			“It’s okay,” she said, a tinge of excitement in her voice as she picked up her skirts and bounded back. “I know what’s going on. The Norns have enchanted the forest so only one soul can visit at a time.”

			“Why?” Sigrid asked sharply, stomping her feet to warm up. Dread coiled inside her at the prospect of entering the unknown alone.

			“To keep themselves safe,” Brynn murmured, studying the trees with a pinched brow.

			Gerda hummed. “Like I said, there is a reason they’re difficult to get to. Mortals are not supposed to make this journey.” She hesitated, looking back at Hel’s army. “Or the undead. They don’t want us here.”

			Sigrid rubbed her hands down her face, summoning courage. “Okay. Everybody, stay here. I’ll go get them.”

			“I can go,” Mariam said, stepping away from Aesa with her spear ready. “You should stay with the army.”

			Sigrid shook her head, confused at the sudden helpful disposition. She wanted to continue their earlier conversation, but a pull she couldn’t refuse called her into the forest. She’d led them all here, and she had to be the one to talk to the Norns. And just as much, this was her chance to see what they were weaving—the past, present, and future. Would she be able to see her loom? What future were they weaving for her right this moment?

			Her hands trembled over her spear as anticipation filled her.

			“You can do it, Sigrid.” Fisk’s voice swam at the edge of her mind. “The Norns will see how far you’ve come and how the worlds are standing united.”

			Tóra nodded, holding Fisk’s hand tightly.

			Sigrid met each person’s gaze, her heart beating faster. “Don’t move from this place. And scream if you need me to come back.”

			Gerda stepped closer, her towering height requiring Sigrid to tip her head back. She dropped her tone in warning. “Please be cautious and courteous as you speak to them. Trust me when I say you do not want to upset the goddesses who weave your future.”

			Sigrid nodded, a ripple running down her spine. “Got it.”

			With a last look at her army, she entered the forest alone. The wind died down, the temperature rising until her cheeks tingled, thawing out. She let out a breath, dropping her tense shoulders. For the first time since they’d entered Jotunheim, she stopped shivering.

			Silence closed around her—not even birds lived this high up. She wove through the dark trunks, her pulse quickening with each step. At her feet, the snow thinned, and a tangled bed of roots appeared, large and small, hard and soft, twisting among each other like some great tapestry that made up the mountain itself.

			A jolt shot through her as she treaded over the roots. Was this the Norns’ loom? Did they weave fate with the roots of Yggdrasil?

			She kept walking, stepping carefully so as not to break or disturb anything.

			At last, she reached a clearing. There were no trees, only the tapestry of roots at her feet, its peaks and valleys resembling an ocean frozen in time.

			And there, on the opposite end, three figures stood like trees themselves, their fingers working diligently to weave the blanket of roots. They were as tall as giants but as wispy as plumes of smoke, their white robes and waist-length silver hair flapping soundlessly in the wind. All three had tawny skin in various stages of aging—the one on the left was as wrinkled and cracked as well-read parchment, the one in the middle was as smooth and bright as a valkyrie just out of training, and the one on the right was as fresh and unblemished as a child.

			Sigrid’s steps faltered, her breath catching in her chest. The same sensation as when she’d set eyes on Hel overcame her, as if she was looking at something far beyond her understanding.

			Her boots scraped as she stopped walking, and the Norns’ bright green gazes turned to her.

			Stomach flipping, she dipped her head in a bow. “My name is Sigrid Helenadottir—”

			“Names are but murmurs in time,” the youngest said, her voice tingling strangely in Sigrid’s ears, like rain on a lake. “We saw you coming in the loom.”

			“Then you know why I’m here?” Sigrid asked, straightening up.

			“You seek to unweave what has already been woven.” The youngest pulled fine brown threads out of the ground like a bird tugging at worms, examining each one and choosing which to keep or discard. She guided the threads together with delicate fingers, forming several long, endless strings of yarn, which she passed to her sister in the middle.

			“In a way,” Sigrid said. “Which of you weaves the future?” Was it the one who looked the youngest, as the future hadn’t happened yet? Or was it the oldest, the representation of passing time?

			The three women exchanged a smile.

			“That question is a complex one,” the middle sister said. Her voice, too, made Sigrid’s ears prickle, an unfamiliar tone like nothing she’d ever heard. “We all weave the future, for it is determined by what has already happened and what is happening.”

			Her weathered hands moved with purpose through the yarns spun by her younger sister, weaving them into a root. Despite being made of yarn—or what looked like yarn—it was thick and sturdy, looking as real as any tree root Sigrid had seen back home.

			Her brow furrowed as she tried to understand. “So…all three of you weave the future?”

			The eldest accepted the root from the middle sister and guided it into the ground, laying it precisely in the big tapestry they all stood upon. Everything shifted and groaned in response, slight adjustments rumbling beneath her feet.

			“Each of us has a role in fate’s loom,” the eldest said. “I am Urðr, and these roots I lay define what has happened. Do I weave the future, you ask? What happens to you is determined by what you have already done, so in a way, yes.”

			The past, then, Sigrid thought. But she didn’t say this aloud, getting the impression Urðr wouldn’t like such a simple definition of her work.

			Sigrid traced her gaze from Urðr’s hands to the root being woven by the middle sister. “Are you creating Yggdrasil’s roots from these threads?”

			“Astute,” the middle one said. “I am Verðandi, and I weave what is happening.”

			Sigrid’s heart thudded as she set eyes on the third Norn, whose graceful fingers turned the fine brown threads into yarn. “Then you must be…”

			“Skuld.” She grinned, tugging free one of the many threads sprouting from the ground. “I am what ought to happen—what is owed. My threads pass along to Verðandi and Urðr, and they bring…the inevitable.” She broke the thread with a faint snap that echoed through the trees, letting it flutter away in the wind.

			A chill passed over Sigrid. What did that lost thread represent, and what had changed as a result of that simple break?

			The Norns continued weaving as if change of whatever magnitude was of no concern to them.

			“Has Loki been here?” she asked.

			“All gods have walked through our weft at one time or another,” Urðr said, laying down the end of one root and the start of another. It snaked and groaned as it joined the rest at their feet.

			“But Loki came here recently. He came to ask you to weave chaos into these roots,” Sigrid said, more of a statement than a question.

			“Loki came with a request,” Skuld said vaguely, inspecting a handful of threads before discarding all of them. “You, too, carry a request. As do all who seek us.”

			So they weren’t prepared to share what Loki asked. Maybe keeping their visitors’ secrets was part of their job. That was fine.

			Sigrid drew a breath, steeling herself to ask—though they seemed to already know why she was here.

			Her heart pounded as fate groaned and shifted beneath her feet. The time had come, but uncertainty gnawed at her. If they refused, all their efforts would be a waste. How would she face all the souls and send them home having failed their mission?

			“When the gods gave the worlds magic, they—you—gave Vanaheim prophetic knowledge,” Sigrid said. “Because of Loki, we have lost the Eye of Hnitbjorg and are sinking lower in Yggdrasil. I’m here to ask for it back so we can restore the cosmic balance.”

			“The Eye of Hnitbjorg,” Verðandi said, not taking her gaze off the yarn as her fingers wove tirelessly. “Its fate passed through each of us and ended with Urðr.”

			Urðr nodded solemnly, continuing to feed more roots into the tangled mountain. “It belongs to the past. Its threads have faded from our loom.”

			“But our Seers shared that you can make a new one if we come with an offering.”

			“A soul from each world.” Skuld’s luminous green eyes flicked past Sigrid toward where everyone waited outside the forest. “You have come prepared.”

			“I have. The nine worlds are united in this request.” She swallowed, uncomfortably aware of the half-truth. Not all worlds were united, and Muspelheim certainly hated them—but they had nine souls, and it was the best she could offer.

			“A united request.” Verðandi’s fingers danced over the yarn, her eyes fixed on her work. “Yet the threads whisper a different tale about the harmony you claim to have created.”

			Sigrid clenched her fists, trying to stop herself from trembling with nerves. “We did the best we could to create unity. Isn’t it enough that we crossed Yggdrasil’s most dangerous places and gathered nine souls?”

			“It is a quest of great magnitude.” Urðr nodded as she laid down the roots.

			“So is the creation of the Eye of Hnitbjorg,” Skuld said, a snappiness in her tone that Sigrid had often heard among siblings.

			“True, true,” Urðr said.

			“I did everything I was supposed to,” Sigrid insisted, struggling to keep her tone calm and courteous.

			“To weave a new Eye into Yggdrasil requires more than just following instructions,” Skuld said.

			Sigrid’s shoulders dropped. More? “W-What else is needed?” she asked, her lips numb.

			“Balance,” Urðr said. “The Eye was a symbol of balance. The nine souls you bring must embody this.”

			Sigrid’s breaths came faster. They had no guide for this, but there were notes and speculations and ideas—and why had nobody told her this?

			“But they do, sisters,” Verðandi said, tracing a finger gently down the yarn she wove, pausing to examine it. “She has brought both light and dark with her. Look. Even within her, I see… Interesting…”

			In unison, all three gazes turned to Sigrid, and she shrank beneath the intensity of their stares. She wanted to ask what they saw, but a knot of fear formed in her core. Light and dark. Which one did they see in her—and in the souls she’d brought?

			“We will uphold the balance.” Maybe her words would be enough. As she stood trembling before them, wearier than she’d ever been in her life, this vow to do better was all she had. “Vanaheim has a responsibility to use prophetic knowledge for the benefit of all nine worlds. My family failed in this. But I promise you—for all of the evil in Yggdrasil’s threads, I will balance it by using the Eye to do good and bring peace to the nine realms.”

			The Norns stared at her, their fingers still, their weaving paused, while the tapestry of roots continued to groan beneath their feet, a gentle sway like being on Ratatosk’s ship.

			A meaningful look passed between the Norns, and then as one, they resumed their spinning and weaving.

			Sigrid held her breath and waited for their answer. She would stay as long as she needed, pleading her case until they gave in.

			Skuld nodded, tugging fresh threads from the ground and twisting them into new yarn. “We will lift the forest’s barrier. Bring the souls to our loom.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Breaths of Life

			Sigrid trembled as she returned with the eight other souls. They walked with renewed energy, their footsteps rumbling in the silent forest—Mariam, Sleipnir, Hestur, Fisk, Brynn, Gerda, Jarl Erik, and the fire chicken cradled in Tóra’s arms.

			As the Norns came into view, Tóra squeaked. Shoving the fire chicken under one arm, she fumbled to fix the disaster that had become her hair after the exhausting climb. “How do I look?”

			“Beautiful,” Fisk said without hesitation, earning a grateful smile from Tóra.

			The Norns stopped weaving.

			Not just a pause this time.

			They laid down their work and stepped forward, moving as silently as shadows. The threads Skuld left behind fluttered like cobwebs, and the roots beneath their feet stopped groaning and shifting, leaving Sigrid to wonder what that meant for the passage of time everywhere beyond this mountain. Had everything stopped until the Norns returned to their places?

			“All nine souls…” Skuld raked her piercing gaze over the group. “And a young Seer.”

			Tóra choked on an exhale and dipped into a wobbly curtsy. “A r-real honor, yer greatness. Greatnesses.”

			Urðr squatted and pushed her hands into the roots. “For a new Eye, we require a stone from the mountain itself.”

			The roots parted under her touch, making the ground shift and ripple like water. Sigrid and the others swayed, struggling for balance.

			A hole formed as deep as Sigrid was tall. At the bottom, the mountain was semi-transparent and pink—just like the Eye of Hnitbjorg. Longing filled Sigrid, as if she was setting eyes on a loved one she hadn’t seen in years.

			“You must get the stone yourself,” Urðr said, holding the roots apart.

			Sigrid hesitated. Was it safe to jump in?

			Brynn held out her sword, and Sigrid accepted it with a nod of thanks. This wasn’t the time for fear. Drawing a breath, she used the roots as a ladder and landed on the hard stone. It glowed and shimmered beneath her, the mountain’s power rising up through her feet and prickling under her skin.

			Sigrid rested the tip of the blade on the rough stone. This was it, then. She was about to chip off a piece of Mount Hnitbjorg with her own hands, and it was going to become Vanaheim’s new Eye. She shook her head. Of all the people and gods who could have been chosen for this, it had come down to her. The responsibility of it left her uneasy, wondering if someone, somewhere, had made a mistake.

			Her hands trembled over the sword hilt, the tip scraping grains of salt off the stone as she moved it into position. She looked up at all the faces peering down at her. “You’re sure?”

			Urðr nodded. “A mortal’s blade is nothing against Mount Hnitbjorg’s greatness.”

			Sigrid could think of no one better to give her permission to damage an ancient mountain, so she raised Brynn’s sword and brought the point down hard on the rock. There was a crack—and the tip of the sword ricocheted off the surrounding roots.

			“Sorry!” Sigrid exclaimed, hopping to dodge the flying shards.

			“It’s okay!” Brynn dropped to her knees. “Are you hurt?”

			Sigrid shook her head, slumping as she looked down. Not even a chip of stone came free, but Brynn’s sword was destroyed.

			“The sword is too weak!” Skuld said. “Use something stronger.”

			Sigrid’s heart beat faster. If Brynn’s sword couldn’t break the rock, what would?

			She passed the broken weapon back up, scanning her friends for ideas.

			“Fisk!” she exclaimed, reaching up. “Your indestructible one.”

			“Oh—yes, you’re right. I should’ve… Sorry, Brynn…” He unsheathed it, fumbling in his haste, and passed it down to her.

			She turned it in her palms, finding the most comfortable grip, and raised it overhead. She brought it down on the mountain with all her strength, letting out a grunt.

			Another crack sounded.

			This time, it was the mountain that gave way. A fissure appeared, and goose bumps rippled over Sigrid’s skin. She lifted the sword for another strike.

			Blow after blow brought sweat from her pores, making her lungs scream all over again.

			Finally, a fragment came loose. It wasn’t as well formed as the original Eye of Hnitbjorg, only the size of a plum and with rough edges.

			She grabbed it with a trembling hand, stunned to be holding the stone that was about to become the new Eye. Was it good enough? Should she try to smooth its edges?

			“Pass it here,” Tóra said, unable to keep the excitement out of her voice. She reached down and took it from Sigrid’s outstretched hand, her blue eyes as big as moons.

			Fisk took back his sword, and Sigrid used the roots as a ladder to climb out. The moment her boots were free of the hole, Urðr let go and the roots groaned as they closed up. The hole sealed perfectly, as if she’d never been there.

			Sigrid removed her gloves and shook out her aching hands, breathing hard. Her palms stung, blisters forming where she’d gripped the sword. 

			From head to toe, she’d never been so beaten up. This had better be worth it.

			“A breath of life from each world, then,” Skuld said, drifting toward them like smoke in a breeze. She took the stone from Tóra and held it beneath Sigrid’s chin as if to offer her a bite.

			Sigrid stared for a moment before the words registered.

			A breath of life.

			She exhaled onto the stone, unsure if this was the right thing to do. It must have been because Skuld moved to Mariam, who did the same.

			Sigrid’s pulse quickened, and the silence intensified with each breath.

			Fisk. Brynn. Gerda. Jarl Erik. Sleipnir and Hestur—who both nosed it to check if it was an apple before snorting in disappointment.

			At last, the stone reached Tóra, who held the fire chicken in her arms. Skuld placed it under the chicken’s beak, and it pecked it enthusiastically, a dull tap tap filling the tense silence.

			They waited for the chicken to exhale like the horses had done, but it only looked around at them, smoldering. It cooed softly.

			“Um, mighty sorry about this.” Tóra gave the fire chicken a squeeze, making it squawk in protest. Its small burst of breath misted over the stone.

			Sigrid pursed her lips, overcome with the sudden urge to laugh. She caught Brynn’s eye, who buried her chin in her collar to hide her smile.

			Satisfied, Skuld backed away.

			Sigrid rocked from foot to foot as the Norns gathered around and placed their palms beneath the stone, layering one hand over the other.

			They were ready, all of them. Fisk slid an arm around Tóra’s waist, who sucked in a breath and hugged the fire chicken tightly. Brynn worried at her lip, clenching her fists at her sides. Gerda’s eyes widened, her nostrils flaring. Jarl Erik stood taller, lifting his chin. Mariam was as frozen as a statue, her face unreadable. Even the horses stayed still, watching, waiting.

			The Norns murmured words Sigrid couldn’t understand, tracing their fingers over it as if etching the thousands of tiny runes that would soon be all over its surface. Their murmurs grew louder, a chant that made the whole forest hum and raised the hairs on the back of her neck.

			She shifted on her feet, her nerves thrumming as their chant rose. This was it—the moment they’d fought so hard for.

			Abruptly, the chant faltered, the Norns’ voices clashing before falling silent. Their brows furrowed, and they peered down at the dull chunk of stone.

			Sigrid’s heart stumbled. She stepped forward automatically, her next breath catching. 

			Something was wrong.

			“Odd,” Verðandi said. “Are you certain you have a soul from each world?”

			Nausea overcame Sigrid so fiercely that she had to lean against Hestur for support. “Yes! We traveled to all the worlds we didn’t already have. We got people and animals born in each location.” Panic overcame her, cold sweat prickling under her tunic. Did they truly know the birthplace of all nine souls? Any of them could be wrong. What if her mother had lied about where she was born?

			“Tóra, offer your breath for Vanaheim instead of me,” she said urgently.

			Skuld hesitated, then held out the stone to Tóra, who blew on it with the urgency of someone trying to extinguish a flame.

			The Norns examined it, tracing their fingers over it. Still, nothing happened.

			“Odd,” Skuld said, echoing her sister.

			“This can’t be right,” Sigrid said, swaying. She turned to her friends, whose faces reflected her panic. “What if Sleipnir wasn’t born in Asgard? What if Hestur wasn’t born in Midgard? We don’t have time to go to more worlds! Every day we’re here, people could be dying back home.”

			Skuld dropped the stone like a child losing interest in a toy, and the three Norns drifted back to their posts.

			“Wait!” Sigrid cried, stumbling forward to pick it up before it fell into a gap in the roots. “We are not giving up. Please. We can figure this out.”

			“And when you do, you know where to find us,” Urðr said, taking her position on their celestial loom to continue weaving.

			Sigrid spun around to her friends, panic rendering her speechless. The cold, rough edges of the rock dug into her palms.

			“It must be because we haven’t come with a true offer of unity,” Mariam whispered with a glance at the Norns. “Muspelheim hates us, and we completely skipped some worlds. Asgard and Midgard.”

			Tóra shook her head. “But we have souls from each of them. That’s all we need.”

			Mariam gestured wildly at the smoldering chicken. “It’s not cosmic unity if we’re here with a stolen fire chicken!”

			“The Norns agreed to create the Eye, and that’s what matters,” Tóra said. “They must see something in us that’s enough.”

			Sigrid’s stomach plummeted all over again. They had recognized something in her—the way they’d turned their all-seeing gazes onto her had sent a chill through her bones. Light and dark. Did they see the darkness and chaos inside her? Did her connection to Loki make her unworthy?

			She shook off the uncertainty, clutching the stone tighter. “Well, we did something wrong. So if it’s not that, what is it?”

			Gerda exhaled slowly. “Look, this was fun and all, but I’m wasting my time here. I’m heading home.”

			Sigrid’s stomach sank as everything fractured around her. “Wait. We’re so close to figuring this out.”

			Gerda shook her head, backing away. “You have my breath or whatever. I’ve done my part. But I can’t be on a mountain helping Vanaheim with some magic rock when I have responsibilities to take care of.”

			“Like what?” Brynn challenged.

			“A farm. A job,” Gerda snapped, waving an arm. “My service in the army I abandoned to help all of you. They’ll be pronouncing me dead right about now, I’m sure.”

			Sigrid’s breaths came short, panic rising. Yes, the Norns had already taken Gerda’s breath for the new Eye, but they had no idea what went wrong. Nobody should be leaving until they figured it out. “Gerda, please. This is about more than just creating an Eye for Vanaheim. This is a war against Loki. As we speak, he’s enticing entire armies to kill our people and overtake our villages.”

			A crease appeared between Gerda’s eyebrows. “I’m sorry, but I don’t have time to help another world when my own is in shambles.”

			“Loki is the reason it’s in shambles!” Sigrid exclaimed, stumbling closer on the uneven ground. “He is the source of all suffering. We’re all fighting on the same side—Vanaheim, Jotunheim, everyone.”

			Gerda paused, searching Sigrid’s face. Everything about her seemed sad, beaten down, like it would take a cosmic miracle in order for her to feel a spark of hope. With civil wars tearing apart Jotunheim since long before she was born, no wonder she was ready to give up. She’d never known peace in her life.

			“Gerda, we can help each other,” Sigrid said, reaching out to touch her arm. “I promise the valkyries will help Jotunheim as soon as we are able to.”

			Gerda shook her head, backing away. “I’ve done what I can to help you. Thanks for including me, I guess. Good luck, Princess.”

			It was as if she’d punched Sigrid in the stomach, winding her.

			With a final glance at everyone, she bowed her head and turned around, the roots groaning under her feet.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			Lost Princess

			Sigrid watched Gerda leave, failure creeping over her like a chill. Her feet and the tips of her fingers grew numb, the sensation spreading up her limbs until all she felt was…nothing.

			Brynn clenched her broken sword. “Want us to make her stay, Princess?”

			Sigrid shook her head, the movement jerky. “No. I…I don’t want to force her.”

			“She’s right that we already have her breath, at least,” Tóra said, her voice a little uneven. “We might be okay.”

			“Might be. Yeah.” Sigrid had the urge to lie down. All their efforts had just crashed down over her like a Loki-size hailstorm.

			Brynn faced her suddenly, her eyes bright. “Hey, it’s not over. If you give me some time, I can use natural magic to check the souls we’re uncertain about—Hestur, Sleipnir. I can see where they were born, for instance.”

			Sigrid straightened up, recalling Queen Tilde’s words about using hair to figure out lineage. “You can do that?”

			Brynn nodded. “I just need a bit of time.”

			The tiniest spark of hope flared in Sigrid. “Anything. Do what you need to do.”

			Brynn cast her a glowing smile before turning to Hestur and combing through his mane.

			Mariam sighed and stomped away, leaving Sigrid with an empty space next to her and an awkward silence.

			“Um—excuse me,” she murmured, pushing the stone into Fisk’s hands and darting after her.

			Mariam moved quickly through the forest, back toward the other horses and Hel’s army. Sigrid had to run to catch up.

			“Hey. What’s going on?” She couldn’t hide the weariness in her tone.

			Mariam looked at her sharply, as if surprised to see her there. She let out a slow breath and put her hands in her pockets, continuing on. “I don’t know why none of you believe me. We clearly failed to create unity. Is unity even possible when the worlds are in this state?” She shook her head. “This whole journey was a waste of time.”

			Sigrid tripped over a root and caught herself, frowning. “Do you really think that?”

			“Would I have said it if I didn’t?” Mariam said shortly, scowling at her boots as they walked.

			“Would you stop for a second?” Sigrid snapped, coming to a halt.

			Mariam continued for a couple of paces before turning around with an exasperated look. “What? Am I not allowed to spend time alone anymore?”

			Sigrid swallowed hard, her pulse racing as the words she needed to say lingered on her lips. She had to find out where they stood—and something about this was scarier than anything she’d done in weeks. “Is that really what you want? To be alone?”

			Mariam said nothing, looking toward the edge of the forest, where Aesa and Kára were just visible through the dense trees.

			When the silence stretched on, Sigrid continued. “I’ve been trying to figure out what’s wrong, and if I did something to—”

			“Not now,” Mariam said impatiently, looking skyward.

			Her dismissal cut like a knife. Sigrid’s eyes burned as the threat of losing her lingered overhead like a storm cloud. She swallowed hard, her next words painful to get out. “I thought we were in this together—that we had a future.”

			Mariam shifted her balance as if she wanted to start walking again—and a spark of anger mingled with the overwhelming hurt. How could she brush off something so important?

			Sigrid steeled herself. It was time to say what was on her mind and hope it got her the answers she needed. “I love you, Mariam. And I see you flinch every time I say it because you’re not ready yet. I get that. But I will be the queen of Vanaheim one day, and you have to know that I want nothing more than for you to rule at my side.”

			Mariam’s gaze met hers for an infinitesimal amount of time before flicking away again. “What’s the point in talking about one day when we might not make it there?”

			Sigrid’s throat tightened, and she stared as doubts swirled in the air between them. She stepped forward and took Mariam’s hand firmly. Through their gloves, Mariam’s fingers were stiff and unyielding. “If you don’t want to be with me, just tell me. Because I’m done pretending this isn’t serious when it is. And it…it hurts me to keep wondering where you stand on this matter.”

			Mariam’s lips parted, but no words emerged.

			With a pang in her heart, Sigrid recalled what she said not too long ago in Muspelheim. “Tell me when you need help getting through it, okay? Or just take my hand and squeeze.”

			Sigrid squeezed, hoping Mariam remembered. Please, Mariam. We need each other right now.

			Mariam didn’t squeeze back. Her hold on Sigrid’s hand felt forced, lacking her usual warmth and softness.

			Sigrid’s vision blurred as she dropped her gaze to their entwined fingers. “Look, I—I know how afraid you are of losing the people you love, of being lost to them again. You’ve been through so much—to Helheim and back, twice now—and your bravery hasn’t gone unnoticed by me.”

			Mariam nodded, letting out a long breath. “Thanks. Listen, we can talk later, but I need to check on…”

			“Aesa and Kára, I know,” Sigrid said, stepping closer. “I was surprised you left them behind.”

			Mariam narrowed her gaze. “Why?”

			Sigrid motioned toward the army waiting just beyond the trees. “Because of what I just said. You’ve been protective of her—and I understand.”

			“Oh. Well, I owe her the rest. Plus, it kind of feels good to give my butt a break since Helheim, you know?”

			She tried to leave, but Sigrid kept a tight hold on her hand. Something uncomfortable churned in her gut. “What do you mean a break since Helheim?”

			Mariam raised an eyebrow. “You saw how she acted. She doesn’t want to let me get on. Mares, right?”

			Sigrid didn’t return her attempted smile. This didn’t make sense. Especially considering the battle they’d gone through when they entered Jotunheim. Mariam had jumped on Aesa during the fight, hadn’t she?

			Except in all the chaos, Sigrid hadn’t actually seen her riding.

			An icy sensation closed around her, as if she’d plunged through a hole in the Vimur River. “Mariam, when we galloped away from the Ice Giants earlier, how did you keep up?”

			Mariam’s brow pinched. “What?”

			“You said you haven’t ridden Aesa since we left Helheim. So how did you keep up when we were riding away from Jotunheim’s army?”

			Mariam looked at Sigrid as if she’d spoken a riddle, bewilderment furrowing her brow.

			Silence stretched between them. Dread coiled in Sigrid’s gut, her heart beating so fast that she swayed, light-headed. She jerked back and dropped Mariam’s hand. “What’s going on?”

			It wouldn’t be the first time she betrayed me. The thought came unbidden, and an immediate storm of guilt rose up inside Sigrid for thinking it.

			No, they were long past that. Mariam wouldn’t betray her. She had no reason to. Her parents were alive and as safe as possible with the valkyries, and Aesa and Kára were nearby…

			Slowly, Mariam’s expression softened. Her lips curved upward. They kept going, wider and wider, until her smile became so chillingly unnatural that Sigrid gasped, stumbling back. 

			Mariam’s eyes crinkled at the corners, and she let out a laugh.

			And the sound that came out of her lips was not Mariam’s voice.

			“No!” Sigrid screamed, the cry tearing from her throat. She stumbled back, moving so fast that she tripped over her own feet and landed hard on the ground.

			“Clever, clever Sigrid,” Mariam said, her voice changing as the words came out.

			Everything spun around Sigrid, threatening to pull her down into blackness. She opened her hand for her weapon, barely feeling it clap into her palm.

			Mariam’s beautiful face morphed, turning as pale as snow with a red goatee and a maniacal grin. Her smooth, dark hair shortened into unruly red locks. Her body lengthened into a lean, wiry form—until Loki was standing in her place.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Three

			Threads Undone

			“Mariam!” Sigrid cried out, her voice echoing through the forest. She scanned the trees as if she would find the real one hiding nearby. “Where is she? What did you do to her?”

			Loki’s laughter rang out, growing louder as panic made her mind spin out of control.

			When did he take her? How long has she been missing while I failed to notice?

			Fury bubbled up, and she lunged at him, swinging her spear at his face.

			He ducked under her arm—literally transforming into a duck, quacking a taunt as he flapped around her head.

			“I’ll kill you!” Sigrid roared.

			The duck landed on a tree branch, shifting back into a man. Loki straddled the branch and swung his legs playfully. “Oh, calm down now. She’s not dead.”

			Sigrid’s knees weakened at the small reassurance. “What did you do?”

			“I had to give you some motivation to abandon this place and go after her. So you’re welcome. I always keep my victims’ best interests at h—”

			“Shut up and tell me where she is!” Sigrid roared, raising her spear.

			Loki held out his palms. “She’s just trapped. It has been two days, mind you, so she might be dead soon if…” He looked skyward, mumbling as if counting backward. “Yes, I think this all took so long that you’re out of time, unfortunat— Oopsie!” He launched himself from the branch to avoid Sigrid’s spear.

			It lodged deep into the tree from the force of her throw, and it took her a moment to summon it back. Loki, meanwhile, became a small bird that zipped around the forest, chirping obnoxiously.

			Was he telling the truth about it being too late? He could be making things up to torment her further.

			“Sigrid! What’s going on?” Brynn’s shout came from worlds away, and several footsteps raced nearer.

			Sigrid tried to track the bird, clenching her spear so tightly that her fist throbbed. She frantically retraced their journey—the climb up the mountain when Mariam had been frustratingly cold and distant, her brooding silence on Ratatosk’s ship, the way she shut down completely in…

			Sigrid gasped.

			She’s still in Helheim.

			When Aesa threw a fit and wouldn’t let her mount up, that was the mare sensing Loki’s presence.

			Sigrid gulped down air, feeling like she was being pushed underwater. Mariam was two days away. Trapped. They wouldn’t make it back to her in time.

			She wrapped her fist in her hair and screamed. Gods, why didn’t she piece this together? Mariam had been suffering for two days, and Sigrid had been too blinded by her own interpretation of Mariam’s silence to notice the warning signs.

			A surge of dizziness overcame her. This is my fault. I failed her.

			Loki reappeared steps away, chuckling. “You know, of course, the Norns won’t be able to make you a new Eye without Mariam’s soul for Niflheim. I think it’s safe to say your mission here has failed. You’d be best to run along and pretend none of this happ—”

			Sigrid shrieked in rage and threw her spear. He hopped out of the way on a pair of frog legs, letting it soar past him.

			“I’ll be taking the foal, though,” he continued from a nearby branch. “Kára. She will be a beautiful addition to Asgard—”

			“Brynn!” Sigrid roared before he could finish. “Protect Kára!”

			Brynn, who’d been running toward Sigrid with her broken sword ready, skidded to a stop. Her gaze fell onto Loki, and her eyes widened. “Jarl Erik, get Hel’s army to form up! Circle the horses! Now!”

			She spun and sprinted back in a flash. Jarl Erik’s voice filled the mountaintop, and the army jumped into action, valkyries mounting up and foot soldiers swarming.

			“Hmm, quick, very quick.” Loki was suddenly on the ground again with his arms crossed. He tapped his foot on the roots and his fingers on his arms as if faced with a sticky obstacle. “Well, there will be other opportunities very soon, my dear. I’ll be seeing you back in Vanaheim when I come to collect what’s owed to me.”

			“You will never!” Sigrid hurled her spear, but he vanished, and a brown rat scurried away through the tangled roots.

			Summoning her weapon back, she sprinted after him. She would kill him for this. She would make him feel every drop of suffering he’d caused her and the nine worlds, ripping apart families and loved ones for his own sick enjoyment.

			Ahead, the rat’s furry body wove effortlessly through the roots, its tail bobbing.

			Distant shouts called after her, but she kept running. She couldn’t take her eyes off the rat, couldn’t let him escape. Each breath burned in her lungs like a smith’s bellows. Branches whipped her face, her toes caught on roots and threatened to trip her, but she pressed on.

			The rat squeezed into a burrow at the base of an ancient tree. Sigrid crashed to her knees, clawing at the hole. Her gloves tore at the fingertips, and bark chipped under her nails. “Bring her back to me before I kill you!” she shouted, ignoring the sting.

			The burrow was empty.

			Loki was gone.

			Sigrid rocked back on her heels, her chest heaving with panicked sobs. What if Mariam was dead? What if their last days together were wasted with senseless arguments and a cold wall rising between them?

			We were supposed to have more time.

			More time to save the worlds, more time to rebuild a better Vanaheim together, more time to love each other.

			But that was never going to happen.

			Grief weighed her down, tempting her to curl up and hope the tangled roots dragged her under. It would be easier than dealing with whatever unbearable pain was welling inside her.

			Around her, the forest was dead silent—except for the single cry of a raven, the sound sending a chill down her spine. She heaved to her feet and turned on the spot, searching for it. The roots groaned beneath her boots.

			“Is the Eye really the only reason you came to Mount Hnitbjorg?” Loki’s voice pierced the silence, so close that she cried out and spun around, her spear ready.

			The forest was empty.

			“Haven’t you come here to see what is woven into your fate?” Loki asked, a worm inside her head again. “Don’t be ashamed of the wish. So many before you have done the same.”

			Sigrid dropped her fists to her sides, breathing hard. He was trying to lead her astray, to make her forget everything else. “I’m here to restore balance, and you know it.”

			“So you claim, but don’t pretend you’re selfless. Selflessness is a lie. Don’t you want to know what the Norns are weaving for you? Isn’t the knowledge too enticing to ignore?”

			Sigrid shook her head, refusing to be distracted. But her pulse quickened as he edged closer to the truth—this secret desire she’d harbored for as long as she could remember. It was the same desire that led her to chase a mysterious vision and go after Sleipnir. What did her future hold? What fate was she meant to pursue?

			“Why would I care about my own fate when my world is dying?” she snapped.

			Loki sighed, a deep exhale that filled her head. “Let me help you. If you look into your loom, Sigrid Helenadottir, you’ll find darkness.”

			A stone dropped into Sigrid’s belly, although she’d known this for a long time. The evil inside her fought its way forward whenever she rode Sleipnir, and seeing Loki in her family tree had solidified any uncertainty.

			“I know,” she said, resigned to that truth. 

			“Then why do you resist me? Why do you deny what flows through your veins? You and I could move worlds together. Imagine it. Me, the greatest god of them all, in my own humble opinion, and you, the fearsome rider of Sleipnir. You have the potential to be Vanaheim’s greatest valkyrie princ—”

			“Give it up, Loki.” Sigrid’s words echoed through the Norns’ woods. She scanned for a flicker of movement—a squirrel, a moth, a bear’s lurking shadow. “I will not spill innocent blood and wreak mayhem on the nine worlds.”

			“How dare you suggest I’ve spilled innocent blood!”

			“Haven’t you?”

			He hesitated. “Define innocent.”

			Sigrid rolled her eyes. “You take pleasure in bringing evil to the worlds. I will never be like that.”

			Now reveal yourself so I can kill you, she thought, vengeance making her tremble as she stepped silently over the tangled roots. A branch shook ahead, and she quickened her pace, searching for a bird perched on it.

			Loki chuckled. “You think my actions lack purpose? You’re fighting for cosmic balance, Sigrid. I am balance.”

			Sigrid said nothing, inviting him to elaborate.

			“I am the counterweight of the cosmos. I’m misery, which gives light to joy. I’m poverty, which gives meaning to wealth. Don’t you see my significance? Because of me, good exists!”

			Ratatosk’s words from long ago rushed back, telling her how evil was necessary in order for good to exist. But as true as this was, it didn’t mean she would surrender.

			“You can be just as crucial,” Loki proposed. “What better way to serve Vanaheim than by bringing them the forces that create happiness?”

			Sigrid huffed out a humorless laugh. “Your logic makes no sense.”

			“Come on, Sigrid. Vanaheim has never been kind to you, so why are you determined to serve it? They orphaned you, bullied you, denied you your birthright.”

			She stopped walking. True, the cosmos had been cruel and unfair to her from the day she was born. Yet here she was, risking everything for the worlds that made her miserable.

			“You’re fighting for a balance that resulted in an unhappy life. Why would you want that?”

			“Because I—” She faltered, her breaths coming fast. Loki’s words drifted into her core like fog rolling in, sending a tremor of doubts from her scalp to her toes.

			Her reasons vanished behind the fog. Without Mariam, her future was hollow. What was the point in fighting for a future with no happiness?

			Yggdrasil didn’t deserve her sacrifice—it deserved to get back everything it’d thrown at her.

			The roots beside her groaned.

			Sigrid snapped out of the troubling thoughts and spun, her spear ready.

			Loki stood there with his palms up in a gesture of surrender, his shoulders hunched, his head stooped. He took a slow, cautious step toward her. “Let me make this easier for you. Think of Svartalfheim, who wanted a higher position in Yggdrasil. When they came to me, I guided them. Your mother did the same when she wanted to be a queen. I help people get what they want. I can help you, too.”

			Sigrid kept her feet planted and a tight grip on her spear. “You didn’t get them what they wanted. You found loopholes in their wishes and tricked them. Svartalfheim wanted to rise to the top of Yggdrasil, and all you did was bring Vanaheim down to their level. My mother wanted to be queen, but rather than make her queen of Vanaheim, you made her queen of Helheim and trapped her there. You don’t give people what they want—you have a laugh giving them what they asked for.”

			A wicked grin tugged at his lips. He took another step closer until only an arm’s length remained between them. “It’s not my fault they failed to specify. But you are aware of their mistakes, so you can be careful to request exactly what you want.”

			Tears burned in her eyes. A bargain with the god of mischief would surely bring about misery in the end, but there was no other way. Right? To save Mariam, she would have to make a deal with Loki.

			With nothing to lose, she forced the words out, and they scraped her throat raw. “I want Mariam back.”

			Loki sighed, dropping his hands. “That is a very vague request, my dear.”

			“I want Mariam back at my side, alive and unharmed, just as she was.” Sigrid trembled, wishing it with a desperation she’d never known.

			“I can do that for you. But I want you to join me. I want you to create true balance with me and use Sleipnir to sow mayhem throughout the nine worlds. Life is fun on this side of the scales, Princess.”

			Sigrid clenched her fists, breathing fast. There was a wrongness about his words, but the only part that mattered was getting Mariam back. Was Sigrid willing to sow a little chaos?

			She swallowed hard. The worlds had already suffered through mayhem, some of it irreparable. What was a little more? She’d done damage with Sleipnir already. It would be easy to say yes.

			A realization trickled over her, more certain and more terrifying than anything—she would tear the realms apart herself if it meant saving Mariam’s life.

			“What does joining you entail?” Her voice was eerily calm for someone making a deal with the god of mayhem.

			Loki’s lips curved into that unnaturally wide grin.

			Shouts rose behind her. “Sigrid!”

			Her breath caught. Footsteps pounded, coming closer.

			Loki clicked his tongue. “A shame your friends are here to ruin it. You’ll have to cut ties if you want this to work between us.”

			He lifted his chin and folded backward on himself, shrinking down until a dragonfly took his place.

			A scream tore from Sigrid’s throat as he flew up and out of sight. “Come back!”

			“She’s over here!” Fisk shouted.

			“No!” Sigrid shouted. “Stay back! Loki, I’m ready!”

			“See you in Vanaheim,” he hissed inside her head—and then he was gone, leaving her with only her whirling thoughts and a chill settling over her.

			That fog returned, filling her mind, turning everything hazy.

			Sow a little chaos.

			The words came from deep within her, not a voice but an impulse. The worlds were cruel, unfair, and nothing would feel better than to tear it all apart.

			Her knees hit the roots at her feet—the manifestation of the past that covered the mountaintop like a woven blanket. She seized one and pulled as hard as she could, ready to destroy this whole mountain—everything that had happened to her, everything happening right now, everything she might have to endure.

			Unravel it all…

			She clawed at fate’s roots, pulling and scratching until her fingertips bled through her torn gloves. Chaos could win. She was done fighting. Done losing.

			Hands closed over her arms, pulling her back. Brynn, Tóra, and Fisk surrounded her, full of empty words telling her to calm down.

			“Sigrid, look at us. Breathe,” Tóra said.

			“He took Mariam!” Sigrid shouted, fury breaking her voice. “That was Loki. Mariam is in Helheim.”

			The others gasped.

			“Oh, gods,” Brynn moaned.

			“Aesa was trying to tell us,” Fisk said.

			Their words were meaningless, their feelings nothing next to her own.

			She tried to rip away from them, her face hot with anger, but they kept holding on. “I’m done. Loki can have me. I tried to do good, I tried to fight for balance, and this is what came of it. We were fools to go up against him.”

			Her words poured out of their own accord, a numb, disconnected sensation filling her head.

			“We aren’t,” Fisk said. “We defeated him in Helheim, and we can do it again. He hasn’t won as long as we keep fighting.”

			Sigrid shook her head, tears spilling. “He’ll never be defeated, and the sooner we accept that, the sooner we can rest.” She tried to pull free, but they didn’t let her go.

			“Princess, you’re not thinking clearly,” Brynn said, forcing Sigrid away from the loom.

			“I’m thinking clearer than ever,” Sigrid spat—though that fog continued to invade her mind. She scanned for the stallion, drawing a breath to call him to her. “Sleipn—”

			Fisk clapped a hand over her mouth. “Don’t you dare make him attack us!”

			Fury overtook Sigrid, pain shooting through her body as she tried to break free. She bit down, and Fisk shrieked. “She bit me!”

			Tóra gasped.

			Somewhere, laughter rose until it filled the woods—Loki shrieking with glee as he watched the struggle.

			Sigrid exhaled sharply as someone landed on her, and small fists began punching her everywhere.

			Tóra was hitting her. “How—dare—ye—hurt—Fisk—”

			“I’m doing this for Mariam!” Sigrid roared, pushing her back. “Loki’s going to give her to me. He’s the answer.”

			“Wait!” Fisk grabbed Tóra and hauled her away from Sigrid. His mask inclined toward the sound of the laughter. “It’s Loki! Loki’s affecting her!”

			Tóra gasped and stopped swinging punches, and Sigrid took the opportunity to step back with her fists up. She clenched her teeth, breathing hard, ready to fight whoever got in her way. “Loki is going to fix all of this. I need to stop resisting my fate and join him.”

			“Brynn, do something!” Fisk cried, turning to her.

			“If you dare touch—” Sigrid began, stepping closer.

			“Sorry about this, Princess.” With a sweep of Brynn’s hand, branches reached out from the surrounding trees, wrapping around Sigrid and yanking her against the trunk. The air left her lungs in a rush, and the last thing she felt was her head striking the rough bark before everything went black.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Four

			The Seer’s Wisdom

			“Sigrid?” A gentle voice drifted into the silence, bringing with it a soft touch to the cheek.

			Sigrid jolted awake, pain lancing through her neck. “Mariam.”

			A pair of gray nostrils swam into her vision, and a warm breath blew across her cheeks. Kára nudged her face, her whiskers tickling Sigrid’s nose.

			“Mmph,” she grunted, turning away from the filly’s insistent nudges.

			Tóra crouched beside Kára, her face streaked with tears and her brow pinched. “We’re going to get her back, Sigrid. We’ll figure this out. But we need ye to calm down.”

			Sigrid blinked. She was sitting against a tree, the rough bark pressing into her back through her tunic. When she tried to lift a hand to the tender spot behind her head, she couldn’t. A thick branch was wrapped around her chest and arms, holding her to the trunk.

			“Brynn,” she said through her teeth. She’d intended to yell, but all she could manage was a grunt. Had nobody come to help her? She would have expected Sleipnir, at least, to rush to her aid. “Where are my horses?”

			“Chasing Loki away,” Tóra said. “He tried to grab Kára as a giant bird, and they all threw a fit. Sleipnir kicked him right into a tree.”

			Brynn cackled, standing out of sight at Sigrid’s back. “Gods, that was good. I’d pay any amount of gold to see that again.”

			Sigrid tried to turn to see her but couldn’t. “Untie me right now.”

			“Not until you stop talking nonsense about joining Loki,” Brynn said flatly.

			“Yeah, you’re being a little scary, Sigrid,” Fisk said from somewhere else behind her. “Anyway, Loki flew away with a Sleipnir-size hoof print in his feathers. Even Hestur took a bite out of him.”

			Brynn cackled again.

			White-hot vengeance surged through Sigrid, and she thrashed against the branch, trying to break free. If only the horses had been able to finish the job—and maybe leave some hoof-shaped marks in her so-called friends for betraying her like this.

			“He’s going to Vanaheim,” she snarled.

			That shut them up. They all exchanged a fearful look while she continued to thrash, the rough bark ripping holes in her tunic.

			“Okay, both of ye step away,” Tóra said firmly. “I want to talk to Sigrid alone for a minute.”

			There was a beat of silence.

			Tóra stamped her foot. “Now!”

			Footsteps crunched over the roots, fading, and then Tóra came back to sit cross-legged in front of Sigrid.

			“Ye don’t really want to destroy everything, do ye?” Tóra asked gently.

			Sigrid scowled. “Why shouldn’t I? The cosmic balance hasn’t done anything for me. I don’t know why I’m fighting for an equilibrium that only brings me misery. Yeah, I’m the princess of Vanaheim, but look at our world. Look at what I’ve inherited. I’m no princess. I’ve been destined to fail since I was born.”

			Tóra searched her face. “Is that really true? Ye think life has been nothing but misery?”

			Sigrid fell silent. It wasn’t entirely true, but she couldn’t think of a single happy thing at the moment.

			“But Vanaheim has given ye everything that ye are. Friendship, Hestur, a beautiful place to live.”

			Kára rammed her tiny head into Sigrid’s chest, buffeting the wind out of her lungs. Strangely, the filly’s nudges had a calming effect, like the opposite of Sleipnir’s energy.

			She closed her eyes, letting the feeling trickle through her veins before opening them again. The forest looked a little softer, a little brighter.

			“Look, I tried my hardest to fight for all that,” she said, her voice broken. Her throat closed, and she swallowed hard, forcing the words out. “But it’s time to stop resisting who I am and…just become what everyone already thinks of me.”

			Tóra’s brow furrowed, her gaze darting as if trying to read Sigrid’s meaning. “What do they think of ye?”

			Sigrid huffed. “Come on. You saw the way they treat me back home. Nobody thinks I deserve my title. They see through the grandness of being Sleipnir’s heir to what it really means…the forces I embody.” 

			Tóra’s blue eyes grew watery. She shifted closer, her legs scraping over the tangled roots. “Sigrid, I don’t think most people back home believe that. They’re angry about what happened to Vanaheim and scared of what’s to come, but they don’t think yer evil. They’ve known ye from a child, after all—”

			“But—”

			“And anyway,” she said firmly, “yer forgetting the most important part, which is that all of yer friends believe in ye. Including the ones back home. Do ye really want to give up on everyone just because a god says there’s no other way? Aren’t ye constantly showing us there is always a way, always a choice?”

			Sigrid blinked back prickling tears. Loki had forced everyone from her mind—not just those with her, but also Peter, Roland, the valkyries and their mares, and everybody else waiting for them to return. But they were still there, forever a part of her, forever her happiness. Despite all the hardships she’d faced, she’d also had a good life and people who believed in her. She couldn’t forget that.

			The young Seer dropped her gaze, a pink tinge in her cheeks. “I know what it’s like to…to grow up different. To be bullied. My childhood was a lonely one, and sometimes my parents were my only friends. Vala was the first person who…” Her voice cracked, and she drew a breath. “I have to confess, I’m unprepared to be Vanaheim’s Seer, Sigrid. Nothing has been easy, and sometimes I question why the Norns had to make it this way.”

			“You’re doing a great job,” Sigrid said, her throat raw. “Vanaheim is lucky to have you.”

			Tóra’s lips curved into a tiny smile. “It’s lucky to have ye as well, Princess.”

			“I don’t know about that,” Sigrid whispered.

			Kára bumped her again, knocking the air from her lungs.

			Sigrid’s pulse slowed, panic releasing its hold on her. But Tóra’s understanding didn’t change that Mariam was missing and possibly dead.

			In the distance, Aesa whinnied, and Kára jerked her head up to listen. She returned the call, a tiny squeak, and took off toward her mother. Her quick eight-beat stride faded as she rejoined the others, leaving Sigrid with the lingering sensation of her soothing presence.

			Sigrid leaned her head back against the rough bark, the unbearable ache growing larger in her chest. “You should’ve let me kill Loki.”

			“Ye know that’s impossible,” Tóra said, sympathy pulling her eyebrows down. “A mortal can’t kill a god, no matter how angry she is. Besides, ye were trying to kill the mountain when we found ye.”

			Sigrid shot her a glare, her blind rage returning in a rush that pounded in her ears.

			“Sigrid, why was yer reaction to destroy everything instead of coming up with a plan? This isn’t like ye.”

			“Because,” Sigrid snapped, the word choking her. She closed her eyes and drew a deep breath. “Because even if I save her, I don’t know if—” Her voice broke as a painful lump formed in her throat. She shook her head, not sure if she could continue.

			“What was going on between ye and Mariam before Loki took her?” Tóra asked gently.

			Sigrid opened her eyes. “What do you mean?”

			“Something was wrong. What was it?”

			Sigrid’s insides twisted so painfully that it took her a moment to speak. “Nothing,” she lied.

			“Not true.”

			Sigrid’s tears overflowed, and she couldn’t even lift her hand to wipe them away. “I had this whole future planned for us. I thought I’d feel prepared to become queen after all this, and Mariam… She could be there with me. Ready to tell me how she feels.”

			Tóra nodded, listening without judgment.

			“Nothing is going the way it was supposed to. It’s like I finally found what I was searching for when I rode to Helheim the first time—when I followed my mother through the gates of Hel. But…” A new swell of tears ran down Sigrid’s cheeks, and she cursed, wishing she could stop crying. “Before I could really appreciate it, I lost it. And I’m doomed to keep losing everything I care about. So what’s the point?”

			Tóra tilted her head sympathetically. “Mariam loves ye, even if she can’t say—”

			“You don’t know that,” Sigrid snapped, cutting her off. “Those are empty words.”

			“So yer just giving up, then?” Tóra snapped back.

			Sigrid looked past her at the deserted forest, the tall trees connecting the tapestry of roots to the white sky. She waited for the fight to return to her blood—the part of her that wanted to keep going no matter what.

			It didn’t come.

			“Prove to me,” she said, her voice low, “that there is goodness worth saving in the worlds. Change my mind. But right now, I can tell you there isn’t a point to carrying on like this. I’m fighting for a world that has fallen, for love that doesn’t exist, for happiness that might never return.”

			Tóra’s brow pinched, her fists bunching over her tattered green robe. “What if I can’t prove that to ye? What if everything is doomed? Yer going to sit here and do nothing about it?”

			Sigrid blinked, taken aback by Tóra’s bluntness.

			“Didn’t Vala once tell ye about cosmic paths, or did that fall out of yer brain while ye were trying to destroy the entire cosmos just now?”

			“She told me I could follow a cosmic path to Sleipnir if I chose to, yeah,” Sigrid said shortly, growing defensive as Tóra’s gentle tone vanished.

			“And? Did ye consider what would happen if ye didn’t follow it?”

			“She didn’t…” Sigrid’s pulse throbbed in her neck as Tóra’s words sank in. Just like she’d chased after her fate on Sleipnir, she could choose to veer away from a path, too. She could stubbornly ignore what the Norns had woven. “If I didn’t follow the cosmic path the Eye showed me, it wouldn’t have come to pass.”

			“Exactly,” Tóra said, nodding once.

			Which meant Sigrid could chase a different future than the one the Norns had given her—the one she wanted. 

			Vala had told her everything she needed to know long ago. Destinies could be accepted or refused, and fates could be rewritten.

			Her future with Mariam might never happen if she gave up. She had to fight for what she wanted, even if the cosmos had other plans.

			“So,” Tóra said firmly, “if the Norns really have woven us all a dire fate, what are ye going to do about it?”

			The answer came to Sigrid readily—for Mariam, for herself, for everyone. “I’m going to fight it.”

			A small smile appeared on Tóra’s lips. “That’s more like it.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Five

			The Quickest Path to Hel

			Sigrid strained against the branch around her chest and kicked her legs, trying to wiggle free. “We’re wasting time. We need to save her.”

			Tóra stood, dusting off her robe. “How fast do ye think we can get to Helheim?”

			Sigrid shook her head. Every second they wasted was a second too long, and a two-day journey was out of the question. “No matter how we get there, we’ll be too slow.”

			Tóra looked at her in confusion. “What, then?”

			Sigrid’s heart slammed into her ribs, panic returning. “I don’t know. I need to think.”

			The answer was right in front of her, hovering just out of reach.

			“Brynn!” Tóra called, her voice filling the woods. “Can ye free her? She’s not about to destroy the fabric of time anymore.”

			Light footsteps pattered closer. “Great,” Brynn said. “Also, Kára pushed Fisk over. Can you do a rune to help fix his butt pain?”

			The branch loosened around Sigrid’s chest, and she scrambled to her feet, massaging her ribs. Think. How do we get to Mariam as fast as possible?

			“It’s not butt pain.” Fisk limped over with a hand on his rear end. “It’s between my back and my legs.”

			“So…your butt,” Brynn said.

			“Yes, I can do a rune,” Tóra said patiently. “Come here.”

			Fisk shuffled over to her. He still had the jagged pink stone in his fist that was supposed to be the Eye of Hnitbjorg.

			Frustration churned in Sigrid’s gut. In all the panic about losing Mariam, creating a new Eye seemed distant and unimportant—but it remained as urgent as ever. They’d come all the way here for it. To leave now would be to let down everyone who’d bravely come with them—and everyone back home. They couldn’t step off this mountain without it.

			Priorities collided inside her, making her brain overflow. She paced over the roots, rubbing the back of her head, while Tóra etched Eir’s rune on the back of Fisk’s trousers.

			“All done,” Tóra said. “Let’s hope the goddess Eir isn’t indisposed with all this Loki nonsense.”

			An idea shot through Sigrid like being struck by lightning, making her gasp so loud that everybody jumped and raised their weapons.

			“Runes,” she whispered.

			All three stared at her.

			“We need to write to Hel using runes!” she cried, the plan coming to her in a dizzying rush. “Or open a conduit. We’ll tell her Mariam is there. She’s our best hope of finding Mariam before it’s too late.”

			The others gasped, too.

			“That might work,” Brynn said.

			“Tóra, can you do it?” Sigrid asked, doubt cascading over her like a chill. She couldn’t help remembering how Tóra’s last rune to Eir had done nothing to mend the pain in her arm, or how Tóra’s attempts to talk to the Norns had been unsuccessful during the battle against the Night Elves at the spring of Hvergelmir. But those instances turned out to be because of Loki interfering—he’d caused chaos in Asgard and had also visited the Norns recently. Loki was probably on his way to Vanaheim right now, which meant he was not with Hel. That gave them a chance to talk to her.

			Tóra hesitated, maybe remembering the same problems.

			“I’m Hel’s descendant,” Sigrid said, “so that should be the blood connection we need, right?”

			Tóra’s gaze darted over the roots as she considered. She set her jaw and nodded. “Let’s find a boulder to write on.”

			Heart skipping in anticipation, Sigrid led the way out of the woods, stepping back into the crunchy snow and biting wind. Sleipnir and Hestur immediately marched over to check on her, sniffing her face to make sure she was okay. She patted each of them, Tóra’s earlier words echoing in her mind. Vanaheim has given ye everything that ye are. Her eyes prickled as she kissed Hestur’s soft nose. He’d always been her strength, her refuge. Even in her darkest moments, she could always find happiness in the stables.

			Her throat tightened at the memory of the way life used to be—the comforting scents of hay and leather, the swish of Hestur nosing hay around while she settled into her hammock each night, the sunrise illuminating dust motes as she fed the mares breakfast. Her eyes welled all over again thinking of Peter’s warm smile, Roland’s laugh, the valkyrie mares leaning against her to ask for scratches and treats. For them, for the friends here with her, and for everybody else back home, she couldn’t give up.

			“Fisk, Brynn, stay with the horses in case Loki comes back,” she said, squaring her shoulders. “Tóra, you and I will work on opening a conduit with Hel.”

			“You got it,” Fisk said, sidling away from Kára.

			“Yes, Princess,” Brynn said with a little bow.

			Hunched against the frigid wind, she went to join Tóra, who scraped snow off a boulder. “If we want to use yer blood connection, ye’ll have to be the one to write the message.”

			Sigrid started. “But I hardly know any runes!”

			“I’ll write them first so ye can trace over them.” Tóra took the spear out of Sigrid’s hand and bent over the boulder to start engraving. “The conversation will need to be short. Long ones like we’ve seen before have taken days, even months.”

			Sigrid nodded. “We’ll get right to the point. Tell her Loki embodied Mariam while we were in Helheim, and Mariam is unconscious somewhere in the palace, and we need Hel to find her and bring her—”

			“Shorter,” Tóra said.

			Sigrid’s stomach clenched. “Okay. Loki embodied Mariam… Mariam is still in Helheim…”

			“That’s enough.”

			“But don’t we have to ask her to help us?”

			Tóra shook her head. The spear scraped over the stone, the harsh sound adding to the goose bumps all over Sigrid’s flesh. “She’ll know what we want. Hel doesn’t usually answer prayers. Ye can imagine how many people ask her to return loved ones. She can’t, of course.”

			“But this is different.”

			Tóra paused. “It is. It’s very different.”

			Still, something about her tone made Sigrid’s nausea bubble up until she clenched her stomach. The gods made it clear they were impartial, and their plight might not matter to Hel.

			Tóra kept scraping, and Sigrid rocked from foot to foot, clenching and unclenching her hands to try and stop her fingers from going numb inside her torn gloves. The wind snatched her breath away in plumes, taking her warmth with it. What if Hel didn’t respond? Each scraped line took too long.

			“Hel’s symbol?” Sigrid asked as Tóra leaned back from the finished rune.

			Tóra nodded and passed her the spear. “We’ll do one at a time.”

			Sigrid traced over it as quickly as she could, her hand shaking from both nerves and the cold. She held her breath as she finished, waiting for Hel to enter her mind like Loki had.

			Nothing happened.

			She offered her spear to Tóra, who silently took it and began tracing the next rune.

			Hurry, she thought desperately, shuffling on the spot. The chill tore through her clothes until she shivered, her jaw clenched tight against her chattering teeth.

			With each rune they wrote, she held still, hardly daring to breathe. But the silence stretched on, each rune no different than the last. Nothing but the howling wind filled her ears.

			They’d written most of the message when a sudden presence invaded Sigrid’s mind like a cold breath on the back of her neck.

			She gasped and dropped the spear, rocking back on her heels.

			“Is it her?” Tóra asked, jumping to her feet.

			“You are going to ask me if I can bring her back to the land of the living,” Hel said, her voice filling Sigrid’s head.

			“So she’s there?” Sigrid blurted, her eyes welling.

			“Yes.”

			Sigrid’s legs gave out, and she slumped into the snow, the chill seeping through her trousers. “Alive?”

			“Yes.”

			Sigrid covered her face with her hands as a sob escaped. The simple word eased through her, calming her shivering. Mariam was alive.

			“She’s talking to ye?” Tóra whispered.

			Sigrid nodded, her breaths rattling as she fought back tears. She clenched her fists, steeling herself to make her request. “Hel, I—I know you won’t leave your realm, but please… Can you help her until we get there?”

			The silence stretched out endlessly. Sigrid’s pulse thrummed in her neck. She waited, holding Tóra’s worried gaze, seeing her own fear reflected back.

			“I have already let her through the gates so she can return home,” Hel said, her voice even, neutral.

			The words filled Sigrid’s head like sunlight brightening on the horizon. “You have?”

			“Mariam and I had time for discussion. She helped me see how much Loki is upsetting the cosmic balance. Now, he has gone so far as to trap living souls in Helheim. As the guardian of the dead, it is my duty to help restore the natural order.”

			Sigrid wiped her eyes, a smile forming on her lips for the first time in a very long while. Admiration swelled in her heart at Mariam’s ability to reason with the goddess of death, to help her understand what was happening in the cosmos.

			Then a new worry rose inside her as she pictured Mariam walking across the red desert, trying to get back to Vanaheim. “Is she going to be okay traveling the worlds alone, and on foot?”

			Light footsteps pattered closer. Fisk and Brynn raced over with an excited air about them. Brynn’s eyes gleamed, and Fisk clutched the pink stone to his chest as if ready to burst.

			Sigrid raised an eyebrow. Fisk flapped his arms and pointed to the stone, miming something she couldn’t interpret.

			“She is not alone,” Hel said. “She is with me.”

			Sigrid’s breath caught. “You’re going with her?”

			“As I said, I have a duty.”

			Tóra stepped closer to Fisk and Brynn, wringing her hands. They leaned in to whisper among themselves. What had they discovered? Sigrid’s insides twisted, and she turned away from them to better hear Hel’s voice.

			“Loki cannot keep going like this. He will have to answer to the gods for all he has done.”

			Sigrid wiped her cheeks again, drawing a shaky breath. “Thank you.”

			“Do not thank me. I do no favors.”

			Sigrid smiled. “We’ll see you in Vanaheim, then.”

			With a sensation like stepping into an alcove to escape the wind, Hel left her mind, leaving her with a hollow quiet.

			“Hel is bringing Mariam to Vanaheim,” Sigrid announced, spinning around. “She’s okay.”

			The others gaped in shock, then erupted into cheers. Fisk and Tóra swarmed her for a hug.

			“About the Eye of Hnitbjorg, then,” Brynn said as they broke apart. She gestured to Fisk and gave a little bow as if presenting him to an audience.

			Sigrid spun to him, her breath catching. Creating a new Eye had again fallen from her mind for more urgent matters.

			Fisk lifted the pink stone higher. “I know what we need! I’m sure of it. I’m positive, really, that this is the answer. I was sitting over there, looking at everyone we came with—Hel’s army, the horses, a chicken, you know—and I was thinking of all of the worlds uniting for this—”

			Sigrid beckoned for him to get on with it. “What’s your idea?”

			He bounced on the balls of his feet. “Well, it didn’t work because we were missing Niflheim, right? Mariam’s breath was really Loki’s.”

			Tóra gasped.

			Sigrid’s heart beat faster. She nodded. Loki had mentioned this when he was taunting her, but with everything else swirling in her mind, she hadn’t given herself time to consider it.

			“Sooo,” Fisk said as if waiting for Sigrid to catch on, “we need a breath from a soul born in Niflheim…”

			Sigrid spun toward the horses, where Mariam’s mare gazed back at them with disdain—no doubt judging them for not realizing something was wrong with Mariam all this time. “Aesa!”

			“Aesa!” Fisk raised his fists in triumph. “It’s time to bring home a new Eye of Hnitbjorg.”

			“Yer a genius!” Tóra gushed, throwing her arms around Fisk.

			Sigrid’s stomach flipped at the prospect of going home. She imagined Loki as a massive bird, spreading his wings as he flew closer to Vanaheim with each second they stood here. They would never make it back to Vanaheim before he did.

			What horrors would await them when they finally arrived home?

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Six

			The Joining of the Nine Worlds

			The Norns’ chant filled the grove, low and rhythmic like Mount Hnitbjorg’s beating heart. Their palms overlapped, cupped beneath the stone—and this time, their song didn’t falter. It grew stronger, louder, until the air hummed with their power. Under their feet, the tangled roots lit up like the glowing insects of Myrkviðr.

			“It’s working,” Tóra whispered from between Sigrid and Fisk, reaching out to hold their hands.

			Sigrid held Tóra’s small hand tightly, the light filling her with hope as it spread outward. Fisk and Brynn lifted their feet as it pulsed beneath them, as if afraid to stand on it. It strengthened until the pink stone in the Norns’ palms brightened—drawing its power from the past, present, and future.

			The light flared suddenly, forcing Sigrid to let go of Tóra’s hand to shield her eyes. A strange sensation prickled over her skin.

			The Norns fell silent.

			Sigrid blinked away the spots in her vision, her ears ringing.

			The Eye of Hnitbjorg, newly born, rested in Skuld’s palm—extended toward them. An offering.

			Breathing fast, Sigrid looked to Tóra—Vanaheim’s Seer and the Eye’s true guardian. The others took her lead and did the same. Tóra lifted her chin and walked forward, holding up her green robe so it wouldn’t get caught on the roots.

			She reached out, pausing with her hand trembling over the newly formed Eye.

			Understanding rippled over Sigrid. When she touched it, would it show her a vision?

			“You will see your next actions,” Skuld confirmed, a small smile on her lips.

			Tóra nodded, her chest heaving. She squared her shoulders, steeling herself, and closed her fingers around the Eye.

			Sigrid sucked in a breath. Fisk stepped forward as if ready to run to her.

			Tóra gasped, her body going rigid as its first vision passed through her fingers and into her mind.

			Sigrid stepped up beside Fisk, desperate to know what she saw.

			After an agonizing moment, Tóra relaxed, looking down at the glowing stone in her hands. She turned to face them, clutching it tightly to her chest. Her face drained of color as she fought to get the words out. “The battle against Loki and his army will happen on the hill where Vanahalla’s remains still burn.”

			Sigrid set her jaw, ready to face whatever was coming. “Let’s go.”

			…

			Ratatosk’s ship coasted to shore in Vanaheim, where dawn illuminated the meadow and the towering trees of Myrkviðr across the way. The comfort of home washed over Sigrid—the scent of the forest, the crisp, damp air on her skin, the sound of birds. She squared her shoulders and collected herself in Sleipnir’s saddle. The air felt charged, like the stillness before a thunderstorm.

			As Sleipnir carried her down the gangplank, he snorted, the sound carrying, his breath misting in the rays of sunlight.

			Her pulse quickened as his hooves imprinted the soft soil. So much awaited them on the other side of Myrkviðr. Ratatosk had already ferried Mariam and Hel here. Loki, too.

			All the pieces were in place for one final fight for the nine worlds.

			Everyone disembarked after her—Fisk and Hestur, Tóra and Disa, Brynn and Baldur, Aesa and Kára. Jarl Erik led Hel’s army after them, spreading out across the shore. The ship continued to surprise them and had magically accommodated them all without changing size. 

			The Eye of Hnitbjorg hung safely from a chain around Tóra’s neck, which Fisk had crafted on the way so she could stop cradling it like a baby bird at all hours.

			Nerves fluttered inside Sigrid as she scanned the tree line. They had an army, and they had the Eye of Hnitbjorg to offer them visions that would help them win the war—but she still had no idea how she was going to stop Loki. Tóra had said it—a mortal couldn’t kill a god.

			She turned back to Ratatosk, her mouth dry. If the worst happened, this could be the last time she saw him. “We could never have united all these people without you. I know you aren’t interested in fame, but I hope you know we’ll never forget what you’ve done.”

			“I expect you won’t,” Ratatosk said indifferently. He went to tighten the sail, putting his full weight into it. “I wish you good luck, Sigrid, so I no longer have to detour around Loki’s absurd obstacles.”

			Sigrid smiled, watching him sail away until his ship disappeared into the mist.

			“To camp,” Sigrid said, nudging Sleipnir.

			They’d just begun to ride across the meadow when the stallion raised his head and perked his ears. Hestur did the same, stopping in his tracks, until all the horses were focused on something in the forest.

			“Sigrid, there are people coming,” Fisk said.

			In unison, Sigrid and the others readied their weapons. Adrenaline prickled through her. Were the Night Elves waiting for them way out here?

			Ahead, twigs snapped and leaves rustled. Aesa laid a protective wing over Kára, who copied Sleipnir’s bold stance and stamped her hooves threateningly.

			“Who’s there?” Sigrid shouted as the army assembled around her. “Show yourselves.”

			Shadows moved into the clearing, their hands raised—small figures wearing a mixture of armor and ethereal white robes.

			Light Elves.

			Brynn cried out in surprise, lowering her broken sword. “What are you all doing here?”

			“Queen Tilde sent us.” A young, pale warrior with raven hair and a scar across his face stepped forward—the one Kára had greeted when they arrived in Alfheim. “We’ve come to help stop Loki and restore the balance of order and chaos.”

			Hope swelled inside Sigrid, making her short of breath.

			“We all wish to see Loki’s shadow driven from our world,” another elf with a hand on her sword said, looking fierce and ready for a fight.

			Brynn turned to Sigrid, her expression brighter than it’d been since they left her home.

			Sigrid could have soared into the sky. “We extend our deepest gratitude,” she said, trying to sound dignified—like the kind of queen they were used to serving. All these armies were here under her orders, and it was time for her to act like the queen she was supposed to be.

			Right?

			Except in her heart, she was still no queen, just a girl who desperately needed them. That had been enough so far, and it would have to be enough for now. 

			She dropped her shoulders and smiled. “We could really use your help.”

			The Light Elves returned her friendly greeting in kind, their energy rising like a flock of valkyries ready for flight. Their swords and silver armor gleamed in the sun, and the forest danced with the natural magic crackling in the air around them.

			“Follow me closely,” Sigrid called, turning to address Hel’s army as well. “We’ll ride to the place where Vanahalla once stood and unite the worlds against Loki.”

			A thousand voices cheered, and they hoisted their weapons high.

			“Wait!” someone shouted, a small voice beneath the many.

			Sigrid’s heart seemed to burst out of her chest at the familiarity. She sucked in a breath, scanning frantically for the source.

			The Light Elves parted, letting someone pass.

			Mariam stepped forward, panting as if she’d been running. Whispers broke out as Hel followed at her back, towering over the Light Elves.

			“Hel! It’s Hel!”

			“Is it really her?”

			Jarl Erik and the rest of Hel’s army sucked in a collective breath and stood at attention in the face of their goddess.

			Sigrid’s focus pulled to a single point, relief crashing over her in a dizzying wave. She drank in Mariam’s beautiful round face, her long, black hair, and most of all, her smile. It glowed brighter than anything around them, reaching her dark eyes, which gleamed like flames in the rising sun.

			Sigrid leaped out of the saddle and sprinted toward her through the long grass. Mariam lifted her arms, welcoming Sigrid into them.

			Sigrid crashed into her, her lips finding Mariam’s in a fierce kiss. They’d both thrown their full weight at each other, the resulting clash knocking them off-balance. They stumbled in the grass, clumsy and swaying, not letting go.

			“Tell me it’s really you this time,” Sigrid said breathlessly, holding her face. Fear gripped her every muscle. Was this another cruel trick of Loki’s?

			Mariam took her hand, giving it a squeeze that sent a ripple of familiar warmth up her arm. “Would Loki know about your weakness for pancakes, stable girl?”

			Sigrid returned her smile, so overcome with emotion that something between a laugh and a sob escaped.

			Mariam stepped in and brought her lips to Sigrid’s ear. “Or about how much you like your neck kissed?”

			She left a gentle peck behind her ear, making Sigrid bite her lip as a pleasant shiver ran through her.

			“Consider me convinced,” Sigrid whispered. She brought Mariam’s palm up to her lips, savoring her soft skin and the way her fingers grazed her cheek. No god could ever replicate the light in Mariam’s eyes, the way they drew Sigrid in like deep pools.

			Hooves landed, and Aesa pushed her way in between them, nickering.

			“Hi, Aesa,” Mariam said, wrapping her arms around her mare’s neck.

			Kára butted in for a hug, too, and Sigrid and Mariam laughed and gave her a kiss.

			Sigrid took Mariam’s hand firmly in hers and faced everyone—her friends, old and new, and the army that stood prepared to fight. Mariam squeezed again, and Sigrid grinned, drawing a breath. “Ready up, warriors! It’s time to ride to Vanahalla!”

			Cheers erupted once more, the meadow and forest a flurry of activity as everyone prepared to make the journey.

			“Sigrid.” Mariam pulled her back before she could step away. Her eyebrows arched in a pained expression. “I almost lost you…and knowing I might have wasted our final days together… I’ve never been so scared, and so full of regret.”

			Sigrid nodded, her eyes stinging as the pain of the last few days surged back. “I thought I lost you,” she whispered, barely audible over the noise.

			Mariam met her eyes. “I thought I could make the fear of losing you go away if I pulled back. But it’s clear I’m not going to make anything easier. So I—” She swallowed hard, her hands trembling in Sigrid’s. “I love you.”

			Sigrid’s heart flipped over. As much as she wanted to jump and dance at Mariam’s words, a big part of her also bubbled with guilt. “You don’t have to say it if you’re not ready. I never meant to put that kind of pressure on you. I-I know you care for me, and—”

			Mariam shook her head stubbornly, stepping closer until their noses brushed. “Sigrid…I’ve spent every day thinking about you since we met, and I fall harder for you every day. I don’t want anyone but you. You’re the person I’m fighting for and the one I imagine waking up with every day when this is all over. And if words aren’t enough to convince you, then maybe this will.” She leaned in, running her hands up Sigrid’s neck and into her hair.

			Sigrid shut her eyes as their lips brushed, the sensation surging through her body like fire.

			In all her life, her heart had never been so close to bursting. “I love you, too,” she whispered before Mariam closed the remaining distance.

			Their kiss filled Sigrid with light and hope and a solid confidence she’d been missing for a while.

			Mariam was back at her side, Tóra wielded a newly formed Eye of Hnitbjorg, and they had amassed an army of allies from across Yggdrasil. 

			Now it was time to fight. 

			And though it was still unclear how they would stop Asgard’s most nefarious god, she was more than ready to try.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Seven

			Final March

			Beneath Sigrid, Sleipnir’s hooves drummed an eight-beat rhythm over Myrkviðr’s mossy floor. Behind her, hoofbeats, boots, and breaths filled the air—an army from multiple worlds. Not all nine, but almost. She had no hope for any giants to make an appearance, not after Loki’s meddling.

			Glowing insects drifted past, the day too new for them to disappear. Seeing them still here among the ancient trees and the thick canopy overhead gave her a flash of hope. Darkness had not ravaged everything while they were gone. The Night Elves might have taken over her world, but Vanaheim lived on, and so did its people.

			Sigrid arrived at the wall of flames first, her stomach fluttering with nerves. On the other side, voices buzzed, animals brayed, and metal clanged. Finally, she was home—but what came next would change everything. Either they saved Vanaheim from Loki or they would become the first world to surrender to the darkness.

			The latter was not an option.

			She turned around to address her troops. “Wait here, and be on guard. Jarl Erik, keep the army tightly assembled. We’ll be back with the valkyries, and we’ll continue on to the peak of Vanaheim.” Dropping her voice, she added, “Mariam, Fisk, Tóra, with me. Brynn, I’d like to have you along as well, if that’s okay.”

			Brynn nodded and waved at her fellow soldiers.

			Sigrid led her friends to the entrance, trembling in anticipation—first, of announcing what they’d done, and second, of seeing how her home had changed since leaving.

			As much as she’d spent the last year hating what this camp symbolized—defeat, despair, dread—it had become home. Everybody she knew and loved was in here. And gods, she hoped they were all unharmed after her two weeks away.

			“Sigrid, you’re back!” Runa cried, flanking the entrance.

			“With an army!” Edith shouted on the other side, leaning over to gape at the waiting crowd.

			Their mares, Tobia and Mjöll, nickered a greeting to Sigrid and Hestur, bobbing their heads. Both riders looked a little slumped in the saddle, as if weighed down by exhaustion. Edith and Mjöll had scratches on their left sides, maybe the result of a crash.

			Sigrid nodded, glad to see them, though her heart squeezed at the shape they were in. “Gather everyone up. It’s time to end this war.”

			Runa and Edith exchanged a look that reflected the fear curdling inside her. Then they turned their mares and rode into the camp, splitting ways to take the perimeter.

			As Sigrid led her friends inside, the familiar stench of the overcrowded camp met her nose, bringing with it the terrible memories of the last few months.

			Enough of this. We will get our world back.

			Shouts rose around her.

			“It’s Princess Sigrid!”

			“She’s back!”

			“Everybody, come quick!”

			Mariam’s parents appeared in a blink. “Mariam!” Sofie cried, reaching for her.

			“Get down here,” Bjorn said.

			Mariam jumped out of the saddle to meet them in a hug. Relief washed over Sigrid to see them unharmed.

			“Kára, baby, you’ve gotten so big,” Sofie cooed as the filly bumped into her to demand a hug as well.

			Behind Sigrid, Ylva gasped, peering out of the gap in the flames. “Who are all those people outside?”

			Gunni craned her neck, trying to see.

			“It’s an army!” Roland shouted, standing on a cart to look out. He pointed out the door and called to the other stable hands. “She’s brought a whole army!”

			Sigrid scanned the crowd, picking out the rest of the stable hands, her worries easing with each familiar face. The number of people had multiplied since she’d left, a sea of bodies swarming closer for a better look. She frowned, not recognizing most of them. They must have come seeking refuge.

			There was one face she had yet to find. She kept scanning, all the things she needed to say competing for priority in her brain. She had to tell everyone they’d made a new Eye of Hnitbjorg, and Loki was here somewhere, and Hel had come to help fight him, and—

			Peter pushed forward, smiling widely, and suddenly, anything she had to say could wait. Relief crashed over her in a wave. She jumped off Sleipnir’s back and threw herself at him, her homesickness flooding out as she hugged him. For a blissful moment, she was a kid again, safe in her big brother’s arms.

			He held her tightly, his hug so warm and comforting that tears prickled in her eyes.

			“You’re okay?” he asked, his voice strained. “All in one piece?”

			She nodded, pulling back and wiping her eyes. “All good. Even made new friends.”

			Peter chuckled and then startled when, with a loud squawk, the fire chicken in Hestur’s saddle bag broke free, flapping over to the nearest fire pit. There was a long pause as everybody watched it go, several questions seeming to hang in the air.

			It settled on top of the flames, cooing happily as it smoldered.

			“I see,” Peter said, more of a question than a statement.

			Sigrid turned her gaze to the crowd. “Never mind that. Who are all these people?”

			“While you were gone, the Night Elves destroyed more villages.” Lines etched his face, making it clear he hadn’t slept in a long time. “The valkyries have been patrolling the lands, saving anyone who got away. No losses among the valkyries, but there’ve been injuries, and we’ve lost civilians.”

			Sigrid’s stomach turned at the haunting image of darkness enveloping more villages—more meadows strewn with bodies, more webs of darkness clinging to homes. She crossed her arms, suppressing a shudder.

			Peter nodded past her to everyone waiting beyond the opening. “Same question.”

			“Help from other worlds. Warriors who’ve come to join the fight against Loki.”

			The crowd swarmed closer, bumping up against Peter as they tried to listen in. General Ulfhilda pushed through in their midst, and Sigrid winced as the brightening sky illuminated a purple bruise on her cheek. “Princess Sigrid, we await your orders. We can’t hold off the Night Elves any longer. I’ll have someone ride out to fetch the valkyries on patrol.”

			“I’ll go,” Leah said behind her, vaulting onto her mare. People scattered out of the way as the mare’s wings stretched out.

			General Ulfhilda nodded grimly.

			Leah met Peter’s eye, a silent exchange passing between them, before taking flight.

			Sigrid stepped back, clenching her fists. It was time for a plan. “Where is Prince Nýr?”

			“Here, Princess,” he said, pushing forward. Two Night Elves flanked him holding maces and shields.

			“Prince Nýr,” she said, relieved to see they still had Night Elf allies. “Have you found out who succeeded your father?”

			He dipped his chin, the three gems in his mask shining eerily. “I was able to meet with one of my brothers, and he confirmed what I feared—they are acting under Loki’s leadership, and they do not, at present, have a royal to guide them. My brothers had a bloody fight for the crown, and—” He swallowed, his voice quaking. “My eldest brother is dead.”

			Sigrid’s stomach dropped. She was no stranger to bloodshed in the name of the throne. “I’m so sorry.”

			“Loki remains the highest power in Svartalfheim,” he said, clenching his fists. “If we can stop him…”

			Sigrid nodded, her jaw set. “The invading forces will have no leader. They’ll be forced to retreat.”

			A hush fell, everyone straining to listen. The silence rippled back as people craned their necks to see.

			It was time to tell them what was coming. “Sleipnir, here.”

			The stallion bumped her shoulder with his nose, right behind her. She climbed up, once again towering over everybody. “We have ridden across the nine worlds and gained allies in our fight against Loki,” she said, raising her voice. “At my side I have Brynn, who has brought an army from Alfheim.”

			Whispers and gasps passed over the crowd, growing so loud that everyone began shushing each other. Sigrid waited until she would be heard before continuing.

			“We have been to Helheim, where I raised Hel’s army on Sleipnir and brought them home for our battle.” She paused, her heart beating fast as she put all they’d done into words. “Hel has also come with us.”

			Another gust of whispers passed over the crowd, louder than before. “Did she say Hel? The goddess? What about the army? Are there valkyries?”

			She had everyone’s rapt attention—even General Marta, Frida, Sofie, and Bjorn, and all those who’d once argued her every move. Several craned their necks to try and see through the opening to the army beyond. It hit her that the valkyries in Hel’s army would be the ancestors of the living ones.

			“All of this is to say…” Her breath caught as everything they’d done came together. They’d gone to create a new Eye, but they found something better. They’d forged the bonds that brought these armies together in the war against Loki. Vanaheim was no longer alone in this fight.

			Sigrid looked to Tóra, who took her cue and unclasped the Eye from around her neck. She passed it to Sigrid, who held it high for everyone to see. “We have ridden to Mount Hnitbjorg and restored the Eye of Hnitbjorg.”

			Her words caused such an eruption that the horses startled, and Baldur reared up. Brynn cursed and dismounted, apparently done with all the close calls on him.

			Sigrid’s pulse quickened at the reaction. The shouts escalated, the air buzzing with excitement. The stone swung on the end of its chain, catching the light of the surrounding fire. It seemed to glow from within, the Norns’ magic swirling through it.

			“This marks a new beginning,” she shouted over them, passing the stone back to Tóra. “For too long, Loki’s shadow has fallen over the nine worlds. Now, he’s here in Vanaheim, ready to unleash more chaos upon Yggdrasil. Today, with prophetic knowledge back in our Seer’s hands and the nine worlds united against Loki, we will bring back the light—to Vanaheim, and to everywhere Loki has unleashed his mischief. The Eye foretold our battle with Loki on top of the hill where Vanahalla’s remains still smolder. I ask that you follow me there, where we’ll unite to defeat Loki and restore the cosmic balance.”

			“Let’s fight!” Roland cried.

			The stable hands and valkyries took up the cheer, and soon the whole camp was roaring and stomping their feet.

			“Remember that Loki is the target!” she shouted, her final order before they rode out. “If you see him, do not engage with him. Tell me at once.”

			General Ulfhilda and General Marta nodded to show they’d heard. They turned to gather their troops.

			Above all, Sigrid had to stay focused and find him. Hel would stay close for when the moment came, as she was possibly their only hope of defeating another god.

			Fisk went to work with Nýr to lead their Night Elf allies, so Sigrid took the opportunity to ride Hestur up the hill and let Sleipnir follow. She didn’t need any more adrenaline than was already surging through her.

			Rolling her shoulders to try and ease her tension, she took deep breaths, vibrating in the saddle as the anticipation of battle hung in the air. Hestur marched confidently beneath her, his small stride a soothing, nostalgic rhythm.

			They rode past the valkyrie training field and the abandoned stables, all in ruins and overgrown with weeds and brambles—but not gone forever. They could rebuild. They would.

			On top of the hill, Sigrid’s throat tightened at the ruin that was once Vanahalla. Embers glowed around them, the everlasting fire still burning as if feeding off the scorched dirt. Hestur’s hooves clattered over the blackened cobblestones, where she used to gallop him to get lunch for the valkyries. Where golden statues and fountains stood, ash and rubble remained. Smoldering purple embers sat in the place where Vala’s tower stood—where she’d forced her way in more than once. Charred stone lay in heaps in the place where the infirmary was, where she’d broken out Mariam for their first journey to Helheim.

			“Okay, we have a vantage point up here,” Sigrid shouted, forcing her attention to the present. She couldn’t let the ruins pull her into darkness. “Reinforce the perimeter so they can’t get behind us.”

			It made sense to fight from up here—they would be able to stay high and fire downward, giving the whole army the crucial advantage normally reserved for valkyries. The moat, though full of sludge and debris, offered a gap between them and their opponents. And Night Elves couldn’t swim.

			It was as if the Norns were watching out for them, sending a helpful vision through the Eye to tell them where to fight.

			Sigrid looked over her shoulder to check on her friends. Tóra stayed close, holding the Eye in one hand and etching runes onto the stone ruins with the other—ready to tell Sigrid if she received another vision. Fisk and Nýr shouted to the Night Elves from the infirmary ruins, rallying them. Mariam sat astride Aesa a few paces away, Kára at her side. She caught Sigrid’s eye and nodded.

			“Stay together?” Sigrid asked as the rest of the valkyries assembled.

			Mariam rode closer, her lips twitching into a teasing smile that made Sigrid want to tackle her. “You know I take my job seriously, Princess.”

			“Is that the only reason you’ll stay close?”

			“Hmm. Nope.” She nodded to Kára, who rubbed her neck on Aesa’s shoulder. “Also got this fluffball to keep me near the ground.”

			Sigrid chuckled and shook her head, looking fondly at Mariam. Selfishly, it was a relief to have a reason to keep Mariam close. She reached over to take her hand, a brief, reassuring squeeze before the battle that would change their lives forever—for better or worse.

			The generals barked orders to their troops, the wind from all the valkyrie mares’ enormous wings making the fire flare back to life from the embers. Smoke filled the air, and Sigrid’s hair whipped around her face, stinging her cheeks. Her heart beat faster as the flames rose—but she let it happen. The flames would help repel the invading Night Elves.

			The sorcerers grouped together, shouting plans to each other. “These stones can hold runes! We’ll use wind magic over here to push the flames toward the elves.”

			“Sigrid, it’s nearly time!” Tóra shouted, standing. “The Eye just showed me the attack, and it’s blazing hot.”

			Sigrid’s stomach lurched. “On guard, everyone!”

			She squinted down the hill, scanning the village where she used to go to the market—now empty and blanketed by webs of darkness. The valkyrie training field was overgrown and abandoned.

			Ylva cried out overhead. “I see them! They’re coming from the forest!”

			A gasp passed over the crowd like a ripple in a pond. Everybody froze, looking down the hillside.

			Far below, an enormous shadow rolled over the land, flooding toward them. An army of Night Elves was closing in.

			The time had come.

			“Valkyries!” Sigrid roared into the silence. “Head down to meet our guests.”

			Overhead, the valkyries charged.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Eight

			The Battle at Vanahalla

			Six formations of valkyries soared down to meet the elves, Hel’s army, the retired ones, and young trainees included. Sigrid had never seen so many at once. Awe trickled through her as they blotted out the sky like brewing storm clouds.

			For several long seconds, Sigrid and her troops stood frozen. She held her breath, waiting for the impact. A bead of sweat rolled down her back beneath her armor, making her shiver. Shouts and battle cries carried back toward them on the wind.

			General Ulfhilda’s shout filled the air, and the valkyrie formations plummeted in a calculated pattern—left, right, left—like watching a dance.

			The army of Night Elves popped like a bubble.

			Victory surged through Sigrid, and she joined everyone in a cheer, breaking the spell. “Ground troops, wait until the valkyries weaken them before we attack. Be ready!”

			She rode Hestur back and forth along the edge of the moat as the shadowy army drew nearer. Behind her, Hel stood with her robe whipping around her legs, something about the sight of her raising the hairs on the back of Sigrid’s neck. Sleipnir stood beside her, watching Sigrid, waiting for the moment when she would mount up.

			Two of Loki’s children were united, ready to fight him.

			She desperately hoped they would be enough.

			Come and get us, Loki, Sigrid thought with vengeance, gritting her teeth. Fear coursed through her veins, but it didn’t control her. Hestur remained steady, the roots that kept her calm and logical. 

			So many people depended on her. 

			The only way they could win this and end the killing would be by finding Loki. She couldn’t get distracted by the fight, couldn’t let everyone down.

			What they would do once they found him remained foggy—but she would fight with the confidence that it would come to her. If the Norns were on their side, maybe Tóra would receive a helpful vision.

			Mariam caught her eye, and a thousand words passed between them—hopes, wishes, fears. They had to get to whatever was on the other side of all this.

			The army drew closer, and it became clear that more than just Night Elves fought in their midst—there were Fire Giants, Ice Giants, Vikings, and Light Elves.

			“He’s gathered people from all worlds!” Mariam exclaimed.

			“More people he’s made empty promises to,” Sigrid said darkly. They should’ve expected this, and yet it was still frustrating to see Loki had gained more followers.

			Everyone on top of the hill tensed, ready. At the drawbridge, the stable hands worked in lines to create a wall of rocks and rubble, blocking the only place Night Elves might be able to cross the moat.

			“Keep your eyes out for anything strange!” Sigrid called, looking around. “Loki could be anywhere.”

			The shadows behind the crumbling pillars suddenly seemed too dark, the dancing flames playing tricks in her periphery. He could be watching them, a fly sitting on a pile of rubble.

			The valkyries swirled like a massive storm, each flap of the mares’ wings bringing them closer. The juniors kept in perfect formation as they dove at the elves, firing shot after shot—she could see Runa, Edith, Gunni, and Ylva weaving in and out so dizzyingly fast that the elves had no hope of retaliating. The everlasting flames roared brighter in the wind, smoke curling in Sigrid’s nostrils.

			She rode Hestur around the perimeter, jumping over patches of fire and piles of rubble. As the heat of the fire built, her palms grew slick inside her gloves, her armor heavy and suffocating. How was she supposed to find Loki if he could embody anyone from a Night Elf to a rat?

			He’ll make himself known. Loki wouldn’t stay hidden during a moment of so much chaos and misery.

			Mariam rode back and forth, too, twirling her spear, impatient as she waited for the elves to get within firing distance. Kára followed at Aesa’s flank, sensing the danger.

			The fire hissed and popped, the noises making Sigrid’s breath hitch. Even Hestur looked around tensely, snorting. The acrid smoke filled her nose and stung her eyes until they watered.

			Too soon, the valkyries were close enough that she could read the intensity in their expressions. On the other side of the moat, the Night Elves’ masks and the glint of weapons became distinct.

			“If you can reach them, fire!” Sigrid called and, taking the lead, launched her spear as hard as she could across the moat.

			It hit an elf squarely in the chest, and in the next second, more spears and arrows soared across the gap. Bjorn was one of many soldiers armed with a bow and arrows, firing so quickly his hands seemed to blur.

			“Get ’em, Dad!” Mariam shouted.

			“Queen Tilde’s army, hit them with blades!” Brynn shouted to her troops.

			The Light Elves swept their arms, using their magic to sever the long grass on the other side of the moat. The blades cut cleanly from their roots, lifting into the air—and with another swipe, they sent the dagger-like projectiles hurtling at the oncoming army. The small blades drove right through their chainmail, taking out the whole front line.

			Sigrid cried out in amazement. “Nice work, Brynn!”

			Brynn flashed her a smile before resuming shouting to her troops.

			“She’s not so bad,” Mariam said, nodding appreciatively as she scanned all their fallen opponents.

			The Night Elf army pushed up against the moat, spreading outward, and Sigrid’s army mirrored them, leaving no space for the enemy to break through.

			The sorcerers summoned the wind, the gale pushing at Sigrid’s back. It sent the cursed flames toward a horde of Night Elves, reaching over the moat like long fingers. Meanwhile, a massive, sludgy wave reared up, flattening a large section of their opponents in a deluge.

			“Good job, everyone!” Sigrid called, pride surging as her people fought their hardest. She raised her arm for another throw. “Keep fighting!”

			Mariam stayed close, panting as she threw and recalled her spear across the moat. “You’re good at this.”

			Sigrid gave her a double take. “At what?”

			“Leading.” She fired another shot. “Like, I know you’re only a lieutenant, but maybe if you work hard and keep rallying everyone—”

			Sigrid scoffed, a reluctant smile on her lips. “Maybe we can talk about promoting you from guard to royalty after this,” she said, the words coming out before she could stop herself.

			Heat rose into her face. That might have been too bold.

			Mariam’s smile was fleeting, an infinitesimal moment in time, but it was there. Then the sight of the army across the way stole it from her lips, and a grim seriousness returned. “You think they’ll surrender even if we do catch Loki?”

			Sigrid’s stomach churned. She had no answer. Bodies dropped on the other side of the moat as the valkyries attacked from above and the foot soldiers from the ground, but still they advanced, driven to suicidal acts by Loki’s promise of power.

			There was a snap, and then an entire group of attackers was blasted back by a boulder-size piece of Vanahalla.

			Sigrid looked over to find a catapult. A spark seemed to flare to life in her chest. Fisk and their other Night Elf allies had built it hastily, still working on it even as others loaded it up for another shot.

			“You’re a genius, Fisk!” Mariam shouted.

			He returned a thumbs-up.

			Sleipnir still stood beside his half-sister, waiting for Sigrid. She wasn’t ready for him. Not yet. She was thinking clearer than she had in days, the only force inside her own head.

			Was it Loki’s secret presence in Mariam’s form that had made chaos so hard to resist since Helheim?

			“Sigrid!” Tóra sprinted over, holding her robe up to her knees. Her face was pale, her breaths coming fast and panicked. “The Eye showed me! He’s in the army, across from where Vala’s tower used to be. He’s in Night Elf armor.”

			The clamor of battle all but drowned out her voice, but Sigrid raised a hand to show she’d heard, her heart in her throat. Vala’s tower.

			“Let’s go!” Mariam cried.

			Sigrid was already nudging Hestur into a gallop. He tore through the ruins at breakneck speed, jumping over stones and weaving between crumbling pillars. Smoke turned the air into a haze, stinging her eyes and making her cough. Hooves clattered and gusts of wind blew at her back as Mariam kept up.

			“An army’s crossing the moat! We need help over here!” Peter’s cry filled the air, desperate. His voice came from the opposite direction.

			An icy sensation ran down Sigrid’s spine at the panic in his tone. She drew Hestur to a halt and looked over her shoulder, torn.

			“Was that Peter?” Mariam asked, her eyes wide.

			Sigrid nodded. Did she keep going toward where Tóra had seen Loki, or did she help Peter and any stable hands who were with him?

			Easy decision.

			“We have to help him.” She spun Hestur and galloped toward Peter.

			Mariam didn’t argue.

			Peter stood near Roland and the other stable hands, building a wall by piling up rubble.

			“Sigrid!” he shouted, pointing across the moat.

			An army had assembled there, having come around the other side of the hill when they were all distracted. Night Elves, Fire Giants, Ice Giants, Vikings, and Light Elves all roared and raised their weapons.

			“They’re coming across the dam!” Peter shouted, his voice breaking in panic. “We need help stopping them!”

			“The dam?” Mariam asked, bewildered.

			Sigrid followed Peter’s gaze, and her breath seized. The moat was dammed with stones and dirt, forming a wide bridge that the army was able to run across.

			Mariam cursed.

			“How…?” Sigrid stared in confusion, her ears ringing, before Ratatosk’s words trickled forward in her memory. The menace transformed himself into a beaver.

			Had Loki transformed into a creature who could build this mess?

			Giddy laughter filled the air, and she whirled around, searching for him. He was here. He was close.

			“Everyone, get over here!” she shouted. “Valkyries, this way!”

			The opposing army charged across the dam, their weapons glinting.

			Sigrid’s insides plummeted. The fight from behind the safety of the moat was over. The time had come for everybody to join in combat.

			She and Mariam hurled their spears, Peter roared and raised an ax, and the opposing sides met in a clash of cries and weapons. More foot soldiers rushed over to help, valkyries swirled overhead in a storm of wings, and the volume of the fight rose to an ear-splitting din. Blood spilled and bodies fell, even as Sigrid threw her weapon faster to try and stop them.

			The army flooded toward them across the dam, fighting hard.

			They were surrounded.

			Where moments ago she’d been sure they could do this, uncertainty tightened its hold on her. She needed to fight like her life depended on it.

			“Sigrid,” Mariam said urgently, “maybe it’s time to—”

			“On it.” She turned to shout over her shoulder. “Sleipnir!”

			The stallion galloped over, eager to join in the fight. She nudged Hestur over to him, pulling herself over to the other saddle. “Stay close, buddy.”

			Hestur snorted, dancing anxiously on his hooves as he stuck by Sleipnir’s flank.

			The moment she sank into Sleipnir’s saddle, his energy flooded through her, sharpening her senses. Every scream and every grotesque sound of a blade stabbing flesh met her ears. The scent of blood was strong enough to gag her. Movement erupted all around, every slash of a weapon drawing her attention.

			She fired at the oncoming army, her muscles alive with adrenaline. Mariam fought hard beside her, and they became a team, taking down twice as many with only one side to keep an eye on.

			A large bird swooped over the crowd, pulling her gaze—but when she looked, it was gone.

			“You see that, too?” Mariam asked.

			Sigrid cursed at her slow reaction and ground her teeth. “Yeah. He’s taunting us.”

			Every dark shadow pulled her gaze, every pop of sparks from the cursed flame making her jump.

			Fisk raced past them to meet another Night Elf in combat, slashing his wooden sword. His opponent sparked a strange recognition in Sigrid—it was a familiar mask with cat fangs. This was one of the elves from the group who’d captured her and Mariam long ago in the meadow by the spring of Hvergelmir.

			“You’re fighting on the wrong side, Ábiǫrn!” Fisk shouted.

			“Who are you?” he snarled back.

			Fisk stopped fighting and pointed to himself. “It’s me, Fisk!”

			Ábiǫrn lowered his own sword. “Runt? You’ve got a new mask!”

			Fisk puffed out his chest. “That’s right. It’s a dire wolf.”

			“A dire wolf? No kidding!”

			They stared at each other, their arms slack at their sides. Then someone slammed into Ábiǫrn from behind, which reminded him why he was here. He roared and ran at Fisk, who blocked him with a slash of his wooden sword.

			“Careful, Fisk!” Sigrid shouted.

			The stench of smoke and blood filled her nostrils, sticking to her throat and making her cough. The clashing weapons grew painfully loud, reverberating in her skull like a clanging bell.

			Valkyries shouted behind her, urgent commands rising over each other. To her left, there was a rumble at the drawbridge, and the stones the stable hands had piled high toppled.

			A swarm pushed through, flooding into the ruins. Where there weren’t enough weapons to go around, people hurled rocks and rubble.

			“Fight, Sleipnir!” Sigrid roared.

			The stallion erupted like the geysers of Muspelheim, lashing out at everyone within reach. He knocked them down, trampled them, bit them and tossed them aside, and stomped them with all eight hooves. She helped him by throwing her spear, taking out any people he hadn’t gotten to yet. They were the lucky ones.

			“Remind me to never piss you off,” Mariam shouted.

			Ahead, Brynn roared as she met an Ice Giant in combat. Her arms strained as their swords clashed, her knees buckling under the giant’s strength. The size difference between elf and giant was significant, but she fought hard, grunting as she swung with all her might. Her agility kept her alive, helping her to dart under and around her larger opponent.

			The Ice Giant growled, thrusting his sword. Brynn jumped back on nimble feet—but there was no greenery for her to summon with her Light Elf magic, and each swing of her sword was a little weaker than the last.

			“Brynn, I’m coming!” Sigrid shouted, panic constricting her airway as she turned Sleipnir.

			Mariam cursed, nudging Aesa so close that she bumped into Sleipnir’s rump. “Watch your back, Sigrid.”

			Kára stayed pinned between them, kicking and biting to help Mariam keep everyone back.

			The crowd was too dense. They couldn’t get to Brynn fast enough. Out of nowhere, a second Ice Giant lunged from the side, stabbing her sword at Brynn.

			Sigrid gasped, her mind slow to catch up to what she was seeing.

			The blade found a gap in Brynn’s armor, tearing open a gash in her side.

			“No!” Sigrid cried, a chill spreading through her as Brynn crumpled to her knees. Everything seemed hollow, muted, as reality grew slow and murky.

			Brynn spluttered, her sword falling from her grip.

			This couldn’t happen. Brynn had a family, a purpose, a life to return to in a beautiful world. She couldn’t die. Not after all they’d been through.

			With a grunt, Sigrid threw her weapon at the second giant. I can still save her.

			Her spear found its mark in the giant’s throat, sending her toppling back. But the first giant was still standing, still holding a weapon. With a nasty sneer curling his lips, he swung at Brynn’s neck to finish her off.

			Sigrid gasped, dread gripping her lungs. “Brynn—”

			Suddenly, the dark shape of a Night Elf lunged between Brynn and the giant with a roar, facing the giant and striking the sword with his own. The clang rose over everything, the vibration tangible in the air.

			“Nýr!” Sigrid cried, terror and relief mixing together. She summoned back her weapon while the Light Elves nearest Brynn raced over to help. As they closed around their fallen leader to pull her to safety, several broke away to aid the Night Elf prince.

			“Healers!” someone shouted desperately. “Come quick! Brynn is down!”

			Prince Nýr fought hard against the Ice Giant, forcing him back a step despite their startling difference in size. The giant seemed caught off guard, stumbling for balance as Nýr’s blade drew blood on his arm.

			Then a storm crossed the giant’s expression, and as he regained his footing, he raised his sword with a two-handed grip.

			Sigrid sucked in a breath and took aim, throwing with all her might.

			Her spear soared toward his throat—and at the same moment, in a flash of steel, his blade sliced through the hazy, dusty air.

			Her spear hit true, driving deep into the giant’s throat.

			But it wasn’t enough to interrupt the force of his swing.

			Prince Nýr had time for one last strangled scream before, like a vision from a nightmare, his head separated from his body.

			Numbness overcame Sigrid as both opponents crumpled, two bodies among many, lost beneath the stampede.

			The giant had killed Nýr in one clean swoop.

			The prince of Svartalfheim was dead.

			Incomprehensible screams tore from Sigrid’s throat. This had to be some sort of lie, an illusion created by Loki to break their spirits.

			The Light Elves were still in a panic, trying to save Brynn, who was breathing fast with blood oozing from the wound in her side. 

			Ylva’s voice rang out from above. “The Night Elf prince is down!” She fired at more attackers surrounding Brynn and the nearest Light Elves. “Juniors, the foot soldiers need help over here!”

			“It’s Prince Nýr! His name is Nýr!” Sigrid shouted, the words choking her. He wasn’t just any Night Elf. He was the Night Elf who’d risked his life, his status, his entire world to do what was right and help restore balance. He’d been a loyal ally from the moment he helped her and the junior valkyries escape Svartalfheim over a year ago.

			A wave of dizziness washed over her, the reality of the battle crashing down. Prince Nýr, their best hope of peace with the Night Elves, was gone, and around her, more of their foot soldiers fell, their efforts not enough against Loki’s massive army.

			Sleipnir continued fighting beneath her, and she held on, gulping down air but unable to get enough. Somehow, her spear was back in her hand, and she threw it with a trembling arm. The stallion’s energy battled with her grief, her fear, her heart that beat too strong.

			“Runa, look out!” Edith cried, her voice distorted as it swam into Sigrid’s ears.

			Sigrid snapped her gaze upward in time to see a lance fly past Tobia’s wing. Tobia grunted, flipping over to avoid it—and Runa screamed. She separated from her mare’s back, freefalling, a blot of gold armor glinting in the endless gray sky.

			“Runa!” Sigrid cried, nudging Sleipnir forward. But the fight blocked her from advancing, too many people in her way.

			Runa hit the ground with a crunch that rose over everything else.

			Please, not Runa.

			Panicked shouts erupted from the valkyries, the words jumbling in Sigrid’s ears as they convened. Tobia whinnied, pushing through everyone as she plunged to meet her rider.

			Sigrid roared, frustration and anguish coming to a white-hot peak inside her.

			They were losing. 

			Shouts rose to her left, pulling her gaze.

			“Princess! More are coming!” Leah shouted from overhead.

			The words hit her like a boulder. Another wave of attackers was the last thing they needed. They couldn’t fend off any more.

			On the other side of the drawbridge, another army approached—a sea of Fire Giants, clad in armor, carrying weapons and shields. And in the lead…

			A chill ran down Sigrid’s spine. A wolf the size of a barn galloped up the hill toward them, his claws sinking into the soft ground, his red eyes gleaming, his shaggy black fur ruffling in the wind. His mouth was open, fangs the size of swords glinting beneath the cloudy sky.

			“Fenrir!” Sigrid cried, turning Sleipnir to face him. Her stomach dropped.

			“Did we leave Muspelheim so angry that they sent an army to attack Vanaheim?” Mariam shouted, raising her weapon.

			In a few long strides, the wolf was upon them, leaping over the moat and landing among the fight. His paws skidded on the stones, sending them flying every which way.

			Sleipnir reared, and Sigrid winced as she raised her feeble weapon, lost for how to fend off a beast so huge.

			Fenrir rose up on his back legs, snarling, so close that every hair on his belly became visible—and then he bounded right over Sigrid and Mariam’s heads, his shadow darkening the sky. He landed between them and the attacking army, the ground rumbling. He tore into their enemies, tossing aside giants like mice, his teeth sinking deep into them.

			Blood spilled, the stench filling the air—and Sigrid’s heart jumped into her throat. Numb shock flooded through her as the wolf tore mercilessly at everyone in his path.

			“Princess Sigrid! We’re here to help!”

			Sigrid raised her gaze to the source of the voice—Angrboða, the Muspel Princess, sitting on Fenrir’s back. Her younger brother, Surtur, sat behind her with his arms around her waist.

			Sigrid’s arm faltered, and she lowered her spear. “W-What? But—I thought we—”

			“I told my parents it was all Loki’s trick!” Angrboða shouted, her words jolting as Fenrir fought beneath her. “They wrote runes to the gods to confirm—and when they learned that Hel was on her way to Vanaheim—they agreed to send Fenrir with an army.”

			“So we came, too!” Surtur said.

			Sigrid threw her spear at oncoming Night Elves, fighting automatically as her thoughts spun around Angrboða and Surtur’s words. 

			“The tilted balance has brought misery to our world for long enough,” Angrboða shouted.

			Hope flooded Sigrid’s veins, and she threw her spear harder, a burst of energy fueling her. She’d spent all this time thinking they’d failed in Muspelheim—they only managed to take a fire chicken, after all. Not a real ally. But something about her last words to Angrboða had encouraged her to think about her intentions. It was enough for the Muspel royals to send an army to help fight.

			And now, not only did they have Fire Giants on their side, but they also had Fenrir.

			A lump formed in her throat, grief mixing with a new, faint sense of hope that they could stop anyone else from dying.

			They had a chance.

			“Wait. Sigrid, if Fenrir is here, does this mean…” Mariam said, breathless as she stared at Fenrir’s massive paws.

			“Gróa’s poem!” Sigrid exclaimed, and when she looked over, her own triumph was reflected in Mariam’s expression.

			She’d been wondering how she was going to stop a god. With Sleipnir, Hel, and Fenrir all here…they had just united three of Loki’s children.

			But how exactly would they stop Loki? There was no time to dwell on this—the rest of the Fire Giant army arrived, and they clashed with her own as they tried to get through to the front line.

			“Let them across!” Sigrid bellowed to her allies, pointing. “Muspelheim is here to help us!”

			The stable hands jumped into action, helping their new allies get through the crumbling barricades.

			A spark of hope ignited in her chest, feeble but still there. Her army was tired, surrounded, but they fought with every remaining drop of energy. 

			A few valkyrie trainees swooped low, putting themselves in danger as they dove at the attackers. With the shortage of weapons, they had no golden spears, so they relied on their mares’ hooves to kick people’s heads and anything they could pick up and throw.

			“Careful!” Sigrid shouted, her lungs seizing as the young mares and girls narrowly dodged swinging blades and soaring arrows.

			“Over here!” Roland cried out. He climbed up a pillar with a handful of dropped arrows and lances he’d collected, holding them up toward the valkyries. The pillar crumbled beneath his fingers and toes, threatening to make him fall.

			The valkyrie trainees dove one-by-one to take them from him. “All right, Roland! Nice find!”

			The girl he’d been occupied with before Sigrid left blew him a kiss as she flew away with the last arrow. “Thanks, Roley!”

			Sigrid couldn’t help the note of laughter. She launched her spear at a Fire Giant closing in on Fisk, casting him a wry grin. “Roley?”

			Roland lifted a hand in a bashful shrug—as always, making her forget her worries for the briefest moment.

			Abruptly, he lurched. His smile slipped off his face. He blinked, his gaze going out of focus.

			Sigrid’s heart skipped a beat. A strange numbness trickled over her, a whooshing noise filling her ears. “Roland?”

			Time seemed to stop as Roland’s fingers gave way. He fell from the pillar.

			Mariam shouted something, but Sigrid couldn’t hear it as the world tilted around her.

			As Roland hit the ground, landing in a heap among the rubble, Sigrid spotted the hilt of a blade glinting in his back.

		

	
		
			Chapter Thirty-Nine

			Evil in All Forms

			Screams broke out around them, and everything inside Sigrid frayed. She didn’t recall cueing Sleipnir, but suddenly he was galloping over to Roland, trampling anyone in their path.

			He’s hurt. Just hurt. It’ll be fine. The words repeated over and over in her mind. A stable hand couldn’t be down. Her friend. Her brother.

			As Sleipnir reached Roland, Sigrid leaped out of the saddle and dropped to her knees at his side. “I’m here.”

			He writhed, shouting in pain. “My back!” he said through his teeth. His face was ashen, his eyes wide with shock.

			Sigrid gasped for air, dizzy with fear. “Okay, hold on. Let me look.”

			She could see the hilt, but when she tried to grab his shoulders and turn him over, he thrashed, struggling against her.

			“Stop, stop!” he yelled.

			“I’m trying to help you,” she snapped, desperate. The metallic tang of blood hit her nostrils, and his lips were turning blue. Sigrid wiped an arm across her stinging eyes and shouted over her shoulder. “Help! Somebody help!”

			Mariam stood guard on Aesa, taking down anyone who came near.

			Footsteps raced closer. 

			“Roland!” Peter slid onto the ground next to them. “Up you go.” He pulled Roland, ignoring his bark of pain, and knelt at his back to support him. “It’s going to be okay. We just need to see what we’re dealing with.”

			Peter ripped Roland’s tunic open, his breath catching at what he saw. He lifted his hand, and it came away from Roland’s back dripping in bright blood.

			Sigrid met his gaze. 

			Peter’s hand trembled, and his breaths turned uneven.

			Roland coughed, a splatter of blood running down his chin. “Not good, is it?”

			The short shake of Peter’s head hit Sigrid like a punch to the gut.

			Roland grunted, and his crooked smile was bloody and heartbreaking. “It’s okay, Princess…”

			The fight faded away, everything that mattered narrowing to that moment—to Sigrid, Peter, and Roland lying between them.

			Peter’s expression was grim. He had no words of comfort.

			“Kick his ass…for me, Sig,” Roland rasped, and then his eyes rolled back.

			“Roland?” Peter said thickly, shaking him in his arms. With jerky, trembling movements, he checked for a pulse along his neck. 

			Sigrid couldn’t handle it. If he died, she would never see his eyes glint with mischief again, never hear his impish laugh. 

			A scream of fury and anguish tore from her throat. Every drop of anger she’d ever felt hit at once, building like a storm inside her. And this time, she didn’t fear it, didn’t fear the chaos.

			Sigrid staggered to her feet, swaying.

			This war couldn’t take her brother.

			Loki couldn’t take her brother.

			“Loki!” she roared, spinning around with her fist trembling around her spear.

			Her breaths bellowed in and out, her ears ringing.

			“Sigrid…” Mariam’s voice faded beneath the whooshing noise in her ears.

			She turned her attention outward, scanning the fray, determined to find him.

			Amid the flurry, one Night Elf stood still, the empty eyes of his mask staring at her. Blood dripped from his fists clenched at his sides. His mask was different, like nothing she’d seen, with black, twisted horns rising an arm’s length overhead.

			A flame erupted to life inside Sigrid as she stared at him, heat building like the fires thrashing around them.

			He tilted his head, the horns tipping sideways. Then he seized one and tugged the mask off. The face beneath it appeared, and Loki grinned at her from inside a Night Elf’s leather and chainmail armor. His lips stretched so wide that all his teeth were visible, his gold eyes gleaming as bright as flames.

			Sigrid’s vision tunneled, focusing on the blood on his fists. How many kills had he made? How many people had he injured? She clenched her jaw, rage lancing through her so fiercely that pain shot into her temples.

			“Sigrid, what are you doing?” Mariam snapped.

			Sigrid ignored her. Loki had killed her brother, and he had to pay. She broke into a run—but something slammed into her from the side, jolting her to a halt. Sleipnir had rammed her with his shoulder, stopping her from making a mistake.

			Listening to his cue, she mounted up, not taking her eyes off Loki.

			Peter’s voice drifted behind her, seeming to come from very far away. “Mariam, help me…”

			“Yeah, of course.”

			“Bold of you to invite Hel and Fenrir to the feast,” Loki said, his voice snaking into Sigrid’s mind. The space between them was vast, people occasionally blocking her view of him as they raced to and fro, but his voice was clear. “I’m surprised they accepted the invitation.”

			“Oh, they were happy to come and watch you fall,” Sigrid murmured, trembling with anger.

			Loki laughed, though there was no humor in it, a hardness in his eyes that she hadn’t seen before. “Are you sure it’s my fall they’re here to watch? You don’t think this all might be—”

			“Don’t bother,” she snapped. “You won’t trick me into turning on them.”

			He flashed her a taunting smile. “It worked before.”

			“On the Muspel King, maybe.” Sigrid sneered. “But I know you. I have your blood in my veins.”

			Mariam’s voice cut through their conversation, sharp with worry. “Sigrid, who are you—” She sucked in a breath. “Is he inside your head?”

			“You do have my blood—which is exactly why you’re making a mistake.” Loki stooped to pick up an arrow, moving as slowly as a wildcat stalking its prey. His smile turned into something more sinister. He was angry—maybe knowing she’d succeeded despite his efforts to thwart her. She’d created a new Eye, gotten Mariam back, and brought Hel and Fenrir here to help stop him.

			It was her turn to cast a vengeful smile.

			The ground rumbled beneath them, the sorcerers raising a quake that knocked people off their feet near the old entrance hall.

			“Sigrid!” Mariam shouted. “Where is— Oh.” She gasped, perhaps spotting Loki through the crowd.

			Sigrid couldn’t take her eyes off him. To do so could be to lose him—or to give him the chance to fire a weapon at her.

			Jarl Erik appeared through the fray behind Loki, his eyes narrowing through his helmet as he spotted the trickster god. He ran forward, sword raised, looking ready to take off Loki’s head right there.

			Sigrid’s breath caught.

			“Just a few things to get out of the way first,” Loki said, and he spun around, hunching over as his head morphed into a boar’s. Two enormous tusks jutted out, and with a grunt, he met Jarl Erik’s charge before the Viking leader could even swing his sword.

			Sigrid cried out, flinching at their clash. But she was too numb, too hurt to feel any real fear.

			Loki pulled back, the tusks coated in red. Jarl Erik fell to his knees, his sword clattering as he clutched at his belly.

			Blood poured out, a bright waterfall cascading down his armor—and Loki spun back around, already returned to human form.

			Sigrid trembled, the rising flames inside her ready to break free. He’d killed the leader of Hel’s army like it was nothing. In a blink, he’d sent Jarl Erik back to Helheim, and he hadn’t even paused before turning away to seek out his next victim.

			Sigrid followed his gaze upward, and her heart lurched at the winged mare swooping toward them. Mariam had mounted up and was raising her arm to throw her spear at Loki.

			Sigrid roared, nudging Sleipnir forward. She would sooner sacrifice herself than watch him end another life today. Her face went numb, panic cinching tightly around her.

			Loki raised the arrow, and Sigrid threw her spear as hard as she could.

			Aesa barrel rolled, the arrow soaring through her legs. Mariam’s spear missed him, flying past and disappearing in the rubble.

			Sigrid’s spear, meanwhile, plunged into his throat. A spray of crimson soaked the surrounding stones, and he choked, a wet, gagging sound.

			Shock and triumph cascaded over her, and she cried out in victory as blood oozed around the spearhead.

			But Loki lifted his hand and yanked it free, sneering. Where there should have been a hole, a gushing wound, there was nothing. “Princess…no mortal weapon will kill me. Either surrender or keep fighting until you and I are the only ones left in all nine worlds.”

			Sigrid’s heart slammed into her ribs. Of course an ordinary weapon was not the way to finish him, not even an enchanted valkyrie spear. They needed something greater, something written in the ancient poems…

			“Fenrir!” she roared.

			A snarl rent the air, and the ground shook beneath pounding paws. A dark shadow bounded closer.

			Loki snapped his gaze toward the oncoming wolf, his eyes widening.

			Sigrid opened her hand to summon her spear back, watching it wrench free from his grasp—and then Loki was gone, turning into a falcon with blue-gray feathers flecked with white and a black head. He rose up and away from Vanahalla’s ruins.

			“Angrboða, get Hel and follow me!” she shouted. “Follow her orders—I’ll make sure Loki doesn’t escape!”

			If Loki’s children were supposed to come together to stop him, the time was now.

			Loki flew away from the battle, heading down the hill toward the old valkyrie stables.

			Sigrid tore after him, racing over the drawbridge and down the hill. Fenrir barked, the deep noise thrumming in her bones like a clap of thunder. But all other sounds faded as she left everyone else behind.

			Sleipnir’s strides were jerky on the steep slope, and she held on tight, fighting to stay balanced. The hill that had once been covered in sheep was now barren, patches of grass singed and dead. They tore over it, gaining steadily on Loki.

			As she came within throwing distance, she tracked his erratic movements, trying to aim. She’d practiced with targets her whole life on Hestur, but she’d never had to hit something like this.

			Breathing into it, she threw as hard as she could, roaring with the effort.

			The falcon dove, and the spear shot past him. Frustration licked Sigrid’s insides like fire as she opened her hand to summon her weapon back.

			Before hitting the ground, the falcon melted, his neck lengthening and stretching out in front of him. He morphed into a mare, who dug her hooves into the ground and galloped hard, continuing down the hill. They hurtled through the rubble that was once the majestic valkyrie stables and through the opening in the stone wall on the other side.

			The battle continued far, far behind them.

			She prayed the others would soon follow—Fenrir, Hel, Mariam, even Hestur—but she couldn’t risk taking her eyes off Loki to check.

			Ahead, the mare looked back at Sigrid with her ears pinned and her teeth bared. The eye that met hers was wild, glinting more sinisterly than anything she’d seen in Fenrir or dire wolves.

			Dread filled Sigrid’s gut, but she would not back down. She crouched over Sleipnir’s neck, urging him faster. The stallion’s eight-beat stride tore up the ground, and soon, they were upon the mare. She raised her arm to throw her spear again when the mare tripped, her neck curling into her chest.

			The mare shrank into herself and disappeared.

			Sigrid leaned back, pulling Sleipnir to a halt. “Whoa!”

			Nothing moved on the ground where the god had disappeared. Where did he go?

			A massive horsefly buzzed past her ear, and she cursed. She tried to grab it, but it soared lower and vanished under Sleipnir’s belly.

			“No!” she shouted, but there was nothing she could do.

			Sleipnir made a guttural sound and leaped into the air as he no doubt got bitten. He twisted and kicked, thrashing so hard that Sigrid’s balance tipped forward.

			Fighting to stay on, she grabbed his mane, her feet slipping out of the stirrups. The stallion jumped into the air again, and she screamed, popping out of the saddle like a cork from a bottle.

			She hit the ground hard, crumpling, pain shooting through every part of her body—shoulder, head, hips, legs.

			Get up!

			Everything spun as Sigrid struggled to her feet. She had to catch up. Had to stop him.

			Sleipnir took off, galloping away, bucking and kicking as he tried to get the horsefly off his belly.

			“Come back!” she shouted, panic closing around her.

			His pounding hooves faded into the dense trees of Myrkviðr, branches snapping and rustling as he pushed through. Sigrid gasped like she’d been punched in the gut, running after him. She cursed her weak, slow legs, tripping as the grass wrapped around her boots like ropes.

			She was alone—separated from her source of strength and the only part of her that could defeat Loki.

			A whinny sounded behind her.

			She spun to find Hestur trotting toward her, his head high, snorting.

			Relief washed over her. “Good boy!”

			Hestur trotted up to her, and she put a foot in the stirrup and swung onto his back. If she could catch up to Sleipnir and grab his reins, she could bring him to a stop.

			She urged him to follow the stallion, trying to listen for him in the woods. Hestur picked up a canter, taking her boldly onward.

			Behind her, everyone else was still catching up, too far away to see.

			“How’d you get here before them?” she murmured.

			Hestur snorted, the sound like a bellows.

			Wait.

			Something was wrong.

			Hestur’s rib cage was too wide and his ears were too big.

			The horse beneath her turned his head to look at her, ears back, teeth bared.

			Sigrid screamed.

			He sprang into a gallop, taking her with him, and her instinct to hold on made her clamp the saddle tighter. Loki had taken Hestur’s form—and had done a poor job of it. She cursed herself for not seeing it when he’d trotted up to her. The fall must have jostled her brain, making her judgment hazy—or it was Loki himself muddling her mind.

			Jump off, a voice in her head hollered.

			Could she do it without breaking her legs?

			She fumbled for her spear, taking aim at the back of the horse’s head. Her arm trembled.

			“Curse it,” she hissed, unable to do it.

			It’s not Hestur, she told herself, but still her arm didn’t listen. Half of her brain still seemed to think she was going to kill Hestur.

			She looked at the ground, which sped past in a blur. His hooves thundered over the meadow, his long strides taking them into Myrkviðr at a breathtaking speed. Branches whipped her face, stinging.

			She had to jump off—but then what? He would get away.

			Trip him.

			Without wasting another moment, she leaned down from the saddle and jammed her spear between the horse’s front legs.

			Sigrid yelped as the spear jerked painfully out of her hand. With a crack, the two halves of her weapon went flying.

			Loki stumbled for balance, trying to get his hooves under him. It was a wasted effort. He fell to his knees with a sharp motion, and Sigrid pitched forward, coming unseated.

			As they rolled over on the mossy forest floor, she caught a glimpse of Loki shifting back into human form with black feathers growing over his skin. There was a thump, and he let out a raven-like caw of pain. The feathers disappeared as he clutched where he’d hit his head on a boulder.

			They came to a stop, and both got to their feet, swaying.

			Loki tried to step, fell to his hands and knees, and stood again. He lifted a hand to his head and brought it away, checking for blood. When there was none, he cackled, his mouth stretching into that broad grin.

			“Thought—you couldn’t get hurt,” Sigrid said, grunting.

			“Can’t get hurt by a mortal,” he corrected, wobbling. His unruly hair had fallen across his face, and he pushed it back. “I still manage to hurt myself all the time. The price of living life on the fun side of the scales.”

			With her spear broken, Sigrid raised her fists. Silence rang in her ears, filled only by branches whispering in the breeze. They’d come so far that no sounds of battle reached them here.

			“Well, you caught me, Sigrid,” he said with a cold sneer. “Trapped me here in the forest. Just the two of us, all alone, away from your friends and army. Now what?”

			She set her jaw. Loki had manipulated her grief and rage to lure her after him. And now, isolated in the dense trees of Myrkviðr, she was trapped out of sight of everybody with the god of mischief.

			Sigrid steeled herself. She would not become another one of his victims. She just had to wait long enough for Hel and Fenrir to reach her—and together, they would end Loki’s reign over Yggdrasil.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty

			In Favor of Mischief

			All the air left Sigrid’s body as Loki’s fist connected with her stomach. He’d taken one look at her fighting stance, cackled, and stepped in. “Fists up! I can teach you some light sparring. Come on.” 

			He was toying with her. 

			Sigrid heaved some breaths until her lungs stopped burning. She looked back toward the battle on the hill, which might as well have been in another world. Blue sky peeked through the trees, smoke rising in plumes.

			What was taking Hel and Fenrir so long? Had Loki left more of his traps along the way for them?

			With her spear in fragments and lost in the bush, and her fists not doing much more than glancing blows on the nimble-footed Loki, Sigrid picked up a rock, aware it was an empty threat. “What did you do?”

			“I haven’t done anything yet,” he said defensively. Then he smiled, straightening up. “I have ideas, though. Do you want to hear them?”

			Sigrid raised the rock higher, breathing hard.

			He dropped his shoulders, giving no indication he wanted to keep fighting. “I could disguise myself as you, their fearless leader,” he said, stroking his goatee. “I could share some devastating information that would pit friends against friends, allies against—”

			Sigrid roared in frustration and threw the rock, which Loki easily evaded. “Why are you doing this to us?” she yelled. “Why do you have to be so wholly evil?”

			Loki pressed a hand over his heart as if touched by her words. “Love, you know this is my purpose.”

			“You could have chosen innocent mischief, like the way Kára likes to headbutt everyone!”

			Loki laughed. “Kára has some valkyrie mare in her. The mixture of purity and chaos is a fascinating one.”

			Sigrid clenched her jaw, seeing nothing funny.

			Loki tilted his head sympathetically. “Sometimes, a little mischief is all that’s needed. But life was too good here in Vanaheim, and it was time for a drastic change. Just imagine how elated everyone will be when this is all over! I’ve given your world immeasurable happiness.”

			“Stop with the balance stuff!” Sigrid shouted, waving an arm. “Creating mayhem isn’t the same as creating harmony.”

			Loki clasped his hands, his expression softening. He stepped closer. “Sigrid, after this time of such darkness, agony, and despair, you’re going to come out of this happier than you’ve ever been. You’ll remember these awful times, and every morning when you wake up, you’ll be thankful that you’re no longer living them. All because of me. Because I showed your world what true misery is like.”

			Sigrid furrowed her brow. “That doesn’t make sense—”

			“Of course it does!” Loki roared as he put his palms out and took another step toward her. His eyes gleamed with excitement, his demeanor brightening. “Let me present you with something. There’s a man living in a palace overlooking the sea. He eats the finest meals, has a healthy body to live in, and has a loving spouse and three healthy children. He lives a peaceful, trouble-free life. One day, he finds a bucket of gold outside his front door—a gift from a stranger. Now consider a man who has spent his life living on the street, begging for food, cold, scabbed, and sick. One day, he wakes to find a bucket of gold set in front of his eyes—a gift from a stranger. Who do you think is happier after receiving that gift?”

			Sigrid said nothing, refusing to indulge him.

			“The poor man, of course!” Loki cried. His brows pulled down, his eyes pleading with her to understand. “I watched him. I watched both of their reactions, and there was no question as to who was happier. The man who knew a life of misery wept tears of joy when he found the gold. The man who already lived a good life received the gift with mild curiosity. The happier stories come from a place of misery. The ending is happy because the beginning was so sad. 

			“Do you see what I mean? What’s happiness if we don’t have sadness to compare it to? What’s the joy of good health if we don’t have sickness?” He stepped close enough to grab her, almost yelling the words in her face. “I’ve gifted you with the greatest happiness you have ever felt!”

			Sigrid shook her head fiercely, discomfort writhing in her gut. His words made sense—but that didn’t make him right. “The fact that everything is relative doesn’t mean you have to go around causing havoc.”

			Loki’s shoulders slumped. “Boring. You’re so boring, all of you mortals. Do you honestly want a perfect life full of only happy things?”

			Shouts rose in the distance, making Sigrid’s heart skip. Were the others finally catching up?

			“Greater happiness might come after a time of sadness,” Sigrid said, stepping back in the direction of the meadow, “but the mark of the sadness will always be there. You haven’t gifted us happiness. You’ve given us the memory of sadness and the pain of this time we’ve lived through.”

			“I have, in other words, given you the range of human emotions,” Loki said softly. “Don’t you feel alive, Sigrid?”

			She ground her teeth. There was no reasoning with Loki—and why should she expect there to be?

			“I can accept that the worlds will always have you in them, Loki. I know there will always be evil. But I can choose not to be a part of it.”

			The shouts came closer. 

			Fenrir’s thundering paws shook the ground.

			Loki’s gaze flicked past her for the briefest moment before returning to her. “Fighting me is futile. You’ll never win. I am necessary.”

			“I know. But I can do my best.” The certainty of Sigrid’s words trickled through her, light and freeing. She lifted her chin. Maybe Loki was inevitable, but that didn’t mean she had to surrender to him. “Whenever you tip the scales into misery, you can trust I’ll be there to tip them back.”

			A storm crossed Loki’s face.

			Before she could react, he lunged, his hand morphing into a bear claw as he swiped at her legs. She leaped back, a fiery sting erupting in her thigh as he tore a gash in her trousers.

			“Close one,” he taunted, a playful glint in his eyes. He shook his hands out so they returned to normal. “I gave you a chance…but if you won’t fulfill your destiny, then it’s time to send your soul to Helheim.”

			Breathing hard, Sigrid stumbled backward, wishing for something, anything, to use as a weapon. Twigs snapped under her boots.

			He lunged again, his face lengthening into a wolf’s gray snout as he nipped at her throat. She ducked under him, rolling across the forest floor. A fallen branch lay in her path, and she grabbed it with both hands, the rough bark scraping her palms. She swung hard, grunting as its weight strained the muscles in her sides.

			It cracked against his jaw with a satisfying thwap, knocking his head back. He stumbled but recovered quickly and smiled. “Not bad. But it will take more than a stick to finish me, I’m afraid.”

			“Lucky for you, I have just the thing,” she snarled, desperately hoping the others would find them soon. Would Fenrir be able to track her scent?

			“I’m dying to see what it is,” Loki said flatly—and as he stalked closer, his stature shifted, growing shorter, until Roland was walking toward her.

			Sigrid’s breath caught, the sight freezing her in place. His eyes were lifeless, blood gushing out of his mouth and cascading down his body. Nausea crashed over her, grief and fear making her stomach roil.

			“What form would you like me to take when I kill you?” he asked in Roland’s voice. “This one?”

			“S-Stop this,” she bit out.

			He shifted again, transforming into Mariam. “Or how about me?” he said in Mariam’s voice.

			“Stop!” she screamed, the word bursting out. Her fists shook as she tried to muster the courage to swing the branch at fake Mariam’s head. 

			Loki didn’t give her a chance and charged, crashing into her so the breath whooshed out of her lungs. They toppled to the uneven forest floor, Loki landing hard on top, his hands quickly finding her throat and applying pressure. But it was Mariam’s body, Mariam’s hands. 

			Sigrid choked out a sob as she was forced to kick and bite and claw at the face of the girl she loved, her life depending on it. Her nails left oozing cuts and her punches left bruises, which didn’t make sense because she wasn’t supposed to be able to injure Loki. 

			He was doing this on purpose, of course—making it harder for her to fight back when it was Mariam she had to hurt.

			“Ouch, Sigrid! Why are you doing this to me?” Loki whimpered.

			“I hope—this hurts,” Sigrid snarled, using every drop of strength to not react to his taunts. Rage filled her as he stooped to the lowest of low, making her pulse throb in her temples.

			His hands tightened over her throat, making everything spin. “Goodbye, Princess Sigrid Helenadottir. Shame it didn’t work out.”

			Panic clawed at her, and her limbs moved of their own accord, trying to push him away. He laughed, his features reappearing as if drifting up from the bottom of a pond. Mariam’s face distorted, and his wide mouth opened, his gleeful laughter rising. His curtain of red hair fell down around his face as he held her down by her throat, unaffected by her punches.

			You wretched…evil… she tried to choke out, but the pain in her throat was agony, pressure building in her head, her lungs screaming for relief.

			Abruptly, he lurched sideways, his weight leaving her in a flash.

			Sigrid sat up, gasping, dizzy as blood rushed back into her head.

			Loki splayed on the forest floor, an ax sticking out of his side. He sat up, staring at it blankly.

			Sigrid blinked at it, massaging her throat. Where did…?

			Branches snapped, and the thumps of footfall rose.

			Sigrid turned desperately to the sound. A familiar Ice Giant raced toward her with Sleipnir’s reins in hand, the stallion’s trot matching her long strides. “Missing something, Princess?” she shouted.

			Sigrid gasped, relief cascading over her. “Gerda!”

			An army of Ice Giants fanned out behind her. Sigrid stumbled to her feet, her knees weak as gratitude overwhelmed her. Gerda had listened to her pleas. She’d brought help all the way to Vanaheim.

			She must have read Sigrid’s expression because she nodded curtly. “Yeah, thought about what you said and…” She trailed off as Loki plucked the ax out of his side, the blade making a gruesome, wet noise as it came free.

			Sigrid stepped back to stand with her allies as he jumped to his feet with the agility of a cat.

			“Glad you could join us, Jotunheim!” Loki waggled his fingers, and in a blink, he transformed into a reindeer, bounding back toward the meadow.

			“Get him!” Sigrid shouted.

			Gerda raised her sword in a battle cry, and the army at her back echoed it.

			Sigrid raced for Sleipnir, vaulting into the saddle. She led the charge out of the woods, not taking her eyes off Loki as he fled once again. The army of Ice Giants stampeded behind her, their roars filling the air.

			Loki veered right and galloped through the meadow, heading to the village at the base of the hill.

			“Sigrid!” Mariam shouted—the real Mariam, spotting her from some distance away. “We’ve been searching along the forest edge, but Fenrir couldn’t track you. Loki’s shapeshifting must have thrown him off the scent.” She flew low to the ground, little Kára keeping up. “Are you okay? Wait, where’d you get the Ice Giants?”

			“No time to explain!” Sigrid pointed to Loki. “Cut him off! Don’t let him get away!”

			Mariam snapped her gaze to the galloping reindeer, turning Aesa to chase him. Kára tore ahead of her mother, clearly having inherited Sleipnir’s speed.

			Fenrir thundered after her, Hel on his back behind Angrboða and Surtur. Behind them, Hestur and the undead valkyries from Hel’s army charged.

			Loki turned into a falcon again and shot ahead in a blink, rising higher. They were going to lose him to the sky.

			“Stop him!” Hel roared.

			The undead valkyries responded at once, swarming to stop him from ascending.

			The falcon folded its wings and rolled in the air, veering left.

			“Fenrir, attack!” Angrboða yelled.

			The wolf snarled and swiped his massive paw at the bird. His claws grazed it, just enough to make it wobble.

			The bird faltered, the feathers of one wing ruffled. It plummeted.

			As Loki hit the ground, he transformed into his human form, tripping as he fought for balance. He regained his feet and sprinted away. Blood seeped through his torn tunic where Fenrir had caught the bird’s wing.

			A jolt of hope shot through Sigrid’s chest. He was hurt. The scratch from Fenrir was enough to stop him from escaping in the form of any flying creature.

			The Muspel King’s warning surged forward in her mind—be cautious of his claws and teeth. Apparently, even a god was no match for them.

			“Yah!” Sigrid nudged Sleipnir faster, tearing after Loki with a renewed burst of energy. The stallion’s hooves dug into the ground, ripping up huge chunks of grass and dirt.

			Loki looked over his shoulder, and there was an unmistakable flash of fear in his eyes.

			He curled into a somersault and transformed into a brown hare, racing ahead at a breathtaking speed that opened a wider distance between them. Drops of blood flecked the grass, leaving a trail they could follow.

			But they needed to catch him before he found his way out of Vanaheim.

			Dread trickled through Sigrid. If they lost him now…

			Mariam cursed, flying low beside her. “He’s too fast!”

			Sigrid chewed her lip. She’d spent her life galloping Hestur all across these hills, letting him open up to full speed when he needed a run—and she could feel that Sleipnir still had speed to give. Was it enough to catch him?

			Realization shot through her. Uniting Loki’s children was about using their unique powers. Hel had an army of the dead at her disposal. Fenrir’s immense strength couldn’t be harnessed, his dangerous claws and teeth unparalleled in all nine worlds. Sleipnir was the best of all horses, and no creature was faster than him—not even Loki, no matter what form he took.

			If Sleipnir could catch him, Fenrir and Hel could finish him.

			“Mariam, I need your spear!”

			Mariam furrowed her brow for the briefest moment before nodding. Aesa’s wingspan was too wide to let them get closer, so she flew over Sigrid’s head. “I’m going to drop it.”

			“Ready!” Sigrid released the reins so she could catch it with two hands.

			Mariam leaned forward to see past Aesa’s wing and let it fall.

			The light weapon landed in Sigrid’s arms, warm from Mariam’s grip. She held it tightly to her chest. “Got it! Thanks!”

			Mariam reined Aesa back. “Go get him, stable girl!”

			Sigrid’s lips tugged into a tiny smile before she set her jaw. She picked up the reins and leaned into Sleipnir’s neck, encouraging him to open up his stride.

			He took the cue and leaped forward, seeming to launch into another realm. She gasped, holding onto his mane as he sped up. Maybe she’d never let him reach full speed before, because the pace he hit sucked the breath from her lungs. Her eyes watered, her ears howled, his mane whipped her face, and the hairs on her arms rose.

			Her heart pounded hard, every instinct telling her to slow down. This speed was reckless, dangerous.

			Instead, she squeezed her legs, urging him faster. “Let’s catch him, Sleipnir!”

			The stallion tore up the ground, closing the distance.

			Sigrid kept her gaze focused, determined not to lose sight of the hare. Each stride brought them closer.

			She readied her weapon.

			Through the howling wind, Sleipnir snorted rhythmically as he galloped, his pace impossibly still accelerating.

			The hare was only a stride in front of them.

			She took careful aim, pulling her arm back. 

			With a roar, she threw.

			The spear struck the hare, making it roll over in the grass.

			“Got him!” Sigrid cried as Sleipnir flew past, moving so quickly that she had to lean hard on the reins to slow him down. She turned him sharply, nearly losing her balance as he skidded sideways.

			Loki shifted back into human form as he rolled, his limbs hitting the ground in a series of painful-sounding thumps.

			Before Sigrid could get back to him, Fenrir caught up in bounding strides, slamming a paw down on Loki to hold him to the grass.

			Loki roared. Claws cut into flesh, blood spraying from his chest as the wolf pressed him into the ground. The dirt gave way from the pressure, and he sank deeper.

			“Get—off—me!”

			He didn’t transform. He stayed put, writhing as he tried to break free from the wolf’s grasp.

			Was it the effect of Fenrir’s claws?

			“Fenrir, stay!” Angrboða commanded.

			“Yes, stay,” Sigrid said, her voice shaking as Sleipnir tossed his head and danced sideways with the thrill of the gallop. “Stay, stay, stay.”

			The wolf needed no urging. He crouched over his prey as if restraining himself from taking a bite, saliva dripping from his open mouth onto Loki’s face.

			The others caught up, and Mariam met Sigrid’s gaze with an expression mirroring Sigrid’s numb shock. Kára pranced and bucked like she was having the best day.

			We caught him.

			Hestur trotted over and rested his chin on Sigrid’s thigh, as if to say, Don’t do that again.

			She rubbed his forehead, catching her breath. Sweat trickled down her back beneath her armor, cold and uncomfortable. “What now?” she asked, swaying as relief and dread mingled inside her. This wasn’t over. “Hel, can you take him back to Asgard?”

			The goddess of death slid gracefully from Fenrir’s back, her robe fluttering as it caught the wind. “Gladly.”

			“No!” Loki cried, fear in his eyes as she approached him. He wriggled under Fenrir’s paw, trying to escape, and unease coiled around Sigrid’s chest at what would happen next.

			Hel extended her dead hand toward Loki, who roared and thrashed harder, blood oozing out from where Fenrir’s claws dug into him. The moment Hel’s hand closed around his throat, he drew a shuddering gasp, going rigid. 

			Loki’s eyes rolled into the back of his head. He went limp.

			Sigrid watched his chest rise, fall, and then grow as still as death.

			They’d defeated a god.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-One

			The Svartalf King’s Legacy

			Fenrir carried Loki’s body in his jaws as they rode up the hill toward the distant clash of battle. Although he’d been defeated, the chaos he left behind remained. Shouts still drifted hauntingly on the wind, and valkyries kept formation as they swirled around the ruins like a maelstrom.

			Urgency gnawed at Sigrid’s gut with each stride closer. She watched Loki’s limbs sway with Fenrir’s stride. “So he’s not really dead?”

			“He is for now,” Hel said from Fenrir’s back, gazing down at him with a neutral expression. “It is written that he will not be killed until Ragnarok, so I am sure he will be revived when we reach Asgard.”

			“As long as it isn’t here,” Sigrid said, wiping her sweaty face.

			Reality hovered over her head, not quite sinking in. They’d done it. They’d caught Loki. But that would mean nothing if his army kept fighting.

			As they crested the hill, the sounds of combat crashed over her like a breaking wave, stealing her breath away. The ground was cracked from the sorcerers’ quakes and damp from the waves they’d pulled out of the moat. Bodies were everywhere, blood spilling freely—it was impossible to move without tripping over someone or slipping in a crimson pool. While the valkyries circled overhead, stable hands joined the armies on the ground, fighting with any weapons they could get their hands on.

			Tóra shouted down to everyone from a pillar, the Eye brandished in her fist. “Valkyries, the foot soldiers by the old infirmary are going to need your help at any moment!”

			On both sides of the fight, everybody labored, looking too tired to carry on—and yet they did. Tears sprang to Sigrid’s eyes. Her people were injured, exhausted, and slumped with the weight of their losses, but they hadn’t given up.

			Sigrid wouldn’t give up either. Even if she had to fight her way through the field to squash every last enemy, she would fight for her people. She scanned the battle for people she knew. Please be alive. Don’t let us be too late.

			Mariam did the same beside her, standing in the saddle and craning her neck—no doubt searching for her parents.

			“Stop!” Hel shouted as Fenrir stepped into the fray, her voice booming over top of all the cries and clashing weapons.

			Slowly, as people turned their gazes onto Fenrir and the body in his jaws, the fighting quieted. Valkyries landed, the clatter of hooves taking the place of the shouts and clanging weapons.

			Fenrir let Loki fall, and a gasp rose as his body hit the ground with a dull thump.

			“Loki has been silenced,” Hel said. “Those of you serving him? Unless you want to face the wrath of the gods—Odin, Thor, Freyr—you will cease your attack.”

			“Not until we get the place in Yggdrasil we deserve!” a Night Elf roared.

			Others took up the cheer, challenging her.

			Hel’s eyes flashed dangerously as she turned her gaze onto him. “You have been misled. Loki had no intention of giving you power, only of making you dance for him so he could watch the chaos unfold.”

			There was a pause. Their opponents seemed to be weighing the goddess’s words against Loki’s promises.

			“Those fighting for Loki, we give you a choice,” Sigrid said. “You can drop your arms and return home peacefully, or you can join us as allies. We can work together to rebuild the destruction Loki has caused.”

			Dissenting murmurs passed over the crowd, coming from both sides. Her heart pounded as she continued to scan for everyone she knew. Her people stood in front of her—valkyries, civilians, allies from all worlds. Tobia stood among the valkyrie mares, which meant Runa was still alive. Light Elves stood with Brynn supported between them, and though she grimaced in pain, she was still here. Hope filled Sigrid like a breath of cool air. For everybody standing before her, she had to keep going.

			“We should not be warring for a higher position in Yggdrasil,” she said, hearing the passion in her own voice. “There should be no higher positions.”

			A familiar face stepped forward through the crowd, blood staining him from head to toe. Peter. Relief crashed over Sigrid as their gazes locked.

			He motioned behind him—and Sigrid’s heart erupted in her chest. Sitting up against a pillar, a sorcerer and a valkyrie at his side, was Roland. His expression was twisted with pain, but he was alive.

			Had the sorcerer used a healing rune? Had the goddess Eir been listening, ready to help in this fight against Loki?

			Her vision blurred, and she swiped at her eyes, clearing away her tears. The urge to run at him and hug him overcame her, but she resisted it for now, needing to speak to the crowd.

			She drew a breath to steel herself, finding so many things to say. She addressed her people—both those who’d doubted her and those who supported her. “In the past year, we have known evil in its worst form. Evil has always been and always will be part of life. Loki is necessary. Inevitable.” Her voice was steady as she repeated his words. She was no longer scared of this truth. “But so is goodness. Loki overstayed his visit outside Asgard in recent years, and it fell upon us to fix it.”

			I just never expected to be the one to do it. She’d managed to bring together all nine worlds, learn about them, and form friendships. Loki had tried his hardest to break her, and maybe he did on Mount Hnitbjorg…but her friends had been there to help piece her back together.

			She understood now that no matter what Loki said, and no matter what fate the Norns had woven for her, she could choose to be good every day. Sleipnir’s power was one that could be wielded on either side of the cosmic scales. She’d chosen to use him for good, and she would continue to do that for as long as she lived.

			“When Vala died,” Sigrid said, “her last request to me was to visit all nine worlds to gather the souls needed to create a new Eye of Hnitbjorg. I’ve come to realize her request wasn’t so much about the Eye itself as it was about forging the bonds that brought the nine worlds together. 

			“The Eye was a symbol, and it wasn’t the only thing we needed to win the war against Loki. But visiting all the worlds as Vanaheim’s princess, apologizing for past wrongs, and forming new alliances? That made all the difference and restored the cosmic balance.”

			The Light Elves from Queen Tilde’s army nodded and stood taller.

			“The worlds need each other. If everyone here hadn’t come to help fight, the war against Loki would not have ended the way it did.” Sigrid turned to address the armies who’d come from other worlds—Light Elves, Ice Giants, Fire Giants. “From here on, Vanaheim promises to help all worlds in the same way you came to help us.”

			A murmur passed over the crowd, and this time, it sounded hopeful.

			Fisk pushed to the front, limping heavily. He clenched his fists and straightened up, coming to stand beside Sigrid. “May I speak to the Night Elves?”

			Sigrid nodded.

			Fisk lifted his mask to the crowd. “With Loki gone, we have a choice. All this war and chaos isn’t who we are, you know? Golly, we don’t have to live in a state of war anymore. We can make a new Svartalfheim, a better one! We can make friends with other worlds instead of always being at war with them. I don’t know about you, but that sounds pretty nice to me.”

			There was a pause.

			“I’m asking you,” Fisk said with more certainty than ever before, “to put down your arms.”

			“Do not listen to him!” A Night Elf stepped forward with his sword brandished, his voice harsh and challenging. “He is not your king. I am King Rikard of Svartalfheim, and this decision lies with me.”

			He wore a deer mask with two black stones on the forehead. This had to be Nýr’s brother. Blood was splattered across the nose and dripped down his leather armor.

			Sigrid reacted instinctively, drawing Mariam’s spear from her quiver. Sleipnir tensed beneath her, ready to act. 

			Dread filled Sigrid. What if killing Loki wasn’t enough? More blood couldn’t be spilled today—none of them could handle it.

			“Your Majesty.” Fisk tipped his mask in a little bow, not a trace of fear in his voice. “Prince Nýr died fighting for—”

			“Nýr spent his time hiding, a coward, while I fought with our people,” Prince Rikard shouted, pointing his sword at Fisk.

			Sigrid opened her mouth to defend Nýr’s self-sacrifice, but Fisk spoke first.

			“Prince Nýr did what’s best for Svartalfheim, sir, by forming alliances with other worlds. Don’t you think it’s reckless to stay at war? Golly, we turned all other worlds against us because we listened to Loki!” Fisk placed a fist over his chest. “I know in my soul that isn’t who we are, and I hope you feel the same.”

			The Night Elves watched in silence, the crowd seeming to hold its breath. Sigrid clutched her weapon tightly, ready to intervene. 

			King Rikard kept his sword pointed at Fisk, breathing hard. His mask shifted a little as he took in the army surrounding them.

			At the front of the crowd, a Night Elf bent down, placing her weapon on the ground. Another did the same behind her, and a sound like a torrent of rain passed over the crowd.

			Sigrid barely breathed, not daring to hope. 

			Finally, with agonizing slowness, King Rikard lowered his sword.

			“Peace?” Sigrid ventured, her heart pounding hard.

			At last, Rikard gave the tiniest, almost infinitesimal nod. “Truce. I will discuss with my counsel back home.”

			Cheers erupted across Vanahalla’s ruins, rising from valkyries, stable hands, sorcerers, villagers, and the souls who’d come from all worlds to fight to restore balance. People hugged and kissed, swapping their weapons for each other’s arms.

			Sigrid had barely begun to process what was happening when hands wrapped around her wrist and pulled her from the saddle. Edith, Ylva, and Gunni had jumped off their mares to come hug her, and Runa limped along with them. Sigrid laughed, her throat tightening as she was met with so many hugs and cheers that she lost track of whose arms were around her. There was Fisk, Peter, Kára’s fuzzy little head. Even Sofie and Bjorn pushed through to shake her hand. Their voices blurred together, shouts of joy and relief mingling with tears.

			“Sigrid!”

			Mariam forced her way through the crowd to get to her, her dark eyes glistening, her lips pulled into a wide smile. She threw her arms around Sigrid and kissed her hard, and everything else faded away. There were only Mariam’s lips—soft, full, and sweeter than anything in all nine worlds—and her hands, firm against Sigrid’s back, and her body pressing close.

			“I love you,” Mariam whispered, sounding breathless.

			The words clearly still scared her—but somehow that made them mean even more.

			Sigrid smiled, her heart full to bursting. “I love you, too.”

			Mariam rested her forehead against Sigrid’s, a little smile on her lips. “So how about that promotion to royalty we talked about?”

			Sigrid’s stomach swooped. That Mariam was the one to bring it up meant more than she would ever know.

			As for the answer? She knew what she wanted to ask, but how would Mariam react?

			She pulled back and met Mariam’s eyes. “There will be a lot of uncertainty ahead. I’ll have to figure out how to be a queen, how to rebuild, how to pick up all these shattered pieces… But one thing I’m certain of is how much I love you. I need you with me every step of the way. Will you rule alongside me? And maybe one day…” She swallowed hard, nerves making her voice tremble. “One day, we can talk about a wedding to make it official?”

			She expected a flash of panic to cross Mariam’s face—but instead, Mariam just kissed her again, pulling her close. “I would like that very much,” she whispered.

			Amid the sounds of celebration, Sigrid smiled into her lips, overwhelmed. Never in her life had she felt so completely home.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Two

			Choosing a Path

			As Loki’s defeat settled in, the weight of their losses fell over them, a hush that Sigrid felt in her bones. Bodies lay strewn throughout the rubble, in the moat, and down the hill on all sides. Prince Nýr, Jarl Erik, valkyries, civilians, sorcerers, a young stable hand, and most of Hel’s army had been lost, each one a dagger in her heart. Walking through the ruins with Hestur, using him to help bring injured warriors to the sorcerers, she let her tears fall for everyone they’d lost. She imagined the Norns plucking the threads that made up their precious lives, letting them drift away in the breeze as though none of them mattered. It was enough to spark fury deep in her belly, to make her want to ride all the way back to Mount Hnitbjorg and curse the three sisters for weaving such a cruel fate.

			But the battle was done, and Loki was back in Asgard, and the Norns would probably tell her their sacrifices were the price of victory.

			It wasn’t fair. But the intricate weavings of fate were something she might never understand.

			She wiped an arm across her eyes and kept working, sifting through rubble for buried bodies. Blood stained the ground everywhere she stepped, sticky beneath her boots. Unless a heavy rainfall came soon, it would need to be scrubbed away.

			Valkyries flew low, searching for bodies, while others stayed on foot to collect the weapons that lay scattered all over. A pile grew in the spot in the courtyard where a fountain used to be, soaked in red.

			Several valkyries had been injured, and they’d lost three senior and retired valkyries, which made Sigrid’s heart feel like it’d been bruised and cracked. Runa had broken both wrists, but with the help of a healing rune, she was expected to make a full recovery. Tobia watched over her like a nanny, nuzzling her hair until it was a frizzy mess.

			After a long time, weak with exhaustion, Sigrid returned to Tóra, who’d been tirelessly etching runes on the injured since the battle had ended.

			She leaned against Hestur’s neck, breathing in his familiar, comforting scent as unease twisted in her gut. “Tóra, can I tell you something?”

			Tóra was helping to heal a young valkyrie’s broken arm with a rune. “Of course.”

			“The things Loki told me…they made sense. His words about balance, about evil being necessary.”

			“It scares ye?” Tóra asked gently, reading her tone correctly.

			Sigrid glanced at the young valkyrie, unsure if she should be sharing this in front of anyone else. But she nodded reluctantly. Shame burned her cheeks, and she combed her fingers through Hestur’s mane so she wouldn’t have to meet Tóra’s eye. “I’m scared I have too much of him in my blood. I’m scared that despite all of this, I’m destined for…” She swallowed hard. “Like, on Mount Hnitbjorg, if all of you hadn’t been there…”

			“Yer not evil, Sigrid.”

			“You don’t know that. You’re not inside my head. You don’t feel the things I do when I ride Sleipnir. The Norns…they saw something in me. Darkness.”

			Tóra finished the rune and sent the young valkyrie to get bandaged up before turning to Sigrid with a smile. “Remember what we talked about at the top of Mount Hnitbjorg? How ye can choose yer cosmic path? Have faith in yer strength, Sigrid. Ye overcame Loki’s temptations easily when it came to saving Mariam’s life.”

			“Yeah, but it’s Mariam!”

			Tóra raised her eyebrows and dusted off her robe. “So that choice was a particularly easy one.”

			Sigrid stared at her for a long moment, trying to understand. “But…” 

			“Ye chose to ignore the darkness, Sigrid. That made all the difference.”

			So in order to overcome evil, she just had to choose goodness?

			“Do you think everyone embodies both good and evil?” Sigrid asked.

			Tóra stood and faced her. “I think ye know the answer.”

			Sigrid tilted her head, considering. “I guess when I thought the Norns wove evil into my fate anyway, I kind of surrendered to it. But I didn’t have to.”

			Tóra nodded. “Ye choose yer own fate, Sigrid. Don’t let a vision tell ye what that is.”

			Sigrid chewed her lip. This fit with what Vala had told her long ago. “You sound more like Vala every day, Tóra.”

			The young Seer flushed, looking pleased with herself. She pointed past Sigrid. “By the way, it looks like the Fire Giants are putting out the everlasting flame for us. Do ye think we should ask them to do the wall in the forest next?”

			Sigrid whirled around to follow Tóra’s gaze, her jaw dropping.

			The Fire Giants were bent over the everlasting flames, drawing runes at their base—and Tóra was right. The flames began to extinguish.

			“Everlasting flame can be put out?” Sigrid cried.

			Nearby, Angrboða straightened up from the fire she was working on. A little smile appeared on her lips. “Only Fire Giants can do it, but yes.”

			Sigrid gaped. “Well, we would appreciate your help extinguishing everything. We have a fire burning in the forest, too.”

			Angrboða gave her a little curtsy. “Glad to help, Princess.”

			The tightness in Sigrid’s head gave way, tingling through her temples. With the flames at the top of Vanahalla extinguished, they could begin to rebuild. They could create a new royal hall and valkyrie stables.

			“What about the darkness covering the villages?” Sigrid asked the nearest Night Elves. “Is there a way to retract it?”

			The elves looked at each other, a silent exchange.

			One turned back to her and nodded curtly. “Under Prince Nýr’s orders, we will repair the damage we’ve done.”

			Sigrid smiled. “Thank you.”

			Her gaze caught on Brynn, whose people surrounded her, lovingly tending her wound and scrubbing dirt from her face. Nearby was Roland, who was still sitting against the pillar while a sorcerer tended to him. He also had several pretty valkyries doting on him, which he seemed to be enjoying. When their eyes met, he gave Sigrid a thumbs-up, which she returned with a surge of relief.

			Her insides inflated with hope. 

			They would heal. 

			Bit by bit, they could restore Vanaheim.

		

	
		
			Chapter Forty-Three

			A Better Vanaheim

			Sigrid urged Hestur into a gallop, tearing across Vanaheim’s grassy hills. The wind whipped her hair, the comforting scent of Hestur and the lush fields filling her nostrils. Her heart pounded in time with his hooves, ready to burst with joy as they rode along their favorite route. Mariam, Aesa, Kára, and Sleipnir galloped alongside her, the horses tossing their heads and bucking with glee.

			It’d been two months since the battle, and at last, the sun felt warmer, the grass greener, their hearts lighter. The day was so perfect that Sigrid kept looking at Mariam with the most enormous smile that she couldn’t wipe off her face.

			Mariam’s laughter rang out, a sound like Alfheim’s waterfalls. “What?”

			“I never thought we’d be doing this.”

			“Especially not with our foal?”

			Something fluttered in Sigrid’s chest at the way she said our foal.

			With Sigrid’s coronation today and the announcement of Mariam’s new royal title, their future was suddenly here—and it was brighter than she’d ever dared to dream of.

			She slowed Hestur to a walk, letting out a breath. The sinking sun was a reminder that they had to get back soon.

			Her pulse quickened as a question rose to her lips, one she’d lain awake thinking about last night. She fidgeted with her reins, unable to meet Mariam’s eye. “Why do you think it was me? Why wasn’t my mother chosen to be Sleipnir’s heir, or Aunt Kaia, or anyone else in my family tree?”

			Mariam, preoccupied with fending off Kára’s attempts to eat her boot, took a moment to reply. Her expression turned gentle, thoughtful. “Because you’re you.”

			Sigrid raised an eyebrow, making Mariam laugh again. 

			“You’re part of the same family as all those royals who led Vanaheim to a place where the other worlds viewed us as an enemy—but you’re different,” she said. “You were raised in a barn, an orphan with a Midgard horse, and that made you humble. You mended Vanaheim’s relationships with other worlds in a way your mother or Aunt Kaia never could have done.”

			Sigrid chewed her lip, heat rising in her cheeks. Maybe Mariam was right. It had to be her. “Well, I’m glad it was me, or I never would have met you.”

			Mariam returned that stunning smile of hers, which still managed to make Sigrid’s belly swoop after all this time.

			They rode back as the sun began to set, ready for the ceremony. They’d agreed to have it in the valkyrie stable yard, where both Sigrid and Mariam felt more comfortable. The destroyed yard was nothing compared to what it used to be, but seeing the huge crowd assembled as they drew near, including the visitors from other worlds who’d returned for the ceremony or had stayed to help clean up, warmth flared in Sigrid’s chest. They’d all endured so much, yet here they were, ready to stand together to embrace a new era.

			Sigrid and Mariam passed their horses to Peter and hurried to clean themselves up as best they could. Both would wear riding trousers and tunics for the ceremony.

			Fisk and the other Night Elves had built a stage, and as Sigrid approached it, her palms began to sweat. Mariam cast her a nervous smile, drawing a breath.

			It was time.

			A hush fell over the crowd.

			“Presenting,” General Ulfhilda announced from the stage, “Queen Sigrid and Princess Mariam of Vanaheim.”

			Mariam’s breath caught as everybody cheered. As they walked onto the stage, the crowd bowed in respect.

			“This is weird,” she murmured, barely audible beneath all the clapping.

			Sigrid let out a small laugh and squeezed her hand reassuringly. “I won’t argue that.”

			General Ulfhilda fitted Sigrid with the gold crown Fisk had made for her—not too big, not too heavy, and the same hue as her spear and armor. It was a crown fit for a valkyrie queen.

			It fit comfortably, light and well balanced on her head. She took in the sea of faces looking up at her, their expressions full of hope, excitement, admiration. These people were her responsibility to lead and protect. As much as it was daunting, it was also exhilarating. 

			She’d been through the nine worlds, to Helheim and back, and faced Yggdrasil’s worst monsters. 

			She was ready.

			“As Vanaheim’s queen,” she said, her voice carrying over the crowd, “I vow to protect all nine worlds on Sleipnir and keep our alliances strong and healthy. The valkyries will do as the gods intended, protecting and keeping peace across the cosmos. Our new council will ensure all of this and more—we will forge lasting friendship bonds that will survive any darkness that dares to threaten us again.”

			She met the eyes of those who had come from other worlds, who would form the backbone of the new royal council—Vikings, Gerda and several other Ice Giants, Brynn and her team of Light Elves, King Rikard himself, and Fire Giants, including Angrboða and Surtur.

			She smiled at Mariam, her stomach swooping, as General Ulfhilda fitted her with a gold diadem. The rubies in it looked stunning against Mariam’s dark hair, making her more breathtaking than ever.

			Sigrid flashed Fisk a smile and a small thumbs-up, hoping he knew what an amazing job he’d done. From the front of the audience between Tóra and Roland, he waved back.

			“Vanaheim is an open, welcoming place for people from all worlds,” Sigrid continued. “We will not close our entrance to anyone who comes here peacefully, and the valkyries will never refuse help to those who need it.”

			Applause began, a gentle patter like the first drops of rain on a roof. Sigrid followed the source, warmth trickling through her at finding Mariam’s parents among the first in the group. Others joined in, and soon, the whole crowd was applauding.

			Sigrid looked around, her heart full to bursting as everyone she loved stood before her.

			“Today is the first day of our new world.” She hopped off the stage and picked up a stone. She laid it on the ground where the valkyrie stables once stood—the first piece of the new barn. “Let’s start building.”

			Mariam bent to grab another stone and stacked it beside hers. Peter came next, and Roland, hobbling over with a smile on his face. Then came Fisk, Tóra, the valkyries, sorcerers, Light Elves, and everybody else from all nine worlds. 

			They set to work picking up stones, ready to rebuild Vanaheim.
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