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            The Characters

          

        

      

    

    
      In Furkat

      Alys de Sant (pronounced Alice)

      Magnus de Sant, Alys’ son

      Lotta de Sant, Alys’ daughter

      Lord Reinar Vilander (pronounced Ray-nar)

      Sigurd Vilander, his brother

      Ludo Moller, Sigurd’s best friend

      Berger Eivin, warrior

      Solveigh Brava, Tarl’s wife

      Puddle, the puppy

      

      On the Road

      Jonas Bergstrom, Alys’ grandfather

      Vik Lofgren, Jonas’ best friend

      Eddeth Nagel, healer

      Stina Arnborg, Alys’ best friend

      Ollo Narp, warrior

      Aldo Varnass, Eddeth’s helper

      Ilene Gislar, warrior

      Bolli Ollsfar, helmsman

      Gudrum Killi, Lord of The Murk

      Ilmar, his second in command

      Ahlen, Gudrum’s warrior

      Raf, his dreamer

      

      In Orvala

      Tarl Brava, Lord of Orvala

      Mirella Vettel, dreamer

      Ulrick Dyre, Hakon’s scout

      Bergit Dyre, Ulrick’s wife

      Alvear and Offa, Tarl’s best friends

      Greppa Sunstrom, the brother

      

      In Stornas

      King Ake Bluefinn

      Queen Estrella Bluefinn, his wife

      Ilyia & Maia, their daughters

      Adelborg, the king’s dreamer

      Vito Montagi, Estrella’s brother

      

      In Ottby

      Lady Elin Vilander, Reinar’s wife

      Stellan Vilander, Reinar’s father

      Gerda Vilander, his wife

      Bjarni Sansgard, Reinar’s best friend

      Agnette Sansgard, Reinar’s cousin

      Torfinn Bellig, Sigurd’s friend

      Beggi Bellig, old scout

      Odd Forsten, in charge of the garrison

      Irma Darri, healer

      Martyn, Stellan’s steward

      Rienne, Gerda’s servant

      

      Other Characters

      Hector Berras, former Lord of Blixo

      Gysa, dreamer

      Svein ‘The Butcher’ Bearsu, Lord of Ennor

      Skoll Bearsu, Svein’s son

      Lady Katrine Hallen, Lady of Tromsund

      Ragnahild One Eye, spirit dreamer

      Eida Bergstrom, Alys’ grandmother

      

      Gods & Goddesses

      Thenor, Father of the Alekkan Gods

      Valera, Goddess of Love & Fertility

      Eskvir, God of War & Vengeance

      Eradis, his healer

      Alari, Goddess of Magic & Dreamers

      Vasa, Goddess of Death

      Hartu, Goddess of the Sea

      Hykka, God of Weather

      Solla, Goddess of the Sun

      Omani, Goddess of the Moon

      Ulfinnur, God of Winter

      Eutresia, First Goddess of the Sun

      Tikas, Messenger of the Gods
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            THREE YEARS AGO

          

        

      

    

    
      Gysa was her name.

      Mostly hidden beneath a dark hood, she peered at him as though she was seeing into his soul. He imagined she was, being a dreamer. A dreamer he had paid in gold.

      And what would she find but ruin and despair?

      All that he’d loved was gone from this world, and he stood at a crossroads, needing to make a decision. To join them? His beloved wife and daughter? Or to stay and take revenge upon those who had torn apart his family, wrenching his heart from his chest, tearing it out of his empty body.

      For he was empty, and surely the dreamer could see that?

      She squeezed his hand until he felt that she would crush his bones, yet she was frail, gaunt and angular. He felt little padding in that hand.

      But her strength?

      She sat back suddenly, gasping for air, releasing his hand.

      He pulled it onto his lap, aware of the fire again, his breath freed from his chest, flowing from his mouth in white waves. ‘You saw something? Saw what I should do?’ He couldn’t see her eyes. The cottage was a dark hole, apart from the small fire flaming between them.

      ‘Saw? Yes. Felt? Everything.’

      Her voice rasped, and he worried that he was doing the wrong thing trusting this woman, for when had he ever believed in dreamers?

      ‘You are right to be wary, my lord,’ she breathed. ‘Your good nature has been corrupted by those who would see you wronged. And wronged you have been by those you considered dear. By your best friend, your brothers in arms. Your king...’

      He swallowed, leaning forward now, waiting as she turned towards a low table, taking up a cup of wine.

      She sipped slowly before returning the cup to the table. ‘Though your pain is a wound that will never heal if you kill yourself.’ The dreamer bent to the floor now, picking up a stick from the basket by her chair. Smiling, she drew her knife from its scabbard. And ignoring his obvious discomfort, she began scratching symbols as she spoke. ‘You will only find peace in this life and the next if you exact a fair price for what was taken from you. My lord,’ she purred, eyeing the nervous man. ‘You must not abandon your wife and daughter now, not even in death, for what I saw and what I felt when I touched you was their anger. They were crying out for vengeance, begging for justice. So you must kill the one who refused to help you. The one who chose his ally over his most loyal lord and friend.’ Lifting her head, Gysa handed the man the symbol stick. ‘You, my lord, must kill Ake Bluefinn.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            I

          

          
            Help is On the Way

          

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

        

      

    

    
      ‘Bees.’

      Alys had almost fallen asleep, half-frozen, exhausted beyond words. ‘What?’ she mumbled, edging towards her daughter. ‘Bees?’

      ‘I can hear bees, Mama.’ Lotta felt too cold to sleep, and though she wanted the warmth of her mother’s body, she was too distracted to lie still. ‘So can Puddle. I think he followed them.’

      ‘What?’ Alys sat up, glancing at the sleeping bodies sprawled around their snowy campsite. She saw Ludo sitting by the fire, though his back was to them, his shoulders slumped. ‘You let Puddle go?’

      Lotta shook her head, hearing Magnus mumbling nearby. ‘He escaped. It wasn’t me. It was the bees!’ She was talking so loudly that Alys was certain her daughter was going to wake everyone up.

      They were camping with the beached fleet in the cove near Furkat, waiting for Jonas and Vik to bring the Ottby army to them. It was hard to remain patient, though they couldn’t sail back to Ottby in the one ship they’d escaped Orvala in, for what help would they be then?

      Alys grabbed Lotta’s hand, placing a finger to her daughter’s cold lips. ‘Ssshhh now and show me where Puddle’s gone. We have to find him.’

      Lotta nodded, eyes wide and worried.

      Taking her finger away, Alys helped her daughter to her feet. The darkness away from the fire was complete, so she hurried to Ludo, tapping him on the shoulder. ‘I need a torch.’

      He almost fell off the log he was sitting on, quickly shaking his head. ‘Thought you were a vatyr!’ he snorted, relieved to see Alys. Then, noting the look on her face, he frowned. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Puddle’s escaped. We’re going to try and find him, but I need a torch.’

      Ludo stood. ‘I’ll come with you.’

      But Alys shook her head. ‘No, you watch the camp. We won’t be long.’

      Ludo hesitated, though after seeing Alys kill her husband in Orvala, he knew she was perfectly capable of handling a simple walk into the forest. ‘Here,’ he said, picking up one of the torches he’d made, dipping its cloth tip into the fire. ‘Take this.’ And pulling it out, flaming brightly, he handed it to Alys. ‘I’ll come looking if you haven’t returned soon.’

      Alys nodded, heart pounding as she realised that she, too, could hear the bees.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Beams of sunlight whirled around her, bathing her in warmth. Clouds touched her toes as she rose higher and higher, barely able to breathe now. It was as though she was the most powerful bird, one that could fly higher than any other. As though she was Eutresia, Goddess of the Sun, herself. The true goddess. The one sacrificed for Thenor’s ambition. For the Father of the Gods’ desire for power had always been far greater than his sense of justice.

      Mirella could see how possible it was to touch the sun.

      She reached out a hand, lifting it above her head.

      And then the vast expanse of sky darkened, and she was falling, tipping backwards, arms unfurled. Cold air pushed against her back, rushing past her arms. Her toes were no longer warmed by the sun. They were frozen, and she trembled with cold and fear as she fell, speeding towards the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Gripping Lotta’s hand, Alys led them into the trees.

      ‘It’s so dark,’ her daughter whispered, tripping over a rock.

      Alys squeezed her hand, keeping Lotta on her feet. She brought the flaming torch down lower so her daughter could see the path ahead. ‘Don’t worry. We can see.’

      The buzzing was getting louder.

      ‘Can you hear the bees, Mama?’

      ‘It can’t be bees,’ Alys insisted. ‘Bees don’t like the cold. They don’t like the night either. Wherever the bees are, it’s not in there.’ She felt oddly certain about that, momentarily wondering if she was dreaming.

      There were stones.

      Enormous stone pillars rose up amongst a copse of tall birch trees, and Alys pulled up quickly, not having noticed them before.

      ‘They’re in there,’ Lotta hissed, glancing back over her shoulder, wishing Magnus was with them. ‘The bees.’

      Alys handed Lotta the torch. ‘You take this. I need my sword.’

      Lotta nodded, holding the long torch in both hands as her mother unsheathed her sword, and when she was ready, they stepped towards the stones.

      A familiar bark had Lotta quickly running ahead, her mother grumbling behind her. ‘Lotta! I can’t see if you take the torch!’

      Lotta stopped. ‘That’s Puddle!’

      Ignoring her daughter, Alys glanced over her shoulder, hearing Jonas’ warning that she didn’t know what trouble she was walking into.

      But walking into it, she was.

      ‘You’re getting far too attached to that sword, if you ask me,’ Ragnahild One Eye muttered, waddling towards them, Puddle bouncing along beside her. ‘And that sword will not save you from the enemy coming for you now. Oh no, it won’t!’

      Lotta’s mouth fell open in surprise. ‘Who are you?’

      ‘Ahhh, the lovely Lotta,’ Ragnahild smiled, cocking her head to one side. ‘Well, as I always say, two dreamers are better than one. And three are better still. So hurry along now and let us begin, for the night is still young, and we have much work to do!’
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        * * *

      

      Ulrick had a chamber in the hall now; Tarl had insisted upon it. Bergit was thrilled, though Ulrick barely gave it a thought. His lord was distracted, and after the mess Gudrum had made of things, Ulrick knew that someone had to think of what was coming for them next.

      He held out a cup of ale, though Tarl didn’t turn towards it. ‘My lord? You should drink. You’ve been sat here some time. A drink and some food might help.’

      Tarl spun around, eyeing Ulrick fiercely. ‘What I must do is find another healer. A better healer. Someone who can help her!’ He turned back to Mirella, gripping her limp hand. She lay on her side, facing him, though her eyes were closed. He kept staring at her face, wanting to see some change. It had been three days, and she hadn’t opened her eyes.

      His wife was gone – his pregnant wife – taken by that bastard Gudrum. His fort was a wreck, his men dead and injured, his reputation in tatters. He needed to be sleeping, but try as he might, he couldn’t.

      For Mirella was dying.

      ‘There has to be another healer! Why do we have just the one?’

      ‘I’ve asked around, my lord,’ Ulrick said, suppressing a yawn. ‘The other healer was killed by Gudrum’s men, so now there’s just the one.’

      Tarl’s shoulders were in knots as he let go of Mirella’s hand. Dropping his head, he ran his hands through his short dark hair. ‘Go. Just go. Send Yana in the morning. I expect it’s late, so get some sleep.’

      Ulrick nodded. ‘I’ll check the ramparts before I do, my lord. See the hall is locked down.’

      Tarl didn’t respond, and doubting he would, Ulrick turned to the door, leaving the ale on the table. And with one look back at his lord, he slipped outside.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Bergit hissed, grabbing Ulrick’s arm before he could shut the door. She wore a nightdress, hidden beneath the long fur she’d draped over her shoulders. ‘How is Mirella?’

      Ulrick shook his head, encouraging his wife down the corridor. ‘Not recovering,’ he sighed.

      ‘Oh?’ Bergit was more curious than sympathetic as she hurried along beside him. ‘But what will the lord do without a dreamer? He needs her, doesn’t he? How will he become the high king without Mirella?’

      Slipping an arm around Bergit’s waist, Ulrick ushered her into the chamber, not wanting her gossiping in public. ‘I think that’s the last thing he cares about now,’ he said, shutting the door, eager to warm up before heading outside to check the ramparts. He made his way to the fire, which was enticing, and the table beside it, where his thoughtful wife had left a jug of ale and a cup.

      ‘And what of Solveigh? The lord sits in there with Mirella, but what about his wife? I saw what Gudrum did to her, but what will he be doing now? Now that he’s been defeated? Humiliated?’ Bergit was quickly out of breath. ‘Ulrick? Why aren’t you speaking?’

      Ulrick smiled, filling the cup with ale. And taking it in his hand, he turned back to her. ‘I was waiting for you, my love.’ Bending his face to Bergit’s, he kissed her. ‘I’m glad you’re alright. That we have another chance at making a future together.’

      Bergit was momentarily distracted from her investigation. ‘We do, yes,’ she sighed, tucking her head beneath his chin, smoothing down his long beard, which reeked of smoke and ale.

      Though only momentarily.

      ‘But what will happen now? If Tarl Brava doesn’t do something, who’s to say that horrible Gudrum won’t come back? Or some other enemy? You must do something, Ulrick. You must!’

      What Ulrick wanted to do most of all was sleep until his broken nose had healed and his aches and pains had been soothed by a long, slumberous rest. He wanted to hold Bergit in his arms while she murmured and mumbled but mostly stayed still and silent beside him, her warm legs tangled with his.

      But with his lord distracted and Orvala vulnerable, Ulrick gulped down his ale, heading for the door, knowing how much work lay ahead of him.
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        * * *

      

      Alys was confused.

      Sheathing her sword, she took the torch back from Lotta, who hurried to an excited Puddle. ‘Work to do? Now?’

      ‘Why do you think you are here, Alys, my girl?’ Ragnahild asked, sweeping an arm around the stone circle. ‘Why do you think I helped you escape Orvala? That Thenor wanted you to escape so badly? Surely you’re not that slow?’

      Alys was cold, tired, and wet. She couldn’t find any answers.

      Ragnahild walked her through it, feeling some pity for her great-great-granddaughter, who hadn’t had the easiest time of late. The poor thing looked half-stunned. Half asleep too. ‘Because of Sigurd. Sigurd Vilander is Thenor’s son.’

      Alys almost dropped the flaming torch into the snow. ‘His son? Sigurd? Sigurd’s the son of a god?’

      Lotta was barely listening, happy to have Puddle in her arms again. She stepped back to her mother’s side, wondering who the old woman was. She really was an old-looking woman. And with only one eye?

      ‘Yes, Sigurd was kept safe by the Vilanders for all those years. Until that big-eyed dreamer found out,’ Ragnahild growled.

      Lotta was suddenly alert. ‘Raf? You mean Raf?’

      Ragnahild peered at her. ‘Yes. She’s almost as inexperienced as you, that one. How she ever uncovered Sigurd’s secret, I don’t know.’ She shook her head irritably, adjusting her eyepatch. ‘But that is for another day. What we have to deal with are the repercussions. For Alari knows about Sigurd now, and that witch goddess will hunt him down. I’m surprised she’s not here already!’

      Lotta glanced around, seeing tall shadows creeping across the circle of ancient stones. She clung to Puddle, who became oddly still in her arms. He appeared to be watching the shadows too.

      ‘What will she do to him?’ Alys wanted to know. ‘Alari?’

      ‘Kill him!’ Ragnahild declared. ‘Or keep him and play more games, hoping to hurt her father. Either way, we must stop her. We must protect Sigurd. He is in grave danger now.’

      ‘But how?’ Alys trembled as the wind tore through the stones. ‘What can we do?’

      ‘More than Alari realises,’ Ragnahild promised with a wink. ‘You saw how we stopped her on the piers, you and I,’ she cackled. ‘Oh yes, and we can do it again. You, me, and even Lotta here. We can keep Sigurd safe. And soon, that sneezing woman will be here, and she will help too. Help to get you all back to Ottby quickly.’

      Looking over her shoulder, seeing nothing but darkness, Alys thought of Reinar and Sigurd, Solveigh and Ludo, Berger, and Reinar’s men, lying around the fire, sleeping, vulnerable to Alari.

      And turning back, she dug the torch into the snow. ‘Where do we begin?’
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        * * *

      

      The landing was soft, as though she had flopped onto a thick mattress.

      The air left Mirella’s lungs, her ears ringing. Everything swam around her: golden sunbeams, dark storm clouds, cawing ravens and screaming warriors. She heard gates scraping across ice, oars slapping the water, a dog barking, and Tarl’s voice calling her name.

      And then a hand, reaching for her, pulling her to her feet as though she was as light as a sheet.

      ‘You will not die,’ rumbled a deep voice from above. ‘I won’t let that happen, Mirella. Never fear now, you are safe with me.’
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        * * *

      

      Jonas woke with a start. He couldn’t feel his hand, which had been cradling his head as he slept on his fur in a bed of snow. And lifting his head, he slipped out his hand, shaking it, grimacing. The air was bitterly cold, and he felt stiff and sore all over. He thought of the steam house, wishing they could find it again.

      ‘You alright?’ Vik whispered opposite him. He kept hearing noises, though likely it was just someone in their camp moving around. Or horses. He couldn’t tell.

      Jonas wasn’t alright, but he nodded. ‘Bad dream.’

      ‘About Mirella?’

      Jonas shook his head, though he couldn’t stop thinking about Mirella, when he wasn’t worrying about Alys and the children and wondering how quickly they could get to the ships Reinar had beached near Furkat. ‘I keep seeing Eida. As though I shot her instead. Her blonde hair and Mirella’s...’ He sat up, wanting some ale, though any ale left now was likely frozen. He was hungry too. Rubbing his eyes, he ignored his friend, who he could feel watching him in the glow of the fire.

      ‘You did the right thing,’ Vik tried reassuring him.

      ‘Ha!’ Jonas’ laugh was bitter. ‘You think killing your own child is ever the right thing?’

      ‘I think Eida told you to kill her because she knew what Mirella was capable of. She feared what she’d do to Alys and the children, didn’t she?’

      He was right, but Jonas couldn’t hear it. Not yet. ‘Do you think she’s dead? Arrow in the back like that? I should have shot again, but she fell.’ He scratched his head, irritated and frustrated. ‘I should have shot again. Quickly.’

      Someone shouted out in their sleep.

      ‘Arrow in the back?’ Vik shook his head. ‘I don’t know. But whatever happened, you can’t do anything about it here. Not now. We have to reach the ships and leave the North. We have to get to Ottby.’

      He was right; Eddeth had warned as much. Ottby was in grave danger, and if Ottby fell, Ake would be exposed, and they couldn’t risk their king.

      Whatever happened, they had to keep him safe.
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        * * *

      

      Ake strode around Stornas’ ramparts, unable to raise a smile or even a hand to the men he passed. The wind blustered around him, lifting his shaggy fur cloak, though he appeared oblivious as he stopped, scanning the harbour, mostly masked by the night. The stars above him were like a carpet of white flowers, though they gave off little light. He wanted a full moon; to stare at it, be bathed in its penetrating glow. To seek the wisdom of the Goddess of the Moon, who’d always been so helpful to him in his life. Lost in the darkness, she would often reveal a path to safety. To victory.

      And now?

      His dreamer had foretold his death. His death that would soon leave his kingdom in ruins, his wife alone, and his young daughters vulnerable.

      He couldn’t think.

      Adelborg had never steered him wrong, so he had no reason to doubt her.

      He just desperately wanted her to be wrong this one time.

      Just this once.

      Pressing his cold hands against the rough stone of the rampart wall, he thought of how much he’d given and lost to claim Stornas and tear Alekka out of the clutches of an evil tyrant. Though not everyone had welcomed his victory, and despite appearances, his kingdom had never truly been at peace. The Vettels may have been dead, but Ake knew it wasn’t just the Vettels who’d wanted to overthrow him. For the longest time, it had felt as though he was barely clinging to power, and if Ottby were to fall as Adelborg feared, it would leave Stornas open to an attack.

      They would depart in the morning. They could prepare quickly, Ake knew. But first, he would have to decide whether to tell his wife that he wasn’t coming back.
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        * * *

      

      Mirella didn’t know where she was, but surely it was a dream? The chamber wasn’t one she recognised. The sounds and smells were foreign. Everything was tall; doorways twice the height of a man.

      She closed her eyes, almost feeling Tarl’s hand on hers, wanting to be back in her bed in Orvala. Wishing she had the chance to do it all again.

      And then the man spoke.

      Not a man, she knew, trying to sharpen her focus, wanting to see and hear. She was weak, though, her mind wandering, his voice like a deep hum in the distance.

      ‘I will not let you die, Mirella. Alari has caused more problems than I ever thought possible, so I will need you by my side.’

      Mirella nodded, tilting back her head to stare up at Eskvir, God of War and Vengeance; a mountainous god with a hulking frame and desperately sad eyes. He seemed to hang above her, watching as she tried to find her voice. ‘I... am... wounded.’

      ‘You are, I know. That is why I came for you. And now Eradis will care for you. She is my healer. Better than any Tarl Brava may have. She will save your life, and then you will help me defeat Alari.’

      Mirella blinked. ‘But Thenor? Ake?’ It didn’t sound like her voice, so she tried to clear her throat, to speak with strength.

      Eskvir clasped two meaty hands behind his back as he paced around her in a circle. ‘We cannot hope to stop either with Alari stirring the pot,’ he scowled. ‘Her and that Gudrum...’ He shook his bushy golden hair, furious that his niece had caused so much trouble. ‘Alari is our greatest enemy now. We cannot avoid her. Cannot think of working around her.’

      ‘I... defeated her,’ Mirella insisted as a tiny woman with milky eyes entered the chamber, a knobbly staff in one hand, a wicker basket in the other.

      Eskvir straightened up. ‘Ahhh, and here she is now. Eradis will help you, Mirella, and when you are well again, we will discuss what I need you to do. We will discuss how I intend to defeat both my brother and Alari.’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar was waiting for them when they returned to the campsite.

      ‘I was just about to come and find you!’ he grumbled at Alys, worry in his eyes. ‘You should have let Ludo go with you.’

      Lotta was cuddling Puddle in her arms, giggling as he licked her face, oblivious to Reinar’s anger.

      Alys ignored him, too, heading straight for the fire. ‘Come on, Lotta. You need to warm up.’

      Reinar followed them. He’d sent Ludo off to sleep, wanting to wait up for Alys and Lotta himself. ‘Where were you?’

      ‘Finding Puddle.’ Sitting down on a log, Alys rushed her hands to the flames. She turned to look up at him. ‘Seeing Ragnahild.’

      ‘Oh?’ Reinar joined her on the log, one eye on Lotta, who had dropped Puddle to the ground, trying to encourage him towards the fire, though the puppy looked ready to bolt again. ‘Does she just appear to you?’

      Alys nodded. ‘She’s worried about Sigurd. She told me about Sigurd.’ Lowering her voice, she edged closer to Reinar. ‘About Thenor and Sigurd.’

      ‘Oh.’ Reinar glanced over at the dark lump that was his sleeping brother. ‘Does she think we should tell him?’

      ‘I don’t know. She didn’t say. But she thinks Alari will come for him. She said Alari knows, so I have to try and keep him safe.’

      ‘And me!’ Lotta barged into the conversation, wanting to sit on her mother’s knee. Puddle had suddenly become weary, digging himself a little spot near the fire, curling into a furry ball, and now, Lotta felt tired herself.

      ‘Yes, you,’ Alys agreed, pulling her daughter onto her knee. ‘You will help too.’

      Reinar’s frown deepened. ‘But what can you do?’

      ‘I can make a circle of protection to keep Sigurd safe from Alari, using symbols like the ones I carved onto the pier in Orvala. They stopped her following us. Ragnahild showed me how to do it.’

      Reinar remembered their escape from Orvala. Gudrum’s threats about Ottby echoed in his mind, mingling with Thenor’s worries for Sigurd. He thought of his helpless father and his nervous mother, wondering if Bjarni had reached Ottby safely, hoping Elin was alright. ‘I don’t think we should tell Sigurd,’ he decided. ‘It’s not our place.’ He stared from Alys to Lotta, who was looking on sleepily now, resting her head under her mother’s chin. ‘It’s not our secret to share.’

      ‘I think you’re right. If he asks, I’ll tell him the symbols are to protect us all. To keep us safe. I’ll start now. Dawn won’t be far away. Lotta can go back to sleep, and perhaps... you can help me? Hold the torch? Perhaps move some rocks and boulders, too, so we can make a circle around the cove?’

      Reinar watched the firelight burnishing her hair like gold. He wanted to reach out and stroke it, to smooth it away from her worried eyes. She looked so tired and sad as she clung to her daughter. ‘And have you seen Jonas? Or Eddeth?’

      Alys nodded, her worries becoming even more pronounced. ‘I have. And Gudrum. Gudrum is coming too.’
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      Raf ran through the forest like a wild cat, head swivelling, eyes and ears alert to danger.

      It couldn’t have been long since they’d left her.

      If she could just see a hint of a track, a broken branch.

      Anything!

      They can’t have meant to leave her behind, she thought as she ran. She was just a girl. They can’t have meant to leave her.

      And then a wolf, and Raf pulled up sharply, panting, hood dropping over her eyes. She urgently pushed it up, needing to see as the wolf bared its teeth, paws digging into the damp forest floor, growling.

      It was morning, mist strung across the trees like white ribbons, the wolf rising above it, eyes yellow and full of intent.

      Raf could hear its thoughts, though she didn’t know what that meant.

      ‘I’m not your enemy!’ she called in a small, frightened voice. ‘Not your food either! Please, I...’ She tried to think of how to escape, wondering how fast she could run.

      ‘But you are only a girl,’ she heard the wolf say. ‘A tiny, tiny girl and I can run as fast as the gods themselves. Fast enough to tear off your arms and legs. And then you wouldn’t be able to run anywhere!’

      Raf heard the wolf’s laughter before her and then, behind her, a woman.

      ‘I could save you.’

      Raf couldn’t turn around because the wolf was before her, and she knew enough about wild creatures to know that you should never turn your back on them.

      ‘We can become friends, little girl,’ said the voice. ‘You need a friend, don’t you? Left behind again? By fools! Fools who can’t see how valuable you are. No one wants a dreamer in The Murk, it seems, but I do, for I am the Goddess of Dreamers, Raf, and I can become your greatest friend.’

      Raf saw fear in the wolf’s eyes. It backed away now, head low.

      And then it was gone, and Raf spun around to see the white-haired goddess, one eye smiling at her, tattoos like a necklace, disappearing beneath a luxurious fur-trimmed cloak. ‘Friends?’ she wondered cautiously.

      ‘Oh yes,’ Alari answered, coming forward to take Raf’s dirty hands. ‘You and I are going to become the greatest of friends.’

      Raf jerked awake, struggling to breathe, heart racing.

      Dawn was on its way, the sky lightening. She could hear stirring amongst the trees.

      And then Gudrum reached out, grabbing her cloak. ‘What did you dream about?’

      Raf screamed in fright. She couldn’t think fast enough to lie. She kept her mouth closed, not wanting to speak until she’d fully woken up.

      ‘Raf!’ Gudrum’s voice was loud in the inky darkness. ‘I need to know!’ He was angry, yanking her towards him, tearing at her cloak. ‘Tell me before I throw you into the flames!’ He was pleased to see Ilmar opposite him, stoking the fire, which had fought the occasional snowfall to keep burning all night.

      Raf flinched, sensing that Gudrum meant it. ‘I saw the ships. We’re not far from them now.’ She had told Gudrum about the fleet of ships beached in the cove, having seen Sigurd and his brother waiting there; the children and the puppy, and Alys too. She’d seen them all waiting by those ships.

      Waiting for men to sail them.

      But whose men would arrive first? Gudrum’s or Reinar’s?

      Raf didn’t know.

      Gudrum pushed her away, unsure how he felt after everything Mirella had said about Raf and Sigurd. About Raf and her games.

      He staggered to his feet, grunting at the sharp pains in his knees. ‘I need a piss, but when I get back, you’ll tell me more. Everything you’re keeping from me, Raf, and I’m sure there’s plenty. You’ll tell me all of it, or I’ll kill you.’ And moving past the tiny dreamer, he stepped around his sleeping men, disappearing into the trees.

      Gudrum had led the bedraggled remnants of his army out of Orvala, down the eastern coast, looking for Reinar Vilander’s fleet.

      A beached fleet and a sea no longer frozen?

      It was just what he needed to get to Ottby quickly. Ottby, where he could turn his fortunes around.

      Watching him go, Raf sat up, pulling her knees to her chest as Ilmar approached, one eye on the trees.

      ‘Gudrum thinks you betrayed him,’ he murmured, dark eyes narrowed to slits. ‘Though you came back for him, so I don’t know what to think.’

      Raf looked cross. ‘He threw me out! He chose Mirella over me. He listened to her lies, and she tried to have him killed. Both of you! If I hadn’t escaped... if I hadn’t come back.’ She shook her head, knowing that that wasn’t why she’d returned to the city at all. ‘Why can’t he see? Mirella lied to him. About me. About everything!’

      Ilmar chewed that over. ‘Well, not everything, little Raf.’ He leaned closer, until his nose almost touched hers. ‘She wasn’t wrong about you and Sigurd Vilander, was she?’

      Raf blinked violently. ‘I came back,’ she insisted, avoiding Ilmar’s penetrating eyes. ‘People make mistakes. Even Gudrum. But I came back. Back to him!’

      Ilmar rocked back on his heels. ‘You did, and we’re all the better for it. For now. You’ll help us get out of the North, I know. But then what? What will you do when Gudrum tries to kill Sigurd and his brother? What will you do then, for I promise he will.’

      Raf watched as Ilmar rose, eyes on hers, until finally, sweeping his cloak around, he turned back to his log.
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        * * *

      

      Greppa wanted to return to his temple. He didn’t feel safe in Orvala, despite Tarl Brava’s triumphant return.

      Without Mirella, he didn’t feel safe at all.

      He’d woken early, padding into her chamber, surprised to see that Tarl wasn’t sitting beside the dreamer’s bed, as he had been since she’d been carried into it.

      Mirella was still, lying on her side, eyes closed, skin paler than ever – like snow now, he thought. And bending down, Greppa stroked her blonde hair, shivers racing over his own pale skin.

      He felt that she would die, sensing no life in the woman.

      Mirella would die, and then what would become of their ambitions?

      Without a powerful dreamer, what would the Brothers of Eutresia do?

      Sighing, he walked away from the bed, towards the window, its shutters open to welcome in the insipid dawn light. He saw glimpses of the harbour, remembering what he’d heard about the Vilanders’ escape. And Gudrum’s.

      Enemies that had to be defeated, Greppa knew.

      Every last one of them.
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd woke with a start. He wasn’t sure that he’d slept at all. His eyes were grainy and tired, his arm throbbing. But suddenly, none of that was as demanding as the intense chill of the morning air. He stood, rushing to the fire, where Alys waited with two starving children while Ludo and Berger carved off pieces of the large cod they’d been cooking.

      ‘Lucky for us, Ulfinnur melted that sea ice, or we’d be eating nothing but berries,’ Berger yawned, stomach growling.

      ‘I like berries,’ Lotta decided. ‘I hate fish.’ She thought of Mirella, which led her to thoughts of Ulrick, and she immediately felt sad, wanting to see him again.

      ‘Well, more for me then,’ Berger grinned, aiming a steaming piece of fish at his bearded mouth.

      ‘Lotta!’ Magnus grumbled. ‘We have to eat more than a few berries, or we won’t have the energy for what lies ahead.’

      Alys looked at her son in surprise, realising how much more mature he was than the boy she’d left on Ullaberg’s beach.

      ‘Your brother’s right,’ Berger said, pushing the hot fish into Lotta’s unwilling hand. ‘And that belly sounds hungry for more than a few frozen berries.’

      Lotta was annoyed by her noisy belly; annoyed that she was being forced to eat more fish.

      They all turned as Sigurd arrived, Alys giving her daughter a sharp look as Lotta debated whether to drop the fish onto the snow.

      ‘Had a nice lie-in?’ Berger wondered tartly, Sigurd being the last to get up.

      ‘Not especially.’ Sigurd grimaced, lifting up his arm to try and relieve the ache. It was always worse in the morning, he knew. And in the cold.

      ‘Shall I look at it?’ Alys asked.

      Sigurd shook his head. ‘I just did too much. It’s not bleeding. I just did too much when we...’ He sucked in a cold breath, reaching for the flames. ‘When we left Orvala.’ He thought of Raf, eager to see her again. Berger handed him a chunk of cod, and Sigurd swallowed it down whole. ‘Have you seen when they’ll come? Jonas and Vik?’ he asked Alys, blowing out quick breaths, surprised that the fish was so hot.

      ‘Today, maybe. I can’t tell. I’ve seen glimpses of them, but I can’t tell how far away they are. I don’t know.’

      ‘Though Jonas and Vik aren’t our problem,’ Reinar said, approaching the fire with the rest of his men, and Solveigh, who had rounded up a hungry Puddle. ‘Alys has seen Gudrum coming too.’

      ‘What?’ Sigurd almost stumbled into the flames. ‘What? Where is he?’

      Alys shrugged. ‘Coming here. I heard him talking about the fleet at Furkat. Your fleet. He knows it’s here. He wants to use it to get to Ottby.’

      ‘What does he want with Ottby?’ Sigurd snapped. ‘What?’

      ‘Same reason he wanted Orvala, I suppose.’ Reinar felt just as irritated as his brother, though not suffering with Sigurd’s injury, he was in a slightly calmer mood. ‘He wants to be a lord with a fortress and a hall and chests of gold. And nobody has more chests of gold than Ottby now.’

      ‘If Bjarni got there safely,’ Ludo put in, chewing with his mouth open.

      They all turned to Alys.

      ‘I haven’t seen Bjarni,’ she said regretfully. ‘Nothing of him. Just Ottby.’

      ‘And what was happening there?’ Sigurd wanted to know. ‘Is it happening now? Do we have time to stop whoever’s there? Do you know who’s there?’

      Alys shook her head, the stream of questions making her anxious. ‘When Eddeth gets here, she might be able to tell you more.’

      ‘And Raf.’ Sigurd took the cup of ale Ludo had poured for him. ‘She might have seen something too.’

      Alys blinked, quickly looking towards the flames. ‘We just have to prepare.’

      ‘For an attack,’ Berger decided, straightening up, scanning their camp, thinking of how to keep safe. For if an army of Murkans was coming...

      ‘We’ll eat, then raid the ships for weapons,’ Reinar said. There were fourteen of them. And neither Solveigh nor the children could be counted on to mount any real defense. So that left him with nine men and Alys. Alys, who was good with a bow as well as a sword, he remembered. ‘We’ll need bows and arrows.’ Turning his head, he saw the stone circle they’d made in the night, though no one appeared to have noticed their hard work as they crossed the cove, worrying about Gudrum. ‘Shields too. And let’s get the ships ready, make sure there are no problems. We might need to leave in a hurry. We should collect some food too. See what we can forage.’

      Alys nodded, her throat suddenly dry. She saw Sigurd watching her curiously, and once again, she turned her eyes away from his, trying to focus on what they could do to keep safe.
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        * * *

      

      Eradis was almost as small as Sverri had been, Mirella thought distractedly, watching the healer running a sticky liquid down the forehead of her body.

      Her body.

      She felt disturbed, watching herself lying in the bed.

      Angry too.

      Her father had tried to kill her. She saw flashes of his worn old face, bow in hand, pain in his eyes. Pain at the betrayal of his own flesh.

      She blinked, realising that she knew how he felt.

      Yet, she thought with a smile, unlike her mother, she would not die.

      She would be returned to her place by Tarl’s side, and they would continue their quest to make Alekka whole again.

      Mirella stepped closer as Eradis started humming, a gentle melody at first, her head bent, eyes closed. She had laid sprigs of rosemary down Mirella’s exposed arm, placing symbol sticks beneath her head and feet. Her face had been slathered in the liquid, and now the healer started singing, her hands moving in quick, jerking movements, up and down Mirella’s body, as though she was working a stick, trying to start a fire.

      Stopping suddenly, Eradis placed her tiny hands on Mirella’s head, breathing into her ear. And Mirella felt herself falling, blown backwards by a strong wind, everything suddenly going black.
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        * * *

      

      They worked quickly throughout the cold morning, Reinar bellowing orders, trying not to let panic dig in too deep.

      Though Alys felt nothing but panic.

      She wanted to see more. To find a clue as to where Gudrum might be, but nothing came to her. Since their escape from Orvala, she’d seen little but Arnon’s face as she’d taken off his head. Awake or asleep, she saw the horror in his eyes. The pain and betrayal. The surprise.

      Now when she looked at Magnus, she saw Arnon.

      It was impossible to see anything else whilst terrorised by her husband’s death. A death she had caused.

      She screamed as Sigurd placed a hand on her back.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said, looking surprised as Reinar turned to glare at him. ‘I thought you’d heard me.’

      Alys tried to catch her breath as she turned around. They were carrying quivers of arrows from the ships to the mounds of boulders from behind which they would mount their defense. ‘I was... back in Orvala,’ she admitted.

      Sigurd looked sympathetic, seeing the horror in her eyes. The shame. ‘That can’t have been an easy thing, what you did.’

      Dropping her eyes, Alys watched her boots disappear into the snow, hearing Magnus and Lotta arguing over Puddle in the distance. Again. ‘No, it wasn’t.’

      ‘Though it was the right thing,’ Sigurd smiled. ‘It was, Alys.’

      She stared into those intense blue eyes, knowing that he was the son of a god. Wondering what that meant for Sigurd. Shaking her head, she tried to focus, though it was proving impossible. ‘I’m not sure it’s ever the right thing, is it? Killing someone? And yet, since I met you, I’ve killed three men and one old dreamer.’

      ‘To save many,’ Sigurd reminded her. ‘To save your children. And yourself. Stina too. Sometimes, we’ve no choice but to kill to make ourselves safe.’

      ‘Get moving!’ Reinar growled, stomping past. ‘Finish stacking those arrows, then help us get the catapult off Nightmare. We’ve enough men to use one.’

      ‘Catapult?’ Sigurd’s attention drifted away from Alys, towards his impatient brother before quickly snapping back to the dreamer, wanting to speak to her before she disappeared. ‘Alys, wait. You saw something, didn’t you? About Raf? I saw your face when I mentioned her. Is something wrong?’

      Alys froze. ‘I...’ She saw Magnus charging after his sister, who was running away with Puddle, realising that she needed to go and sort them out. ‘Raf’s with Gudrum.’

      Sigurd stared at her, not understanding. ‘What? Why? How?’

      ‘I don’t know, but I saw her running back into the city. I saw her riding away with Gudrum, on his horse. She’s not with Eddeth, not anymore.’

      Sigurd shivered, seeing himself lying on top of Raf, smoothing away her wild black hair, wanting to see those beautiful eyes. ‘I don’t understand. She went back to Gudrum? Willingly?’

      ‘Sigurd!’ Reinar shouted, jumping onto Nightmare. ‘We don’t have time for standing around!’

      Alys shrugged. ‘I can’t tell you what was in her mind. I don’t know. She escaped from Eddeth and the army. She ran away, back to Gudrum. He has her now.’

      Sigurd felt sick. Confused and hurt. Angry too.

      It made no sense.

      ‘I... don’t understand,’ he muttered, leaving Alys behind.
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        * * *

      

      Raf rode her own horse now. A handful of Gudrum’s injured men had succumbed to their wounds since their escape from Orvala, so there were horses to spare, and one of them had gone to Raf. Gudrum rode beside her, though, not trusting her anymore. She could tell, and it made her nervous, though Gudrum was no dreamer, and surely he couldn’t see inside her heart or read her thoughts?

      And Ilmar hadn’t told him anything. Yet.

      They had taken the coast road, which ran all the way down to Orbo, though the road itself was mostly buried beneath snow, which fell heavily again, making it impossible to see where they were going.

      Finding herself back with Gudrum, Raf had told him everything she could to keep herself safe. It made her worry for Sigurd, wishing she could warn him about what was coming. He was waiting with the ships Gudrum wanted, and Sigurd didn’t have enough men to stop him.

      He needed to leave.

      To take a ship and go.

      If only she’d remembered what Mirella had told her about being able to reach out to someone. To warn them, help them. But she couldn’t, and Mirella had probably been lying anyway.

      ‘Are the Vilanders still there?’ Gudrum bellowed, peering through the swirling snow. ‘Still waiting?’

      Raf wanted to say no, but lying would only make everything worse. ‘Yes!’ She looked down at her horse, as white as the snow hiding their path ahead.

      She hoped the gods were watching.

      That Thenor would find a way to help Sigurd.
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        * * *

      

      Tarl was distracted at the high table.

      The heads had gone now, though he absentmindedly imagined Gudrum’s smug face sitting before him, hacked off at the neck.

      Gudrum, who had stolen his wife.

      Gudrum, who was responsible for everything.

      He’d eaten blood sausages for breakfast, forcing them down, knowing that he had to focus his mind on his ravaged city and his shell-shocked people. His people, who had seen their lord humiliated by the man who’d stolen his wife.

      And what was he going to do about it without his dreamer?

      Without Mirella showing him the way?

      Beside him, Ulrick finished his breakfast and stood with a cough, hoping to get Tarl’s attention, wanting to turn it away from his worries about Mirella. ‘My lord, I thought this morning we could talk about our defenses.’

      Tarl lifted a dark eyebrow. ‘You think so? After that bastard tore through Orvala as though it was some village in The Murk? You think so?’ He pushed himself up, aching all over. They’d ridden for days to get back in time to save the city, and they had, but their bodies were still suffering. He could see the pain in Ulrick’s eyes and the mess of his broken nose. The old scout had helped him, he realised, more than any other. More than Alvear and Offa, who were too busy sleeping to be here with their lord. He nodded, still scowling. ‘I will hear your ideas, Ulrick. I’m sure your time with the Vettels has given you a few. Though nothing saved them in the end, did it?’ Tarl headed for the hall doors, wanting his hat and gloves. He stopped, thinking of Mirella. Prickly Mirella, who’d always tried to mother him in that uptight way of hers. He shook his head. ‘If the gods are against you, if they don’t believe in you, what can you do? What hope do you have?’

      Ulrick pinned his cloak to his shoulder with a tarnished brooch. ‘But the gods returned you to Orvala, my lord. They sent Gudrum packing. You’ve heard the rumours. They say that Thenor himself was here. Alari too.’

      It was too confusing for Tarl. He was distracted, unable to dwell on the ramifications for long. He wanted word of his pregnant wife. He wanted to get back upstairs to check on Mirella. But before he could do any of that, he had to be a lord for his people. He couldn’t hide in his hall. He couldn’t allow himself to shrink and retreat. Mirella wouldn’t want that. She would want to see him on the front foot, fighting to reclaim all that he’d lost.

      ‘Exactly,’ said a voice behind him.

      Both men spun around to see Mirella enter the hall, dressed in her dark blue cloak, gloves on her elegant hands, blonde hair loose and shining, falling across the swell of her breasts.

      ‘Mirella!’ Tarl ran to her, taking her in his arms, the horror of her return too confusing to elicit any further words. ‘Mirella!’

      Mirella closed her eyes, allowing his embrace. She felt odd. As though her feet weren’t quite on the ground. As though her mind was elsewhere. But for one moment, she let Tarl Brava hold her as he’d always wanted to.

      ‘I thought you were dead!’ Pulling back, he looked her over, surprised to see that there was no longer any hint of ill health on her face, which appeared soft and glowing. And then he realised that he’d been holding her back. ‘Did I hurt you?’

      ‘No,’ she said blankly, adjusting her cloak. ‘I am well again. Entirely so.’

      ‘But your back?’

      ‘Is healed. I am healed.’ Mirella stepped around Tarl, eyes on Ulrick, whose mouth had dropped open and remained so. ‘If you are going to look over the defenses, I shall come along.’

      ‘No!’ Tarl grabbed her arm, pulling her back to him, wanting to hold her again, though this time he sensed her reluctance to let him come close. ‘What happened to you? I thought... I don’t understand. Mirella!’

      She yanked her arm out of his grip, straightening her shoulders with a sigh. ‘Ulrick, it is best if you go alone. We will join you in a short while.’

      Tarl didn’t look Ulrick’s way. He didn’t take his eyes off Mirella.

      Mirella, who looked as perfectly beautiful as when he’d left Orvala for The Murk.

      He didn’t understand.

      Ulrick nodded, leaving quickly, not understanding himself but not wanting to be in the middle of whatever was about to happen either.

      ‘We can go somewhere more... private,’ Mirella suggested. ‘If you wish to talk?’

      ‘No, tell me now.’ Tarl grabbed her again. There were few slaves in the hall; no one he cared enough about to be discreet around. ‘Tell me what happened to you. You were shot with an arrow. I thought you would die! Yet here you are as though nothing happened. Acting as though nothing happened!’

      Mirella sensed his desire to kiss her. He was so angry, his eyes full of fire, but mostly, she could feel his need for her.

      She stepped away.

      ‘I was saved by Eskvir. He came to me while I was unconscious. I stayed with him while his healer worked on me. She saved me, and now I am returned, to you and Orvala, and to the work we must do.’

      Tarl felt as though he was standing in a blizzard, his senses slightly dulled.

      Nothing made sense.

      Mirella was acting as though nothing had happened.

      Yet everything had happened, and nothing was the same.

      ‘But how did it all go wrong, Mirella? You told me to go to The Murk. You!’ Tarl rounded on her, his passion turning angry now. ‘You sent me to Gudrum. You sent me into a trap. Me and my men! Many of whom I had to leave to the birds! My men! And I had to ride away from them to come back here and save my city. And my wife. Who is gone!’

      Sensing that he was about to explode, Mirella stepped forward, touching his arm. ‘Come. Let us sit, and I will explain everything.’
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      Eddeth was panicking too much to concentrate. She’d knocked her head on more branches than she could count.

      They had left Orvala through the forest, fighting their way through a maze of trees to reach the coast road, where Benn had left them, assuring them that they could follow it all the way to Furkat. Bolli knew he was right, recognising familiar landmarks from their quick march with Reinar, though he dreaded having to plough through more freezing days of endless snow and wind and rain. He had a horse, which looked half-dead, he thought miserably, though most of their men were on foot, so they couldn’t ride with real speed.

      Though they wanted to.

      ‘Faster!’ Eddeth bellowed, breath smoke clouding her face so that only her wild hair could be seen shaking about like a tree in a storm. ‘We have to...’ She ran out of breath entirely, slumping forward.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Stina rode beside her, looking worried. ‘What have you seen?’

      ‘That man!’ Eddeth was still breathless as Vik turned back to her, concerned by all her noise. ‘Gudrum!’

      ‘Can we catch him?’ Vik wondered, pushing down the cloth he’d tied around his frozen face. ‘Can we stop him before he gets to the ships?’

      Eddeth shook her head, almost sliding off her horse. Her right boot had fallen out of the stirrup, and she was wobbling unsteadily as she became increasingly flustered. ‘They will be there today! We can’t catch them! We... can’t!’

      Ollo rode up to Eddeth’s other side. ‘So they’re going to leave us here in the North? That’s how this ends? We die up here?’

      ‘Shut up,’ Vik grumbled. ‘How will your moaning help us now?’

      They were still riding, though it was slow going as the snow intensified. Vik brushed flakes out of his eyes, attempting to see. ‘We keep fighting. We keep going. We do what we can, same as always. We do what we can!’

      Eddeth sneezed, and Ollo grumbled, and Vik turned Frostbite’s head around, nudging him back towards Jonas, who rode at the front with Bolli.

      ‘What does Eddeth think?’ Jonas asked, holding down his hood with a frozen hand, reins in the other.

      Vik didn’t know what to say. Alys and the children were waiting with the ships, and Gudrum was coming for them. ‘We just keep going. Fast as we can!’
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        * * *

      

      Tarl hadn’t wanted to sit, but Mirella had insisted, and despite the bubbling emotions that made him want to jump up and down, he took a seat in the dark corner by the brazier, eyes fixed on his dreamer. And when she’d finished explaining about Eskvir and his healer and how she’d been given another chance at life, Tarl took a long drink of wine. Wiping a hand across his damp moustache, he looked up at Mirella, eyes like embers, voice deep and low. ‘I wanted you to live. It’s all I thought about. What would happen if you died? What I would do? It had been our plan since you arrived here. Our plan. I’ve done nothing but listen to you, Mirella. Believe you. Believe in you.’ He stood, pointing at the bloodstains on the floorboards, still being worked on by industrious slaves. ‘But this? All of this?’ Turning back, he jerked towards her, slamming his hands onto the table. ‘All of this is because of you! Because I listened to you! Because I believed you!’

      Mirella sat back, surprised by Tarl’s venom.

      ‘And you want me to celebrate your return? This... second chance?’ He straightened up, clenching his right hand into a fist, wanting to smash something, to break something. And lashing out, he swept the cups and wine jug from the table, giving those scrubbing slaves something else to clean up. ‘Ha! Do you really believe we get second chances, Mirella?’ He shook his head, standing back. ‘But there are no second chances. Not for Bravas. Not for lords. My father taught me that. Once your reputation is tarnished, it’s tarnished forever. No amount of words, no amount of action, nothing will bring back its sheen. Nothing!’

      Mirella stood, stepping around the table, seeking to cool his anger. ‘Your father died before he achieved any real success. As did your brothers. As did his brothers! Not one of your ancestors rose above the smallness of their existence, yet your blood is that of the great kings of old. I told you that. You are meant for more than Orvala. You are meant to rise and claim the throne in Stornas. To wear the Sun Torc. I read that. I have seen that. And now, with Eskvir’s help, I will make it happen. I will!’ She clasped his stone-like arm, wanting to claim his attention, but Tarl shook her off.

      ‘I don’t trust you, Mirella,’ he said, rounding on her. ‘A dreamer can say anything and call it a vision. A dreamer who knows magic can bend anyone to her will, so a lord must be very certain in the dreamer he keeps by his side. I don’t deny that you were good to me.’ He looked up as Alvear and Offa pushed open the doors, stepping inside. They headed quickly to the nearest fire, seeing that their lord was busy; eyes wide at the sight of his dreamer, looking very much returned from the dead.

      Pushing Mirella back down onto the bench, Tarl slid in beside her, lowering his voice to a furious hiss. ‘You helped me for a time, but that time is over, and now we will go our own ways. You will, Mirella. You will leave here. Take Greppa and go. Leave Orvala. Leave me!’ He was squeezing her arm and realising it, he let go, staring into her eyes.

      Her beautiful eyes.

      His feelings fought each other – his joy at her return, his anger at her mistakes.

      His desire for her most of all.

      Though his pride conquered them all; she’d made him look like a fool.

      Mirella was horrified. She had seen glimpses of Tarl sitting by her bed, day and night, holding her hand, imagining that things would continue as they always had. ‘Mistakes are to be expected, but I overcame them. You are here, returned to your hall because I overcame them. I defeated Alari!’

      But Tarl had stopped listening. ‘You will go. Tomorrow.’ And with that, he turned away from her, leaving the table behind, wanting to see what the twins had to say.

      Mirella watched him go with confusion in her eyes.

      She had returned, but nothing was the same.

      Dropping her head, she looked down at her hands, hearing the sound of the arrow striking her back.
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        * * *

      

      Ake watched as his men dragged the ships out of the harbour, up the ramps to the docks, rolling them towards the ship sheds. The Freeze was coming, and he had to ensure that his fleet was safely locked away. And not just The Freeze, he knew, for if he didn’t get to Ottby in time, his enemies would be coming for his ships too. His attention was scattered, though, as he could still hear Estrella’s sobs as she’d clung to him, begging him not to leave again. She was a fiery-tempered woman, strong-willed and independent, but she feared for his life, and with good reason.

      He wondered if Adelborg had said anything to her.

      He wondered if he should have...

      His daughters stood on the docks, occasionally watching him but mostly watching the musicians and dancers weaving their way through the crowded marketplace. The entertainers usually only came in the summer, when they could be guaranteed a large audience, though Ake had paid them to overwinter in Stornas, wanting to cheer his people with songs, tricks, dances and performances. His daughters were mesmerised, both insisting that they were going to become dancers when they grew up. Ake smiled sadly, knowing that he would never live to see the day when Maia and Ilyia would weave their way through the marketplace with ribbons in their hair, smiles on their made-up faces, dressed in bright colours.

      ‘Papa!’ Ilyia called, waving to him, almost jumping with excitement. ‘Will you take us to buy some cakes?’

      ‘I will! Soon!’ He turned back to Vito, Estrella’s younger brother, who he was leaving in command of Stornas’ garrison. Algeir, having returned from seeing to Hovring and Vika, would be coming with him. And knowing that he was unlikely to return, Ake wanted his brother-in-law to watch over Estrella and the girls. ‘If anything... happens.’ He cleared his throat, reminding himself that he was still the king. He couldn’t shelter and hide, hoping to escape the gods’ will. He had to fight like the warrior who’d saved his country. Like the man who’d claimed a kingdom and freed his people. ‘If anything happens, you will need to send for help.’

      ‘Help?’ Vito was a stocky man with a bronzed complexion and a dark-brown beard, perfectly trimmed. ‘Help from Blixo, you mean?’

      Ake nodded. ‘At first, yes, Blixo and Tromsund, but trouble is flaring throughout the South now, as well as in the North. I’m not sure who to trust anymore, so you’ll need to tread carefully, keep the scouts going back and forth, looking for signs that our enemies are talking. Ennor’s a problem, I know, but where else?’ He sighed, though it relieved no tension. ‘If it comes to it, you’ll need to ask for help from our neighbours. They have ships, and we’ll need ships. Ships full of warriors.’

      Vito frowned. ‘You mean the Islanders? The Skallesons?’

      ‘Yes. If I don’t return, if Ottby falls, you must send word to the Slave Islands. We can’t lose Alekka, and I won’t risk my family. I can’t have anything happen to Estrella and the girls.’

      Vito was concerned, stepping closer to his brother-in-law, who was twitching, so unlike the calm man he was used to. ‘Is there something I should know?’

      ‘Know?’ Ake had debated what to reveal about Adelborg’s dream. And, in the end, after a long and sleepless night, he’d decided to tell no one.

      No one at all.

      ‘Just that Adelborg sees danger, for Ottby, and Stornas. Our enemies are plotting to surround us. Overthrow us. And perhaps this time they will? Perhaps they finally have the men?’ He shook his head, bile sour in his mouth. He heard the singers, full of fun and mirth on a bitterly cold and gloomy day; his daughters’ high-pitched giggles as they disappeared into the crowd after them.

      He wanted to scream.

      Or cry.

      ‘I should come with you,’ Vito insisted. ‘You’ll need me. You’ll need your most experienced men with you.’

      ‘Would that I could take you, my friend. My brother,’ Ake smiled sadly. ‘But you are best left here. Don’t worry, I’m sure you won’t be bored.’ He had a sinking feeling, growing deeper and darker by the moment. ‘I’m sure you won’t be bored at all.’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar turned to Sigurd with fear in his eyes, then looking past his brother, he scanned the cove again, searching for more ways to keep themselves safe. He imagined that Gudrum would come through the trees, for that was where the coast road led.

      Through the trees and into the path of their arrows.

      They would fire from behind the boulders opposite that entrance; from more positions scattered around the cove. And then they’d engage the catapult, hoping to keep Gudrum and his men back, away from the ships they so desperately sought. ‘What else? Can you think of anything else we can do?’

      Their minds were on Ottby, fearing what was happening there without them. And if Gudrum took the ships, they’d have no chance of getting to Ottby. None at all.

      ‘We could send men up into the trees?’ Sigurd suggested. ‘Shoot them from above and behind?’

      ‘No defense up there,’ Berger insisted gruffly as he stopped between the brothers, blowing on red hands. He looked just as worried as Reinar, his usual grin long gone. He kept glancing over at Solveigh, who sat with Lotta and Puddle, trying to keep them out of the way. ‘You send a man up there, he’ll be back down in a hurry.’ The trees enclosing the cove were tall and spindly, with barely a leaf between them, offering no cover at all.

      Reinar agreed. ‘We’ve got arrows, the catapult.’

      ‘And not enough men,’ Ludo fretted. ‘Not to hold Gudrum back. Not if he’s still got a thousand men with him.’

      ‘I doubt he escaped Orvala with that many, but even if he did, we won’t need long,’ Alys put in, bow in hand. ‘I feel that. We won’t need to hold them out for long. Jonas and Vik aren’t far away.’

      Reinar hoped she was right.

      Berger glared at her, doubting she was. ‘What if we sail now?’

      Reinar sighed. He’d thought through everything they could and should do, but there was no hope for Ottby if Gudrum took the ships. And without those ships, there was no way for Jonas and Vik to get everyone back to Ottby. ‘We stay and fight, protect the fleet. We do what we can, but if we can’t hold on, we run.’

      ‘Run?’ Sigurd frowned.

      ‘Sail away,’ Reinar clarified, glancing at the small boat they’d left Orvala in. ‘Let’s move the fishing boat around to the next cove. If everything falls apart, we run through the forest and head there.’

      Everyone nodded in agreement.

      It made sense; the only option they could see.

      ‘What about the children?’ Berger wondered. ‘And Solveigh? And the dog?’

      ‘Magnus can help,’ Alys insisted.

      Berger scoffed. ‘Your boy? What can he do?’

      Alys felt offended on Magnus’ behalf. ‘He helped me kill a man in Orvala.’

      That surprised most.

      ‘A man was trying... he planned to... kill me, but Magnus helped me kill him.’ Memories of the big man in the alley made her feel ill. She could still smell him, dead on the ice, blood freezing on his fleshy neck. And looking down at her hands, she swallowed. ‘He can call for help if they’re in danger.’

      Berger nodded, seeing that there was no other way; they couldn’t afford to lose any archers. ‘And you?’

      ‘Alys will be with me,’ Reinar said sharply. ‘And we’ll have Ludo and Hafni. Sigurd, you and Yanik will keep Magnus with you. Berger, you get Nils.’

      There weren’t enough of them, and they all knew it.

      ‘Archers can hold back an army,’ Sigurd said, feeling a twinge in his arm, remembering that he wasn’t as much use as the others.

      ‘You think you can hold a bow with that arm?’ Berger wondered.

      ‘To live? I can do whatever it takes to live.’ Sigurd thought of Raf, angry at her for choosing Gudrum; wondering why she’d run away. She should be coming here, to be with him.

      It made no sense.

      He turned away, eyes on Alys, whose attention had been claimed by a yapping Puddle.

      Alys watched the puppy, thinking about old dreamers. Wondering what trouble they could cause cocky lords and their tired armies.
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        * * *

      

      Tarl didn’t know what he was doing as he strode out of the hall, Alvear and Offa trailing behind him, Ulrick nattering in his ear.

      No one was speaking of plans to attack anyone.

      Now it was all about defense.

      ‘He might come back,’ Ulrick mused, chewing it over. ‘Gudrum. He failed once, but he knows more about the city now. He knows everything about our defenses. He might come back.’

      Tarl stopped, turning to stare at his friends, his eyes quickly moving past them. He saw blood, faded on the street, and houses with broken doors – many with burned thatch. It ignited his anger once again, and he felt certain he’d done the right thing with Mirella. A lord couldn’t let his heart dictate his actions, and a lord most certainly needed a dreamer he could trust.

      ‘What does Mirella say?’ Offa wondered. ‘She seems... well now.’

      Tarl’s eyebrows sharpened to dark peaks. ‘Well? Yes, she is, from what I saw, which will make it easier for her to leave tomorrow.’

      ‘What?’ Ulrick almost slipped over on the icy street. ‘Leave?’

      ‘We’ve spoken, she and I,’ Tarl muttered irritably, just wanting to get it over with, knowing that his decision to remove Mirella would cause some surprise. ‘She’s no longer required. After what happened here and in The Murk, I’ve asked her to go.’

      No one spoke.

      A dog barked loudly.

      Ulrick looked ready to open his mouth, but Tarl quickly cut him off. ‘We’ll shore up our defenses as agreed. See what can be done to stop Gudrum or any arsehole lord trying to take the city. Let them come! We’ll be ready for them. And when we are, I’ll send you to find me a new dreamer, Ulrick Dyre. Someone more... reliable.’ As angry as he was, it was painful to think about Mirella leaving, but Tarl couldn’t let anyone remain who hadn’t served him well.

      His pregnant wife was gone because his dreamer had been wrong.

      He could never forgive her for that.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I am with child.’

      Ake blinked in horror, holding his wife’s cold hands.

      He was dressed for battle, his long fur cloak settled over a mail shirt, flapping against his legs. They stood in the square, surrounded by warriors, by Stornas men and women who had braved the fierce wind and the bitter morning to come and farewell their king.

      Their king, who desperately wanted them all to go away, so he could spend this one last moment with his wife.

      Alone.

      He shivered, Estrella’s words echoing painfully inside his breaking heart. ‘A child?’

      ‘It is early, so I feared to say anything yet. I thought... I wanted to wait. And now there is no time. Now you are going again. Again!’ Estrella Bluefinn was growing increasingly disturbed by the price Alekka was extracting from her husband. She thought wistfully of her homeland, Barcara, a little-known kingdom in the Fire Lands, famous for its year-round heat and sunshine. Famous, too, for being a land of peace. It had been years since she’d been there, though she often missed the simplicity of that life.

      The simplicity of being a girl.

      Estrella had come to Alekka with her father as a young woman, and despite her dislike of the cold winters and the often bleak skies, she had fallen in love, barely returning to her beloved Barcara again.

      ‘A child?’ Ake repeated, still stunned.

      Estrella nodded, sweeping her long black hair over her shoulders. ‘Perhaps a son? So you must return to us, Ake. Whatever you fear, whatever your enemy does, I want you back. I need you back with me!’

      Slipping his arms around her waist, he felt her shudder, hearing her sob. ‘I...’ He swallowed, tears blurring his eyes now. ‘I love you, Estrella. My heart is yours. Always. I will never leave you. I will always, always be with you.’

      Hearing the finality of his goodbye, Estrella cried, tears of despair and rage and hopelessness spilling from her eyes. She didn’t want him to go. To leave her alone.

      To not come back.

      ‘If they destroy Ottby this time, whoever they are, then you won’t have to keep leaving to save it,’ she joked. Though it was no joke, and they both knew it.

      ‘If we defeat them this time, those who seek to destroy us, then I won’t have to keep leaving to make us safe,’ Ake whispered, holding her tightly, thinking of the child he would never see born.

      Hearing a hush weaving through the noisy square, Ake released Estrella, seeing his dreamer, Adelborg, approaching. That, in itself, was a shock as Adelborg rarely ventured out of the castle and its private inner gardens.

      The old woman moved with surprising speed, eager to speak to her king before he left. Her usually cheerful face was drawn, her brown woollen cloak flapping around her impatiently as the crowd parted to let her through. Moving Estrella to one side, Ake took a deep breath, hurrying to meet her.

      ‘So you thought you could avoid me?’ Adelborg whispered as he took her hand. ‘That I was so old and deaf that I wouldn’t hear you leave?’

      Ake shook his head, wanting privacy, though they were quickly crowded in on every side.

      ‘Give your king some room!’ Vito blared loudly, batting his way through the Alekkans eager to hear what the old dreamer would say. And within moments, a space had cleared, and Ake and Adelborg were almost alone.

      Nodding at the dreamer, Vito slipped away, wanting to comfort his sister.

      ‘I was hoping to avoid you,’ Ake admitted softly. ‘For you have the most annoying habit of delivering bad news.’ He dropped his eyes, staring at his wet boots, unable to feel his toes.

      Adelborg smiled. ‘It is the way, I’m sorry to say. The way of the dreamer. To disappoint those we care about the most. Though sometimes we offer hope and a path forward.’

      ‘Though not for me?’ Ake’s voice was little more than a breath. ‘There is no hope for me?’

      ‘Is that what you want? Surely not, for you are not that man. Not that king who thinks of himself first. I know you, Ake Bluefinn, and you want what is best for Alekka. It has always been the way. There are kings and queens who choose themselves and kings and queens who choose their people. We both know which one you are.’ She inhaled a breath, feeling cold. ‘You could stay here, hiding behind your walls. You could lie in your bed and hold your wife in your arms, listening to your children laughing outside your door, knowing that your people were being slaughtered. That your friends were dying while you chose to stay safe. While you chose to protect your family and not theirs. But you can’t, and you won’t, for that is not the king you are.’

      Ake did want to stay behind with Estrella and the girls.

      But not at the expense of those he was oathbound to protect.

      ‘Ottby will fall without you. Stellan and his family, who have been so good to you, will die without your help. So take your army and face your destiny as the man you are and the king you will be remembered as. A warrior and a wise man. A fair and good ruler, and a kind man most of all.’ Tears flooded Adelborg’s eyes as she took Ake’s hand, lifting it to her quivering lips, kissing it gently. ‘I will watch over them. I will keep them safe. I swear it.’

      Ake nodded, sobs stuck in his chest, not wanting to break down in front of everyone. He needed to be a king, not a man. Not a husband or a father, or a father to be. So, swallowing, he took Adelborg’s hand to his own lips. ‘Thank you, dear friend,’ he murmured. ‘For all these years, thank you.’

      She smiled sadly, watching as he turned away for one last moment with his wife.
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      It was a matter of if, not when, Alys was now certain, desperate to do everything possible to keep her children safe.

      To keep Sigurd safe too.

      She tried not to think of Reinar, knowing that he was perfectly capable of thinking about himself. Still, she glanced over at him often, hoping he’d thought of everything.

      Wondering if she had.

      Alys’ grandmother had died when she was six-years-old, and though Alys had memories of walking through the woods with Eida while she talked about plants, she’d retained no actual knowledge of the plants themselves. Eddeth had never seemed inclined to share her knowledge, muttering to herself while she worked in a voice so low that Alys never heard a thing, so she was left to search for plants with Solveigh, who proved more useful than she’d imagined possible.

      ‘My mother was a healer,’ Solveigh said wistfully as she dug around the roots of a towering hazel tree. ‘I would take injured birds and animals back to our cottage, and she would teach me how to heal them.’ She swallowed nervously, though it helped to have something to do, for the fear that Gudrum would take her again had her trembling all over. ‘I know so much from listening to her over the years. We were always in the kitchen together. Or in the forest. Just the two of us.’

      Alys smiled with tension in her eyes. ‘What I need to know is what will make men lose their minds. Can you see any plants for that?’

      Solveigh looked up at her curiously. ‘Lose their minds?’

      Alys nodded, remembering what Eddeth had done in Ottby. ‘It can be more effective than any weapon, believe me, but only if we can find something quickly.’ She had tried to find Ragnahild again, walking Puddle into the circle of ancient stones, but the dreamer hadn’t revealed herself.

      And now they were running out of time; Alys could feel it.

      Gudrum was close.

      She stood up. ‘Get those fires burning!’ she called to Ludo and Rurik, a young man almost as tall as Ludo, though fair-haired. They’d been working on setting more fires around the campsite, though it was worrying having flames so near the ships, especially with the wind swirling. ‘Hurry!’

      Reinar turned at the sound of Alys’ voice, deciding to help Ludo, but Sigurd grabbed his arm, pulling him further away, almost tripping over Puddle, who was enjoying himself, rolling in the snow. ‘What?’

      ‘What aren’t you telling me?’ Sigurd whispered, breath smoke blowing away from him. ‘Something. It’s something, Reinar. All these symbols on boulders, like a circle around us? The way we left Orvala? The way you and Alys keep looking at me? Whispering. It’s something.’

      ‘About you?’ Reinar snorted, sounding irritated, though his heart was thumping, thinking of Thenor. ‘Why would this be about you? We’re all trying to keep safe. Gods and goddesses are out there. Dreamers. And Gudrum! If we don’t keep ourselves safe, what hope does Ottby have?’

      Sigurd wasn’t convinced that Reinar was telling the truth. Not entirely. But there was little time to stand around trying to draw it out of his tight-lipped brother.

      ‘Magnus!’ Reinar called to the boy, who had scaled one of the tallest trees, much to his mother’s horror. ‘What can you see?’

      Lotta stood hugging the trunk, occasionally yelling at her brother to be careful. ‘Nothing!’ she reported back to Reinar, hearing Magnus’ voice from above. ‘No one’s here!’

      Yet, Reinar thought to himself, arms vibrating.

      No one’s here yet.
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        * * *

      

      Destroyer was struggling, and Ollo felt torn, knowing they needed to push harder, not slow down. He wanted to go faster, but he didn’t want to break his mighty horse, who had carried him up and down the North in the coldest, bleakest conditions he’d ever encountered. The horse hadn’t let him down, so Ollo knew that he couldn’t and wouldn’t break him.

      ‘We have to hurry!’ Eddeth announced into the silence. The snowstorm had eased, but the air felt heavy around them as they trudged along. And though there was an understanding that they needed to reach the ships quickly, they didn’t have the energy to move with any real pace.

      Eddeth sneezed, seeing a vision of her encounter with Reinar in Orvala’s forest. She smiled, remembering what he’d told her about Alys. And then she frowned, seeing that he was covered in blood. ‘Vik!’ she spluttered. ‘Jonas!’ Flapping the reins, she urged her grey mare onwards.

      Jonas turned back, hearing panic in her voice. ‘What is it? Eddeth?’

      ‘Go! You have to... go! Hurry! Leave us and go!’

      Vik turned a snorting Frostbite around to join them. ‘Gudrum?’

      Eddeth was nodding and sneezing as Jonas and Vik glanced at one another, hesitating.

      But only for a moment.

      ‘I want forty men!’ Vik bellowed, taking charge. ‘Men with the fastest horses! Men with the sharpest weapons! Men who know how to use them!’

      Bolli joined them, eyes bulging. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘You stay, lead the army to the ships as fast as you can. We need to try and save them before Gudrum steals them away!’ A snow-white Frostbite skittered around beneath Vik as men kicked their horses forward, moving up the line.

      ‘We ride fast!’ Jonas yelled, spinning his horse in a circle. ‘No stopping! Ready your weapons now! Be prepared to fight! We can’t let them take those ships! If they do, we’ll be trapped here. In the snow! With Ollo for company!’ He winked at Ollo, though he felt only fear, and that fear was more chilling than any cold. ‘We ride!’ And aiming his horse at the path, he tapped his flanks. ‘We don’t stop!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Stop! Wait! Mirella!’ Greppa was in a fluster, his long robe snapping around his boots as he moved back and forth across the bedchamber after Mirella.

      Who wasn’t stopping at all.

      ‘You won’t even try to change his mind?’ Greppa didn’t understand why a woman as powerful as Mirella Vettel would let any lord tell her what to do. Especially Tarl Brava, who had seemed so fond of her. So loyal. And after what she’d achieved? Outthinking Alari as she had? Helping Tarl recapture the fort? Helping him rise to become the most powerful lord in the North? And now she was to be thrown out like leftover scraps only fit for the dogs?

      ‘At least think it through overnight. Think it through!’ Eventually, Greppa was forced to snatch Mirella’s arm, demanding her attention. ‘You read the Bear Stone yourself. Tarl Brava is to be the high king, our high king, so you can’t just abandon all that we’d planned!’ His voice rose to a high-pitched squeak, and Mirella was forced to stop moving, her shoulders dropping.

      ‘What do you want me to do, Greppa? Put a spell on him? Bind him to me? Force him to be no more than a puppet we control? Is that the sort of king you think Alekka deserves? An empty-headed fool?’

      Greppa had no problem with that. ‘Why not? He has the blood of the old kings. The ancients! We must not let him slip through our fingers. His people adore him. You’ve seen that. They will follow him, sacrifice for him, fight for him! What do they care if he belongs to us? How would they even know?’ Greppa’s voice was a conspiratorial hiss, his smile wet and quivering. ‘It is Eutresia who matters, Mirella. Not you or I, or even Tarl Brava. We must avenge her and –’

      He cut himself off abruptly.

      ‘And?’ Mirella eyed him. ‘And what?’

      ‘Nothing. Nothing. I... I am very tense, Mirella! The last few days have been more terrifying than anything I’ve encountered in my life. And thinking that you were going to die?’ He shook all over, keeping his eyes low. ‘I am just beside myself, not knowing what will happen next. I am no dreamer. Not at all!’

      Mirella felt the tumult in his mind, and she patted his arm, though she didn’t want to be understanding and supportive. Not to Greppa. Not to anyone. She wanted to rage and throw things. To demand Tarl change his mind. That he see reason. How could he not see reason?

      She thought of her father and her daughter. Her grandchildren too.

      All of them slipping through her fingers.

      Fire flowed in her veins, her body hot and pulsing with frustration, knowing that, ultimately, Tarl was right. She had let him down. Her mistakes had cost him, cost all of them, and Solveigh was gone, too. Solveigh, who was carrying Tarl’s much-needed heir.

      Blinking, Mirella realised that she hadn’t told Tarl what had happened to his pregnant wife. ‘Stay here,’ she ordered, ushering Greppa towards a comfortable chair by the fire. ‘I’ll send Bathilda with wine. Stay here until I return, Greppa dear. You will feel better soon, I know. We all will. What happened was a shock, but soon we will right this ship, and there’ll be no more talk of Gudrum and his victory. I assure you that soon, no one will be talking about Gudrum at all.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘It’s Gudrum!’ Lotta screamed, hearing her brother’s warning as he shimmied down the tree, yelping occasionally. Puddle was barking by her feet, pulling against his rope.

      ‘Bring that dog to me!’ Berger growled as they ran to their positions. ‘I’ll tie him up here!’

      Lotta didn’t feel happy about that, but it was better if Puddle wasn’t running loose, getting himself in trouble. And after what her father had tried to do, she didn’t want Gudrum hurting her precious puppy. So, scooping Puddle into her arms, she hurried towards a scowling Berger.

      Magnus jumped off the lowest branch, falling into a heap, but quickly rolling and jumping to his feet, he headed for his mother, who was frowning at her son, now covered in snow and pine needles.

      There was no point in lecturing, though, Alys realised. Not now. ‘You know what to do, Magnus, so stay safe and listen. Listen for me. For Reinar and Sigurd too. Keep your ears open!’ She pulled him to her quickly, resting her chin on his head, wanting to see anything that would give her comfort. Some sense that they could keep themselves safe. That she could protect her children.

      She couldn’t find any.

      ‘Do you have your knife?’ she asked, letting him go.

      Magnus drew it from its scabbard, the short blade newly sharpened. It was the knife he’d stabbed into the bald warrior’s throat. He’d worked hard to remove the man’s blood from the blade, feeling both angry at him and sickened by what he’d done.

      Though it had given him some confidence too.

      ‘Then go, and be safe!’ It was all Alys could say, knowing it wasn’t enough. ‘I love you.’

      ‘I love you too.’

      Alys reluctantly turned away, running to join Ludo, and Reinar, who popped up from behind a mound of boulders opposite the entrance to the cove.

      Magnus hurried to where Sigurd and Yanik were preparing behind their own hastily made defense of boulders, logs, and rocks. Solveigh and Lotta were further along, crouched over a fire, and Berger and Nils were positioned near the entrance to the cove.

      The remaining men waited by the catapult behind Alys, Reinar, and Ludo.

      Alys dropped down beside Reinar, knees in the snow, picking up her bow.

      ‘Ready?’ He could hear hooves.

      Alys wasn’t ready. Her frozen fingers were trembling with fear, suddenly regretting that her children weren’t behind her. How could she keep them safe if they weren’t with her?

      She nodded, though, nocking an arrow, resting her black-cloaked back on the boulder. ‘Ready.’

      ‘We hold them. We don’t let them touch our ships. We hold them here. If you see anything, let me know. Anything at all.’

      ‘I will,’ Alys promised, feeling his arm vibrating against hers. ‘Look after yourself.’

      Reinar smiled, resisting the urge to kiss her, and then wondering why he was doing that when they were likely about to die, he bent down, pressing his lips to hers.

      Alys blinked, too surprised to kiss him back.

      And then Reinar was gone, moving away, bow in hand. Turning back, he winked at her. ‘Stay safe, Alys Bergstrom. And aim true.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Reinar Vilander is waiting for us!’ Gudrum bellowed. He ached with cold, his stubble frozen to his face, toes and nose numb. The path had narrowed considerably, the snow not as heavy now, so they’d been able to push their men and horses harder.

      He knew he didn’t have as many warriors as he’d taken Orvala with, but he felt confident that over half had managed to escape with him, which still gave him at least seven hundred able men. And seven hundred men could easily overcome the Vilander brothers and their friends. And once he had their ships, he would sail to Ottby.

      Gudrum grinned, cheeks aching, pink scars stretching across his frozen face.

      Raf watched, hearing him shouting in that familiar rasping growl. She tried to bring images of Sigurd to her mind, though she saw nothing but blue light now, remembering how they’d tried to imprison Alari. How they had failed. And what would that goddess do about her now?

      And about Sigurd?

      Feelings of guilt surged as Raf rode, glancing at Ilmar riding beside her, a threatening glint in his eyes. She could read his thoughts, and they warned that he was prepared to betray her to Gudrum if she showed even a hint of disloyalty. Though Raf had nothing but disloyal thoughts in her mind now.

      Her cloak flapped loudly behind her, her horse’s hooves thudding into the snow, flicking it up at the man riding behind her, who kept snarling in annoyance.

      ‘I want Raf at the back!’ Gudrum called, turning to Ilmar. ‘Send her to the back!’ And turning around, he dropped his head, viciously kicking his horse.

      ‘You heard him!’ Ilmar shouted at the dreamer. ‘Move aside and slip back.’ Then thinking that through, he glanced around. ‘Skuli! Take Raf! Gudrum wants her at the back. You watch her! Keep her safe!’

      Raf hated Ilmar. She hated the way he smiled as he turned away, thinking he could stop her. Thinking that they could all stop her.

      But she was a dreamer.

      There had to be something she could do.
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        * * *

      

      Solveigh held Lotta’s hand, feeling torn.

      She wanted to help them stay safe, to protect the children, to save the ships. But at the same time, she didn’t know Ottby. Getting back to Ottby was all Reinar and his men had talked about since they’d left Orvala. And though Solveigh didn’t care about Ottby, she knew that staying here was dangerous.

      Gudrum was coming, and Gudrum was her husband. Or, at least, he thought he was. She didn’t know. Placing her left hand on her rounded belly, Solveigh wondered what she wanted to do.

      They were crouched low near a crackling fire, the handfuls of salvia she’d collected with Alys waiting nearby. But Solveigh didn’t think that a few half-dead plants could stop Gudrum and all those men.

      Alys thought he had close to a thousand.

      And Solveigh knew that smoke wasn’t going to stop them.

      She froze as Lotta squeezed her hand, lifting her eyes to the entrance between the trees where they were all expecting Gudrum to come. ‘What?’

      ‘I hear horses.’

      Solveigh swallowed, listening. She heard them too.

      Lotta squeezed her hand again. ‘You can’t run away, Solveigh. Please. We need you.’ She looked up with big eyes, full of fear, hoping she could convince the woman to stay. She didn’t want to be left alone.

      ‘I won’t... leave you,’ Solveigh whispered. ‘I... won’t.’

      Neither of them were convinced that that was true, but Lotta let go of Solveigh’s hand and moved towards the icy plants. Glancing up through the black-tipped tree canopy, she saw the clouds darkening overhead, wondering if a storm was coming. Closing her eyes, she prayed that her mother’s friends, the good gods, would keep it away a while longer.

      She saw Magnus crouched down with Sigurd Vilander, who held a bow in his hand, occasionally popping his head above the boulders, looking for Gudrum. Lotta watched as Magnus stoked the fire, clouds of smoke masking his face. And blinking, she imagined her father standing behind her, screaming as his head came off. She still heard that dull sound, still smelled the stench of his blood.

      Lotta didn’t feel sad, though. She felt free.

      If they could just stop Gudrum hurting them, they would be free to leave and find a new home in Ottby.
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        * * *

      

      Vik wished they hadn’t dithered for so long coming out of Orvala. They’d taken too long to get going, too long to gather their men. To get Eddeth, Stina, and Aldo. To find their way through the forest, onto the coast road.

      And now they were behind.

      He glanced over his shoulder, deciding that he should have demanded more than forty men.

      To stop Gudrum?

      He needed an army.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Will you hurry up, woman!’ Ollo snapped, fed up with Eddeth’s snorting and spluttering. ‘We can’t wait for you!’

      ‘But you must,’ Aldo insisted. ‘She can help!’

      ‘Help? In a battle, boy? You think Eddeth and her stick can do some damage, do you?’

      Ollo and his men were experienced warriors, Aldo knew, and he quickly reddened, sinking back into the saddle.

      ‘There’s always something to be done!’ Eddeth promised, grinning suddenly. She was terrified, eyes darting around, though she didn’t want to unsettle Aldo further. Nor Stina, who rode just behind her. ‘You remember Ottby, don’t you, Stina? Oh, but there’s always something to be done!’

      Ollo grumbled, trying to encourage Destroyer to move faster, though the horse seemed set on his favourite plodding pace and no amount of nudging or tapping or even kicking encouraged him to go any faster. ‘Well, if we don’t hurry up, it will all be over by the time we get there! What? You think they’ll wait for you and your magic stick?’

      Eddeth ignored him, tucking her head down to her chest, the cold air aching her ears. And tapping her horse’s flanks, she pushed on through the snow, hoping that Alys could hold on.

      She had to.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum was first out of the trees, yanking his horse to a stop, but not before Ludo had popped up from behind the boulders, aiming quickly, loosing an arrow. They’d practiced often over the course of the day and knew the range.

      The arrow struck Gudrum’s horse in the throat.

      Beside him, Reinar hit the horse’s chest. Alys didn’t want to hit the horse, so she aimed for Gudrum, but his roaring horse fell suddenly, and her arrow flew uselessly past Gudrum’s shoulder. She cursed herself for not anticipating that, quickly nocking another arrow as Gudrum bellowed for a shield wall.

      They had run and ridden out of Orvala with few shields between them, but Gudrum had ensured that any shields were carried by men on horses. And those men were at the front, quickly dropping to the snow-covered stones, slapping their horses away from the onslaught of arrows coming at them from two directions now.

      ‘Fire!’ Reinar ordered.

      The catapult creaked loudly.

      The sky was grim and darkening rapidly, and Gudrum’s men had first focused on the ships and then the arrows, feeling the uneven terrain beneath their boots. Now they scattered as the catapult’s arm slammed back, releasing a boulder into the middle of their slowly forming shield wall.

      ‘Run!’ That was Gudrum’s next order, though it was already too late as the boulder crashed into horses and men, breaking bones, making a bloody mess.

      ‘Again!’ Reinar shouted, shooting freely now, a quiver slung across his body, Alys and Ludo beside him, the catapult and its crew further back. They had scores of arrows collected from the ships, knowing how important it was to stop Gudrum in his tracks. To make him panic. To make him wonder how many men waited in the trees.

      Maybe an army?

      Reinar smiled as Berger and Nils started shooting from their position near the entrance to the cove. Now those men fleeing the catapult had another threat to contend with. ‘Keep them there,’ he hissed at Alys and Ludo. ‘You keep them there!’ He spun around to the catapult crew, standing by the pile of rocks and boulders they’d collected. ‘Again!’

      Sigurd was firing arrow after arrow, too, not giving Gudrum a chance to think. But it wouldn’t take long before Gudrum would see through the flimsy veil they’d draped over their vulnerability.

      Hopefully, Sigurd thought, praying to Thenor, thinking of Jonas and Vik.

      Hopefully, they wouldn’t need long.
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      Gudrum skidded, unbalanced on the stones hidden beneath the snow. The snow that was mostly muddy slush, thanks to the horses panicking and skittering around them, causing more problems than the arrows and boulders combined. ‘Get the horses out of here!’ he yelled, listening to his own horse bellowing in pain as he threw up a shield to protect his head. ‘Ilmar!’ But he couldn’t even see Ilmar as more and more of his army rushed into the cove.

      Glimpsing the lines of prized ships he was so eager to claim, Gudrum smiled, though his attention was suddenly diverted by a blonde-haired woman. And there stood Mirella’s daughter, the lovely Alys, aiming arrow after arrow at his men, trying to kill them. ‘Archers!’ he screamed, doubting Reinar Vilander had enough arrows to keep them pinned back for long. ‘Archers to me!’ Though having left Orvala in such a panic, they had fewer bows than shields, and those men barely had a quiver between them. But they had swords and axes, and when the arrows were all gone? Reinar Vilander and whatever men he had wouldn’t be able to hold them back for long.

      Reinar watched Gudrum hiding behind his shield. He heard him shouting at his men, some of whom were screaming in pain, punctured with arrows, not keen to follow his orders as the boulders kept flying. Gudrum was demanding an attack on the catapult crew, wanting to blunt their assault. That was the last thing Reinar needed. He crouched down, waving his hand at Magnus, who hurried to wave at Lotta, both children picking up bundles of plants, slowly adding them to the flames. They couldn’t afford for the fires to go out. They needed to get that smoke pumping towards their enemies.

      Reinar lifted his cloth mask over his nose and mouth, creeping back towards Alys and Ludo, who were now under attack from Gudrum’s archers, pointing at their masks. ‘The wind’s in our favour,’ he promised in a muffled voice, looking up suddenly, wondering if he’d felt a drop of rain.

      Lotta definitely felt rain, and she started to panic, adding too many plants to the fire, panicking further as the flames struggled.

      ‘Here,’ Solveigh said, pulling her back. ‘We must wait. Let the fire breathe.’

      They were crouching behind three giant boulders, not wanting Gudrum to get a glimpse of them. Solveigh feared that his dreamer would know they were there, though would she tell Gudrum?

      ‘But the flames!’ Lotta cried. ‘They’re dying!’

      ‘Ssshhh,’ Solveigh soothed. ‘Just wait. Those flames are hungry. They won’t give up yet. Just wait.’ Her heart thudded loudly in her ears as she heard Gudrum roaring in anger. His grating voice sent chills down her spine, images of him hitting her, snarling at her, raping her, flooding her mind.

      The smoke suddenly became intense, her eyes watering as she lifted up her mask, indicating for Lotta to do the same.

      Raf had her eyes closed, trying to make out what was happening.

      She heard a dog barking, faint yapping in the distance, and she saw a glimpse of Lotta huddled over a fire with Gudrum’s wife, Solveigh. She felt a twinge of jealousy, but only a twinge because her attention was quickly consumed by Sigurd Vilander, who she could see with Lotta’s brother.

      ‘What are you doing?’ grumbled Skuli, the man Ilmar had sent to guard her. He nudged her roughly, wanting her to open her eyes.

      She glared up at him from where she sat at the bottom of a tree. ‘I’m not a prisoner, I’m a dreamer! What do you think I’m doing, you idiot?’

      Skuli, who had only suspicion of dreamers and their mysterious ways, backed off, leaving the dark-haired girl to close her eyes again, trying to find Sigurd’s face.

      Sigurd had one eye on Magnus’ fire as he ducked down to strap another quiver across his back. ‘Use your hands!’ he urged, ducking lower as arrows flew over their heads now, landing in the snow behind them. ‘Get that smoke going!’

      Magnus tried, but he could feel rain coming, and his fears started taking over. He added another handful of salvia, coughing behind his mask as the smoke whirled upwards, into his throat.

      Berger watched the smoke, disappointed that it was barely a few clouds, hardly masking them or the catapult from Gudrum’s archers. He heard one of Reinar’s men cry out as he fell to the ground, the puppy barking loudly behind him now. And then he heard Gudrum laughing, loudest of all.

      ‘I see my ships!’ Gudrum called through the smoke. ‘You think you can hide them from me? Keep them from me? What? With a few arrows? A little smoke?’ He coughed, anger rising, wanting Raf beside him, needing her vision. ‘Ilmar,’ he growled. ‘Get Raf! Let’s see if she can tell us who’s hiding in there.’ And leaving Ilmar to slip away, he turned back to his archers, positioned behind a short wall of ten shield-bearing warriors. ‘Again!’ he demanded, coughing uncontrollably. ‘Hit them again!’
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        * * *

      

      Their horses were blowing hard.

      Jonas followed Vik, head bent, avoiding the low branches bordering the road, hoping it was still the road to the cove.

      Thoughts flittered around his head like midges. He saw the moment Mirella had fallen, arrow in her back. He saw Vik showing Magnus how to use a knife. He remembered fighting beside Ollo in the hole. He saw a freshly crowned Ake take the throne, Stellan Vilander and Hector Berras on either side of him, flanking their new king.

      And that king stood no chance if they couldn’t get to Ottby.

      ‘Faster!’ he yelled, hoping Vik’s horse had more in him. He wasn’t sure his did. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw some faces he recognised; most he didn’t.

      They all looked tired but motivated.

      For no one wanted to be left behind, abandoned in the North while Gudrum sailed South with their ships.
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        * * *

      

      Ollo had them going now, thanks in part to Ilene, who had a louder voice than he’d imagined. It was shrill as she rose in her stirrups, urging them all on.

      Bolli, who’d never had a kind word to say about Ilene, joined in, demanding that they move with speed. Still upset about the loss of his beloved Dagger, he didn’t want to lose any more of the Vilanders’ ships. Nor the king’s ships either.

      They had to hurry.

      Eddeth was trying to hurry, though she was suddenly inundated with visions, every one of them disturbing.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Aldo touched her arm, sensing that her eyes were closing. He’d stayed riding beside her, worried by how flustered she was becoming. ‘You need to wake up!’

      ‘Rain!’ Eddeth shouted, ignoring him. ‘I feel rain!’

      Stina was tucked up on Eddeth’s left shoulder now, riding behind a bellowing Ilene, wondering what that meant.

      ‘Is it bad?’ Aldo called over the howl of the wind.

      ‘Bad?’ Eddeth turned to him with a worried frown. She clamped her lips together, gnashing her teeth. ‘Worse than bad! Can you smell it? The smoke?’ Eddeth could, and she wanted to smile, thinking how clever Alys had been, but she couldn’t, for rain meant another enemy.

      Another god on Alari’s side of things.
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        * * *

      

      The smoke stung his eyes, and Gudrum rubbed them, feeling them water, relieved when Ilmar dragged Raf up to him. She looked terrified, her big eyes jerking towards the incoming shower of arrows, trying to pull away. Gudrum appeared nonplussed, throwing up a shield to protect them both at the last moment. Ilmar didn’t have a shield, so he dropped down as the arrows landed in Gudrum’s.

      ‘What do you see, my little elf?’ Gudrum wondered, lips near her ear. ‘Who’s out there, hiding in the smoke?’

      Raf coughed loudly, unable to stop. The smoke had drifted across the cove now, spreading from the trees and boulders, down to the foreshore. It stung her eyes and spun her head in circles. Something was in the smoke, she realised, as her thoughts started to lengthen and twist, like threads of a rope coming undone. Gudrum stood next to her, but it was as though he was on the other side of the cove. ‘What?’ She didn’t understand.

      Gudrum felt just as confused. ‘Raf!’ he growled, shaking his head, then shaking her. ‘Raf!’

      Sigurd’s head was up, and he rose to his feet, bow in hand, watching Gudrum, and Raf, who stood beside Gudrum. He saw messy dark hair, imagining those big blue eyes. Remembering kissing her.

      Behind him, the catapult crew had been decimated, one man writhing on the ground, one dead, and beside him, Magnus was getting fidgety as the smoke blew towards their enemies.

      ‘Sigurd!’ Reinar tried to get his brother’s attention, fearing that, despite wearing a mask, Sigurd had become lost in the smoke. His own senses were slightly scattered, but he could see that the smoke had stopped Gudrum in his tracks. Gudrum didn’t have the shields or the arrows to mount much of a defense. What he had was men with swords and axes, maybe spears, so the only way to hold them back was to separate them from their senses.

      Sigurd woke up, shaking his head, now ringing with his brother’s voice. He saw nothing but smoke, and looking down at his arrowless bow, he slipped a hand into his quiver to find it empty.

      ‘How long will the smoke last?’ Reinar wondered to no one. He was suddenly thinking of so many things, feeling the urge to drop his bow, grab Alys, and head for the ships. They could leave, just the two of them. Run away.

      He blinked, knowing that made no sense. No sense at all!

      Alys had run out of arrows, too, and now the smoke was flowing, they could only wait and hope that Gudrum and his men were too addled and disoriented to organise an attack.

      ‘Hopefully, long enough to get inside their minds,’ she said, grabbing Reinar’s hand as he crouched down beside her. ‘We just have to keep ourselves together. The masks only offer so much protection.’ He was swaying before her, or she was swaying before him. She couldn’t tell.

      Ludo joined them. ‘I hear thunder.’

      ‘Might be horses?’ Reinar suggested, but Alys looked up, and they both knew it wasn’t horses.

      ‘Add more salvia!’ Alys shouted at Magnus. ‘Tell your sister!’

      But just as she said it, the sky opened above them, and the rain came hammering down, sheets of icy water drenching them quickly.

      Lotta shrieked as her fire was extinguished, grabbing Solveigh’s hand. She wished it was her mother’s hand. She didn’t know what to do.

      And as though Solveigh was reading her mind, she stood up, pushing the little girl away. ‘Run to your mother, Lotta. Run now!’

      Not waiting to wonder why, Lotta bent low and ran away from Solveigh, past her open-mouthed brother, whose eyes looked so much bigger than usual, heading for her mother.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ Reinar was confused as the little girl skidded past him, rain streaming down from his head, gushing over his cheeks, soaking his mask.

      There was no point in the masks now, Reinar realised, and tearing it away, he turned to see that Magnus’ fire was out, its flames gone. He spun back to look at Alys, hood back, blonde hair plastered to her face. ‘Where’s Thenor? Ragnahild? Anyone?’

      Alys didn’t know.

      ‘Sigurd! Get on the catapult! Ludo! Go with him!’

      ‘Magnus!’ Alys called. ‘Come here!’

      Magnus didn’t argue, though he felt ill with fear. Hykka, the God of Weather, had ruined their plans. Why? He didn’t understand it at all.

      ‘Stay behind me,’ Alys urged, looking into his eyes, needing to see that he understood. ‘Look after Lotta.’

      ‘I want Puddle!’ Lotta cried, tears flowing down her cheeks with the rain. ‘I want Puddle!’

      ‘Lotta.’ Magnus pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. ‘Ssshhh.’

      They heard laughter as the smoke dispersed.

      The rain was loud, but the laughter rose above it. ‘You were going to do what?’ Gudrum shouted in a voice full of amusement. ‘Hide in the smoke?’ The smoke was still strong, and he started coughing. His head was clearer, though, and he saw the Vilanders hurrying to ready the catapult, knowing what that meant. ‘They’re out of arrows! They have no more arrows! Now they’re ours!’

      ‘No! Wait!’

      ‘Solveigh!’ Alys shrieked as Solveigh Brava, still wearing the pretty white dress she’d married Gudrum in, rushed into the middle of the rain-soaked cove, dark hair wet and bedraggled, body trembling. ‘No!’

      Puddle barked louder and Berger, who wanted to yell at Solveigh himself, turned around to growl at him. He spun back, unsheathing his sword. He was out of arrows, just as Nils was out of arrows, and by the looks of Ludo and Sigurd manning the catapult, they were all out of arrows now.

      And Solveigh was about to get herself killed.

      ‘My wife!’ Gudrum was delighted, stepping forward, his stinging eyes immediately alive with interest.

      But Solveigh lifted a wet hand away from her dress, up to her throat, revealing the knife clasped in it. ‘No! Stay there! Stay there, or I’ll kill myself!’

      Gudrum froze in surprise.

      ‘Solveigh!’

      The rain was torrential, soaking cloaks, running down blades and shields, smouldering ashes, dispersing smoke. Though Solveigh barely noticed, feeling the sharp blade touching her pulsing neck. ‘You come one step closer, you come near me, and I’ll slit my throat!’ she warned, screaming so loudly that her voice broke, and her throat ached. ‘Stay! Stay where you are!’

      Gudrum frowned, eyes on Raf, who was blinking rain from her eyes, trying to see. ‘What do you think? Does she mean it?’

      Raf nodded. She saw Sigurd in the distance now, but quickly focusing her attention on Gudrum, she cleared her throat. ‘She’s been trying to kill herself since Tarl Brava took her from her home. She wants to die. I heard that. I feel it too.’

      Gudrum turned back to Solveigh, still too muddled to see a way out of the mess, though perhaps that was because there was no obvious way out? Not if he wanted to keep Solveigh as his wife. And seeing her perfect body revealed beneath that wet white dress, he very much wanted to keep her.

      Holding up his hands, Gudrum smiled through the rain. ‘I won’t hurt you! Not you, my love. I would never hurt you. Come here! Come to me, and I’ll keep you safe. We’ll leave this place together. Leave all reminders of Tarl Brava behind!’

      Reinar didn’t know what to do.

      He didn’t know what Solveigh intended to do.

      But Alys did, and hearing the hiss of an old woman in her ears, she dropped to the ground, onto her hands and knees, crawling to the catapult, searching for...

      Arrows.

      Two arrows.

      And looking over her shoulder, she saw the silvery birch trees swaying in a stiffening breeze. The rain was loud, pounding them relentlessly, that God of Weather making his point loud and clear.

      But despite all the noise, Alys was certain she heard birds.
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        * * *

      

      Frostbite went down, Vik thrown from the saddle.

      ‘Vik!’ Jonas yanked the reins, in danger of going down after his best friend.

      Horse and rider were quickly on their feet, though. Frostbite was limping, and Vik looked at the horse with regret in his eyes. He quickly whipped off Frostbite’s saddle and bridle, throwing them away. And slapping the old white stallion on the rump, he sent him off, into the trees. Taking Jonas’ hand, he threw himself onto the back of his horse.

      ‘Archers!’ Jonas yelled, edging forward to make room for Vik, who was barely clinging on. ‘Head to the front!’ The rain was a roar in his ears, and he shivered with cold as it dripped from his long grey hair, dribbling inside his tunic. ‘To the front! Don’t stop! We ride them down!’
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        * * *

      

      Ludo and Alys had proven the most accurate with a bow.

      Though now they were both drenched, with wet fingers, numb and trembling, and just two arrows between them.

      Alys handed one to Ludo, nocking her own. She fixed her mind on Solveigh, who had claimed all of Gudrum’s attention. Solveigh’s pain was palpable as she cried, wailing louder than the rain, threatening her own life.

      But Alys could feel something else that she hoped Gudrum couldn’t see.

      Determination.

      ‘You move, she’ll die!’ Reinar warned, standing just behind a crouching Alys and Ludo. ‘Your wife will die!’

      ‘And what do you care? What? You think she means more to me than those ships? Do you really think I’d care about one woman? But why would I need to when you have the most beautiful ladies in Ottby!’

      Alys eyed Ludo, hoping he could hear her.

      Ludo turned his head, staring into Alys’ sea-green eyes, and blinking, he nodded. They turned back towards the boulders they were hidden behind.

      Waiting.

      Listening.

      Reinar laughed, ignoring the fear of what Gudrum would do if he managed to steal the ships. ‘I doubt anyone means anything to you! You’ll just chew them up and spit them out!’

      ‘When I get to Ottby, I’ll remember your words!’ Gudrum laughed back. ‘What a shame you’ll be too dead to care! Your poor family! Relying on a couple of useless fools like you and your brother!’

      Reinar let the words flow past him like ripples in the ocean. He didn’t bite, and standing beside him, Sigurd was surprised. Now that the smoke had dispersed, he was trying to meet Raf’s eyes, though Raf was working hard to ignore him, not wanting to make everything worse.

      ‘I would happily die rather than be with you!’ Solveigh sobbed, barely able to see Gudrum now, her eyes so blurred with tears and rain.

      Gudrum edged closer to Ilmar, who held a bow in one hand, though there were no arrows left. What would come next would be slaughter, if only he could think of how to get Solveigh first.

      ‘She’ll do it,’ Raf warned. ‘She doesn’t care.’ It was a lie, and Raf saw Solveigh’s tear-filled eyes sharpen as she bent her head.

      Gudrum stepped forward quickly, dripping hand extended. ‘My love! I will make you a queen! One day, I will make you a queen!’

      But Solveigh screamed, dragging her knife in a cutting motion, dropping to the snow.

      ‘No!’ Reinar and Sigurd shouted in unison.

      Berger froze in horror, knowing that to scream would cost him his life, but he felt a sharp pain in his heart at the sight of that crumpled body.

      And then Alys and Ludo were up, aiming fast, arrows flying.

      Ludo’s went through Ilmar’s throat, knocking him over.

      Alys’ shot towards Gudrum, who, at the last moment, was shoved by Raf, the arrow just catching the tip of his shoulder.

      ‘Aarrghh!’ he cried, jerking backwards. And quickly righting himself, he glared at Alys. ‘You bitch!’ He saw his wife lying on the ground, and as furious as that made him, at least nothing was holding him back now. ‘Get them!’ He was dizzy with pain, pushing Raf backwards, aware that Ilmar lay dead on the ground, throat torn open, no use to him now. ‘Kill them!’ And lifting his sword in the air, Gudrum urged his men on.

      ‘Get down!’ Alys screamed, dropping her bow, pulling her children to her as the trees started shaking behind them. ‘Reinar! Get down!’

      Reinar crouched down with Sigurd, catching a glimpse of Berger in the distance, dragging Nils down with him.

      Magnus and Lotta huddled close to their mother.

      ‘What’s coming?’ Magnus wanted to know, eyes full of tears for Solveigh.

      ‘Ragnahild,’ Alys smiled. ‘Ragnahild is coming.’

      The birds flew out of the trees in a wave of black and blue feathers, which shimmered in the rain, fighting against the deluge, flapping as they shot forward, cawing angrily.

      Aiming for Gudrum and his men.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Birds?’

      Jonas looked around at a soaked Vik, who shrugged.

      They saw the tail of Gudrum’s army as they rounded the corner, the road narrowing before them. Vik slid off Jonas’ horse with a jump, running, unsheathing two swords, knowing that the only way in was going to be the one he made for himself.

      The archers rode ahead – those who could ride with their knees.

      And there were many; enough to cause problems.

      Before them, they heard screeches of pain as the birds attacked the head of Gudrum’s army while they started on the rear.

      Forty men against a thousand?

      Impossible, Jonas knew. Though, hopefully, they wouldn’t be forty men for long.
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      Ilene rode up to Ollo, long blonde braids slapping her back. ‘I hear them!’

      ‘Ha! You must have ears like Tikas himself!’ Ollo snorted. ‘I hear rain! Rain and wind and the laughter of that god, Hykka, busy pissing all over us!’

      Ilene threw back her head, letting the cold rain fill her mouth before swilling it around and spitting it out. ‘You want to be last? Left behind? Where’s the glory in that? I hear them! Now!’ And turning away from Ollo, she dropped her body lower, spurring her horse down the road, determined not to miss out.
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        * * *

      

      There were so many ravens in the cove, cawing and flapping, wings and beaks everywhere he turned, that Reinar quickly lost sight of Gudrum. There was nothing they could do but keep out of the birds’ way, holding their breaths, waiting.

      Reinar’s remaining men used the distraction to make their way to the biggest mound of boulders, not wanting to remain isolated on the other side of the cove with no arrows to hand.

      Leaving Nils to join Reinar, Berger headed straight into the middle of the melee, arm above his head, protecting himself from the birds. He hurried to Solveigh, not wanting her body torn apart by the flock of angry ravens. And they were all ravens, Berger realised, glancing up as he reached Solveigh, wondering if Thenor was with them now.

      He touched Solveigh’s ice-cold arm, his heart heavy at the thought of such a waste. And then she turned over, blinking at him. ‘I think I twisted my ankle,’ she grimaced. ‘Can you help me up?’

      Berger almost didn’t hear her. His shock was loud, his surprise deafening.

      He spluttered, mouth gaping open.

      ‘Help me!’ Solveigh cried, trying to spur him into action. ‘I need help!’

      Berger blinked, waking up, nodding now as he slipped an arm around her waist, lifting her to her feet. She winced, leaning on him, limping along beside him as he hurried her towards Reinar, who was staring in shock.

      ‘What?’ Sigurd didn’t understand, but then he, too, was shaking his head as Lotta ran for Solveigh, wrapping her arms around her waist.

      ‘Solveigh!’ Lotta shouted happily, though she was terrified, for despite the ravens, some of Gudrum’s men were making for the ships.

      ‘We have to stop them!’ Sigurd yelled at his brother, blinking away the surprise of Solveigh’s resurrection. The rain was heavy, the birds were loud, and his throat ached with smoke. He was barely able to make himself heard.

      ‘What can we do?’ Ludo wanted to know as Berger helped Solveigh down to the ground. He drew his sword, though he wondered what use it would be in the chaos.

      Reinar ducked as more ravens flew out of the trees, massing into a black cloud now, smothering Gudrum’s men, who panicked further, scattering across the cove.

      ‘To the ships!’ Gudrum was calling, crushing Raf’s hand, keeping her by his side. ‘Head to the ships!’

      ‘No!’ Sigurd screamed, lunging out of the boulders. ‘Stop them!’

      Arrows whistled softly through the air, their deadly sound masked by the demanding noise of the birds. Sigurd barely heard them, but he saw some of Gudrum’s men falling, some turning, and then Vik was running, two swords out, slashing and slicing as he charged.

      Sigurd spun back to Reinar. ‘They’re here! They’re here! We can go!’

      Reinar didn’t hesitate, and with one look at Alys, he ran after his brother, Berger, Ludo, Nils and the rest of their men behind him.

      ‘Don’t go!’ Lotta pleaded, seeing a sword in her mother’s hand now. ‘Don’t leave us, Mama!’

      ‘I won’t,’ Alys promised, eyes on her bedraggled grandfather, swinging his sword as though he was twenty years younger. ‘I won’t. I’ll stay. You get behind me, though. I might need to use my sword.’

      ‘I need Puddle! I need to get Puddle!’ Lotta panicked, and spinning around, she realised that her brother had gone. ‘Magnus?’

      Vik’s knee cracked as he slid on the snowy stones, falling hard. He lifted his right sword, catching a man on the chin, blood shearing across him like red rain. Dropping a shoulder, he pushed up onto both feet, taking the next man in the neck, ears ringing with the sound of screeching birds.

      Gudrum couldn’t think with all the noise, but he needed those ships. The birds were like a swarm of bees, swirling around his men now, the rain retreating, the smoke dispersing.

      But that noise?

      ‘Get to the ships!’ he shouted, having no idea how many men were coming for them now, but likely more than enough to stop his army in its tracks. ‘Push them into the water! Hurry!’

      Raf skidded across the stones, trying to keep her balance beside him.

      Then Sigurd was there, sword swinging for Gudrum, who released Raf, aiming her at the nearest ship. ‘Get on board!’

      Raf felt torn, though she ran for the ship, not looking back.

      Distracted by that, Sigurd almost failed to block Gudrum’s first strike. The birds circled them like a dark whirlpool, Gudrum in a crouching pose as he unleashed his sword at Sigurd’s waist. Men rushed past them, flooding the small beach, unbalancing both men, who crashed to their knees, Sigurd’s sword knocked from his hand. ‘Fuck!’ he screamed. He’d landed on his injured arm, the agony of the fall making thinking impossible. Everything went black, and then Ludo was there, dragging him to his feet, and Reinar was on his other side, handing him his sword.

      Gudrum recovered quickly, though, running after Raf. ‘Oars in! Get the oars in!’

      Reinar ran after him, Sigurd’s cries in his ears. ‘Stop them!’ he roared, voice straining as he slipped. ‘Stop them at the ships!’
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        * * *

      

      The Ottby army was moving with speed now, Bolli was almost pleased to see. ‘The ships!’ he cried, urging them on. ‘We’re nearly there!’

      And they were, Eddeth knew, though chaos loomed and the ships were under assault from that horrible Gudrum. She saw flashes of birds, which confused her. She saw Alys and the children, too, Vik masterfully cutting down Gudrum’s men, and Raf. Eddeth narrowed her eyes, trying to see what that little dreamer was up to, drawing a blank. And hearing Aldo calling her name, worry in his voice, she blinked her eyes open wide, urging her horse on.
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        * * *

      

      First worried that they didn’t have enough men, Jonas quickly realised that Gudrum’s army was in disarray. Pecked by sharp-beaked birds, coughing and disoriented, they were trying to organise themselves into a cohesive force. Gudrum was cursing and shouting in the distance, but he was struggling to command such a large group in the deepening mire of chaos.

      Vik grunted, falling beside him.

      ‘Vik!’ Jonas dropped to the stones, now covered in blood. ‘What happened?’

      Vik’s teeth were gritted in anger and pain. ‘Ankle. Bastard cut my ankle!’ That bastard now lay headless beside Vik, who had managed to finish off the man before losing his balance. ‘Help me up! Jonas!’

      Hearing the warning in Vik’s voice, Jonas lifted both his head and his sword, hacking across the chest of one of Gudrum’s men, whose axe was swinging for him. But Jonas got him first, and, up on his feet now, he drew back his sword, stabbing the man through the throat. Turning back to Vik, he could see that his friend’s ankle was gushing blood. ‘Stay there! Stay down! I’ll be back!’

      Vik nodded, forcing himself to sit still, swords at the ready. He heard the screams echoing around him, and the sudden scrape of hulls against stones as Gudrum’s men started pushing ships into the water.

      They had brought forty men and were trying to hold back an army of hundreds, maybe a thousand, but as Jonas ran away from Vik, he realised that they had an army of ravens helping them, for those birds were doing some real damage. He saw men crying, eyes streaming bloody tears; hardened warriors crouched with their arms over their heads, trying to escape the pecking ravens and their deadly talons.

      And then he saw Alys.

      Through the rain and the wisps of stinking smoke, Jonas saw his granddaughter, and he ran to her.

      ‘Grandfather! We have to stop them!’

      Jonas swung around, following her gaze to the water, where Gudrum’s men had quickly launched eight ships.

      And then a horn.

      Jonas’ eyes brightened. ‘That’s Ollo! We’ve organised the men into crews. We can move quickly now. Get going before they do! You stay with the children. I’ll come back for you!’ He saw Lotta clinging to a woman he didn’t recognise, but no Magnus. ‘Where’s Magnus?’

      Alys didn’t know, but wherever he was, he was going to get a stern telling-off when she found him. ‘I don’t know!’

      Lotta was beside herself, wanting to find her puppy. ‘I need to get Puddle!’

      Jonas looked from Lotta to Alys, to Vik lying prone in the distance. ‘Wait here! Just wait here!’

      Ollo Narp rode into the cove on an exhausted Destroyer, horn to his mouth, blowing as though he was The Hunter himself. Quickly dismounting, he slapped Destroyer away, dropping the horn and drawing out his sword. It was impossible to see who was who. Impossible to see anything with the birds flapping about and the smoke lingering. But he could see those ships being launched with speed.

      And so could Bolli, who quickly spotted Gudrum’s men on board Nightmare, one of Reinar’s fastest ships. ‘Stop them!’ he bellowed, running forward, slipping quickly, down on his arse.

      Ilene hurried to pull him up, ignoring his grumbling as she charged forward again, seeing Sigurd in the distance with his brother.

      ‘No!’ Reinar cried as Sigurd made to swim. ‘You can’t catch them like that! We need ships!’ He turned away from his brother’s seething face, relieved to see Bolli struggling towards him. ‘Ready the ships! My men to me! Ready the ships!’

      It was chaos, and Alys didn’t know where to look.

      Reinar was by the ships, roaring until his voice cracked, and her grandfather was running to him, joining the fight for those ships. Lotta was sobbing beside her, and Magnus was gone. ‘Come with me,’ Alys decided. ‘We’ll find Magnus and Puddle.’ She glanced at Solveigh. ‘Hold onto Lotta, please. Don’t let her go!’ And lifting her sword, Alys crept around the boulders, searching for her son.

      Arriving at the cove, Aldo had quickly untangled Eddeth from her saddle, hurrying both her and Stina into the trees. He watched the flurry of ravens in awe, barely listening as Eddeth muttered behind him. They needed to wait safely; that’s what Ollo had ordered. Wait until he blew the horn again, then he was to hurry Eddeth and Stina into the cove.

      But Eddeth wasn’t waiting for Ollo and his horn, and making up her mind quickly, she bolted away from the young man, cloak flapping, disappearing into the melee.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Stina screamed, unable to stop her. ‘Eddeth!’

      Aldo froze, unsure what to do, knowing that he was responsible for keeping both women safe.

      But Stina made up his mind for him. ‘We have to go!’ she cried, unsheathing her eating knife. ‘We can’t be left behind!’
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum was aboard a sleek-looking warship, a full crew of men working the oars. He instantly regretted that he wasn’t still in the cove, having forgotten too late that there was no Ilmar to organise the rest of their men. But there were others, he was certain. Men who would step up to get them away safely. They all knew the plan. And to get to Ottby, they needed every ship they could lay their hands on.

      Raf clung to the stern, eyes on the cove they were rapidly leaving behind, the song of the screeching ravens still ringing in her ears.

      ‘What do you see?’ Gudrum demanded, coming for her, wet through, broken arrow protruding from his shoulder.

      ‘More ships are following.’

      ‘Our men?’ Gudrum’s eyes were blurred; he was struggling to see.

      Raf nodded. ‘Ours.’ Her heart sank as she turned around, looking away from the shore.
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        * * *

      

      They were fighting for every last ship.

      Alys could still hear Reinar bellowing. She caught glimpses of Jonas, grey hair whipping around a blood-stained face. She saw Ludo and Berger, and then she turned away, facing the forest, heart racing.

      Where was her son?

      ‘Magnus?’ She didn’t want to draw attention to them, so she hissed his name, scanning the trees. ‘Magnus?’

      They had crept all the way around the cove now, looking for Magnus, making their way to where Berger and Nils had been. To where Berger had tied the puppy to the tree.

      Lotta cried even louder when she saw there was no Puddle. No rope. No sign of him at all. ‘Where is he?’ she wailed. ‘Puddle!’

      Alys was worried by that, too, thinking of Ragnahild. She ducked as a raven swooped low over her head, followed by three more. ‘Magnus?’ Her chest hurt; she was panicking. And trying to calm herself down, she closed her eyes, seeking the rhythmic sound of the waves rushing the foreshore. She kept that sound in her mind, enclosing herself in darkness as she tried to find Magnus.

      And then a booming voice broke through that moment of calm, and opening her eyes, Alys turned to see Eddeth hopping across the stones.

      ‘Vik! Vik!’

      ‘Eddeth?’

      Eddeth didn’t hear her as she promptly fell over, trying to avoid an incoming raven.

      ‘Mama?’

      Alys spun back, seeing Magnus, red-nosed and bashful. ‘I’ve been gathering arrows.’

      ‘What?’ Alys was distracted, looking down at the barely-full quiver in her son’s arms.

      ‘I thought it would help.’

      His eyes were so earnest, and Alys was so distracted by Eddeth, and Lotta’s crying, that she simply pulled Magnus to her, relieved to have him back. ‘Have you seen Puddle?’

      Magnus looked worried. ‘No. I thought you had him now.’

      Alys shook her head. ‘No, he’s escaped.’

      ‘To the ships!’ Reinar was shouting in the distance.

      ‘I need Puddle, Mama! I need him!’ Lotta sobbed.

      Jonas was aware of needing to get back to his family, and wanting to get Vik some help, when he almost fell over a cloaked Eddeth, who was trying to push herself up with her staff. ‘Eddeth?’

      ‘I saw Vik! He was dying!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m not dying,’ Vik muttered, irritated to be lying on the stones instead of fighting. ‘I can’t walk, woman!’

      ‘Vik!’ Eddeth swung around, relieved to have found him, quickly sniffing his body, looking for wounds. She saw his ankle pumping blood, and digging beneath her cloak, she tore at her tunic. ‘I’ll wrap that up right away, don’t you worry!’

      Vik wasn’t worrying about his ankle, though. He was worrying about how many ships Gudrum’s men were taking. ‘Jonas!’ He gasped as Eddeth started wrapping the cloth around his wound. ‘Get a ship ready. We need to get after Gudrum!’

      Reinar wanted to get after Gudrum, too, but he was trapped in a battle with eight of Gudrum’s men, who had plans to take Blood Hunter.

      Though Reinar wasn’t about to let them leave.

      The ship was in the water, rocking violently as he jumped from sea chest to sea chest, chasing a big-mouthed fool, busy calling for more men to help him. Reinar wanted that bellowing idiot’s head off.

      He needed to shut him up.

      ‘Reinar!’ Bolli had waded out to the ship, struggling to get up the side, cold water freezing him quickly. Blood Hunter was a solid ship; he wasn’t letting her out of his sight. More ships were being rushed into the water now, the battle intensifying.

      Ludo leaned over, sticking out a hand. ‘Hurry!’ he yelled, pulling Bolli up and over the shield rack.

      Bolli spluttered as he landed on Blood Hunter’s deck, bringing his wet axe into two hands, quickly gaining his balance, eyes snapping to one of Gudrum’s men, who was making his way to the tiller. But he wasn’t taking Blood Hunter out to sea. Not if Bolli had anything to say about it.

      Reinar finally beheaded the screaming man, though not before he’d encouraged another six men to scramble on board, and now they were outnumbered, two to one.

      Berger exploded before him, not about to be left behind in the freezing North, in the freezing cove or the freezing water. And scooping up an axe in his left hand, he started hacking with it, jabbing his sword with his right. Two men went down howling before Berger could turn to Ludo. ‘Kill them! Ludo! Duck!’ He threw his axe into the head of one of Gudrum’s men, who fell, tipping over the shield rack, into the sea. ‘Move! Move!’ There was no time to think about everyone else. They just had to take as many ships as possible.

      They had to get after Gudrum.

      Jonas joined Ollo and seven of Reinar’s men, pushing another ship off the stones, hearing the gentle splash as it entered the water. Most of the ships were in the sea now, men being knocked overboard as one army or the other took control, the water around their legs turning red with blood. ‘I need to go back for Vik! For Alys!’ Jonas shouted. ‘Get on board. Take charge, Ollo! Find a helmsman!’

      Ollo nodded, seeing Aldo and Stina coming towards him. ‘Get in! Get in!’ He swung around as Ilene was knocked to the ground, one of Gudrum’s men kneeling on her back, hand in her hair, ready to slip his knife across her throat. Lunging forward, Ollo kicked out, knocking the man off her, slashing across his neck. Ilene scrambled to her feet, face wrenched in pain, kicking the man hard. And sensing she wasn’t finished, Ollo growled. ‘Get on board! That’s our ship. We’re leaving!’

      Stina turned around, resisting Aldo’s attempts to hoist her into the ship, not wanting to leave Alys and Eddeth behind.

      ‘You must get on board,’ Aldo urged. ‘I’ll get Eddeth.’

      Nodding, Stina reached out to a man she didn’t know, hoping it was one of Reinar’s. And then she was stumbling onto the ship, watching as the fighting escalated on the shore.

      There were fewer and fewer ships left in the cove now.

      More and more men fighting not to be left behind.

      ‘Get on board!’ Jonas demanded. ‘Leave the fight and get on board! Hurry! Get a ship!’ He turned, pleased to see Aldo beside him. ‘You help Eddeth with Vik. I’ve got to get Alys!’

      Aldo nodded, pulling Vik to his feet as Eddeth fussed over his ankle on his other side. ‘Eddeth!’ Aldo tried to get her attention. ‘Look where you’re going. You can’t fall now!’

      Alys was coming forward with Magnus, Solveigh, and a now screaming Lotta.

      ‘What?’ Jonas didn’t know what had happened. ‘What’s wrong?’

      ‘Lotta’s puppy,’ Alys explained, feeling upset herself.

      Jonas tried to look sympathetic. ‘We can’t wait for a puppy, Lotta,’ he told his great-granddaughter, scooping her into his arms as she fought against him.

      ‘No! No! He’s a special puppy!’ Lotta insisted. ‘Please! He’s important. We can’t leave him!’

      Alys agreed, but they also couldn’t be left behind themselves.

      Solveigh screamed as two men came charging at them with axes. She pushed Magnus behind her as Alys jumped forward, bringing her father’s sword up with a clash. ‘Take them!’ she yelled at her grandfather, who could do little to help with Lotta in his arms. ‘Take them! I’ll follow!’

      Magnus hesitated, wanting to stay, but his mother growled at him, and Solveigh grabbed his hand, giving him no choice but to go with them.

      Leaving Alys behind with the two axe-wielding warriors.

      Reinar saw her as he tipped the last of Gudrum’s men overboard. They didn’t have enough men to crew Blood Hunter, so they needed to turn around and find more. ‘Alys!’ The noise of the ravens was loud, as were the screams of desperate men, struggling in the freezing water, flailing about, searching for a ship. ‘Alys! Turn!’ he called to Bolli, who had taken the tiller. ‘Get us back to shore!’

      Alys heard him, but her eyes remained on the two men before her, doubting the wisdom that had sent her grandfather away.

      She swayed left and right, pushing her boots deeper into the stones, remembering sliding about trying to kill that warrior in Orvala. She couldn’t lose her balance now, though; there was nowhere to slide to.

      The men were stocky, as old as Vik, she thought, wielding axes they were comfortable with; scars and tattoos buried beneath bushy beards.

      ‘I’m going to enjoy this,’ said one. His hooked nose was broken, one eye swollen closed. The other was busy, running his eyes over her face, her breasts, and finally, her sword. ‘What do you think you can do with that, little girl?’ he laughed.

      His friend laughed with him, licking bloody lips.

      Both of them stepped forward as Alys tried to think of what to do. She saw Arnon’s head flying off his neck, the smell of his death still in her nostrils; the bald-headed warrior frozen to the street. She heard the noise of the ravens as though they were inside her head.

      And then Reinar’s screams, loudest of all, and she threw herself to the ground as the arrows shot forward, taking the first man in the neck. His friend turned in surprise, getting the next arrow in the side of the head.

      Alys scrambled back to her feet, slipping and sliding on the stones, eyes on Ludo and Reinar, who stood on board Blood Hunter, bows in hand.

      There was no time for anything more than a nod, though, as she wheeled around, looking for Jonas.

      Hoping he’d found them a ship.
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      Gudrum’s new ship was full. Too full.

      His bloodied and coughing men had quickly taken to the benches and were now rowing in a fast-paced rhythm, working to get away from Furkat with speed.

      Watched by their furious lord.

      Shoulder aching, anger rising, Gudrum eyed every man, wanting to ensure that no one was slowing them down.

      He thought of Ilmar, who had been with him for years, unable to remember a time without him by his side. Ilmar, left behind on the beach, shot in the throat by that woman. Mirella’s daughter. Her or the man standing by her; Gudrum didn’t know. It didn’t matter. They were all enemies coming for them now.

      Lifting his eyes, he saw Raf in the stern, where she was watching the fleeing ships. The little dreamer had saved him, pushed him out of the path of the arrow meant to end him. He felt surprised and pleased. Being a lord was harder than he’d ever imagined. Searching every pair of eyes, wondering what ambitions lurked within. Wondering who had doubts, who was working behind his back, who was scheming with his enemy...

      He blinked as Raf approached.

      ‘All the ships are at sea.’

      ‘And the men? Our men?’

      ‘Many are dead, injured, left behind. Those ravens caused a lot of trouble.’ Raf frowned, knowing that the birds’ sudden arrival had been magic, having witnessed their determination to kill and maim only Gudrum’s men. But whose magic she didn’t know. ‘The rest are on ships. Some too light, some too full. I don’t know how it will go.’

      ‘And the Vilanders? Do you see them?’

      Raf nodded, clearing any emotion from her eyes. ‘They are close. They will try and stop us.’

      Gudrum laughed. ‘Let them come! Let them try and catch us. I don’t care if they die here or in Ottby with the rest of their family.’

      Raf swallowed, eyes blank. ‘I’ll keep looking.’

      ‘Good,’ he told her, frowning deeply. He wanted some ale. The pain in his shoulder didn’t bother him, but the stinking smoke had dried his throat so much that he was struggling to swallow. ‘Come back and tell me everything you see. I need to know how many ships we have, Raf. I need to know our chances.’

      Raf nodded, cloak swirling, hair blowing across her eyes. Her ears were aching, and she thought of how nice it would be to lie beneath a fur with Sigurd, a fire blooming nearby. And then she was blinking again, spinning away from Gudrum, who stared after her with curious eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Mirella thought of dreamers as she walked the city, searching for Tarl. He didn’t want her company, and she had no real sense of where he was. Hiding from her, she supposed with a scowl, irritated that he was being such a fool.

      He needed her. Couldn’t he see?

      Couldn’t he see how much he needed her?

      She turned to Bergit, who was hurrying along beside her, mumbling about something Mirella had no interest in, until one word stuck out. ‘Stables?’

      Bergit nodded. ‘Ulrick said the lord wanted to inspect the horses. To see what condition they’re in after their long ride. Apparently, once the fort is secure, he wants to find his wife.’

      Mirella shook her head. ‘Well, he won’t find her with horses,’ she snorted. And striding away from Bergit, she headed for the stables, seeing visions of Greppa’s anxious face and Alari’s smug one, once again hearing the whistle of that arrow as it flew towards her.

      The arrow had almost killed her, but now she was healed. There wasn’t even a scar on her. Healed with magic, saved from death. Saved for a purpose, though without Tarl, she no longer knew how to achieve it.

      Tarl nearly ran into her as he emerged from the stables with Ulrick.

      Seeing Mirella, Ulrick quickly bobbed his head and slipped away.

      ‘Still here?’ Tarl eyed Mirella with disdain in his dark eyes before heading past her, after Ulrick. The ice had melted, the air unusually warm for this time of year, and Mirella picked her cloak out of the slush as she hurried after him.

      ‘I am, yes. I will be gone tomorrow, as you wish. Though I wanted to tell you about your wife before I left. With all that happened, I realised I hadn’t told you about her.’

      Tarl stopped abruptly, and turning around, he noticed the warm colour of Mirella’s cheeks, the sparkle in her eyes. ‘And?’

      ‘She is with the Vilanders. They are taking her to Ottby.’

      Tarl didn’t understand. ‘But Gudrum? You said Gudrum had taken her!’

      ‘I was injured. I couldn’t speak. I... I tried to tell you, but I couldn’t speak.’

      Tarl remembered holding Mirella in his arms, fearing that she was dead, the arrow lodged deep in her back. Worry flashed across his face, and his eyes softened. ‘The Vilanders?’ His voice was quieter now. ‘What do they want with Solveigh?’

      ‘To save her, I expect. Gudrum wasn’t kind to her. My daughter is with them, and I imagine she thought she could help Solveigh.’ Everything that had gone wrong after her father shot her infuriated Mirella, but she tried to focus on Tarl, knowing there would be plenty of time to deal with her family.

      Eventually.

      ‘Help her?’

      ‘They didn’t know who would claim Orvala. They tried to save Solveigh from Gudrum.’

      Tarl was almost pleased about that. ‘And they’re going back to Ottby?’ He encouraged Mirella to turn around, heading back to the hall, wanting a drink. ‘And you think they can make it? With the sea?’

      ‘I’ve no idea. I saw Alys and the children with Solveigh. They were sailing.’

      ‘Alys? Is that your daughter?’

      Mirella nodded.

      ‘You have a lot of secrets, Mirella.’

      She didn’t reply.

      They walked in silence for a time, Tarl occasionally raising a hand at a man or a woman, even a child, though there were no smiles in return, just polite nods. No one followed him. The Orvalans moved slowly, trying to repair the mess of the city and their homes, adjusting to broken families, dealing with grief.

      Tarl sensed the change, which unsettled him, and his anger returned. ‘Perhaps you should go after them? Go and find your family?’

      ‘I don’t think so. The South is not where my focus is now.’

      ‘No?’ He tried not to sound intrigued, though he wondered where his dreamer would go.

      ‘Eskvir has given me a task of great importance, and as we no longer want the same things, I must now complete it on my own.’

      ‘Well, I hope your new master has more luck with you than I did. I wonder if he knows how unreliable you can be?’

      Mirella spun towards him, anger spiking. ‘I helped you, Tarl. I helped you rise and turn Orvala into a true city again. I helped you become a lord whose people adore him.’

      ‘Once! Not now. You’ve seen them. Not now!’ His voice rose, though he didn’t care who heard him.

      Mirella touched his pulsing arm. ‘Do you know how long it took Ake Bluefinn to defeat Jorik Vettel? Ten years! He was defeated often, almost on his knees before he claimed his most famous victory. His people loved him for that. He enjoys their loyalty today because he didn’t let defeat stop him. Because he kept going!’ She couldn’t read Tarl’s thoughts as he ripped off his gloves, suddenly hot all over. ‘Defeat is not an end.’

      ‘No, defeat is not an end,’ Tarl agreed, looking up with cold eyes. ‘But Ake had men he could trust around him, and I can no longer trust you.’ He stepped closer, lowering his voice. ‘You led me into a trap. I was only there because of you, Mirella. You talk about mistakes, about not letting defeat stand in the way of your dreams, but you killed my men. You nearly killed me, so how can I forgive that?’ Suddenly Tarl’s anger turned a corner, and he wanted to kiss her. She had let him come so close. So close that he could almost lean in and...

      Mirella stepped away. ‘I will leave in the morning. I will go with Greppa. I assume I can take my horse?’

      ‘I... of course. Take what you need. Looks like another storm is blowing in.’ Lifting his eyes away from her enchanting face, Tarl stared at the ominous clouds, and when he looked back, Mirella was stalking away from him, heading for the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Solveigh shivered, the dark clouds seeming to sink lower in the sky, as though soon they would be touching the ship’s prow, submerging them all. Though perhaps it would hide them from Gudrum and his men?

      Wherever they were.

      Lotta had cried herself to sleep, her head on Solveigh’s lap. The little girl had been so upset about leaving her puppy behind that she’d finally sunk into a disturbed sleep, and Solveigh didn’t want to upset her further by moving her.

      She saw Alys, who smiled at her, before turning back to Eddeth.

      ‘Stop fussing, woman!’ Vik grumbled at the determined healer, who was swaying around him like a tree in a storm, constantly checking to see if he needed anything.

      It was good to see her again, Alys thought.

      To see her grandfather and Vik. Even Ollo Narp.

      Though she was far less enamoured about seeing Ilene, who leaned over the stern, watching their chasers.

      Sometimes, she caught Ilene watching her, and reading her thoughts, Alys knew that she was thinking about Arnon, wondering what had happened to him.

      Alys turned away, seeking better company and fewer reminders of what she had done.

      Stina.

      But Stina was vomiting over the shield rack, and Alys looked away from her with pity in her eyes, to where Magnus was counting his hard-earned arrows, which didn’t take him long.

      He looked up, seeing his disapproving mother. ‘I thought you’d need them,’ he insisted. ‘You and Ludo. I thought it would help. I think Gudrum’s men mostly missed.’

      Alys grinned. ‘Lucky for us, they did.’ She ruffled her son’s hair, seeing that it was growing long again – yet another reminder of Arnon.

      ‘What do you think?’ Jonas wondered, stumbling to a stop before her. They’d taken a ship called Sea Axe, the helmsman had informed him. He was as old and terse as Bolli, though almost twice as tall, with arms like small trees as he wielded the tiller with a stoop and a scowl. ‘Arfinn says we’ll be under sail soon. That will give everyone’s arms a rest.’

      Alys nodded, though her tension was only increasing. ‘Storm’s coming.’

      Jonas could feel it. ‘I don’t think Hykka’s on our side. And we know Hartu definitely isn’t.’

      Eddeth had been too distracted by Vik’s injury to think much about keeping them safe but hearing their conversation, she bounded to her feet, grabbing hold of Alys. ‘My dreamer! We must get to work!’

      Alys agreed. ‘We need to protect the ship.’ She thought of Sigurd, who wasn’t protected at all, wishing she’d gone with him.

      Eddeth drew out her knife as Stina and Aldo joined them. ‘You and I will carve symbols, oh yes, we will! And the rest of you must keep an eye out! Warn us of anything you see. We don’t know what that Hartu will get up to next. Now that she has Hykka on her side. The rain! Oh, that rain! Who would have thought that a little rain could be so deadly?’

      Alys thought about the rain and the ravens and Ragnahild, wondering what it meant that Puddle had been left behind. She felt a pang of loss herself, having become quite fond of the fluffy puppy with the long tongue.

      ‘Come on!’ Eddeth barked, inclining her head to the prow.

      But Alys’ attention was on Solveigh, who was stroking Lotta’s hair. ‘I’ll catch you up, Eddeth. You go. I’ll be there in a moment.’ And leaving everyone behind, she made her way to Solveigh, crouching down. ‘How is she?’

      ‘Exhausted,’ Solveigh smiled. ‘It was a terrifying day.’

      Alys nodded. ‘It was, but we made it out of there alive, thanks to you.’

      Solveigh looked surprised. Embarrassed even.

      ‘You distracted Gudrum. You stopped him long enough for Ragnahild to get to work. Long enough for Jonas and Vik to arrive.’

      Solveigh didn’t want to tell Alys that she hadn’t known what she was going to do when she ran into the middle of the cove with that knife.

      She’d been tempted, sorely tempted...

      Looking into Alys’ eyes, knowing that she was a dreamer, she guessed Alys knew everything she was thinking, so she tried to change the subject. ‘What happened to your mother? Mirella?’

      Alys glanced at her grandfather. ‘She was injured. I don’t know what happened.’ It was hard to think of Mirella as her mother now. The idea of love and loyalty and family had splintered in her heart. She thought of her husband, who she’d killed and her long-lost mother, who had threatened to kill both her and her children, and she felt odd. ‘All that matters is that we’re away from all of them. We just have to keep going to Ottby.’

      ‘And Gudrum?’ Solveigh felt a sense of relief to be leaving Tarl and Orvala behind, but she knew that Gudrum was ahead of them. And Gudrum’s men surrounded them. There were ships everywhere, slipping in and out of the low-lying clouds.

      They weren’t safe.

      ‘Reinar’s behind Gudrum. He might be able to catch him before he reaches Ottby. Don’t worry, he’ll be doing everything he can.’
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        * * *

      

      They were on Blood Hunter, which was proving to be no Fury.

      Bolli was gripping the tiller like a man trying to drag a horse to sacrifice, but despite his best efforts and a lot of red-faced bellowing, the ship wasn’t gaining on Gudrum. Gudrum, who had extended his initial lead in Nightmare, more ships following after him.

      They had slowly separated into two groups, each following after its leader. Gudrum appeared to have eleven ships and Reinar fifteen, so now it was simply a race to Ottby.

      ‘I don’t understand what Gudrum wants with Ottby,’ Ludo sighed, wishing there was ale; the smoke still tickled his throat. There wasn’t even water, which was going to become a problem, unless Hykka decided to shower them with more rain, which, looking up at the threatening sky, seemed increasingly likely.

      Sigurd was quiet beside him, thinking of Raf.

      Berger answered from where he sat, back against the gunwale, combing his wet beard. ‘It’s another target. For a leech like Gudrum? Now he knows Ottby’s without its lord, he’s going to try and make it his.’

      Ludo frowned. ‘Do you think that’s all, though? The way he was speaking in the hall? It’s like he knew things. What he was saying... about Agnette’s baby? It makes no sense.’

      Berger tucked his precious whalebone comb away with a sigh. They were under sail, all of them grateful for a break after the hectic morning. ‘Makes sense if you’ve got a pretty dreamer seeing everything for you.’ He stared at Sigurd, who squirmed uncomfortably. ‘And that dreamer’s loyal to Gudrum. You could see that. The way she saved his life? Alys’ arrow should have ended him.’

      Ludo nodded, remembering how close the arrow had come to Gudrum’s throat. He’d seen the terror in the scarred man’s eyes, certain that his death was upon him; the jerking movement as the big-eyed girl had shoved him aside.

      If she’d been any taller, it might have taken her instead.

      Reinar could see how irritable his brother was becoming and he intervened, hands out. ‘We can’t do anything about Ottby or Gudrum or his dreamer unless we catch him, so let’s put our minds to that. We need to go faster.’

      That wasn’t enough for Sigurd. ‘We need help! That’s what we need. Where’s Thenor now? Where’s he gone? He was so keen on helping us in Orvala. Now where is he?’ But Sigurd wasn’t really thinking of Thenor. He was angry with Raf, confused by her actions. Though he shouldn’t have been. Raf ran back to Gudrum, left Orvala with Gudrum, saved Gudrum’s life.

      He shouldn’t have been confused at all.

      ‘We can’t rely on Thenor,’ Reinar said calmly, seeing his brother’s blue eyes glowing in the gloom. ‘Ottby’s ours. Ours to command and protect. We just need to get there before Gudrum and hope that whatever danger he was talking about was just a game. Something to play with our minds.’ Though remembering that both Eddeth and Alys had seen trouble in Ottby, he didn’t feel especially confident.
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        * * *

      

      It felt odd, Agnette thought with a yawn.

      She couldn’t explain more than that.

      Everything just felt odd.

      Her body was weary from a never-ending lack of sleep. Her mind was scattered, struggling to focus long enough to make clear decisions. She left most tasks unfinished, pulled away by a fussing Odd Forsten, who had less confidence in himself than he used to. Gerda had proved just as unstable and indecisive, so Odd and Gerda, the servants, and everyone else had started turning to Agnette, who didn’t feel able to command herself, let alone a fort full of fretting men and women.

      Though, despite all of that, it was Liara who worried her most of all, Agnette realised with a weary sigh as she carried Matilda across the square, enjoying her warm body and occasional clucking. Matilda was her favourite chicken, her best layer, and the one she most liked cuddling. The small black chicken had always been able to soothe her frazzled nerves.

      ‘Agnette!’ Gerda screeched from the hall steps. ‘What are you doing with that chicken again? Stellan needs a walk! I thought you were taking him for a walk!’

      Agnette wondered when her aunt’s arms had become so feeble that she could no longer push her husband’s wheelchair around the square? Likely not long after Stellan was forced into the chair following his seizure, she thought, muttering irritably. She tried to imagine what her uncle felt about the woman his wife had become. Gerda had always been a handful, she remembered Eddeth saying, but since Stellan’s illness, she’d become more demanding than anyone could endure. Agnette was having a harder and harder time biting her tongue. ‘I need to see to Liara!’ she called, releasing Matilda as she approached the steps, watching the chicken flap her wings before stalking away, head twitching. ‘She’s barely fed today.’

      ‘Well, Martyn can’t do it. I have him sorting out the ale. And Rienne is ill. Taken to her bed with some sniffle!’

      Agnette frowned as she moved past Gerda, into the hall. ‘I’ll take him, of course, but it will have to wait until after I’ve fed Liara.’ She smiled at her uncle, who sat in his chair, slumped to one side, staring at the doors, which opened again as Gerda hurried inside after her.

      ‘Snow’s coming,’ Gerda warned, ‘so don’t be long. Mark my words, snow is coming soon!’

      Agnette didn’t stop as she made her way around the empty tables, heading for the corridor, thinking of Bjarni with an aching longing. She missed the sound of his snoring and his rumbling belly, his laugh and his snort, and the way he always ate with his mouth open – even now, no matter how many times she glowered at him.

      Entering their bedchamber, she wasn’t surprised to see that Liara was still asleep. Her daughter loved her daytime naps as much as her father, Agnette thought with a grin, touching Liara’s fine hair, stroking it gently. The baby didn’t stir, and frowning deeply, Agnette pressed harder, relieved when Liara moved, opening her mouth and screwing up her face before relaxing again.

      Letting out a strained breath, Agnette pulled back the baby’s blankets and lifted her into her arms. ‘Oh, there you are, my darling,’ she sighed, fear lingering, wondering why her daughter was losing her appetite. She felt the baby’s head, though it was neither hot nor cold.

      Maybe she was just imagining things? Fretting like every new mother did? Not helped by an absent husband and a demanding aunt, and a fort guarded by a skeleton army.

      Agnette started fretting some more, wishing Alys was still in Ottby.

      Wanting to see a glimpse of the future.
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        * * *

      

      The ships captured by Gudrum’s men followed Nightmare like ducklings after their mother, which gave him a lift. Loyal men were worth their weight in gold, and, according to Raf, nobody had more gold than the Vilanders. Though, knowing their reputation, it would soon be Ake Bluefinn’s gold. Although what use would he have for it when he was dead? And soon, Gudrum knew, he would be.

      He pulled Raf close, cold and hungry, wanting to feel some warmth in that little body, though mostly, he wanted to look into her eyes and see the truth. ‘You saved my life.’ His red-tipped nose was almost touching hers.

      ‘Of course.’ She didn’t blink. ‘I saw what she would do.’

      Gudrum squinted, looking deeper into those big blue eyes. The sky was darkening, and they’d lost their sparkle. ‘To save me, or yourself? I’m no fool, Raf. You and Sigurd Vilander... you think I’m a fool?’

      Raf looked away, unable to hold his intense stare. ‘Why are you always doubting me? I don’t understand! You took a wife when I thought...’ Her voice trailed away, the whistle of the wind so loud now that she almost had to shout. ‘You took a wife, yet she didn’t care for you. She didn’t want you! But me... I’m here with you. I showed you a way out of Orvala. I showed you where the Vilanders’ ships were. I showed you Ottby!’ Raf regretted all of it. She’d wanted to remain behind with Sigurd, to be helping him.

      Yet she owed Gudrum. She felt an odd sense of loyalty to him.

      Even now.

      ‘We need more than eleven ships. If we had arrows or spears, we could do some damage. We could try to lure them into a fight at sea. Though now we just have to keep going, get to Ottby quickly. Hope the wind stays in our favour.’ Gudrum eyed Raf. ‘And will they be there? At Ottby? Have you seen that?’

      Raf hesitated. She’d seen nothing but images of Ottby since they’d left Sigurd behind: Sigurd as a boy, fighting Reinar with big wooden swords; their father lifting the two boys up, one in each arm. She saw them kissing their ruined father on the head as they said goodbye; Sigurd in bed with a woman; Reinar Vilander kissing Alys with love in his eyes.

      Raf had seen everything about Ottby.

      She’d even seen Eddeth and her cottage and the strange arrangement of boots outside her door.

      It felt like a place she wanted to go. She imagined how it would feel to sit in the stone hall and eat what looked like the most delicious hot food. She saw the big fire pits running down the centre of the room and the colourful tapestries keeping out the drafts. Sometimes, she heard musicians playing strange instruments she didn’t know the names of.

      And there was laughter.

      But she nodded at Gudrum, heart aching, knowing that Ottby wasn’t her destiny. Nor was Sigurd Vilander, son of Thenor. ‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘They will be there.’
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      Bjarni was beside himself with joy at the sight of Ottby’s famous bridge. His shoulders sank away from his ears, his tension easing for the first time since he’d left Reinar and the fleet behind in Furkat.

      He’d constantly thought of his friend on his journey, worrying about what Reinar had walked into. Wondering if he’d managed to rescue Sigurd.

      But mostly, he’d panicked about the gold.

      The Vettel gold was a greater hoard than any lord in Alekka possessed – likely greater than the king himself, Bjarni thought as they sailed into Ottby’s harbour – so he’d felt the responsibility like a heavy torc around his neck, fearing that he would let his king down by losing it somehow.

      He’d feared every hint of bad weather. Every sign of a ship in the distance.

      He’d barely slept, worrying about the gold, and Holgar, who was so ill with fever now that Elin had suggested there was little she could do.

      But now they were home.

      And help was at hand.

      Help and walls, and gates that were hopefully still hanging on.

      ‘I long for a wash,’ Elin sighed beside him, tucking strands of dirty auburn hair behind her ears. ‘A wash and a fire.’

      Bjarni thought of Rilda’s fish soup. Not as rich and flavoursome as Slussfall’s cook’s, he knew, but he would have happily eaten boiled water, cold and hungry as he was. Bjarni’s smile grew, thinking of Agnette perched on his knee, Liara in her arms. ‘Well, soon you’ll have both.’ He looked back at Holgar, who lay still in the stern, barely moving now, the wound where his arm had come off, festering. He felt weary and sad, thinking of how many they’d lost and how much lighter their fleet would be when it finally returned to Ottby.

      ‘But first I’ll see to Holgar,’ Elin promised. ‘He needs a bed. Somewhere peaceful and dry.’

      ‘I’m sure Agnette can do something. Or there’s always Irma Darri. She’ll know what to give him for the pain.’

      Elin nodded, though she wasn’t really thinking about Holgar at all. Her weary eyes were on the tall stone walls rising up past the bridge, feeling a lift that she was finally home, far away from dreamers and enemies.

      Ottby. Home.

      Where they were safe.
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        * * *

      

      ‘There is so much to say!’ Eddeth exclaimed through a series of loud yawns.

      She looked ready to fall asleep, Alys thought, watching as Eddeth rested her head back against the stern.

      But a rumble of thunder had her quickly upright and blinking again. ‘I do hope that Hartu isn’t planning another round of terror!’ Eddeth started twitching, glancing at the symbols they’d carved around the ship. ‘Though we’ve done all we can, don’t you think?’

      Alys nodded. ‘I hope so.’

      ‘You’ve learned a few things since we were last together, I see,’ Eddeth grinned as the rain started again – just a few drips, but it was enough to have everyone reaching for hoods that refused to stay on heads, thanks to a determined wind.

      Alys pulled hers over her hair, holding it down with a frozen hand. ‘I had some help in Orvala.’

      ‘What? What’s that?’ Eddeth leaned closer, her booming voice attracting some looks from those sitting nearby.

      Alys aimed her mouth at Eddeth’s ear. ‘I had help in Orvala!’

      ‘Oh? Whose?’ That had Eddeth feeling slightly miffed, having imagined that she was the only person helping Alys. ‘Made a friend, did you?’

      ‘In a way,’ Alys supposed. ‘It was Ragnahild One Eye. She came to me.’

      Eddeth could barely contain herself. If the rain hadn’t suddenly come down in buckets, she would have been a spluttering mess of questions. As it was, she was still spluttering, with a mouth full of water that she quickly spat out, hurrying to bury herself beneath her cloak.

      Jonas watched them from just behind the helmsman, wanting to keep an eye on the man. He didn’t know him, and he didn’t trust any man he didn’t know. Vik sat at his feet with Aldo, who Eddeth had set to watch over her patient.

      Jonas slid down the side of the gunwale to join them. ‘This journey of ours just gets better and better, doesn’t it? What do you think’s coming next? Another serpent? A snowstorm? A great flaming dragon?’

      Aldo’s eyes popped out of his drenched cloak, horrified by the thought of such things, his face still covered in stitches.

      ‘Don’t imagine the boy will be sleeping tonight,’ Vik grinned, wincing as he moved his ankle. His leg kept going to sleep, though the wound was deep and throbbing, uncomfortable wherever he put it. He tried to stop dwelling on it, though; tried to stop imagining how useless he’d be for a while.

      He had time to recover, he knew.

      Time till they made it to Ottby.
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        * * *

      

      Ake didn’t know if he would arrive in time. The journey to Ottby would take another two days if they marched fast and took only a few short breaks.

      Adelborg had warned him that it would be tight. That he would need to be prepared for his enemies to have arrived before him.

      His loyal second-in-command, Algeir, rode beside him, occasionally dropping back to ensure that their men remained alert. Though it was early in the afternoon, the weather was disintegrating, darkening the sky, and they had to prepare for that as well.

      ‘We know Ottby,’ Algeir insisted, wanting to ease his king’s frown.

      ‘He knows Ottby,’ Ake insisted right back. ‘Hector was there just as much as we ever were. Until...’ Thoughts of his old friend left Ake conflicted. He’d always imagined that Hector would come to his senses one day. That he would wake up from his grief-fuelled rage and become the man he’d known for over thirty years. Though that hadn’t happened, and now he was faced with a problem that had grown considerably bigger while he sat back, hoping it would resolve itself.

      Ake sighed. ‘I’ve never understood how a good man could turn into something else. Become someone else.’

      Algeir shook his head, just as bemused. ‘It was never in him, not in all those years we were together. Hector was even-tempered, calming all the hotheads around him. Calming you, my lord.’

      That was true, Ake thought with a wry smile. Then he frowned. ‘Once. After our visit to Oss, nothing was ever the same.’

      Algeir remembered. ‘Though in the beginning, he was still Hector Berras. Still your friend. Still the Lord of Blixo. But something happened.’

      ‘It did. Adelborg said he turned to a dreamer for guidance. Though not one of the better ones, by the sound of things.’

      ‘And you think she corrupted him? This dreamer?’

      ‘Corrupted?’ Ake scratched his beard, thinking of Estrella, who always preferred him with a long beard. He would grow it, he decided, in honour of her. ‘Corrupted is one word, or chose a different path. It makes no difference. Hector is his own man, on his own journey. One that will end in his death if he tries to take Ottby. I don’t care what we were to each other. I don’t care who Hector once was. If he comes for Ottby, I’ll kill him.’
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        * * *

      

      Gerda was like an animal with her instincts about the weather, Agnette thought as she pushed Stellan’s wheelchair through the snow, arms aching. White flurries twirled around them, settling on Stellan’s grey hair. Every few steps, Agnette would stop to brush them off, giving her arms a rest.

      She really was tired, she realised, struggling to catch her breath.

      ‘Remember when you used to ambush us with snowballs?’ she grinned, tidying up her uncle’s beard, smoothing down his wild eyebrows. ‘We’d come running out of the hall, excited to see it had snowed in the night, and you’d be hiding down the alley.’ She laughed. ‘We’d still be in our nightclothes, and in no time at all, we’d be wet through, Gerda grumbling from the steps, telling us all off.’ Agnette froze, hearing shouts from the bridge wall. She saw Stellan stiffen, always wondering what her uncle thought.

      Wondering if he was still in there somewhere.

      Odd Forsten stumbled past her in his ratty fur cloak, caked in mud. ‘Ships!’ he called, picking up his pace, breath smoke streaming behind him. ‘To the bridge wall! There’s ships!’

      Agnette wanted to run after him. She spied Martyn rolling a barrel towards the hall. ‘Martyn! Take care of Stellan! I have to go!’

      The old servant nodded agreeably, righting his barrel as Agnette hitched up her cloak and dress, heading after Odd.

      ‘Who do you think it is?’ she wondered, quickly catching him.

      ‘Bjarni!’ came the call from up on the bridge wall. ‘It’s Bjarni!’

      Now Agnette left Odd behind, charging for the bridge gates. ‘Open the gates!’ she shouted as the snow blew at her. ‘Hurry and open the gates!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      It was dark when Tarl left the wall behind, heading back to the hall. He’d wanted to ensure that the gates were locked. That the men on the wall were awake and well-fed, with not too much ale to hand.

      He needed to know that his people were safe, that his army was in control.

      He wanted to assure everyone that he was back in command.

      When he entered the hall, stomping his boots and shaking his cloak by the door, he was surprised to see Mirella sitting at a table with Greppa, eating supper. Inhaling the enticing smell of bacon, he removed his hat and gloves, handing them to Uukko, who looked half-frozen, having followed his lord around the city all day. ‘Get yourself a bowl of something hot,’ he told the boy, flicking a hand, wanting to be alone.

      Most of the tables were full, though, and Tarl smiled tightly, realising that he needed to put on a show, to be the lord they were all looking for him to be – the one he’d been before the disaster had befallen them.

      Before he’d ruined his reputation.

      Thanks to Mirella.

      He glowered at her as he passed, though she barely looked bothered.

      Which incensed him further.

      Taking a seat at the high table, Tarl invited no company, working to ignore Mirella’s presence, wishing she’d chosen to eat in her chamber as she often did. She’d proven to be a solitary creature, with many secrets, he realised now.

      He would feel relieved when she was gone.

      His father hadn’t believed in dreamers. He’d spurned magic and talk of the future, inviting only warriors into his hall. Though Einar Brava had always prayed to the Two Bears, seeking their protection in battle.

      Seal and bacon stew.

      Steam rose from the full bowl, and though it smelled delicious, Tarl stared at it with little interest, reaching for his goblet first, draining it quickly. Wiping a hand across his dark moustache, he caught Mirella’s eye.

      She had looked up, Greppa nattering in her ear, though she didn’t appear to be listening to the odd man. She continued to stare at Tarl, unblinking green eyes watching him. Mesmerising green eyes, Tarl thought, remembering walking with her in the darkness, wanting to stop her, to grab her, to kiss her.

      Mirella, who had almost died. Mirella in his arms for the first time.

      Dying, limp Mirella.

      And looking away, he grabbed a spoon, eyes on the bowl of stew.

      Stomach aching.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni ate as though he hadn’t seen food in days, which wasn’t true, though there’d been nothing hot on board, and Rilda’s chicken stew melted his insides in a way that had him smiling. Though not as much as the feel of his wife sitting beside him, hand on his knee.

      ‘You look thin.’

      Bjarni laughed, dipping another slice of bread into the bowl, soaking up all that rich sauce. He saw cabbage and turnips and broad beans; big chunks of chicken too. It was a generous stew, and Bjarni knew that Agnette had been in the kitchen, having a word with Rilda. ‘You look tired.’

      Agnette smiled, though her eyes hurt, and she was struggling to sit up straight. Her shoulders felt oddly heavy, as though the mere effort of holding them up was more than she’d ever noticed before. ‘Well, a baby will do that to you.’

      As delighted as Bjarni was to be home and as happy as he’d been to see Liara, he wasn’t looking forward to a disturbed night’s sleep. ‘She’s no better then? At sleeping?’

      Agnette yawned. ‘Oh no, she’s sleeping. Too much, I’d say.’ And now she sighed. ‘No, it’s me. I... it’s been a worrying time with you gone.’

      Bjarni put down his spoon, and, wiping his face with a napkin, he turned to his wife. ‘I’m sorry. Sorry I didn’t stay behind. I should have.’

      Agnette shook her head. ‘Of course you shouldn’t have stayed behind! I’d never expect that. I want you by Reinar’s side, like you’ve always been. It’s where you belong. Doesn’t mean I don’t miss you, though,’ she said hurriedly. ‘That I don’t wish you were here. But it’s not that. It’s just been odd, being here without everyone.’ She glanced around, though Gerda had left the table to talk to Elin, who hadn’t felt like supper, and their only other company was Stellan, who never spoke or looked their way. His eyes were, as always, fixed on the doors. She imagined it was because he was looking for an escape, or waiting to see his sons return. ‘I worry,’ Agnette sighed. ‘More than ever. Having a baby...’ She dropped her head. ‘I worry.’

      Bjarni pulled her close, wrapping an arm around her shoulder. ‘I don’t blame you for that. Liara’s so tiny. So floppy! I fear I’ll drop her. I do!’

      Agnette looked up at him, feeling her tension start to melt away. ‘I’m so glad you’re home, Bjarni. Odd Forsten isn’t the man he used to be. I don’t think he even knows what day of the week it is anymore.’

      ‘No?’ Bjarni turned back to his bowl of stew – only his second. ‘Well, let me get through another couple of these and I’ll hunt him down, see how things have been going. We’ve a lot of gold to secure, so I need to ensure I hide it somewhere our enemies won’t find it. Just till we can get it to Ake.’

      Agnette felt worried again. ‘With all that gold, we’re bound to have more enemies coming our way. Soon as word spreads, I imagine they’ll be knocking on the gates.’

      Bjarni grinned, trying to hide his sudden fear that Agnette might be right. And though he felt slightly nauseous at the thought of it, he dug the spoon into his bowl, shovelling another big helping of chicken into his mouth.
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        * * *

      

      Lotta was fascinated with Eddeth, which had been a good distraction, Alys realised, smoothing down her daughter’s long hair as she slept with her head on her lap. The miserable little girl had spent the last of the afternoon light being entertained by Eddeth, who had shown her and Magnus how to carve symbols onto sticks. It had kept both children busy for a while, and it had stopped Eddeth fretting over Vik, who wasn’t enamoured with her fretting at all.

      ‘I think you have some secrets, Alys,’ Eddeth decided, glancing around the dark ship. ‘More than you’ve told me.’

      She still sounded put out, Alys thought, trying not to smile. ‘Perhaps. Though I can’t tell you about them,’ she insisted, remembering what they’d decided to do about Sigurd.

      ‘Well, I suppose we all have secrets,’ Eddeth huffed. ‘You and Thenor, me and Valera.’

      ‘What?’ Alys sat up straighter. ‘You and Valera?’

      ‘Mmmm, though I can’t talk about it, what happened in the forest. Valera wouldn’t want me to, I’m sure!’

      Though Eddeth’s mind quickly filled with images of what had happened in Orvala’s forest, and Alys saw the blue walls and the strain of holding Alari within them; Raf’s terrified eyes as Alari sought to escape. ‘Well, no, if you’re helping a goddess you should keep those secrets, Eddeth.’

      Eddeth looked disappointed, wanting to share. Now that they were both dreamers, she wanted to share everything. ‘I’m worried about Hartu. She tried to kill us before. Her and the serpent and that great sea storm. Oh, you can’t imagine how cold that water was! I’ll never be truly warm again!’

      Alys had to sit back as Eddeth’s whispering quickly became a roar.

      ‘I fear what the gods will do! Alari has turned many to her side now. Vasa and Hartu and Hykka. How can we stay safe from them all? How?’ Eddeth cried, blinking rapidly.

      Alys didn’t know. ‘When we get to Ottby –’

      ‘And what have you seen of Ottby?’ Eddeth wanted to know. ‘Only trouble! Fire and destruction. Danger and death! Oh, the tragedy of it all!’

      Alys leaned forward, hoping to encourage Eddeth to quieten down. ‘Can we warn them, do you think? Though, without the books, I don’t remember the words to say. I don’t remember how to dreamwalk at all.’

      Eddeth sat up straight. ‘Like a chest, this is,’ she insisted, tapping her head. ‘Everything I’ve ever read, it’s all stored up in here. We did it together in Slussfall, didn’t we? I’m sure I can remember those words. And we can make a little fire in the brazier. Though,’ she frowned, yawning suddenly. ‘We’ve no way to reach them. Nothing to hold onto.’

      Alys’ shoulders slumped. Then blinking, she dug under her cloak, opening her purse, pulling out a ring. ‘This is Agnette’s! She gave it to me when she wanted me to dream for her. If you can remember the words, I could try to reach her. Somehow. Couldn’t I?’

      Eddeth sneezed, all feelings of resentment and jealousy long gone now. ‘Oh, yes indeed. I think you could!’
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        * * *

      

      Agnette popped her head around the door, wanting to see how Elin was. It was strange to have her back, for though Elin hadn’t run away for long, Agnette wasn’t sure that her old friend was the same woman who’d left Ottby behind. ‘I thought I’d see if you needed anything before I headed for bed. I can barely keep my eyes open these days.’

      Elin was already in bed, and she turned over, smiling at Agnette. ‘No, just sleep. Holgar cried out so often that I barely slept on our journey home.’ She sat up straight, grabbing the furs. ‘I should check on him.’

      Agnette came into the chamber, hand out. ‘No, Irma’s with him.’ She felt sad seeing Holgar in such a bad way. He was one of Stellan’s oldest friends. One of the men who’d always been in Ottby. ‘He’ll stay in the hall now. He’s so weak. Doesn’t know where he is anymore.’

      Elin sighed. ‘Reinar will be upset. He left me to care for him. Now he’s going to die.’

      ‘I’m not sure there’s anything you could’ve done. Out at sea? With little supplies? Wounds like that are always in danger of turning bad, especially at Holgar’s age.’ Agnette sat down on the bed. ‘You can’t blame yourself.’

      Elin was surprised by Agnette’s kindness. ‘No, but I will. There’s no way around it.’ She smiled, wanting to change the subject. ‘How is Liara? I haven’t heard her tonight.’

      ‘She’s sound asleep, which will hopefully continue till morning. For Bjarni’s sake, I hope so.’

      ‘She’s sleeping through the night already?’

      Agnette saw Elin’s surprise, which put her further on edge. ‘Well, with a father like Bjarni, I’m not surprised. She’d sleep all day if I let her!’

      Elin smiled. ‘There’s no harm in that, as long as she’s feeding.’

      Agnette frowned, glancing down at her hands, worry gnawing at her again. Worry she had tried to keep at bay. ‘She’s struggling to feed, though I imagine it goes up and down like that. You can’t be ravenous all the time. Unless you’re my husband!’ Agnette stood, not enjoying the concern she could see in Elin’s eyes. ‘I’d better let you get to sleep. I’ll just check on everyone else before I head for bed. I heard Gerda out there, fussing about the gold. And at this time of night?’ Shaking her head, she smiled at Elin as she headed to the door.

      ‘Maybe get Irma to check Liara,’ Elin called as Agnette grabbed the door handle. ‘It wouldn’t hurt.’

      Agnette nodded, though she didn’t turn around as she slipped outside, pulling the door closed.
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        * * *

      

      ‘And when we get there?’ Gudrum breathed. He’d chosen to fix his mind on the future. The past was restless, he knew, and when he was ready, he would turn back to it and finally let it have its day. But for now, it was only the future that mattered. ‘What can you see, Raf?’

      He was smiling, Raf could tell. The sea was relatively calm after a turbulent afternoon. The sky was littered with stars, and though his face was in shadow, Raf could almost see that familiar smile stretched across his ruined cheeks.

      Gudrum had quickly become optimistic. They had left the Vilanders behind, thanks to a head start, a fast ship, and a determined crew. And now they would reach Ottby before their chasers. If the wind stayed with them.

      Raf wondered if it would?

      She wondered which gods were on Gudrum’s side?

      And which were on the Vilanders’?

      ‘I see death,’ she whispered, eyes closed, seeing Sigurd’s hall. She heard the screams of his people, the sobs of his mother, the terrified cries of his cousin.

      She saw Sigurd’s father, lying on the floor.

      ‘I see death in Ottby.’
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      Eddeth had tripped over a sleeping Ollo, and scrambling back to her feet, she turned around, smacking straight into Ilene, who had come to see what all the noise was about.

      Solveigh and Jonas were with the children, who were sound asleep. Vik was trying to be sound asleep, though the noise Eddeth and Ollo were making was enough to wake Hartu’s serpent from down in its watery lair.

      And through it all, Alys was trying to focus on the dreamwalk. ‘Go back to sleep,’ she muttered, pointing Ilene towards the prow.

      Ilene stayed where she was. ‘How’s anyone supposed to sleep with all this moving about? And you’ve got a fire going. For what?’ Though the fire was warming and Ilene rubbed her hands over its flames.

      Eddeth ignored her. ‘You can’t lie there,’ she grumbled at Ollo. ‘Move, move! On your way!’

      Ollo grunted as he pulled himself up on the shield rack, not enjoying Eddeth’s screeching demands. ‘What are you on about, woman? At this time of night? After the day we had?’ The taste of smoke was still in his throat, reminding him of the cove and Destroyer, and he felt a deep sadness, regretting that he’d rushed into the battle without even taking off the poor horse’s saddle and bridle. He saw a glimpse of a sleeping Lotta, knowing exactly how the girl felt. Then, seeing Eddeth peering at him with bulging eyes, he grumbled, moving to the bow. ‘Come on,’ he said to Ilene. ‘Whatever they’re doing, best we’re well out of it.’

      Ilene hated not knowing everything, but she eyed Alys sharply, glared at Stina, and swung around, following Ollo.

      Quickly forgetting about Ilene, Alys grabbed a wobbling Eddeth. ‘Have you remembered the words?’ She glanced at the flames in the brazier, which weren’t smoking at all.

      ‘Words?’ Eddeth looked confused.

      ‘For the dreamwalk,’ Alys hissed. ‘You said you were going to try and remember the words. Remember?’

      ‘Oh, yes! No. No, I haven’t.’

      Stina looked bemused. ‘But how are you going to do it then?’

      They all turned to Eddeth, who blinked rapidly, not saying a word.

      ‘I have this,’ Aldo offered, holding out some cloth. ‘It’s wet, so it should help the fire smoulder a bit. Might make some smoke?’

      ‘You’re a clever boy, Aldo Varnass. Always thinking!’ Eddeth grinned. ‘And don’t you worry about those words, Alys. They’ll come. When the time is right, they’ll come to you!’

      Alys looked nothing but worried as she sat down, gripping Agnette’s ring, trying to see Ottby. It felt like years since she’d been there with Reinar, with Tulia and Torvig, though the image of the fort was still strong in her mind.

      She saw Agnette and Bjarni’s chamber; Agnettte in the bed, red-faced, her baby not wanting to come out as Eddeth turned her knife over the fire. Closing her eyes, she saw the dreamer’s cottage – Salma’s cottage – and she remembered Winter and the fire and sitting before it with Agnette on her drum.

      The smoke and the book and the circle.

      She had found her grandfather in that trance.

      And in Slussfall, she’d found Reinar.

      ‘We should begin,’ Alys breathed, shivering all over. ‘I need to begin.’
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        * * *

      

      As soon as they’d begun, everyone had started talking over her, and now Alari was incensed, trying to make herself heard. ‘It will not do!’ she demanded loudly. ‘It will not do to all speak at once! How will anything be resolved if we cannot hear each other?’

      Eskvir hid away in a hall, as did Thenor. Vasa had her miserable cave, and for Alari, a stone tower on a remote island, its location warded with symbols that only she could neutralise, which she had done for the rare occasion of welcoming her guests.

      After Orvala, Alari had been quick to realise that her father’s plans for the future were far more detailed than she’d ever imagined. So now she would have to come up with her own.

      Without Eskvir and Mirella.

      Which was no great loss.

      ‘I’m not sure you want to resolve anything, Alari. I don’t think you seek anything more than chaos!’ Hartu grumbled. She was the Goddess of the Sea, rarely leaving her underwater realm, though she had felt it necessary to make the journey to Alari’s island, wanting to have her say in what would unfold next. ‘And that chaos undermines us all.’

      ‘My chaos will create a new order!’ Alari shot back, sweeping around the courtyard where she had gathered her party under the light of a crescent moon. ‘Our order! Do you think there can be lasting change without chaos?’ She snorted, irritated with the goddess, who had arrived with an air of displeasure and an obvious reluctance to be here. ‘Or do you imagine that we will do the hard work for you? Perhaps we should? You certainly failed to defeat Sigurd Vilander and his friends!’ She sneered at the pretty goddess with the shining ebony hair and the deep brown eyes.

      Though they were of similar age and size, Hartu’s beauty had long been admired, her strength of character lauded. And despite Alari needing all the allies she could get, just looking at the preening creature made her want to spit.

      Vasa frowned, hoping to make some progress, though she was no peacemaker. As the Goddess of Death, she embraced the carnage chaos created, but she could see that her sister would have little luck convincing Hartu and Hykka to keep following her if she didn’t start listening to someone besides herself.

      Alari heard Vasa’s thoughts, and though further irritated, she attempted a smile. ‘It doesn’t help us to be at odds. The time to strike is now, and we can only do that if we are united in purpose. We know Thenor’s most closely-guarded secret! He fathered a son! With who? And why?’ She hated that she didn’t know; hated that her father had found a way to conceal things from her. ‘Sigurd Vilander is nearly thirty years old, so how has Thenor managed to keep his parentage secret from us for all this time? Not by accident, I promise you! No, he’s had help hiding the truth from us.’

      Hartu looked nonplussed, not caring about Thenor’s son at all. ‘Do you imagine that Thenor is the first god to have fathered a child we know nothing about?’

      Alari rounded on the goddess. ‘Which is not the point, Hartu, dear friend. The point is, why did Thenor keep it secret? And what does it mean for us?’

      Hykka was there, the fourth member of their secret counsel. And though he wasn’t scowling or bad-tempered like the three goddesses, he looked just as uncomfortable as Hartu. His rugged face was heavily lined, deep grooves dug into weathered skin. He was a Sky God, the God of Weather, yet there was no lightness about him. He carried himself like an old man – slightly slumped over, weary with life – though he was no older than Alari and Hartu. ‘Thenor and Eskvir have been at war for two thousand years. I imagine Thenor had no interest in Eskvir knowing his business. He knows Valera can protect herself. And he knew that you, Alari, and you, Vasa, were not on his side. That made Sigurd Vilander vulnerable.’ Hykka shook his head, unable to stand still. ‘You are looking for a conspiracy where there is only a logical answer.’

      Alari was livid. She had imagined that this meeting would be an opportunity to assert her control, to rally her allies to her side, to create a powerful faction in the war against Thenor. And now Eskvir.

      Though none of her allies looked at her with any confidence or certainty.

      They barely looked at her at all.

      Not even Vasa.

      ‘We will capture Sigurd Vilander, and then, Thenor will bow to us. He will bow and scrape and do whatever we want to save his precious son. For to have kept him secret all these years, he must value Sigurd Vilander highly.’

      ‘And Eskvir?’ Hartu wanted to know. ‘I thought he was going to rule in Thenor’s place. That has always been our goal, Alari.’

      Alari stiffened. ‘Eskvir has chosen Mirella’s path. Not mine. Not ours. He wishes to follow a soulless dreamer to his doom, so why should he rule when Thenor is gone? A god with such poor judgement?’ she sneered. ‘My uncle has sat on his hands for centuries, doing nothing! Why should anyone want to follow him?’

      Hartu stepped forward, gripping the rim of the stone well gracing the centre of Alari’s courtyard. ‘So now you wish us to follow you? To what end, Alari, maker of magic? Are you suggesting that you wish to lead all the gods? The Sea Gods? The Sky Gods? Do you really think you could manage such a thing?’

      ‘I think you’re making a mistake to underestimate me and what I am capable of,’ Alari warned.

      ‘And I think you fail to understand how loyal the gods are to the brothers. To Thenor and Eskvir. They have led us since the birth of Alekka itself. They have led, while you have plotted and played games. You are an asset, Alari, I don’t deny that, but you are no leader.’ Hartu swung her deep-green cloak around, scales rippling in the firelight. ‘I will not risk my creatures. I will not risk my realm in your fight. Not anymore. Largos nearly died for you! And what else would you have me do? You are the Goddess of Dreamers, so how can you dismiss what Mirella has seen? After what you taught her? It makes no sense!’ And with a derisive growl, Hartu swept out of the courtyard. Stopping at the entrance to the tower, she glared over her shoulder. ‘I made a mistake trusting you, Alari. I will never abandon Eskvir. His vision for Alekka is noble. Thenor betrayed our trust when he killed Eutresia. But you? You never had it to begin with!’

      And then she was gone.

      Hykka looked ready to follow her as Alari swung back to him. ‘You helped us in Furkat. You stopped their fires with your rain and let Gudrum escape.’

      Hykka squirmed. ‘You have put all your faith in a man who was just defeated.’

      Alari tried to project confidence. She tried to ignore the rage she felt at so much disloyalty and doubt. She could feel it like a chill wind stirring a fire. ‘A single defeat is no reason to abandon a lord. Not one as determined as Gudrum Killi. Besides, do you really think that Gudrum is the only man I have plans with?’ She eyed Vasa, but her shaven-haired sister looked away towards the fire. Further irritated, Alari turned back to Hykka, wanting to keep him on side, for she needed an army.

      To defeat both Thenor and Eskvir, Alari needed an army of the gods.
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        * * *

      

      Eskvir had saved her life, though Mirella no longer knew how to achieve their goals. If Tarl didn’t want her help, if he didn’t even want her presence, what was she going to do?

      She tried to sound optimistic as she left Greppa’s chamber. ‘We will think of what to do once we reach the temple,’ she promised with a smile. ‘The most important thing is that Tarl has returned, Gudrum is gone, and I am alive, ready, and able to work. Eskvir has given me a direction to head in, and now all we need is a plan. Do not despair, Greppa. All is not lost.’

      ‘But Tarl...’ Greppa sighed, which turned into a yawn. It was late, and his bed was calling.

      ‘Let me dream,’ Mirella soothed, patting his drooping shoulder. ‘I will dream, and we will see what the morning brings.’ She hadn’t had a deep, detailed dream in such a long time, she realised, deciding to make a tea of mugwort and vervain.

      ‘Goodnight, then,’ Greppa said as Mirella turned into the corridor, heading for her chamber. ‘And sleep well.’

      Mirella barely heard him, her mind already starting to unravel. It would not encourage dreams if she was tense, obsessing over her problems. Although there were problems, surprising problems, that appeared greater than she had anticipated.

      Alari.

      Tarl.

      Her family.

      Though dreams would help, she told herself as she rounded the corner, bumping into Tarl, who grabbed her arms as she stumbled backwards.

      ‘What are you still doing up? You left the hall hours ago.’ Releasing Mirella’s arms, he stepped back, any concern quickly removed from his eyes.

      ‘I was with Greppa. We were talking, making plans,’ she said coldly. ‘Now I am heading for my bed. And you?’

      ‘I... can’t sleep,’ Tarl admitted. ‘Wondering what Gudrum’s planning. Whether he’s out there, gathering more men? Perhaps he’s gone to Halabo? If he could get that prick Eido Guttar on board it would give him another three hundred swords, and then...’ His voice trailed off, realising that seeking Mirella’s advice was a habit he had to rid himself of quickly, though her insight would be a loss.

      That had quickly become obvious.

      ‘Well, I wish you luck sleeping,’ she said, making to step past him. He grabbed her arm, holding her in place. ‘Is there something else?’

      ‘You are leaving.’

      ‘As you requested.’

      ‘Indeed, as I requested, and yet...’

      Mirella didn’t turn around, so Tarl moved towards her, once again surprised by how close he could get. She wasn’t stopping him at all.

      ‘And yet?’ Mirella wondered, eyes sharp, nose in the air.

      ‘And yet...’ Tarl pulled her closer, feeling some resistance now. ‘I want you more than ever.’ It was an admission he hadn’t been planning to make, but the words left his tongue before he could stop them.

      ‘I must dream,’ Mirella insisted, though her body felt heated and soft as she remained where she was.

      Tarl was surprised but quickly distracted by the intense feelings surging through his body as he leaned forward, kissing Mirella deeply, passionately, welcoming her response; feeling her hands on his head, pulling him to her.

      And then he was squeezing her hand, leading her down the hall, towards his chamber, all thoughts of her leaving gone from his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni’s cacophonous snores greeted Agnette on her return to their chamber. She’d been up and down for hours, fussing over Liara, checking the hall, sneaking into the kitchen for something to eat. Though as much as she tried, she couldn’t fall asleep.

      It surprised her.

      Bjarni was back, and his presence in the fort and in their bed was a source of comfort, yet she couldn’t relax. She’d even slipped out of the hall, placing her hands on Valera’s Tree, seeking some insight into what was wrong. There was a wrinkle somewhere, she knew. A wrinkle she couldn’t see.

      But what?

      Agnette frowned as she approached the bed, nudging Bjarni. ‘Roll over,’ she whispered. He grumbled as he flopped over, bed creaking, his snores becoming muffled now.

      Smiling, Agnette approached Liara’s basket. A lamp glowed from the table by her side of the bed, and lifting it up, she tried to see her daughter’s face, half worried that she would wake her.

      Half wanting to.

      She placed a hand on Liara’s chest, feeling her daughter’s tiny breaths lifting it up and down. It was a comforting feeling, though Agnette’s tension didn’t ease. She thought of Elin, who had lost her babies, feeling more sympathy for her friend than ever; regretting that she’d ever thought badly of her. Being a mother was no easy thing. The joy of having Liara would forever be balanced with the fear of losing her. A never-ending battle of life and death. As it always was, she imagined with a yawn.

      Her daughter didn’t stir as Agnette bent forward, placing a gentle kiss on her head. It felt cold, and worried now, Agnette left the lamp on the table and slipped her hand inside the blankets, wanting to reassure herself that Liara was warm enough. And feeling curled up little hands, soft and warm, she sucked in a tremulous breath, resettling the blankets before turning towards the bed, hoping to get some sleep before Liara’s next feed.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar couldn’t sleep. He was at Blood Hunter’s tiller, having finally given Bolli a break. Bolli had worked hard to stay awake, wanting to keep an eye on the wind, on the sea, on the prospects of finding Gudrum before it was too late.

      Gudrum, who had plans to attack Ottby.

      But Reinar had made him get some rest, knowing that whatever lay ahead of them was going to be harder than what lay in the past.

      The silence helped him think, and he needed to think.

      Alys and Eddeth had seen trouble in Ottby, but what were Gudrum’s plans?

      And who was helping him?

      He turned as his brother approached. ‘Thought that was you snoring.’

      Sigurd grinned, rubbing his hands together. ‘Ahhh, you’d be mistaken there. That’s Ludo.’

      Reinar shook his head. ‘Least we’re not poor Alys. She’s lumbered with Ollo, Jonas, and Vik. Not to mention Eddeth!’

      ‘I hope they’re still behind us.’

      So did Reinar.

      ‘You’re keeping secrets,’ Sigurd said bluntly.

      ‘From you?’ Reinar snorted, quickly glancing out to sea. ‘I doubt that. Though everything’s been a blur for so long. I don’t know what I’ve told you or what you even know.’

      ‘How did you know what had happened to me? How did you know about Gudrum? Was it Alys?’ Reinar nodded quickly, saying nothing, which didn’t assure Sigurd at all.

      ‘There’ll be time to talk later,’ Reinar promised. ‘But looking back isn’t going to help us now. We’ll be at Ottby soon enough, so we need a plan of attack. A way to stop Gudrum and whatever he’s planning. The rest can be sorted out later, after we catch our breaths.’

      Now Reinar’s voice hardened, and sensing there was little else he was going to get out of his brother, Sigurd nodded. ‘Well, we’ve got all night, so I’m sure we can come up with something.’

      Reinar smiled, though his insides were churning, seeing the mistrust lingering in Sigurd’s eyes.

      Wondering how long he’d be able to keep Thenor’s secret.
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        * * *

      

      Valera had become Thenor’s closest confidante. And he needed her more than ever as the gods’ loyalties splintered around him like a tree shattered by a crashing boulder.

      It was all his fault.

      He had ruled from above, removed and distant, with little care for individual interests. After Eutresia’s death, he’d sought to impose order, to reinforce his rules, while Eskvir plotted to destroy everything.

      It hadn’t helped. He’d only made things worse.

      Resentments had grown more pronounced. Talk of vengeance had not abated as alliances formed and sides were taken. And now, finally, with Alari’s direct actions, there was no longer any pretence – his power was under threat.

      His rule. His future.

      ‘Alari is no leader,’ Valera promised calmly. They had returned to Thenor’s mountain fortress, Gallabrok, while Thenor thought on what to do next and gathered his allies around him. ‘She is divisive and selfish. She will demand loyalty and give none in return. Eskvir thought she would support his plans, but she’s already turned her back on him. No one will trust her now.’

      ‘That’s something, I suppose,’ Thenor said morosely from his favourite wooden chair, lined with thick sheepskins. He had little time for chairs and halls, for grandeur or ceremony of any kind. Though Valera had worked hard to create a beautiful hall, for the Father of the Gods needed to project warmth and welcome as well as strength and power. ‘Though at least when Alari was with Eskvir, we had some clue as to her plans, for they were Eskvir’s, and my brother is nothing if not predictable. But now?’ Thenor shook his head, wishing his most troublesome goddess wasn’t a magic-wielding dreamer.

      It was going to be hard to find her.

      Harder to stop her.

      ‘We are safe here,’ Valera promised her father, worry lingering in her eyes. ‘Alari will not act yet.’

      ‘Are you truly certain of that?’ Thenor wondered as he stood, walking to the fire blooming in a circle in the middle of his great hall. The flames rose to his waist, never going out unless he willed them to. But he was cold, oddly weak, in spirit and in body, so, lifting his hands, he brought the flames up higher. ‘Alari is the most unpredictable creature I’ve ever met. She delights in surprise and chaos, so she won’t do what we expect. She is the opposite of my brother in that way.’

      Valera swept her dress away from the fire. She was warm and anxious, too troubled to stand still. ‘Ragnahild has shown Alys how to keep Sigurd safe with symbols.’

      ‘Though Alys is not with Sigurd now. He is out on Hartu’s sea, vulnerable to Hykka’s storms.’

      ‘Father.’ Valera sought to calm his tension. ‘Sigurd is safe for now, I promise.’

      Thenor cocked his head to one side. ‘You have secrets from me? Another child keeping secrets?’

      Valera smiled. ‘I have many helpers, as you know. Alari is the Goddess of Dreamers, but few have chosen to follow her path. I have more help than you can imagine, and I promise you, we are all working to keep Sigurd safe.’

      ‘I hope so, for his time is nearing, quicker than I had imagined.’ Thenor shivered, reliving his mistakes once more. Though he couldn’t deny that he’d made a bed of thorns, so he had no choice now but to lie in it.

      Though when...?

      That was the only question now.

      When?
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        * * *

      

      They tried, but with no success.

      Neither Alys nor Eddeth could get through to Agnette. They’d both managed to slip into a trance after much effort, only to be faced with darkness.

      There was no Ottby. There was no Agnette.

      Eddeth sent Aldo and Stina to get some sleep while she sat yawning with Alys, both of them trying to convince the other that it didn’t mean anything was wrong.

      ‘Perhaps we’re simply using the wrong words?’ Alys suggested.

      ‘Or it’s the herbs,’ Eddeth added. ‘Perhaps we needed the herbs?’

      ‘Or the book? We don’t have the book.’

      They leaned back against the gunwale, feeling too tense to speak for a time.

      Eddeth yawned. ‘We’re dreamers, you and me. Dreamers who see things. Who know things. More than we realise. Our grandmothers were dreamers!’ She sat up straight, eyeing Alys with a grin. ‘Maybe they were friends? Maybe they knew each other?’

      Alys smiled, wondering if that was true.

      ‘Salma had a book. My grandmother had a book. Both of them lost. But what about your grandmother?’ Eddeth wondered. ‘What if Eida had a book? Some way to help us? Do you think that’s possible?’

      Alys blinked, seeing a vision of her grandmother perched upon a rock while Jonas swam in the stream with Digger. She could hear the big dog barking happily as Jonas dove under the water, swimming around him like a serpent. Shooting out of the stream, he tried to grab Digger, who slithered away from him, wagging his tail.

      ‘Eida!’ Jonas shouted. ‘Join us! Come in!’

      But Eida shook her head, looking up from the book she was writing in, a deep frown carved between pretty blue-grey eyes.

      ‘Perhaps,’ Alys decided, turning to Eddeth, who appeared to have fallen asleep. She smiled sadly. ‘Perhaps.’
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      Gysa was a witch.

      Hector knew that now.

      She hid her face from him, though he’d caught glimpses of her burned skin, not blaming her for wanting to conceal the gruesome truth of her appearance. He didn’t ask what had happened to her, for she never revealed anything about herself. Her purpose, she told him, was to help him defeat his enemies. Dreamers were the hands of the gods, put on earth to guide and enlighten. To aid those in need. And no one, she insisted forcefully, needed more help righting the wrongs done to his family than him.

      It had been nearly three years since Hector had left Ake behind. Three years since he’d taken every last trinket and coin, his loyal men, his horses and household possessions, and headed North. North, where he knew Ake’s enemies were concentrated, where he hoped to meet men hungry for gold and a chance at glory. And there was much glory on offer in the battle to overcome the king.

      ‘You’ve been a friend,’ Hector began. His voice was a tired croak, so gulping down the remainder of his wine, he tried again. ‘Your advice has meant everything to me. I wouldn’t be here without you.’

      Gysa knew that to be true, yet she didn’t smile. ‘You must strike at the heart of Ake’s kingdom now. The North matters little to him. Small victories in Ennor helped you obtain men and gold and alliances, but Ottby? Ottby is where you will claim true power.’

      ‘And will he come? The king?’

      Gysa leaned over the fire, its flames both warming and terrifying to her. She still saw the moment she had fallen into them, trying to...

      Blinking, she looked back at the bald man, gripping his goblet as though it was a weapon. ‘Of course. Ake values Ottby as a way to protect Stornas. As a way to protect himself. But more than that, he wants to save his old friend, Stellan Vilander, for he is still loyal to some of his friends.’ Gysa wasn’t yet forty, though she had the voice of an old crone.

      She had the fire to blame for that too.

      Hector rose to his feet, wishing there was more wine. And leaving the empty goblet on the table, he grabbed his helmet. ‘I hope this is the beginning for both of us,’ he smiled. And pushing his helmet down onto his shining head, he strapped it under his chin, remembering all the times he’d readied himself for battle with Ake; with Stellan and Jonas and Vik too. All those years ago, when they’d been young and righteous, believing that they could free Alekka from the grip of its malevolent king.

      And now?

      Leaving Gysa behind with a nod, Hector left the tent, staring up at the shimmering sliver of moon, wondering how long he had until dawn.

      Enough time to give Ottby a few nightmares, he thought with a snarl.
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        * * *

      

      Alys dreamed of Puddle.

      The puppy ran ahead of her, sometimes looking back, tongue flapping out of his mouth, before charging off again, down the muddy path.

      It wasn’t Orvala, Alys was sure, though everything looked oddly familiar.

      She saw gnarled trees, stripped of their leaves, the sun struggling to shine its weak light through them. And shivering, she ran after the puppy, not wanting to lose him, hoping he would lead her to Ragnahild.

      The familiar-looking cottage hiding in the forest was a surprise, and Alys stopped abruptly, not having realised where she was.

      Puddle ran up the steps, in through the open door, but Alys hesitated, afraid of what might be waiting inside. She glanced over her shoulder, feeling colder by the moment. It was nearly winter, she thought, seeing the mud, the spindly branches scratching each other in a swirling wind.

      Yet the cottage door was wide open.

      Surely something was wrong?

      ‘Don’t dilly!’ came a familiar snapping voice, and Alys blinked, hurrying up the steps now, heading inside.

      To where Ragnahild sat before her grandmother.

      Eida.

      Tears came quickly as Alys remembered her childhood spent in this cottage, where she’d felt safe and protected.

      So long ago now.

      Ragnahild didn’t look up, and Alys wondered if the dreamer had been talking to her at all.

      ‘You must act, Eida!’ Ragnahild grumbled, rubbing thickly-veined hands over the armrests of the rocking chair.

      Alys remembered that chair. Jonas had loved to rock her in it when she was a little girl. He had made it himself, spending hours carving creatures into its wooden back. Alys had been obsessed with those animals, giving them all names – raven, eagle, fox, snake...

      ‘Mirella will act. She is acting! You sit here as though you’ve been stunned by a club. Hit over the head like a helpless bird! But you must do something, Eida. Do you think this game will carry on as it has? That your daughter will let you disrupt her plans?’

      Eida didn’t speak. Her blonde hair was braided, rolled around her head like a crown. She sat before Ragnahild with a sad expression, shoulders slumped, a book open on her lap. She looked as old as Mirella, Alys thought, seeing the similarities between the two women as she peered at her grandmother.

      Ragnahild rose to her feet. ‘I have shown you what will come! I have shown you what to do! In there,’ she said, pointing to the book. ‘Everything you need is in there. You know it as well as I do. You have been with me, learning everything at my knee since you were Alys’ age. And what will become of that poor child if you don’t kill your own?’

      Alys saw the tears in Eida’s eyes. She felt her pain.

      ‘We are a family of daughters and dreamers. Dreamers who protect Alekka. Not those corrupt witches who seek out silver and gold, clamouring for power, striking out for vengeance. No! We are not here for games, we do not tell fortunes, we save lives, Eida Bergstrom! We save lives! And by working against us with the Vettels, Mirella is determined to take many. But if the Vettels remain on the throne, what do you think will become of Alekka? You think Jorik is bad? Surely you know how Jesper treats his own family? How he treats his wife? So what do you imagine he will do to those he cares nothing for?’

      Eida stood, closing the book, holding it to her chest. ‘You ask more than I can give, Grandmother,’ she insisted sadly. ‘Jonas has been by Ake’s side all these years. Every time I kiss him goodbye, I wonder if I have sacrificed him for Alekka. If I have given up my beloved husband for the greater good.’ Tears ran down her cheeks. ‘I have done all that you asked of me, all that I could do. But Mirella? She is misguided, I know. She loves her husband. She is lost.’

      ‘She will kill you!’

      Eida shook her head, refusing to believe such a thing were possible. ‘I will seek her out, talk to her. I will reason with her. I don’t see what you do, Grandmother. I don’t believe that she would do such a thing. And Alys?’

      ‘Mirella will kill her too. She will kill anyone who stands in her way now. Is that what you want?’ Ragnahild was growing frustrated, stomping back and forth before her granddaughter. ‘I come to you to guide you, but what use am I really? What can I do? I am dead, Eida!’ Ragnahild rubbed her eye, closing it briefly, and when she opened it, she was staring at Alys. ‘I fear that you will repeat your grandmother’s mistakes, my girl, for you are just as soft and loving.’ She shook her head. ‘I warned her more than once, but Eida never truly believed me. She never believed that Mirella was so lost that she would kill those she loved. But she did. She killed her own mother. She let Jesper die. Hakon and Ivan too. She threatened you and the children...’

      Alys stepped closer, seeing that the cottage was gone now, and they stood in a forest, long shadows of trees dwarfing them.

      ‘Love and friendship, loyalty and trust, they are one side of a coin, but turn it over? Look at the underbelly of that coin, and what do you see? Betrayal and revenge, anger and hurt, pain and violence. Anything pure can be corrupted, Alys. Every open heart can become poisoned, turning away from all they once professed to care about. From who they once were.’

      ‘I won’t be.’

      ‘Yet your heart is so open, so desperate for love. I fear for you,’ Ragnahild sighed, taking her hands. ‘I see how things will go. I see the path now, so when the time comes, Alys, you must make a better decision than Eida. Promise me. Promise me you will. That when the time comes, you won’t be afraid to kill.’

      Alys felt Ragnahild squeezing her hands.

      ‘For if you don’t kill an enemy when given the chance, that enemy grows stronger. And bolder. Until it is powerful enough to destroy us all!’
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        * * *

      

      Odd Forsten was so tired that his eyes had closed as he leaned on the bridge wall. It was a still night, so cold that he’d been dreaming of stew. Hot mutton stew with dumplings. He imagined the steam rising from the bowl, a pretty serving girl handing him a cup of mulled wine.

      Steam rose from that too.

      He sighed, lost in his visions of warmth and comfort, and then a boulder hit just below him, and he was on his back, staring at the clouds, ears ringing, head pounding.

      ‘Ring the bell!’

      Odd couldn’t move, wondering if he’d injured himself, and then a hand, pulling him to his feet.

      ‘Get Bjarni! We’re under attack!’

      Everyone kept yelling what was quite obvious, Odd thought distractedly as he turned for the tower, stumbling, hands out in the darkness, all thoughts of stew and wine gone.

      His ears were ringing so loudly that he didn’t hear the shout until it was too late and the next boulder had taken off his head.
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        * * *

      

      Agnette was trying to feed a sleepy Liara when the ringing bell broke the silence. She flung out an arm, shoving Bjarni, who barely moved. And adjusting Liara with her other arm, Agnette shoved him again. ‘Bjarni! Wake up!’

      Gerda was already knocking on the door. ‘Bjarni? Come! Something’s wrong!’

      Gerda’s sharp voice was enough to break through Bjarni’s slumberous state, and pulling himself out of bed, he blinked, head thick with fog. ‘What? What’s wrong?’ He turned to see his worried wife, then Gerda was in the bedchamber, a fur wrapped around her shoulders, looking just as concerned.

      Eventually, he heard the ringing himself.

      ‘Alright, alright, I’ll see what’s going on. Trousers first, though,’ he insisted, shepherding Gerda back outside. ‘You wake up the hall, get the fires going.’ He wanted to give Gerda something useful to do to keep her out of everyone’s way, convinced that it wasn’t more than a few wolves looking for something to eat.

      And then the first boulder struck the square.

      Bjarni bit his tongue, rushing to grab his trousers, jiggling them on with speed.

      ‘Bjarni!’ Gerda screeched, eyes popping open. ‘Get outside! Now!’

      Bjarni turned for his swordbelt, tired eyes on a worried-looking Agnette, still cradling her daughter. ‘Get Rienne to look after Liara. You need to help Gerda and Elin with the hall.’ He tightened his belt, grabbed his boots and headed for the door, nearly knocking over Elin, who had hurried out of her own bedchamber.

      ‘Who’s out there?’ Elin panicked.

      Gerda pulled her out of the way. ‘I don’t know. I don’t know!’

      ‘Stay in the hall,’ Bjarni ordered, suddenly aware that he was in charge of the entire fort; feeling that responsibility stir his guts with a big stick. ‘Get the fires going. Lots of fires. We have to heat everything. Organise oil!’ He tried to think. ‘And water. I...I have to get to the wall!’
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        * * *

      

      Gysa had known that it made no sense to attack Ottby while Reinar and Sigurd Vilander were inside. And it was pointless to attack while the Vettels were still in the wind. So she had remained patient, advising Hector Berras to bide his time and fill his chests with even more gold. To find more men and make alliances, storing weapons and building ships.

      And when the time was right...

      She smiled as the old lord strode away from her, his body moving with purpose.

      He had been a mighty warrior in his day.

      Years of sitting back, enjoying his and Ake’s success had made him fat. He’d lost his hair and the ability to see over his belly, but the death of his wife and daughter had taken his appetite for anything but revenge, and the appearance of Gysa had given him purpose. At her insistence, he had trained, becoming leaner and stronger, singular of purpose. For the only thing that mattered now, and the only thing Hector Berras was living for, was the death of Ake Bluefinn. The death of Ake Bluefinn and the destruction of everything that treacherous, disloyal king had built on the shoulders of those who had sacrificed for him and his ambitions.

      Alekka deserved a better king, a man who would care for everyone’s families.

      Not just his own.

      So it was time to give them one.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni ran out of the hall, seeing Torfinn Bellig limping towards him, feeling some relief in that. ‘You’re better?’ He glanced down at Torfinn’s leg, though despite the braziers sputtering in the square, there was little more than shadows to see.

      ‘Good enough,’ Torfinn decided, shoving his helmet on as they headed for the inner wall, both men suddenly stopping, turning.

      Towards the bridge wall.

      ‘What?’ Bjarni was confused as another crash resounded from the south. ‘The bridge? They’re coming at the bridge gates?’

      Torfinn’s father, Beggi, joined them. ‘There’s been no warning!’ the old scout muttered, bustling along beside his lanky son as he headed for the bridge tower. ‘How’d they get in the harbour with no warning?’

      That question had Bjarni shuddering, not wanting to imagine the answer. ‘Doesn’t matter how. Not now!’ Shards of stone came flying over the bridge wall as they hurried across the square, searching for someone who knew what was going on.
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        * * *

      

      Hector smiled as he tightened his helmet strap. Once he’d struggled to do it up, he remembered, feeling nothing like that lump of subservience who’d sat at Ake’s shoulder, nodding agreeably for all those years.

      Now he was going to take everything Ake had.

      And first would be Ottby. Of course it would be Ottby.

      Once they’d taken Ottby from Jorik Vettel, everything had fallen into place for Ake, so it was the obvious first step for Hector.

      There was no Stellan, no Reinar, no Sigurd.

      No one to stop him at all.
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        * * *

      

      Elin and Agnette were trying to organise the hall, not helped by Gerda, who flitted about like a bird, rushing in and out of the kitchen, poking her head around the doors, heading back into the corridor.

      ‘I need help with Stellan!’ Gerda called as she came back into the hall, bumping into Martyn, who was pushing tables against the walls, trying to create more space.

      ‘He’s in bed, Aunty!’ Agnette grumbled from where she was laying out bandages, thread, and needles. She scratched her head, trying to focus, though her attention was on Bjarni, and Liara, who she knew was unwell. Not unwell. It was something else. Something she couldn’t put her finger on. ‘It’s the best place for him. He’s safe.’ Agnette hoped that was true, her thoughts quickly jumping to Elin, who had tied back her auburn hair and taken charge of the kitchen. They had great vats of fish oil, and servants had been sent to bring those out of the storage sheds.

      Another crash had them all jumping.

      ‘Who is it?’ Gerda wanted to know, eyes peeled wide open. ‘Who is attacking us?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ Agnette insisted, despite very much wanting to know that herself. ‘We have work to do. I’ll go and find Irma Darri. We’ll head to Eddeth’s cottage. She’ll have things we can use for injuries, and you...’ She peered at her aunt, trying to catch her breath. ‘You should find some sticks to use as splints. Get Martyn to help you once he’s done with the tables.’

      Gerda nodded, almost pleased to have something to do. She disappeared into the kitchen, leaving Agnette to hurry to the bedchamber, wanting to grab her cloak and quickly check on the baby.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni emerged onto the bridge ramparts as a headless Odd Forsten was being carried towards him. In the darkness, he didn’t recognise the body. He turned to the young man carrying Odd’s headless end, his nervous eyes darting about, waiting for the next strike. ‘Who is it?’ he asked, then recognising the ratty old cloak, Bjarni swallowed.

      ‘It’s Odd,’ the young man said, shuffling backwards quickly, wanting to get inside the tower. ‘We’ll take him down to the square. Don’t want him getting in the way.’ His breath caught, having known Odd since he was a boy.

      Bjarni felt just as strange, stepping out of the way.

      Beggi and Torfinn hurried past him, moving down the rampart walk, wanting to see what was happening, though the sky was tumbling with clouds now, and the braziers offered little light.

      ‘Who is it?’ Bjarni called out to two men crouching behind the wall. He crouched down, too, not wanting to lose his own head. He heard shouts of pain, realising that Odd wasn’t the only injury they’d sustained.

      Boom! The boulders crashed into the wall, shaking the ramparts.

      ‘Can’t see!’ one man cried. ‘Can’t see anyone!’

      Bjarni’s ears were quickly ringing. He edged past the men, needing to find out what was going on. He had to know who they were facing.

      Torfinn followed him.

      They reached the corner where the ramparts turned, dropping down again, the wind whistling past them, scattering the flames of the nearest braziers, sparks flying.

      ‘Careful,’ Torfinn warned. ‘Agnette won’t want you carried down to join poor Odd.’

      Bjarni nodded his head, then popped it above the wall, eyes skimming the harbour and the bridge.

      He saw nothing.

      And then, blinking as a boulder came hurtling towards him, he fell backwards, onto his arse, shaking all over. ‘Ships! Take a look!’

      Torfinn held his breath as the boulder shattered the wall, then rushing to stand up, he stared into the black night, squinting, before dropping down beside Bjarni. ‘I think so. Fog’s deep, though. Like a wall. I think they’re behind it.’

      ‘See any banners?’

      Torfinn shook his head.

      ‘Beggi!’ Bjarni yelled, watching Torfinn’s father helping an injured man. ‘Get into the square! Ready the catapults!’ He stopped, thinking that through. The ships were masked by fog, lurking near the bridge.

      Smartly.

      Bjarni couldn’t fire on the bridge. Ottby’s sole purpose was to protect the bridge to Stornas.

      But to save his family?

      ‘Bring every catapult within range of the bridge! But hold them there. Wait for my call!’ He turned to his friend. ‘You stay here and keep looking. I want to know exactly where they are. Who they are. Until then, we’ll just use arrows. Fire ones. It’ll help us to see!’ And struggling back to his feet, Bjarni left Torfinn crouched in the corner while he scurried back towards the bridge tower, needing to see what else was out there.

      What else was lurking in the fog?
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        * * *

      

      Alari was a friend to mischief makers and dreamers with dark intentions, though Gysa wondered what the goddess knew of her own intentions, having worked hard to conceal her secrets beneath layers of symbols. She knew how to weave magic with her voice and her eyes, with her mind and her dreams.

      Since the fire, her powers had intensified, her visions becoming deeper, clearer than before. And now, she could see exactly what lay ahead for those inside Ottby’s fort.

      She smiled, turning to the flaming brazier, listening to the walls of her tent flapping around her like a storm of ravens.

      Focusing on the twisting flames, she could see ships in the harbour, masked by fog, dark water lapping against the hull of King Killer.

      Such a perfect name.
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      It was cold.

      Reinar rolled over, frozen solid. He squeezed his right hand into a fist, wanting to feel his fingers, though they barely moved, and he tucked them down under his fur, hoping to warm them up.

      It was snowing.

      He realised that as he blinked in the darkness, feeling icy flakes settling on his nose, his lips.

      A figure moved near the prow, and Reinar was immediately on his feet, recognising that familiar silhouette. He almost fell over his sleeping brother, who groaned but didn’t stir as he hurried down the ship.

      To Thenor.

      Who sighed, hat low, voice deep. He didn’t turn to Reinar, his gaze fixed on the water. ‘Our enemies are growing more powerful, more knowledgeable. They are hungry for vengeance, ever certain in their path.’

      Reinar swallowed. ‘And Ottby?’

      ‘There will be help.’

      Reinar nodded, though hearing the hesitation in Thenor’s voice, he didn’t feel reassured. ‘Should I tell Sigurd? About you?’

      Thenor shook his head. ‘Sigurd’s time will come, and I will find him when it does. I am always watching, Reinar, though I cannot come to your aid. Not with Alari waiting to strike. You must fight for Ottby and the destiny that awaits you now. Ragnahild saw your future, so when the time comes, do not back away from that which awaits you. Take it, embrace it, and then fight to hold it. The whole of Alekka will soon be relying upon you, Reinar Vilander. Not just Ottby.’

      Reinar was stunned, expecting that Thenor had come to talk to him about his brother. ‘I...’

      Thenor placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘You are as ready as you need to be for what will come. Do not fear now. Your father raised you well. You have everything you need within you.’

      Reinar’s chest almost burst thinking of his ruined father, so far away from him now, not wanting to believe what Thenor was trying to say.

      Wondering if he really knew what Thenor was trying to say.

      ‘I cannot stay, for Alari is always watching. Keep going, Reinar. The road ahead will get harder now, but you must carry on and defeat your enemies. One way or another.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Agnette saw Bjarni charging towards her as she headed out of the hall with Irma Darri. She rushed to meet him, almost tripping over her cloak, heart thumping. ‘What’s happening?’ She saw that Gerda had organised the hall servants into the square, where they were building bonfires and stoking braziers, readying the cauldrons to heat the oil. ‘Who’s out there?’

      The noise was both terrifying and deafening as boulders continued to pound the bridge wall, chunks of sharp stone flying through the night air.

      Bjarni shook his head. ‘No idea! There’s ships in the harbour, though I can’t see whose. I’ve got to get that oil and pitch up to the ramparts, Agnette. You need to get more cauldrons ready. Stay safe!’ He kissed her cheek, wanting to say more, but he turned away, blinking the worry from his eyes as he quickly sought out Ivor Asmund, who had rounded up every archer in the fort.

      Every arrow they could find too.

      ‘We’ve an enemy in the harbour!’ Bjarni barked at the small group of half-asleep men. ‘An enemy we can barely see, so I need you up on the bridge wall giving us some light!’ Tipping back his head, he searched for any sign that the heavy weather would lift, but it was all one big foggy soup now. ‘Ivor, get the fire arrows going. I need to check the inner wall, take a look around.’ And then Bjarni did take a look around, watching as Agnette disappeared into the fog, calling to the servants.

      He flinched, arm over his head as a boulder landed nearby, nearly knocking him off his feet. Attention quickly on his wife, he saw that Agnette had stopped, watching him. And straightening up, Bjarni lifted a hand in the air, trying to smile.
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        * * *

      

      Alys held a hand over her mouth, afraid that she might vomit. She’d woken up feeling nauseous, a burning pain in her stomach. And now she was sitting up, back against the gunwale, trying not to move.

      Something was wrong.

      Her head was full of mumbles and mutterings. She could hear voices rising in panic, but she couldn’t make out what they were saying.

      She tried to find a star in the sky or the moon – something to focus on.

      Eddeth touched her shoulder, and Alys screamed, spinning around.

      ‘What sort of dreamer are you if you can’t hear me coming?’ Eddeth sniggered. ‘I did sneeze.’

      ‘You did?’ Alys was surprised, trying to clear the distracting noises from her cold ears. She blinked at Eddeth. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Me? No, I don’t think so. You?’ Eddeth sat down beside Alys with a thump, quickly wrapping her cloak around her legs.

      Alys swallowed, the wave of nausea finally passing. ‘I feel...’

      ‘As though something’s happening?’

      Alys nodded. ‘As though we’re too late, stuck out here. What can we do, Eddeth?’

      ‘We can try and see, together,’ Eddeth decided. ‘Hold my hand, there you go.’ She squeezed Alys’ frozen hand, trying to smile, though she heard the panicked voices herself. ‘Have you still got that ring?’

      ‘Yes.’ Alys dug under her cloak, and slipping a hand into her purse, she pulled it out. ‘Here.’ She offered it to Eddeth, who shook her head.

      ‘You take it. Hold it. It’s a way into Ottby. A way to see what’s happening.’ She shivered, feeling more anxious by the moment. ‘Perhaps.’

      Alys hoped she was right.

      ‘Ragnahild,’ Eddeth began, without even a hint of jealousy in her voice this time. ‘Can she do anything?’

      ‘She was...’ It was hard to explain because Alys didn’t quite understand it herself. ‘The puppy. She was with the puppy.’

      But Eddeth understood perfectly. ‘Well then, it’s just us. Two dreamers!’ She almost laughed out loud, still not believing that was true. ‘I’m sure we can make a little magic on our own.’ Turning to her left, she picked up her staff, feeling a jolt jerk her limbs, as though she’d been struck by lightning. And, confidence rising, she took a deep breath. ‘Close your eyes now, and let’s find Ottby.’
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        * * *

      

      The fog had become so dense that Bjarni felt as though his eyes were closed. The braziers glowed like tiny suns down either side of the square, the fog thickening so intensely that he had his arms out in front of him, already having smacked into one of his men. The shouts around him were muffled as though the fog was made of fur.

      He felt disoriented as he made his way back to the bridge tower, knocked over by a boulder striking the earth just behind him. ‘Aarrghh!’ Falling on his side, head smashing the ground, he was momentarily stunned, screams ringing in his ears like a high-pitched whistle. Slowly dragging himself back to his feet, Bjarni shook his head, readjusting his swordbelt as he tried to get his bearings. Looking up, he saw flashes of light, followed by screams and more boulders, and, head pounding now, he headed towards the sound.

      When he reached the tower, it became momentarily easier to see as he climbed the stairs, panting, though once out on the rampart walk, he was quickly lost in the fog again. ‘Torfinn!’ he cried, hearing a whistling sound that promised a shower of arrows. And sure enough, within a heartbeat, enemy arrows were whipping overhead, clattering against stone. He heard a grunt and a thud as one man went down, and then Torfinn, calling their own archers to light the fire arrows.

      Up on his feet, Bjarni moved quickly, blinking his eyes wide open, arm out, feeling his way down the rampart walk. His ears were still ringing, everything sounding oddly deadened around him.

      ‘Bjarni!’ Torfinn was relieved to see him. ‘We need more archers! More arrows!’

      Bjarni could smell blood and worse. He pulled Torfinn down as another whistle sounded in the distance. ‘Who’s out there? What have you seen?’

      ‘Not much. The fog’s not budging. There’s a fleet, though, that’s for sure. No idea whose.’

      ‘We have to burn them. Stop their catapults! We have to stop them!’

      Torfinn agreed, hoping his father was safe, wherever he was. His ankle was throbbing, but he rose to his feet as the rest of their archers came through the tower door, more joining them from the other walls.

      ‘You stay here,’ Bjarni told his friend. ‘I’ll take twenty archers. We’ll head out onto the bridge.’

      Torfinn froze. ‘No, you need to be in the fort. I’ll do it. You’ve got to keep your eyes everywhere!’

      Bjarni nodded, realising that he had to keep that in mind. There was no Reinar or Stellan or Sigurd issuing orders. Ottby’s future now rested firmly on Bjarni Sansgard’s aching shoulders.
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        * * *

      

      Agnette pushed another log under the cauldron, having seen that the oil barely had a bubble in it. ‘It needs to be hotter!’ she grumbled, glancing around at the servants. ‘More flames!’ The fog was shifting like waves, and sometimes she lost sight of them altogether. ‘We have to get this one up to the bridge wall. And the pitch. Where’s the pitch?’

      ‘Agnette!’

      She spun, seeing a wall of fog, and then Rienne, dark hair blowing across her worn face, eyes full of terror.

      Agnette felt the sharp tip of a blade pierce her heart.

      Hitching up her cloak, she ran into the fog, past the servant, aiming for the steps, rushing into the hall.

      Ignoring Gerda and Elin, who looked up as she flew past, Agnette disappeared into the corridor, turning into her chamber, heart thumping.

      Rienne was behind her, and as Agnette bent over Liara’s basket, scooping her daughter into her arms, she knew immediately. ‘What’s happening to her?’ she panicked, turning to the servant, voice rising. ‘What is wrong with her?’

      ‘She started to shake,’ Rienne said, tears in her eyes. ‘I picked her up, and she stopped, but it was just like...’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Stellan,’ Eddeth breathed, hand on Alys’ arm. ‘It was just like Stellan!’

      Alys jerked forward, suddenly back on the ship. She turned to Eddeth, who was wide-eyed and frozen in terror beside her. She’d seen Bjarni and the bridge wall and the fire arrows and the fog. There were enemy ships in the harbour, attacking the fort. She didn’t understand. ‘Stellan?’

      Eddeth squeezed Alys’ arm, trying to think. ‘We have to help Agnette! Now!’

      ‘Why? What’s wrong?’ Alys panicked. ‘Eddeth?’

      But Eddeth had turned away from her, burrowing into her purse, looking for something. ‘Aldo Varnass!’ she bellowed, not caring for those sleeping. ‘Aldo Varnass, I need a fire!’ She saw the children sitting up, rubbing sleepy eyes. ‘And Lotta! Come here, child. Now!’

      ‘Eddeth, what’s happening?’

      ‘Chew this.’

      Alys looked down at the small dark stick; a root of some kind, she realised. ‘What is it?’

      ‘We have no time, Alys! You’ve done this before, and you can do it again. Chew this while Aldo gets some smoke going. Drum! We need a drum!’ She saw Ollo, hearing him grumbling as he rolled over. ‘Ollo Narp, come here and start making a rhythm. Hurry now! We have a baby to save!’

      Alys snatched the root out of Eddeth’s hand and quickly started chewing.

      ‘Good girl. You slip away now. We’ll be as quiet as we can, help you as we can, but you must go with speed now, Alys. That baby is dying!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Help! Please! Help!’ Agnette ran into the hall, screaming. ‘Help me!’

      Elin hurried to Agnette’s side, following her to the bedchamber.

      Gerda wanted to follow them to find out what was happening, but she was suddenly turning in the opposite direction as an old man came rushing into the hall, his bearded face contorted in pain.

      ‘Where’s Bjarni?’ he panted, grabbing a table. ‘Bjarni! The low wall is under attack!’

      ‘He’s gone to secure the bridge!’ another voice shouted. ‘The bridge is under attack!’

      Gerda’s heart stuttered. ‘What?’

      And then Agnette’s cries rose over them all.

      ‘No, no! Please! Noooo!’
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        * * *

      

      Alys pushed through the darkness, the rhythm of the drum pulsing in her ears like a heartbeat. That slow and steady drumming had quickly focused her mind or loosened it altogether. She suddenly didn’t know. Her body felt as though it was floating, her mind unravelling as she tried to keep hold of Agnette’s face. As she tried to imagine holding the ring in her hand.

      Sometimes, she heard Eddeth’s voice. Other times, she saw Lotta’s face.

      And then she heard Agnette’s screams.

      Alys closed her eyes, trying to move forward with speed, and when she opened them, she could feel earth beneath her feet, Agnette’s sobs in her ears and the fort, far in the distance.

      She was bereft.

      ‘No! No!’ she panicked, spinning around. She was in the forest. Not the fort, not the hall. The forest. ‘No!’ Closing her eyes, she tried to leave. She had to help Agnette.

      And then Eddeth’s voice became louder, and Alys spun around to find her on her hands and knees, pointing to the symbols trailing up the trunk of a large tree.

      Eddeth scrambled back to her feet, cloak covered in twigs and dried leaves; dirt too. And without looking around, she disappeared.

      Reinar was there. ‘Is this what you saw in your dream?’

      Alys wondered if he was talking to her, then she saw herself walking towards him.

      ‘It’s a curse. I feel it.’

      ‘Of the fort?’

      ‘Yes, I think so. In my dream, the woman talked about weakening her enemy.’

      ‘So, it’s not that the gods have taken away my luck, that they’re displeased with me? It’s a curse? The fort is cursed?’ Reinar was incredulous, shaking his head.

      ‘There are more!’ Eddeth cried. ‘More!’ And her voice disappeared as she ran from tree to tree, checking each one for symbols.

      Alys felt the earth moving beneath her feet as she stumbled around, facing the fort. ‘Just like Stellan,’ she whispered, remembering Eddeth’s words. And squeezing her eyes shut, she held onto the image of Agnette’s face.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni felt a sudden stabbing pain in his chest as he ran, certain he didn’t have the breath in his lungs to run any faster. The fog was dispersing, and he could move with confidence now, though he felt no confidence at all. Torfinn had taken men out onto the bridge. He’d left Ivor in command of the archers on the bridge wall, and now something was happening on the low wall. He could hear men shouting as he ran across the square, glancing at the hall in passing, hoping Agnette was alright.
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        * * *

      

      Elin held the lifeless baby in her arms, a sobbing Agnette panicking before her.

      ‘We have to do something!’ Agnette was hysterical, unable to think.

      Irma Darri bustled inside with a basket of salves and herbs. ‘Let me take a look,’ she offered nervously, inclining her head for Elin to place the baby on the bed. ‘Is she breathing?’

      Elin nodded.

      ‘She keeps shaking!’ Agnette screamed, voice straining, knowing that she needed to be calmer. But this was her daughter, and she couldn’t hold herself together. Panic had her in its grip. ‘She’s so weak, but she keeps shaking!’

      Alys held her breath as she scanned the chamber, trying to think. She remembered the forest and Eddeth and the symbols scratched into the trees. She edged towards Elin Vilander, who appeared calmer than anyone in the chamber.

      Gerda poked her head around the door, eyes full of terror as she slipped back outside.

      ‘Do something!’ Agnette cried, wishing Eddeth was here. Or Alys. Or Bjarni. ‘Please, do something! My baby! Please!’ She wasn’t helping. She couldn’t.

      What could she do?

      Alys wanted to hold Agnette’s hand, to calm her down, but feeling that she needed to find a way to help the baby most of all, she kept moving, searching the chamber. Closing her eyes, she tried to see that which was hidden from her. She could feel a darkness in the room, certain that that’s why Liara was dying. It was a hidden, evil darkness, but Alys could feel it like a shadow shifting around her, growing bigger and bigger until it was as tall as a vatyr.

      Eyes open now, Alys turned to the baby’s basket. ‘It’s there,’ she breathed, though no one heard her. ‘It’s there! Look under the basket! Agnette! It’s under the basket!’

      Eddeth squeezed Alys’ hand. She was sitting beside her, smoke tickling her throat. A half-asleep Lotta sat beside her mother, both of them rocking in time to Ollo’s tapping on a chest behind them.

      He looked bored, and he yawned often, though knowing what was at stake, he wasn’t about to stop tapping.

      ‘You have to do something, Alys!’ Eddeth bellowed, frightening Lotta, who squeaked, eyes open.

      Magnus sat behind his sister, wanting to know what was happening. He felt helpless, but there was nothing he could do. It was up to his mother to try and save a baby.

      From here? At sea?

      He didn’t know how it was possible.

      Alys was panicking, still in Agnette’s chamber, though very aware that Eddeth was right – she had to do something.

      ‘No, no! Please! Noooo!’ Agnette screamed as Liara’s tiny body started convulsing again. ‘Help her!’

      ‘Agnette!’ Alys shouted, tears in her eyes. ‘Agnette! It’s under the basket! Please! Look under the basket!’ She moved past Elin, trying to grab hold of Agnette, but she couldn’t.

      Boulders were hitting the fort, shaking the hall now, and Alys almost stumbled. She saw a glimpse of Ragnahild, rocking in her chair. ‘Don’t dilly now,’ the old woman huffed. ‘You’re stronger than you think, Alys, my girl. Knock the damn basket over!’

      Alys spun away from her, pushing her arms out, hands splayed open, and with a throat-wrenching scream, she ran at the basket.

      ‘Mama!’ Lotta scrambled to her feet as her mother fell forward, gagging and coughing.

      ‘No!’ Alys cried, tears blurring her eyes, Eddeth’s face too close to hers. She shrank back. ‘No! I...’ Shaking her head, she looked around. Ollo had stopped tapping, hand frozen above the sea chest. They were all out of the trance now. Rain was falling, the fire doused, and Alys thought she might vomit.

      ‘What happened?’ Eddeth wanted to know, all bulging eyes and gaping mouth. ‘What did you do?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Alys sobbed, utterly bereft. ‘Nothing!’
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        * * *

      

      The crash as the basket fell over had them all spinning around.

      Elin looked at Agnette in horror, though Agnette’s attention was quickly on her daughter, who was so still now. She dropped her head to Liara’s chest, hearing the faintest of heartbeats.

      Irma dug a trembling finger into a pot of salve, rubbing it gently over Liara’s tiny chest, up to the base of her neck. The smell was intense, and she hoped it would help revive the baby, who was most certainly fading now.

      ‘Hurry!’ Agnette urged. ‘What else can we do?’

      ‘Honey water? A little marjoram?’ Irma suggested, forehead furrowed. She was well used to babies, though mostly of the four-legged variety. ‘We need to wake her up, to keep her here, fighting.’

      ‘I’ll get them,’ Elin offered, eyes drifting to the basket again as she slipped outside.

      ‘Hurry!’ Agnette shouted. ‘Please!’ Her eyes were on the basket, too, and she frowned, wondering what she could see attached to its bottom.
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      Bjarni stalked the low wall, mouth wrenched open in surprise, quickly realising that whatever ships had slunk into the harbour had only been there as a decoy, for their real problem was now spread across the field before the forest: rows of mounted warriors, archers, shields and spearmen, flanked by enormous catapults and siege towers as far as the eye could see.

      He thought of Ottby’s scouts, wondering if Odd Forsten had been sending men out into the forest and beyond, for those men should have given them warning about what was coming. Though Bjarni knew it was too late to think about Odd now. Too late to think about what they could have done differently.

      Fire arrows shot overhead, quickly followed by ominous creaks and snaps as the catapults released their heavy loads.

      Bjarni dropped to a crouch, trying to think.

      All his archers were on the bridge wall. ‘Salmo!’ he called to a familiar face. ‘Run down to the bridge. Get Torfinn to send half the archers back here!’ He thought of Torfinn, out on the bridge, exposed and needing all the archers he could get his hands on.

      They were going to be spread thin.

      Bjarni rose to his feet as the wave of arrows passed overhead, striking the square. And turning, he cupped his hands around his mouth, calling to the men on the inner wall. ‘Send the pitch! Get me some pitch!’

      ‘Look out!’

      They were the last words Bjarni heard as an arrow took him in the shoulder. Turning around, trying to crouch down, he took another in the chest, and then he was falling, ears ringing with screams and shouts, Agnette’s panicked face the last thing he saw as he hit the rampart walk with a thud.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn was coming, the sky lightening around them, though Alys still felt consumed by darkness.

      Lotta tried to help. ‘You did your best, Mama,’ she said, nudging her head under Alys’ arm. ‘You did everything you could.’

      Alys barely heard her. She hadn’t been able to get back into the trance. Eddeth had no more of the valerian root, and the torrential rain had ruined any hope of getting a fire going.

      They sat in silence, cold, wet and worried.

      ‘We need to know more,’ Alys sighed, at last, her eyes on Eddeth. ‘Whatever we’re battling, we’re not powerful enough. We need to know more.’

      Eddeth agreed. ‘And we will, don’t you worry now. We’ll get somewhere with a forest, somewhere with a garden. I’ll pick everything I can. We’ll get vellum and ink. We’ll make our own book! And your friend Ragnahild can help. We can do it, Alys. I know we can!’

      Alys felt a deep fear that it wouldn’t be enough. That they wouldn’t be enough to overcome whatever darkness was stalking Alekka, trying to harm them all. But, blinking, she realised how much better it was to be two dreamers than one. And turning to her daughter, she almost smiled, realising that they were three.

      Then thinking of Agnette and Liara, she started to cry.
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        * * *

      

      Agnette was on her hands and knees, pulling the stick away from the bottom of Liara’s basket, where it had been wedged in between the woven wicker. She saw the symbols, remembering the trees Reinar had burned; the symbols that had cursed Ottby, killing his sons, stealing his luck away. And rising to her feet, she turned to Irma, who was now gently dabbing a salve under Liara’s blue-tinged nose. ‘Look!’ she hissed, too shocked to understand what was happening. ‘Look!’

      Irma froze, salve-covered finger in the air. ‘Burn it! Throw it into the fire, Agnette. Hurry!’ Liara started trembling again, though her tiny body was so weak now that it was almost imperceptible, but the healer could feel the baby slipping away. ‘Hurry!’

      In two steps, Agnette was at the fire, throwing the stick into the flames, stumbling backwards as they exploded in angry sparks, rising to touch the top of the hearth. ‘Aarrghh!’

      ‘Agnette!’ Elin was back in the chamber. ‘What are you doing?’

      Agnette ignored her, hurrying back to the bed, wanting to hold her daughter. ‘Let me take her!’ And slipping her hands under the lifeless baby, she brought her into her arms. ‘I need to get on the bed. Help me!’ She was screaming, not wanting any delays. ‘Help me! Take down my dress. I want her to feel my skin, to hear my heart. Please!’ It was something her mother had done with animals, usually the runts of the litter, who had come out weak, barely clinging to life. She’d taught Agnette to do it too.

      ‘Give them something to hold onto,’ her mother had said. ‘A direction to head for. Show them what life feels like. What it sounds like. Show them love, Agnette, and maybe they’ll hold on long enough to live.’

      So, as Elin and Irma tore Agnette’s dress off her shoulders, Agnette brought her cold daughter onto her skin, placing her limp body so that Liara’s ear was near her heart. Agnette could feel her heart beating fast, a loud, thudding rhythm, but she needed Liara to hear it.

      She needed Liara to hold on.

      The fire sizzled angrily behind them, and Elin turned to it with a puzzled look. Irma’s attention was on the baby and Agnette, wanting to help.

      Neither appeared to notice.

      ‘Leave me!’ Agnette ordered. ‘Wait outside. Please!’ She closed her eyes, trying to remember the song her mother had taught her to sing to those small, helpless creatures.

      She wanted Liara to hear it.

      ‘The fairies taught it to me when I was a girl,’ her mother had winked, though Agnette wasn’t sure she believed in fairies, even as a small child. Still, she drew that song out of her memory well, singing it with tears rolling down her cheeks.

      ‘My baby,’ Agnette sobbed when she was done. ‘Oh, my precious baby.’ And she dropped her head, gently resting it on her daughter’s, nestled in between her breasts, listening to the beat of her mother’s breaking heart.
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        * * *

      

      Elin told Gerda as much as she could of what was happening with Agnette and Liara, which left Gerda in a daze that quickly intensified as two men struggled through the doors carrying Bjarni.

      Gerda ran forward, hands over her mouth. ‘Bjarni!’ Terror flooded her body, paralysing her thoughts. She saw flashes of Stellan and Reinar. Sigurd too. She saw herself as a young woman, giving birth. She saw Stellan on the floor.

      And Ottby.

      She saw it on fire.

      ‘We...’ Tears welled in Gerda’s eyes.

      ‘Put him on the table,’ Elin ordered, her voice calm and clear. ‘Let me see what’s happened.’ Rain fell down the smoke holes, the fires struggling. ‘Get more lamps in here! We need to see!’

      The first of the injured were being carried inside now, though there weren’t enough to demand much attention yet. Elin had time to attend to Bjarni, who was unconscious, his chest soaked in blood, an arrow protruding from it, another sticking out of his shoulder.

      ‘He hit his head, my lady,’ one man said. ‘When he fell.’

      He was barely a man, Elin realised, knowing him well. ‘Thank you, Leo. Now, hurry back to the wall. Sounds as though they need everyone they can get.’

      Gerda fretted beside her, being no help at all. ‘We can’t tell Agnette. We can’t!’

      ‘We must focus on trying to get the arrows out,’ Elin insisted, moving Gerda out of the way. ‘I can try.’

      Gerda’s eyes widened.

      Boulders landed outside the hall, and Elin glanced up as dust sprinkled their heads.

      ‘Who’s on the walls now?’ Gerda panicked. ‘Without Bjarni and Odd? Who’s on the walls now?’
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        * * *

      

      They were a disorganised mess, Hector Berras could see, a smile brightening his tense face. A leaderless mess, by the look of things, he thought, as he drew his men towards Ottby’s low gates in one long wave, sensing how little threat was coming from those famous walls.

      Without Stellan commanding them, without Reinar or Sigurd, Ottby was weak. Vulnerable.

      It was only a matter of tapping on the gates, and they’d be inside.
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        * * *

      

      Gerda’s shrieks rang like bells in Stellan’s ears as he sat in his chair while Martyn lifted his feet onto the footrest.

      Stellan hated the chair, though he hated the bed more, and he could hear with both ears now that he wasn’t lying on a pillow.

      Though he couldn’t do anything.

      He could barely move his eyes in the direction he so desperately wanted them to go, wishing someone could see that he was still here. Still himself in mind, if not in body.

      ‘There you are, my lord,’ Martyn said, straightening up, his usual cheerful smile wobbling somewhat as he grabbed a fur off the bed, tucking it over Stellan’s knees.

      ‘I need to be out there!’ Stellan tried to scream back at him, hearing the boulders striking the walls of his beloved Ottby. He wanted to launch himself out of the dratted chair and run to the wall. To his wall.

      But he couldn’t speak. He couldn’t move.

      It was torture.

      ‘I’ll come back and check on you soon, my lord,’ Martyn promised. ‘But first, I must go and see what help I can be out there.’

      Both men heard Gerda shrieking again and a crash that sounded closer than any other, but only one man turned his head to the door, hurrying away.
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        * * *

      

      Torfinn commanded the bridge with terror swirling his guts. Stellan had built protective ramparts to help them defend the bridge in the most desperate situations, though they weren’t nearly as protective as Torfinn Bellig would have liked.

      His eyes were everywhere, checking on the approaching enemy, conscious of the dead men sprawled around him, others writhing like snakes, moaning in pain.

      There were at least twenty ships down in the harbour, all flying the same blue banners, showing what appeared to be a fish. Torfinn didn’t know it, though in the few real glimpses he’d caught of the enemy fleet, he was certain the ships were different than any he’d seen in Alekka. They sat higher in the water, with raised gunwales and tall, angled backs.

      Shaking his head, Torfinn tried to shift his focus away from who their enemy might be to what they were trying to do.

      The ramparts running down both sides of the bridge were being assaulted now, four ships having slipped beneath the bridge, seemingly untroubled by the arrows that had slashed their sails and downed a third of their crews. For now they could see that those men on the famous Ottby bridge were out of arrows.

      There was no reason to hold back any longer.

      It was time to make a run for the harbour.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Life and death.’

      Stellan heard a woman’s voice in his ears.

      It sounded like the wind was talking to him, a breathy, whistling sort of voice that echoed from one ear to the other.

      Or the fire.

      He wanted to look at the flames, which he heard hissing and spitting to his right, but Martyn had placed his chair facing the door.

      ‘Life and death hang in the balance, Stellan.’

      Stellan tried to look up, to look around. The voice was moving now.

      ‘And what are we going to do about it?’

      He heard purring as Winter jumped onto his lap. He couldn’t look down at the cat, couldn’t pat him, couldn’t shift him.

      The purring intensified, and soon, it felt as though Stellan’s entire body was vibrating.

      ‘How can we help, you and I? With you trapped in that broken body of yours and me just a helpless cat?’

      Stellan couldn’t shake his head.

      He was imagining things. Hallucinating. It was as though he was drinking one of Eddeth’s strange brews.

      He recognised the voice, though, working hard to pull his memories out of the abyss he’d sunk into when he’d had his seizure. There had been nothing to do since then but sit in a chair and try to die.

      But he couldn’t die, just as much as he couldn’t live.

      He was trapped somewhere in between, struggling to remember what was a real memory and what were just delusions as he sought an escape from reality.

      The cat hopped off his lap, and Stellan watched as it bounded to the door, part of him hoping he wouldn’t leave. Martyn had left the door ajar, and Stellan cursed him, not wanting to lose the only company he had.

      And that voice? He wanted to hear that voice again.

      Winter stopped at the door so that Stellan could see him.

      So that Stellan could see him transform into...

      An old woman.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni was barely awake, which was a good thing, Elin decided, as she dug into his shoulder with a knife, loosening the blood-soaked skin, which had a tight hold on the arrowhead. She felt herself growing hot all over, panicking as Bjarni writhed on the table, groaning in agony. ‘Not long now,’ she tried reassuring him, though she wasn’t certain that was true. Her hand was aching, the pressure of trying to cut his flesh while not hurting him growing more intense.

      Gerda shuffled beside Elin, holding a lamp in an unsteady hand.

      There was nothing they could do outside the hall. Nothing they could do to protect the fort or help Agnette, so Elin had put Gerda to work helping her.

      It kept her quiet and out of everyone’s way.

      ‘You need to cut deeper,’ Gerda muttered, eyes jerking away from Bjarni’s bloody flesh, staring at the open doors, waiting for their enemies to rush inside. Or the hall roof to fall on their heads. She glanced up at the rafters, moving the lamp.

      ‘Gerda!’ Elin grumbled as Bjarni’s wound flooded with blood and the lamplight shifted. ‘I need you to soak up the blood. Please.’

      Gerda nodded. ‘Sorry, sorry. I...’ She moved the lamp closer, wincing at the sight of that buried arrowhead.

      And then there was what to do about Agnette.

      Bjarni had called out for her, and Gerda and Elin had stared at each other, neither knowing what to say.

      ‘We need help!’ a man cried, rushing into the hall. ‘Please! Anyone. Everyone! Forget the injured, we need you all on the walls! Now!’

      Elin was the Lady of Ottby, and remembering that, she straightened up, seeing fear in the man’s eyes. Wilmar was his name – not a man known to panic. ‘Wilmar’s right. Go! Go and help on the walls! Everyone in here who can do something, help them! We must keep our enemies out!’

      Bjarni groaned, wanting to join them, but Elin turned back to him, knife in hand. ‘Not you, I’m afraid, Bjarni Sansgard. You must stay here for now.’

      ‘Agnette,’ he hissed through bloody teeth. ‘Where’s Agnette?’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan could hear singing through the wall. It sounded like his sister, he thought, though she was long dead, so it was likely Agnette singing the mournful song.

      The woman smiled at him from the doorway.

      Salma. Reinar’s dead dreamer.

      She had flowing white hair, a grey cloak that touched the floor.

      Stellan wanted to know what was happening, though he couldn’t speak.

      ‘No, and you won’t while the curse is upon you,’ Salma warned, coming forward, but instead of walking up to his chair, she headed to the hearth. Lifting a poker out of the woodpile, she drove it into the fire, turning the embers, bringing them back to life. ‘My name is Salma, and for a time, I was your son’s dreamer. I stayed here after I died, knowing there would be work to do. And as you can hear, there is most certainly work to do!’ She straightened up, turning back to Stellan as she unsheathed her knife. ‘There is little time now. Little time for anything more than instinct. Though I imagine you still have some of those?’

      Stellan wasn’t sure.

      ‘Bjarni’s injured, unable to do anything more than try to live. Reinar and Sigurd are nowhere that helps you. Ake is on his way, though he is no eagle, he cannot fly. And as for everyone else?’ Pleased with the brightness of the fire now, Salma returned the poker to the woodpile and held her knife in the flames. ‘Well, they are being slaughtered by that misguided fool, Hector Berras. Without a leader on the walls, your men don’t know what to do.’

      Leaving the fire behind, the white-haired spirit dreamer approached Stellan’s chair, eyes on his face, dropping to his torso, rising up to his neck, seeking the perfect spot. And when she found it, she closed her eyes, seeing with her mind now, breathing slowly, listening. And blinking open her eyes, Salma tore at Stellan’s tunic, exposing pale skin and tufts of grey hair sprouting from a once muscular chest. ‘This will hurt,’ she warned with a twinkle in her eyes. ‘Though likely you’d take any sort of pain to be whole again.’

      Stellan tried to blink, to nod, to sit up straighter.

      And then he was screaming as Salma dug the burning blade into his skin.
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        * * *

      

      After the arrow was removed, the wound flooded like a red river, and Elin could barely see where to stitch. ‘Again!’ she barked at Gerda, who was slow to soak up the blood with the ball of padded cloth she was holding. ‘Rienne! Come and take the lamp. I need to work quickly!’ She shook as another boulder landed outside the hall, nerves pinging. ‘Gerda, soak up that blood.’

      Gerda had her head down, barely able to see. There was so much blood flooding Bjarni’s chest wound that she couldn’t decide where to aim her cloth.

      And then a boulder landed on the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan fell onto his knees, grunting in pain.

      He didn’t move.

      Screams rang from the hall, the great crash of roof and wall and stone collapsing into a heap. He heard it all.

      But he couldn’t move.

      And then Winter wrapped himself around Stellan’s arm, purring loudly.

      ‘Yes, you can,’ came the gentle voice. ‘Yes, you can.’
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      Bjarni pulled himself to his feet, half-stitched, light-headed, barely able to see, but he had to do something.

      ‘Agnette!’ he cried, desperate to know where his wife was. The front of the hall had collapsed under the weight of two enormous boulders, more falling nearby. Silence and shock had quickly given way to frantic noise and panic as the dust and voices rose around him. At least two men were buried beneath the rubble, twisted legs poking out. Though likely, there were more. He spun around, almost falling over, dust clogging his throat. ‘Agnette!’

      Elin was on her feet quickly, having been knocked backwards by the force of the blow, onto Gerda, who was shaking and sobbing, not making any sense. ‘Agnette’s safe!’ Elin assured Bjarni, grabbing his arm, trying to hold him up. ‘She’s in your chamber. With Liara.’

      That didn’t reassure Bjarni, but the hall started swimming around him, and he gripped the table, drenched in his blood, trying to think. Ears ringing, he tried to think.

      And then he didn’t know what was happening.

      He shook his aching head, certain that he was dreaming, as from out of the corridor emerged a familiar beast of a man. Grey-haired and snarling, big as a bear, cloaked in armour, sword hanging from his waist.

      ‘Move the injured to the west of the hall! Get them far away from those boulders!’ Stellan Vilander, Lord of Ottby, bellowed like an ice giant. ‘Injured there!’ he roared, long arm pointing. ‘Martyn!’ He turned, pleased to see his steward hovering at his right elbow, just where he expected him to be. ‘You’ll help Gerda get this hall in order. Keep everyone in that corner. I have to get to the wall.’ And with barely a glance at his wife or his daughter-in-law, he strode past them, clambering up the rubble. And once he reached the top, he lifted his head. ‘We will not lose Ottby!’ he yelled, disappearing over the other side.

      Bjarni turned, watching him go, all the strength leaving his body, eyes rolling into the back of his head as he fainted.
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        * * *

      

      Gysa watched the flames.

      Some dreamers looked into water, others threw symbol sticks and bones, some even studied the entrails of sacrificed beasts. But the fire had maimed her, and the fire had become her mistress, and she could see everything in its twisting dance of heat and light.

      The gods had come to play, she saw.

      Taking sides.

      Though what use was one old man when Hector Berras had an army of thousands?
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        * * *

      

      Salma had told him everything, and yet it was still a shock to see the devastation Hector had wrought laid bare. Stellan was instantly aware of how dire things were as he emerged from the ruins of the hall into the busy square. The low wall needed his attention, yet the bridge was a problem, too, and he headed there first, wishing Bjarni hadn’t gotten himself injured, or Tulia hadn’t gotten herself killed. Wishing most of all that Reinar and Sigurd were walking by his side.

      And then he blinked all of that away, starting to run, surprised that he could.

      He was restored. Entirely so. He felt as though he could fly.

      It was a feeling of freedom so joyous that he wanted to shout, yet everything around him was broken, about to be destroyed entirely. And if he wasn’t careful, that freedom would be short-lived.

      Reaching the bridge tower, Stellan took the stairs two at a time, blue eyes bright in the darkness. Emerging onto the ramparts quickly, he ignored the horrified stares of terrified men, calling out to two men he could trust. ‘Torfinn! Beggi! To me!’ Beggi was holding the bridge wall, Torfinn out on the bridge itself, though without any arrows to fire at their enemy, Torfinn and his men were just target practice.

      Ake was coming, Salma had promised, and Stellan knew that they just needed to hold on for the king.

      The king, his best friend.

      They needed to hold on.

      ‘Beggi!’ he called. ‘The bridge wall is yours. I’ll send whatever archers I can spare. And arrows. I want those ships burned! Destroy every one of them. I’ll get the catapults swinging. We need to sink the bastards!’ He slapped a speechless Beggi on the back, turning quickly to glance at the warriors stationed along the wall. He saw some men on their knees, some dead. They weren’t his best, Stellan knew, but they were all Ottby had now. ‘Our families are relying on us. Everyone we love! So we will hold this fort! The king is on his way! My sons are on their way! We just have to hold out long enough! Hold out for them!’ And then he was gone, sweeping his cloak around as he disappeared into the guard tower, leaving everyone gaping after him, wondering if they’d seen a ghost.

      But Beggi quickly decided that the return of their lord was real, and shaking his head, he sprang into action. ‘Stellan’s back!’ he cried, wanting to infuse his men with some much-needed confidence. ‘Stellan Vilander’s back in charge! We’ve got a chance, men! We can hold the wall!’

      Stellan heard Beggi barking orders as he charged down the stairs, out into the square, where Torfinn met him with a puzzled look. ‘No time for that,’ he growled, marching quickly, almost trotting towards the inner gates. ‘You still got a head on you, Torfinn Bellig? From what I remember, you were almost as quick as your father. Quick of mind, perhaps?’ he said, seeing Torfinn limping, struggling to keep up. ‘You’ll take the inner wall, I’ll take the low wall. See if I can’t have a word with our old friend, Hector Berras. Bastard’s determined, I’ll give him that, though I doubt he was expecting me to come back from the midden heap!’ He winked at Torfinn, ready for a fight.

      They glanced at the hall in passing, and Stellan felt a twinge, fearing for Gerda and Agnette, for Bjarni and Elin. He blinked it away, though, knowing that a lord needed a heart of stone.

      It was time to kill or be killed.

      There wasn’t a moment for anything else.
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        * * *

      

      The burning pitch was predictable.

      The fire arrows that followed that splash of hot black liquid too.

      Though Gysa had told Hector how weak Ottby truly was. How undermanned. Its walls were damaged, its gates newly repaired, its weapons’ stores low.

      Hector wanted to keep his army whole for the assault on Stornas, which would come as soon as he broke through Ottby’s gates. They needed to draw out the pitch and the fire arrows, though, so Hector had his men hidden beneath a skin-wrapped wooden hide, wanting to make some progress on the gates while he fired more boulders at the fort. Though soon it would be his fort, he realised, raising an arm, and he would need its walls to hold out his own enemies. ‘Hold fire!’ he ordered. ‘Send word down the line! Halt the catapults! We’ll focus our attention on the gates now. Archers form behind me!’

      The sky had lightened now, a soft pink hue emerging from the foggy darkness. Hector could see the damage to the inner wall, and he frowned, though he was pleased to see how few were manning the ramparts. Hardly enough to row a couple of ships, he thought, pleased with the sea of warriors at his back.

      And then his frown deepened, shocked to see a familiar figure take up a familiar position astride that low wall.

      But it couldn’t be. It couldn’t.

      Gysa hadn’t seen that.

      Stellan looked down at his arm guards, freshly cut with symbols. Salma had worked quickly, marking his chest to break the curse, marking his armour to keep him safe. ‘Safe from Alari,’ she had whispered. ‘Alari and her bloodthirsty ghouls. We must keep you well away from any mischief she intends to make.’ Stellan had barely listened at the time, but standing on the low wall, staring down at a bigger enemy than he’d anticipated, he suddenly felt vulnerable.

      Though he didn’t show it.

      ‘So you finally made a move, Hector? Decided to throw away the last remnants of your reputation? To abandon who you were? To turn on the man who gave you everything? Your friends too!’

      Hector snarled, edging forward. He whipped off his helmet, stubbled cheeks hot and red. ‘The man who gave me everything?’ he roared up at Stellan. ‘You may be restored to life, but you’re as blind as ever! Ake took everything I had! My wife, my daughter! They’re dead because of him!’

      ‘I don’t know who’s been whispering in your ear, old friend, but likely she’s looking to secure all your gold for herself!’ There were rumours when Hector turned on Ake and left Blixo for the North, rumours that a dreamer had him in her clutches, though no one had ever been able to prove it. Still, for a loyal man like Hector Berras to turn into an enemy willing to take on Ottby?

      Someone had to have been pulling the threads.

      ‘You think I care about gold?’ Hector cried. ‘That this is about gold?’

      Stellan remembered hearing Bjarni talking about all the Vettel gold he’d brought back from Slussfall, and he half wondered if that was why Hector had come now. It was a hoard, according to Bjarni, and if the number of men standing before him was any indication, there was a lot Hector could do with another hoard. ‘I think you’ve always liked your gold!’

      ‘It’s not about the gold! Fuck the gold! It’s about my family!’ Hector roared, losing control of himself. He wanted to run forward, to kick open the gates, to charge up those stairs and throw Stellan off the ramparts. ‘Ram the gates!’ he bellowed, swinging around, not wanting to get distracted by petty arguments.

      ‘And then what?’ Stellan called after him. ‘You think you can get in here?’ He laughed loudly. ‘We’ll pick you off like pigeons! Like mice scurrying before us. You know how it goes! You even stood here with me! Do you truly think that all it takes is men? That you have an advantage because you have more men? That men beat walls?’

      ‘I know Hakon Vettel got inside!’ Hector retorted, turning around, shoving his helmet back onto his head. ‘He almost defeated your sons!’

      ‘Almost! You’re right! But almost isn’t good enough, is it, Hector?’ Stellan’s voice was thunderous, projecting more confidence than he felt. ‘I wish you luck trying! In the meantime, go, be with your mercenaries. Cower with them as we have a turn! I’ll see you soon!’ And raising an arm, Stellan turned to Torfinn on the inner wall, who raised his own arm, signalling the catapult crews to start firing.

      Stellan didn’t hesitate. He barked at his archers, ordering them to aim at Hector and his men in the front ranks. To tip more pitch and oil onto the hide covering those men with the battering ram, trying to break open the gates.

      He knew they were stretched thin; it was always the way with garrisons.

      There were never enough men to make anyone feel comfortable, but there was no point wishing for more. Stellan knew how to hold the fort better than Hector knew how to break into it. His men knew how to fight as one and hold Ottby together.

      So they would do it.

      For as long as they could.
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        * * *

      

      Gerda couldn’t wait any longer. She had to tell Agnette about Stellan.

      She had to see if Liara was alive.

      So, opening the bedchamber door with a loud creak, she stepped inside, holding her breath. There was no sound, not even the crackle of a fire. It felt cold and dark, and fear clenched a hand around her heart. ‘Agnette?’ Gerda whispered. And closing the door, she edged towards the bed, where Agnette was propped up, holding the baby to her chest. ‘Agnette, are you alright? Is the baby...’ She stopped, hearing no reply. ‘The hall, it’s... and Stellan...’

      None of that mattered now, Gerda knew, fearing the worst.

      ‘Sit.’

      Gerda did as she was bid.

      ‘She’s coming back,’ Agnette whispered, holding Liara close. ‘I can feel her coming back to me.’

      Gerda let out a loud sigh. ‘She is?’

      Agnette nodded, almost afraid to believe it. Afraid to jinx it. ‘Someone cursed her, Aunty. There was a symbol stick stuck under her basket. The basket fell over, and I saw it. Someone tried to kill her.’

      Gerda was shocked. ‘Like Stellan, and Reinar’s sons?’

      Agnette nodded again. ‘If I hadn’t found those symbols... if I hadn’t recognised them?’ She shivered, feeling Liara stir. The baby felt stronger in her arms now, her skin warm against Agnette’s. ‘I don’t know who did it. It can’t have been Hakon Vettel’s dreamer. She wasn’t in here, so someone we know did it. Someone tried to hurt my baby!’ The sobs caught in her throat as Agnette clung on tighter.

      ‘But she’s alive. Saved.’

      Agnette didn’t answer, though she hoped that was true.

      ‘A miracle!’ Gerda was full of terror and joy and confusion most of all. ‘Just like Stellan.’

      Agnette didn’t understand.

      ‘He’s back. Himself again. As though nothing had changed. Just as strong and big as he ever was. Barking orders. On the wall!’ Bursting into tears, Gerda buried her head in her hands.

      ‘What?’ Agnette didn’t think she’d heard that right. ‘Stellan?’

      Gerda could only nod. ‘I... don’t know what happened. He... left. Bjarni... he...’

      ‘What?’ Agnette sat up straight, Liara mewling gently, head moving, searching for milk. ‘What’s happened to Bjarni?’ She didn’t want to disturb her daughter, afraid that she would have another seizure, but something was wrong; she could feel it.

      ‘He’s wounded, in the hall. It... collapsed. Kerr Albesson, he’s still stuck under the rubble. Signy and Gunter too. They’re trying to get them out.’

      ‘And Bjarni?’ Agnette shuffled to the edge of the bed, wanting to get into the hall.

      ‘Elin took out the arrows. We half-stitched him but then the boulder hit, and I...’

      ‘I need to see him!’ Agnette tried to stay calm, desperate to keep Liara safe. And clutching the baby to her chest, she realised that her dress was undone, her breasts exposed. ‘Help me, Aunty. Find my cloak!’
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        * * *

      

      Ottby’s catapults knew their range, and Stellan was pleased to see that there were more than he’d remembered and a stack of boulders big enough to build a tower.

      Ships couldn’t carry many boulders, so if Beggi could burn a few and sink a few more, they’d start to struggle and panic.

      Panic.

      It was what every leader wanted to feed their enemy: great, heaping bowls of panic. Stuffing it down their throats until their guts were griping and their mouths were flooded with bile.

      It wasn’t hard.

      Just make them think they were about to die.

      Stellan watched as the boulders flew from the square, over the two walls, scattering Hector’s men waiting on the field. There were thousands of men, he was sure. Men whose choice was to stand and risk a crushing death, at best, or to incur their lord’s wrath and flee. Many chose the latter, Stellan was pleased to see, listening with a smile half-hidden beneath his short grey beard. He ran a hand over it, missing the length he’d once had. Once he’d become utterly powerless, Gerda had been able to exert as much control as she’d liked. Though that would quickly change, he thought, his smile growing.

      He heard Hector and his warlords bellowing at their men, urging them to hold their ground, to return fire, but Ottby’s boulders quickly crushed three of Hector’s catapults, and the confidence drained from the men on the field like water from an old bucket.

      ‘Ladders!’ yelled a one-armed man, running towards Stellan, who turned as he approached. ‘My lord, they’re coming with ladders! On the western wall!’

      That had Stellan scowling. ‘Ring the bell! Get everyone alert!’ He turned, looking for someone he could trust. ‘Magnar! Get down into the fort. I want cauldrons on the walls. Fire too. And collect every arrow you can find. Doubt those arseholes have hit much more than snow, so get them back up here! We have to stop the ladders!’ He felt a familiar twinge of tension in his shoulders, but after so long imprisoned in his own body, Stellan was spurred on by it, hungry for the challenge. ‘Kill their leaders!’ he roared, pointing at those helmeted men on horseback. ‘Take down those men! Kill them, and they’ll fall apart!’
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        * * *

      

      Agnette sobbed when she saw Bjarni, when she saw the mess of the hall and the dead body being pulled out of the rubble. Bjarni turned to her in relief, and seeing Liara in his wife’s arms, he pulled them close. ‘Aarrghh!’

      Agnette stepped out of his embrace, wanting to see what was wrong. ‘You need to sit down,’ she urged, running her eyes over his blood-soaked bandages.

      ‘Sit down?’ Bjarni shook his aching head. He couldn’t help lift anyone out of the rubble, but he could get to the wall and help Stellan with whatever he needed.

      Stellan?

      That made no sense, though there was little time for thinking.

      ‘I have to go.’

      Agnette released a hand from Liara, grabbing Bjarni’s sleeve. ‘You’re bleeding everywhere! At least let someone wrap more bandages around you.’

      Bjarni nodded impatiently, turning around, finding Irma Darri. ‘I will, I will. You head back to the chamber, though. Look after our daughter. It’s all that matters now, Agnette. I’ll help Stellan keep us safe.’

      Agnette burst into tears. ‘Bjarni, I’m scared.’

      Bjarni was scared too. ‘Nothing to be scared about!’ he insisted brightly, kissing his wife’s quivering lips. ‘Not now Stellan’s back. That’s a sign from the gods, isn’t it? Our lord has returned, and if that’s possible, anything is!’ He was telling himself as much as Agnette, moving her gently out of the way as Irma approached with bandages. ‘Now go, go and stay safe. I’ll find you when I can.’

      Agnette stepped back, not wanting him to go, but she’d lived in Ottby long enough to know how it went. There were always enemies threatening all they loved, all they held dear, and everyone was needed in the fight. Even if it meant losing their lives. She heard the pained cries of Mina Albesson as she rushed towards the crushed body of her dead husband, and shivering, Agnette turned away, clutching Liara to her chest.
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        * * *

      

      Ake gripped Frey’s reins with such force that he was sure he could tear them in two. He saw the sky lightening before him, and he felt rage flowing like a waterfall, rushing inside him.

      He hadn’t slept, the urgent need to be at Ottby spurring him on. Anger at Hector kept him alert, helping to distract him from the pain of leaving his family behind in Stornas, knowing he would never see them again.

      It was hard to imagine that that was true.

      Possible?

      Did Thenor want him to fail, just as Jorik Vettel had?

      Reminded of Adelborg’s vision, his heart sank.

      ‘My lord?’ Algeir hesitated to join his king, who had been oddly distant since they’d left Stornas, rarely inviting company or even opinions. It was unlike the usually gregarious and talkative man. It troubled him.

      Ake turned to him with a sigh, trying not to look as annoyed as he felt. It was still early, and many were barely awake as they rode through the forest, keeping a steady pace.

      He had hoped to enjoy the silence a while longer.

      ‘Storm’s coming.’

      ‘What?’ Ake stared at the pink-tinged sky in the distance, then spinning around, he was surprised to see dark clouds clumping together, rushing towards them. ‘But...’

      Algeir felt just as flummoxed. ‘It’s come upon us quickly, my lord. Best we head into the trees, try to find some shelter before it hits. We’ll lose time, but it’s better to stay safe.’

      Ake nodded, hopes sinking, fearing that none of the gods were on his side.
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      Gudrum had been awake for hours, stomping up and down Nightmare, irritated by the tediously long journey, full of regrets. He wanted to wake Raf and demand to know what she’d seen in her dreams, though that was no way to encourage the truth out of her. She would come to him when she saw something. In the meantime, he had to wait. To be patient and bide his time.

      To use the silence to find some clarity.

      He’d come to Alekka seeking glory and fortune, and thanks to a very profitable partnership with Hector Berras, he’d found fortune. He had tasted moments of glory in the North, though he’d left it with his head down and a bad taste in his mouth, knowing that his decision making had let him down. His desire to claim a true lordship, to sit in a hall, commanding his people, had overridden good sense. The temptation had proven too much to resist, and, like a fool, he’d become the victim of his own greedy ambition.

      He wasn’t the first, Gudrum knew, though it was hardly what he’d planned with Hector. He had chosen to conquer the North while Hector claimed the South.

      But now?

      With his fortune, Hector had bought skilled warriors and ships, and allies with grievances, though Gudrum knew that he hadn’t bought much loyalty. So despite any irritation or disappointment he would feel about his failure in the North, Gudrum felt confident that Hector would be grateful to have him back by his side when he conquered Ottby.

      If he wasn’t too late.

      Raf struggled towards him, pulling her enormous cloak out from under her boots. She sneezed as she approached, thinking of that strange Eddeth woman. ‘Storm’s coming!’ she called, almost falling over.

      Gudrum grabbed her, pulling her into an embrace. He’d seen that himself, and though no one welcomed a storm at sea, it would likely toss them towards Ottby with speed now. ‘And what else?’ he wondered, kissing her, feeling her squirm.

      She sneezed again, unable to stop shivering. ‘I see a battle. Ottby’s under attack. Your friend, Hector, is there. I see him.’

      ‘Inside the fort?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Good.’ Gudrum squeezed her, resting his chin on her head. ‘That’s very good, Raf. We don’t want Hector having all the fun without us.’
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        * * *

      

      Elin put Gerda in charge of shipping out the cauldrons of oil and pitch from the still-standing kitchen while she took command of the hall. It had been hours since the last boulder had struck. The morning, though new, was rapidly growing darker as a storm approached. No one wanted a storm, Elin thought, worrying about the fires in the square. Men on ladders hoping to get into the fort needed to be stopped with fire and hot liquids, and for that, they needed flames.

      She hoped Reinar would come soon. That he wasn’t still up North on his mysterious quest to find his brother. She wanted him in Ottby, on the wall with Stellan, fighting back the great horde who stood outside, threatening them all.

      ‘Elin?’ Gerda rubbed a wet hand over her forehead as she walked through a path of cleared rubble into the hall, feeling clammy, despite the cold. ‘We need to send food to the walls. Those poor men have had a long night.’

      Elin agreed. ‘I’ll talk to Rilda. What’s happening out there? Have you seen Stellan?’

      It still shocked Gerda to think that her husband wasn’t sitting in his wheelchair in their bedchamber, waiting for Agnette or Martyn to move him somewhere he wouldn’t get in the way. Now Stellan was where he belonged, where he always wanted to be. Though it made her more terrified than ever, fearing that she would lose him again, this time forever. ‘He’s on the low wall with Bjarni. We should send ale too.’

      Elin nodded. ‘And what about the square?’

      ‘I think we’ve every cauldron in the entire fort heating now. Luckily for us, Odd Forsten was busier than we ever realised. He had them chopping firewood, collecting boulders, making pitch. We’ve got more than ever. We just don’t have enough men.’

      That was what Elin feared. ‘But if Reinar comes?’

      Gerda smiled at her daughter-in-law, knowing they couldn’t rely on that. According to Bjarni, Reinar had disappeared up North, looking for Sigurd, who’d been looking for that dreamer. And who knew how long they’d be gone?

      There was no point in thinking that Reinar could save them all.
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        * * *

      

      Bolli was certain that if he punched Reinar Vilander, he’d break some fingers, though he wondered if it was worth it? Stellan’s eldest boy was becoming more irritating than a cave of hungry midges in summer. Always lurking just behind him, eyes on the water, up to the clouds, wanting to know if they could go just a bit faster. If they could tweak the sail, the ropes, lighten their load...

      Perhaps then they would see a sign of Gudrum’s fleet?

      Bolli grumbled something Reinar couldn’t understand as he turned away, towards his brother, who was fussing over his bandaged arm. ‘Need some help?’

      Sigurd peered at him with tired eyes. ‘Bandage is wet through. Just trying to get it off.’

      Reinar took Sigurd’s left arm, turning it as he looked for the knot, though whoever had wrapped it up had done a good job, and it remained a mystery for some time.

      ‘Alys knows how to secure a wound,’ Sigurd laughed as Reinar quickly grew frustrated.

      ‘Alys?’

      ‘Gudrum had her take a look at my arm. Guess he didn’t want Raf near me in the end.’ Sigurd dropped his eyes, all good humour quickly gone. ‘Though he needn’t have worried about that. She was probably only spending time with me to tell him what she saw when we were together.’

      ‘You don’t know that,’ Reinar insisted, exhaling as he finally found Alys’ well-hidden knot, and picking at it with frozen fingers, he tried loosening it. ‘You don’t know what happened until she tells you herself. Life’s never as simple as we think. Not when it comes to love.’

      ‘Love?’ Sigurd squirmed. ‘I...’

      Reinar thought back to what he’d revealed to Eddeth. ‘Love can be messy, complicated. It can make no sense. Best thing to do is stop thinking about it altogether. About her. It won’t help us now. Your dreamer’s with Gudrum, but you don’t truly know why.’

      Sigurd was irritated by everything Reinar was saying, even by the way he was saying it. ‘And your dreamer? What will you do about your dreamer?’

      Reinar snorted, releasing the knot, unwrapping the sodden bandage. ‘You mean Eddeth?’ he asked, knowing that Sigurd most certainly didn’t mean Eddeth. ‘Well, hopefully, she’s doing some dreaming. I want to go faster, but maybe we just need to slow down and wait for Sea Axe to catch us? Eddeth and Alys might have seen what’s happening in Ottby.’
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth was still asleep.

      Alys and Eddeth had stayed awake for hours, thinking of Ottby and Agnette, neither of them able to see a thing.

      Alys hadn’t been able to fall back to sleep, and the children had been up early, wanting something to eat. They’d made a lot of noise, though not as much as Ollo, who griped about how weak he was becoming with no food on board.

      But Eddeth didn’t stir.

      ‘She must be having good dreams,’ Vik decided, checking his ankle, which had turned all shades of purple and blue now, with a little yellow in between. The swelling had gone down, though the cut was deep, and the pain was still demanding. He looked up at Alys, who had strips of cloth in her hands.

      She smiled at him, though she felt heartsick, certain she could have done more to help Agnette and Liara. ‘Or perhaps she’s just tired? I know I am.’

      Sitting beside Vik, Jonas grinned. ‘Well, now’s the time to be sleeping. We’ll have work to do in Ottby, if what you and Eddeth saw is correct. Hopefully, they can hold on.’ The wind was picking up, and thinking about holding on had Jonas looking around for something to grip onto as he started to slide.

      Alys bent down, gently wrapping a strip of cloth around Vik’s ankle. ‘There were so many men on that field, Grandfather,’ she sighed. ‘When the Vettels came to Ottby, they had a great army. More men than Reinar. But this? They stretched from the low wall to the forest. I couldn’t see any space between them. They were packed in.’

      Jonas glanced at Vik, who raised his eyebrows. ‘And where have they all come from? Not the North, surely? They haven’t come down from the North.’

      Alys didn’t know. ‘There were many banners, different colours and shapes. All of them lining up behind Hector Berras.’

      The truth was hard to swallow, but better to swallow it quickly than waste time in a delusional state of nostalgia, where old friends and oath brothers would never turn on each other. Where the fight to put Ake Bluefinn on the throne had been their crowning achievement. Where they remained faithful to each other until death.

      Hector Berras.

      Jonas shook his head, finding it hard to focus on the South when his weary mind kept wandering back to the North and his daughter. He looked at Alys, blonde hair blowing around her gentle face, and he sighed, knowing that she could likely read his thoughts, so he may as well utter them out loud. ‘Have you seen anything of your mother? In your dreams?’

      Alys jerked upright, fumbling with the bandage, which quickly unspooled in her hands. ‘I...’

      ‘I shot her. In Orvala.’ Most of the crew were trying to get Ollo to shut up. Some were entertaining the children – both still miserable about losing Puddle. There was no one to hear his gruesome confession. ‘I shot her in the back.’

      Alys swallowed. ‘I saw.’

      Vik looked from one to the other, wanting to give them some space, though he couldn’t face getting up and putting weight on his ankle, so he stayed where he was, mouth closed.

      ‘And? Is she dead?’ It was a whisper, barely asked, and Jonas wasn’t sure he even wanted an answer. To know that he’d killed his only child?

      And yet... if he hadn’t?

      Alys shook her head. ‘No.’ She felt just as confused as her grandfather. ‘No, you didn’t. She’s alive.’

      No one spoke.

      ‘Mirella is dangerous,’ Alys said, at last. ‘To Alekka. Her ambitions are troubling. She wants Ake dead and Tarl Brava as the high king. And seeing what she did in Orvala, I doubt anything will stop her getting what she wants.’
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        * * *

      

      Mirella had left Tarl’s bed well before dawn.

      And now she stood at Bear Lake, her horse nickering nearby, the sound of hungry birds circling her from above.

      Her body was cold, and yet, she felt heated by desire. She had long wanted Tarl, which he had, of course, known.

      She smiled, and her heart ached.

      ‘I will leave you a heart,’ the Old One had cackled as she negotiated with Mirella before sharing the knowledge the clever dreamer so desperately sought. ‘A heart but no soul. It will torture you, my dear, to feel love. And oh, will you feel it so deeply! To feel love and yet be so willing to throw it away as though it was a pebble. A heart is made to be broken, and I promise, one day soon, yours will break in two. Is that the bargain you wish to make with me? A broken heart and no soul?’

      Mirella hadn’t hesitated. Her heart had been broken before. Jesper had crushed it with such force that she was certain it was barely there anymore. She felt little but a desire to be free. Love, she was sure, would never come her way again. Not if she had anything to say about it.

      And now?

      She dropped her head, staring at her hands, so dry and lined. They reminded her of her mother, and she sighed, willing those images away.

      But thinking of Eida made Mirella realise what she had to do.

      And turning away from the lake, the harsh sound of the cawing birds ringing in her ears, she hurried to her horse.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stellan walked the square, pleased to see that Gerda and Elin had everything under control. The amount of fires burning appeared to have doubled during the night, and most of those were heating liquids of some kind. The stink had his nose twitching as he hurried to the bridge tower, where he saw that Beggi had had some luck, destroying three of the enemy ships, the remainder of which had retreated, holding their line, just out of range.

      The new day revealed that they were facing a surprising mix of enemies from Alekka and beyond. The blue banners flying from those ships was a shock, and Stellan began to realise how great Hector’s ambition truly was; how serious his intent. The flying fish was the symbol of the mountainous Kingdom of Tudash, across the Huuka Sea. The Tudashi were a sea-faring people, famous for their flying fish and for their climbing skills, which they were no doubt hoping to show off.

      That had Stellan frowning as he patted Beggi on the shoulder. The old scout looked ready to collapse before him, but Stellan urged him on. ‘I’ll send more ale and hot food. It’s cold today.’ He’d become used to being rugged up beneath furs and blankets, his body in a permanent cocoon, but up here on the exposed wall, sheared by a stiff wind, he was shivering.

      Beggi nodded, grateful for that, his eyes immediately returning to the harbour as his lord strode away.

      Stellan felt only energy. He knew that he should feel stiff and tired and weak, and perhaps he did, but mostly, he felt alive. And the desire to keep being alive spurred him on.

      He made it to the damaged hall quickly, issuing orders as he went, enjoying the looks of surprise and shock as he passed. Some were too stunned to even move, and for those people, he stopped, barking at them in his familiar deep voice. And watching them blink and scurry away, he smiled, though seeing the mess of the hall, he frowned.

      Two had died, crushed by the rubble. Six more were injured, with broken limbs and deep gashes. It could have been worse, Stellan knew, seeing Elin shepherding children out of the way, her auburn hair a wild mess, her dimpled cheeks flushed.

      He smiled at her as she turned, coming towards him.

      ‘How are things out there?’ Elin asked.

      ‘Better than we could’ve expected. Hector’s got plenty of men, but he’s become an arrogant fool if he thinks that all it takes to claim Ottby is rows and rows of warriors. We’re holding them out for now.’

      Elin nodded, though she didn’t feel comforted.

      ‘Do you have everything you need?’

      ‘For now, though I wouldn’t mind Eddeth and her magical salves.’

      Stellan smiled, patting her shoulder as he left, heading for the bedchambers. When he reached Agnette and Bjarni’s, he paused, smoothing down his beard, feeling a pang of fear.

      He knocked, and hearing a quiet invitation, he opened the door.

      Agnette’s heart swelled with joy at the sight of her uncle, returned to his former self, her eyes wet with tears. Liara was still in her arms, but this time, she was feeding. Agnette could feel her daughter’s desire for milk growing, and it strengthened her hope.

      ‘You look busy,’ Stellan grinned, dragging a stool towards the bed. ‘Shall I come back?’

      ‘What? After all this time? Do you think I’d send you away?’ Agnette wanted to hug her uncle, to feel his big arms around her.

      ‘Perhaps. I have been taking it easy, sitting in that chair, making you push me around every day.’

      Agnette laughed quietly. ‘I don’t think it was you making me push that chair, Uncle.’ Uncle. It was overwhelming to think that he was truly back. ‘Was it magic? It must have been magic. You don’t look the same at all. Not as you did when I last saw you. You look like your old self.’

      ‘I feel better than my old self!’ Stellan declared loudly, startling the baby, though she barely broke her sucking rhythm as Agnette stroked her hair. ‘And you? You’ve had a hard time.’

      Agnette’s tears became a flood. ‘I have. It’s... I thought Liara would die. She was cursed.’

      ‘What?’ Stellan leaned forward. ‘Like Reinar’s boys?’

      Agnette nodded, sniffing loudly. She lowered her voice. ‘Someone slipped a stick under Liara’s basket, covered in symbols, just like on those trees. Someone in here. In the fort.’

      That had Stellan frowning. ‘Perhaps Hakon Vettel’s dreamer had some helpers?’

      Agnette felt sick at the thought of it. ‘But who? And what if they’re still here? In Ottby?’

      That was a great concern, though not as demanding as whether they were all about to die, crushed by boulders and an enemy thirsty for revenge. ‘I have to get back to the wall. Bjarni’s only got half his brain working. Whatever he fell on knocked him about. He can barely lift his arms either, though he’s better than most.’ Stellan saw worry flare in Agnette’s tired eyes. ‘I’m there now, don’t worry. I’ll keep Bjarni safe.’

      There was comfort in that familiar voice, and Agnette slumped back against the pillows.

      ‘And, in the meantime, you focus on that little one there. I look forward to having a cuddle when everything’s back to normal. When your cousins are here, and we’re all sitting outside, enjoying our new open hall!’ Leaning forward, Stellan kissed his niece’s head. ‘We’ll find whoever did this, Agnette, I promise. But let’s keep it between us. It’s harder to catch a thief if they know you’re looking for them.’ He heard a boom, feeling the vibrations beneath his feet as another boulder hit the square. ‘Don’t worry,’ he said gently. ‘We’ve got nearly every boulder in the forest stored in here. They might scrounge a rock or two, but they won’t find many!’ And with that, Stellan stood, peering down at his two nieces.

      ‘Take care, Uncle,’ Agnette urged. ‘Please.’

      ‘I will. Of course I will.’ Stellan turned for the door, eager to get back to the low wall, but stopping, he looked over his shoulder, eyes on the bed. ‘Thank you, Agnette. For everything you did for me. For how you took care of me. I was there, you know, inside that frozen old body. I was there every day. I’ll never forget how you helped me. I’ll never forget your kindness and patience.’ And with that, Stellan turned his head, disappearing outside.
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        * * *

      

      Tarl joined Ulrick at the high table, happy to be inside. It was well past breakfast time, but he’d been thirsty and then hungry, so the cooks sent out cold smoked fish and warm flatbreads while the men sat at the table, discussing the city’s defenses. It seemed that it was all they had to talk about these days.

      Eventually, Tarl changed the subject. ‘Tell me what you know of Mirella.’

      Ulrick hesitated, pulling on his long beard, remembering a time when he’d seen Mirella so differently. So innocently. He blinked, seeing Tarl’s intense eyes studying him closely, waiting for an answer. ‘She was... Jesper Vettel’s wife.’

      ‘Well, that I could’ve told you!’ Tarl snorted, reaching for the ale jug. ‘You didn’t know she was a dreamer?’

      Ulrick shook his head, grabbing another flatbread. ‘No, Jesper kept that quiet.’ He frowned, remembering hearing rumours about Mirella, mainly from Bergit, though he’d never paid much attention to them, knowing how fond his wife was of repeating idle gossip. And Jesper Vettel had never spoken of his wife being a dreamer. She was just the Lady Mirella, one day destined to be the queen.

      ‘And what sort of husband was he then? How did he treat his wife?’

      Ulrick grew more uncomfortable. ‘I wouldn’t know, not being privy to their marriage bed.’ He tried to grin, though he’d heard those rumours too. ‘According to all accounts, he wasn’t the best.’

      Tarl lifted an eyebrow. ‘I suspected as much. She appeared to be running from something when she arrived here. As though she was ready to leave her past behind.’

      ‘Well, Jesper was killed in battle. Stellan Vilander took off his head. From what you said, Stellan’s son killed Jesper’s, so I imagine that, in the end, the gods punished the Vettels.’

      ‘But they saved Mirella,’ Tarl breathed, his body feeling lighter than it had in days. ‘Mirella, who will help me become the King of Alekka.’ Ulrick squirmed, which didn’t go unnoticed, and Tarl laughed. ‘I think I like your company better than any other, Ulrick Dyre. You can’t lie. Can’t hide your feelings! It’s useful for a lord to have a man like that. A man he can come to when he wants the truth.’

      Ulrick wasn’t sure that was a compliment. He didn’t smile.

      Tarl leaned forward, ignoring the steaming bowl of mussels newly delivered to the table. ‘You don’t think I can become the king? That Mirella can help me? You don’t believe it’s possible?’

      Ulrick sighed. ‘I watched the Vettels fight for years to claim a throne stolen by Ake Bluefinn. I saw what it did to them. That single-minded pursuit of something they saw as inevitable? They believed it was merely a matter of effort. That if they just kept going, eventually, it would happen. But the gods changed their minds. Thenor did, from what you said. So I remain doubtful, my lord, because I see nothing written in stone. Nothing that promises victory.’

      ‘No, but Mirella has. She’s read the Bear Stone. She’s seen my destiny laid out there in ancient text. My destiny. My fate.’

      ‘Which you should be wary of, my lord, whether it’s written in stone or sand, for the gods are always changing sides, and not every god will root for your success. Look at Alari and her support of Gudrum.’ Ulrick was a man suspicious enough of the gods’ displeasure to be wary himself. Tarl Brava shouldn’t think that he would always remain favoured as the Vettels had once believed.

      But Tarl snorted dismissively. ‘You think Alari is strong enough to defeat Eskvir or Thenor? That she can win a war on her own? For I doubt she has help. A vengeful witch like that? I doubt she has much help getting things done at all.’
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth jumped up before her eyes were open, immediately falling over.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Stina rushed to her side, helping her back to her feet. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘I... I...’ Eddeth stammered, looking at Stina as though she’d never seen her before. ‘It’s that I...’ She shook her head, searching the ship. Alys was coming towards her, but Eddeth didn’t want to tell Alys; it would mean little to her.

      Jonas and Vik!

      She saw them, heads together, leaning over the stern, likely worrying about the weather.

      Eddeth noticed the weather, too, and then she was wobbling again, well aware of how much faster Sea Axe was moving through the waves. She felt rain, and shaking her head, she moved past an open-mouthed Alys towards the stern. ‘I...!’ she called out, swaying to the left.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Jonas turned around, frowning.

      And then a wave slammed into Sea Axe’s starboard side, and Eddeth’s arms were flapping like wings as she lost her balance again, tripping, falling against the gunwale.

      Tipping over the side.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            15

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonas dove into the sea as Eddeth was quickly swept away from him. He’d heard her shouts before the waves rolled over her, and now he couldn’t even see her hand.

      ‘Help her!’ Stina cried from the ship. ‘Hurry!’

      Alys joined her, fearing for both her grandfather and Eddeth. The sea was swelling, the waves surging higher and higher.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Lotta wanted to know, unable to see much.

      ‘Eddeth fell in,’ Magnus told her.

      ‘She can’t swim,’ Stina panicked. ‘She can’t swim!’

      ‘But Jonas can, don’t worry,’ Vik assured her, though a deep frown creased his forehead. He wiped sea spray from his eyes, struggling to see as the wind picked up further. ‘Look, there! He’s got her now.’

      Stina watched as Eddeth drifted away with Jonas, two heads bobbing just above the dark waves. ‘We have to stop!’ She turned to the helmsman, who looked at Vik with a shrug.

      ‘Don’t worry, look behind us. Someone will give them a ride!’ And Vik turned after Alys, Stina, and Aldo, who followed the children to the stern, where they watched as the next ship approached, shielding Eddeth and Jonas from view.

      They waited, holding their breaths, cold, wind-whipped and hungry, wanting to know that Jonas and Eddeth were safe.

      Ollo joined them, stumbling as Sea Axe was further jostled by the waves, rocking like a waddling duck. ‘What did that woman go and fall in for?’ he sighed. ‘Though it’s hardly a surprise. She’s always falling over!’ Though gripping the stern, he remembered how many times he’d fallen over recently, and after that, he had little to say.

      ‘There!’ Alys called, wrapping an arm around Lotta. ‘They’re on board!’ Her shoulders eased away from her ears, cold breath releasing from her aching chest. ‘They’re safe!’

      Magnus gripped his mother’s hand, feeling relieved about that. ‘But can we go back for them?’

      ‘Makes no sense to,’ Vik decided. ‘We want to go faster, and with the weather disintegrating, the best thing we can do is hunker down and ride the waves. They’ll be safe, don’t worry.’ He lifted a hand to Jonas, hoping that was true.

      Jonas shook his head, watching as Sea Axe pulled away. He shivered and shuddered, so much colder and wetter than before. He recognised a few faces on the ship, nodding at the man who brought over some furs with a bemused grin.

      ‘Might need these,’ the man said, staring at a sneezing Eddeth.

      Nodding, teeth chattering, Jonas took one fur, wrapping it around Eddeth. ‘What were you going to say?’ he grinned. ‘Before you fell overboard?’

      Eddeth was too cold to speak, though; too cold to open her lips. She pressed them together as Jonas enclosed her in the fur, pulling it up over her head. ‘St-st-st-Stellan!’ she finally got out. ‘I saw Stellan. In my d-d-dream!’

      Jonas threw the second fur over his own head, down around his shoulders. ‘What’s happened to him?’ He felt a jolt of fear shoot up his spine.

      ‘Magic,’ Eddeth breathed, eyes wide. ‘Oh, the most glorious magic!’
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni kept looking at Stellan as though he was some creature from another realm.

      Some god or giant. Or perhaps a ghost?

      Stellan laughed. ‘Would you like to pinch me, Bjarni Sansgard? See if I’m real?’

      Bjarni shook his head. He ached all over, so tired that he could barely see. ‘It’s just a shock, you being here.’

      ‘Mmmm,’ Stellan agreed. ‘Imagine how I feel? One moment I’m cosy by the fire, tucked up like an old man ready for his pyre. Next, I’m out here, trying to save Ottby from the biggest threat we’ve ever faced.’ He scanned the field, enjoying the sight of snow falling across those men who wanted to break into his fort. A little more of that, he thought, and they might regret that they weren’t back in their homes, lying next to their warm wives.

      Bjarni followed his gaze, gasping in pain.

      ‘Go back to the hall,’ Stellan ordered. ‘Sleep for a while, then come back. I want you in one piece. I promised Agnette.’

      Bjarni nodded, not about to argue with his formidable lord, and dropping his head, he shuffled towards the guard tower, eager to see his wife and daughter.

      Hector appeared to have given up trying to ram the gates for now. Stellan couldn’t see him, and there was no sign of the battering ram. A storm was rolling in, and he gripped the ramparts, buffeted by a bitter wind. That wind had meant that Hector’s attempts at climbing the low wall had ended in broken ladders and broken bones. They’d run out of boulders, too, by the look of things. Though Stellan doubted his enemy was out of ideas, for Hector Berras had come to Ottby believing that it was vulnerable. He was standing there in his plumed helmet and his gleaming armour, trying to look like a king because he had a dreamer. And after hearing about what Hakon Vettel’s dreamer had done to Ottby, Stellan felt a tremor of worry.

      Perhaps the only weapon his enemy truly needed was magic?

      He had been crippled by magic, resurrected by magic. Not to mention the threat to Agnette’s baby. Though Liara was luckier than Reinar’s two sons, Stellan thought morosely, feeling his attention wander in a most unhelpful way.

      ‘My lord?’ Torfinn had joined him on the wall. ‘We’re low on arrows.’

      ‘I imagine we are,’ Stellan almost whispered, eyes sharpening as he surveyed the field. ‘Send someone to the fletchers, give them a prod, though I’m sure they want to live as much as the rest of us, so they’ll be working as fast as they can. Make sure Erhard has everyone looking for any lying in the square. Who knows where they’ve fallen? They’ll attack again soon. Once they come up with another plan.’ Glancing up, Stellan saw the snow falling in thicker clumps now, blown on that chill wind. ‘Get him to knock on every door too. The fires in the square won’t last long if the snow gets any heavier, so we’ll need fires going in every home, every cooking pot full of oil. Or water. Make sure everyone’s alert. Organise the children too. They can carry pots of water, make piles of rocks. Only the older ones, though. Leave the rest with their mothers.’

      Torfinn nodded, spinning on his heels, wobbling slightly as he headed back to the guard tower.

      Stellan didn’t even turn his head, knowing that soon, Hector would come again.

      But how? And when?
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        * * *

      

      Her lord was wild with anger, which was most unlike him, Gysa thought from the comfort of her high backed chair.

      ‘That fucking old bear! He’s got more tricks up his sleeve than anyone I know of! More than Ake himself! What’s he doing back from the dead? You never told me about that!’ Hector swung around, almost poking a finger in Gysa’s eye, or what he assumed was an eye, he thought, seeing nothing but shadow beneath her hood.

      Gysa sat calmly before him, riding out his storm, and when he had stopped spitting and snarling and pointing, she took a deep breath. ‘Don’t make the mistake of confusing me with a goddess, my lord. Thinking that I see and know as much as The Old One herself. No dreamer does. We see only the knowledge granted to us. Only what is useful to those we are trying to help.’

      ‘And you don’t think that Stellan Vilander’s return was useful knowledge, woman?’ Hector hissed, not wanting his voice carrying outside the tent. His men didn’t need to know that he was angry with his dreamer; that he was unsettled by the return of an old friend.

      Dropping his shoulders, Hector realised that it was becoming harder to control his temper. So, clenching his cold hands into fists, he took a breath. ‘Stellan Vilander knows how to keep enemies at bay better than anyone. Especially from behind his famous walls!’

      Gysa didn’t stir from her chair by the brazier. The wind moved the tent walls like waves, though she didn’t appear troubled as the flames swept around. She turned towards them, hands out.

      Young hands, Hector thought, once again feeling the urge to whip off that hood and look at her face.

      ‘If you tell yourself how something will be, that is a form of magic,’ Gysa said quietly. ‘Our minds are powerful weapons, very receptive to our words. Keep saying that Stellan Vilander is akin to a god, and before long, you’ll turn him into one! Stop panicking, my lord. Stop fantasising and reminiscing about an old man who hasn’t wielded a weapon in over a year. A man commanding a fort with only a handful of men. See what truly lies before you!’ And standing now, Gysa swept out of the tent, into the field where Hector’s men milled about in various states of disarray and industry. Some were desperately searching for more arrows and boulders, others were having injuries tended to. Many were quickly shovelling down hot stew, supping from cups, waiting to be called back into action. ‘This is a powerful army! A statement of intent!’ Gysa turned back to Hector, clasping his hand. ‘See what lies before you, my lord. Don’t make up your own truth, muddling it so you start believing something that isn’t real. What is real is that you can conquer Ottby with these men! You can!’

      She was talking too loudly for his liking, and Hector stepped closer, lowering his voice. ‘And magic?’ he breathed, his lips seeking her ear. ‘What can you do to help me, dreamer?’ Gysa’s hood dropped further over her face, but Hector was sure he could see a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth was breathless as she sat beside Jonas, who kept having to place his hand on her knee to prevent her from jumping to her feet. He certainly didn’t want her falling overboard again. And shaking his head, he wondered how it had taken her so long to end up in the sea.

      The afternoon turned grimmer, waves tipping over the gunwales, drenching them often. Jonas turned away from Eddeth, spitting out a mouthful of seawater before pulling his fur tightly around his face. He felt sick, stomach lurching, trying to make sense of what she was saying.

      Eventually, Eddeth spat out a single word. ‘Faster!’

      Jonas nodded, his fears rising. ‘Can he hang on? Stellan?’ That wasn’t something he’d been expecting to say. Something he wasn’t even sure was real.

      Though he hoped it was.

      Eddeth shrugged, looking worried. ‘I don’t know. I truly don’t know.’
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        * * *

      

      Mirella bent her head over the bowl. She’d spent the day avoiding Tarl, taking the time to process her thoughts before she made her decision.

      She shook her head, realising that she hadn’t needed to make a decision at all.

      But she had come to peace with the only possible option.

      There was no other way, and yet?

      The door swung open, and Mirella turned around in annoyance, coming face to face with Tarl.

      ‘You’ve been hiding from me!’ he growled, striding into the chamber. And lifting up her chin, he kissed her.

      And she let him.

      Tarl smiled. ‘My reputation has been shat on, my fort’s a wreck, my pregnant wife taken by an enemy, my men dead, so tell me, Mirella, why am I so happy?’

      She stood quickly, moving away from the table, scattered with the herbs, bones, and stones she’d collected.

      ‘You disappeared this morning,’ Tarl murmured, pulling her to him, kissing her again, happy that any walls she’d put up were now gone. His hands were in her hair, his lips devouring hers. ‘I thought you’d changed your mind. About me. About us.’

      Mirella blinked, extracting herself from his determined hold. ‘I... had things to do.’

      Tarl laughed, head back.

      He had the sort of laugh that made her happy, Mirella realised. As though he was free.

      It confused her.

      ‘What things?’ Tarl’s attention wandered to the table, Mirella’s giant wooden bowl taking up most of its space. He narrowed his gaze. ‘Magic things?’

      ‘Of course. I’m a dreamer, aren’t I? Eskvir has given me a path forward. A way we won’t need to trouble ourselves with allies at all.’

      Tarl was intrigued, though Mirella revealed nothing further. ‘So you are busy,’ he mused. ‘But not too busy, I think.’ And now he held out a hand, his eyes on Mirella’s bed. ‘Not too busy for me?’

      Soon, she knew. Soon, she would have to say goodbye to this. There was no other way. She couldn’t be confused, her path muddled by feelings of love and desire.

      She couldn’t.

      But until then?

      And taking Tarl’s hand, Mirella led him to the bed.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni had fallen asleep as soon as his throbbing head hit the pillow, and he would have slept until morning if Stellan hadn’t sent someone to drag him back to the wall.

      And not the low wall this time. Despite Beggi’s success at burning three of the Tudashi ships, Stellan knew the reputation of those determined warriors, and he doubted that was the end of their ambitions.

      He was right to be worried, Bjarni saw when he reached the bridge wall, lifting his hood over his aching head. Heavy snow was falling, but he could see that the ships still floating – and there were at least fifteen of them – had drawn closer again. Some had reached the bridge, their crews throwing ropes over the bridge ramparts. Ropes secured with iron hooks, Bjarni thought, hearing noises. He leaned out over the wall, trying to see with more clarity. ‘Hit those men!’ he ordered, voice hoarse with tiredness and pain. The wounds in his chest and shoulder pounded relentlessly, leaking blood. He felt slightly light-headed, needing food. He wasn’t sure when he’d last eaten, though for once, he had more on his mind than Rilda’s cooking.

      They needed to conserve what arrows and boulders they had left, but he couldn’t have those men climbing onto the bridge.

      If they got a foothold there...

      With his injuries, Bjarni couldn’t use a bow, though he wished more than anything that he could have. The archers on the bridge weren’t their best – they had gone with Reinar. They weren’t even their second-best – those men were with Stellan on the low wall – so Bjarni was left to hope that the threat of the Tudashi climbers getting onto the bridge was enough to sharpen anyone’s aim.

      He turned to the line of men with bows in hand. ‘Aim!’ he bellowed, realising that their head archer was dead, his men apparently rudderless without his guiding voice. The archers raised their bows in unison. ‘Fire!’ Bjarni watched the arrows whip through the gloomy clouds, quickly disappearing before re-emerging to spear the Tudashi crews, sending a few men flying. But there were still enough with ropes to keep flinging them at the bridge, trying to make contact. ‘Again!’ Bjarni yelled, wondering what was happening on the low wall.

      One of these attacks must be a distraction for the other.

      But which one?
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        * * *

      

      ‘Beware of dark spirits,’ came the voice.

      Stellan spun around in surprise, expecting to see a woman, but no one was there except Bendt, a useful man, and though deaf in one ear, he’d never had any trouble hearing his lord’s orders. ‘Did you say something?’

      Bendt shook his head. ‘Not me, my lord. Maybe the wind?’

      The wind was a miserable howl now, flapping banners and tormenting flames, but Stellan was sure he’d heard a woman’s voice.

      He left Bendt behind, heading east. The eastern and western low walls were guarded by deep ditches, though Stellan was starting to think that it wasn’t ladders he had to fear. ‘Dark spirits,’ he muttered, thinking of Eddeth, who could have told him all about such creatures, though likely at the end of her explanation, he would’ve been none the wiser. Snorting in amusement, Stellan stopped, lifting his eyes over the rows of enemy warriors who had retreated back to the trees. Back to the non-firing catapults, waiting out the treacherous weather.

      Dark spirits?

      Stellan saw the forest, and he shivered, remembering how he’d been led into the trees to find a newborn Sigurd. His son. And his heart swelled, wanting to hold his boys in his arms again. Both of them. They had grown into men he could be proud of. Men he needed beside him, now more than ever.

      He hoped they were doing all they could to get home.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar wanted to kill Gudrum. Gudrum, who had taken Nightmare, the fastest ship in his fleet after Fury. And now they were stuck on an old sow, trying to catch the sleek beast in a sea not amenable to speed.

      They’d caught the odd glimpse of a ship in the distance, though it was soon gone, and they were left staring at clouds, wishing they would shift.

      Berger stood beside him, battered by the wind, distracted by the howling puppy. He’d momentarily thought about leaving the puppy tied to the tree as they ran for the ships, though only momentarily, knowing how fond the children were of it; doubting such a useless creature would survive on its own. So now Puddle was on board Blood Hunter, and Berger was stuck caring for the barking ball of fluff.

      He sighed.

      Reinar nudged him. ‘Missing Ilene?’

      Berger looked around in surprise. ‘What?’

      ‘I thought you and Ilene had sorted everything out?’

      ‘Ilene? Ha! Like I said, Ilene’s no wife and never will be. No, a man like me needs a real woman beside him. A lady.’

      ‘You mean like Solveigh?’ Sigurd sneered, having noticed the way Berger had looked at the poor woman on their journey from Orvala; remembering how he’d rescued her in the cove. ‘Don’t waste your time thinking about Solveigh. Just leave her alone.’

      Berger’s back was quickly up. ‘Why? You don’t think I’m good enough for her?’

      ‘I think she doesn’t want anything more than peace. After what she’s been through? Tarl Brava and Gudrum? No, you see her again, you’ll leave her alone.’ Sigurd felt protective of Solveigh, remembering how he’d found her with a knife in her hand. ‘Try anything with her, and she might just cut her throat for real next time. Or throw herself overboard.’

      That dig produced a glowering look, though Berger knew that Sigurd wasn’t wrong, remembering what his brother, Rutger, had done to that poor girl. ‘You think I’d hurt a creature like that? That all brothers are alike?’

      Sigurd saw Reinar staring at him in a way that had him puzzled, and not for the first time. ‘I think I killed your brother, and if you try anything with Solveigh, I won’t hesitate to send you down after him.’ And banging his shoulder against Berger’s, quickly regretting that, Sigurd loped away.

      Berger stared after him, too puzzled to be as angry as he wanted to be. ‘Your brother...’ he muttered.

      ‘Is right,’ Reinar finished. ‘The poor woman’s broken. She doesn’t need you trying to put her back together. Just forget her, Berger. We’ve enough to worry about.’ Reinar saw the look in Berger’s eyes as they followed Sigurd. ‘And forget about Sigurd too. He’s got his own problems.’

      Berger grunted, not giving two shits about Sigurd Vilander’s problems. He’d been hearing about Sigurd Vilander and his problems for weeks now, and he was starting to grow mighty tired of it.
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        * * *

      

      The Tudashi’s reputation as skilled climbers was well-earned, Bjarni could see, watching as they shimmied up the dangling ropes, trying to climb up onto the bridge. More and more had hooked ropes over the ramparts, and Bjarni felt his wounded chest pounding, knowing that he had to act before they were flooding the bridge.

      His archers kept glancing at him, worrying how few arrows were remaining.

      Not enough to stop all those men.

      The catapults had been dragged around the fort now as Stellan grew more worried, leaving the bridge wall’s defense in the hands of the archers.

      ‘We need to get onto the bridge!’ he called, making the decision. It felt like the only one he could make. He swung around, crying out in agony, as a scruffy-looking boy came through the guard tower door, holding quivers full of arrows. ‘Where’d they come from?’

      ‘Fletchers finished a fresh batch. I collected the rest!’ The black-haired boy hurried forward, handing them out to grateful-looking men.

      ‘Good. Now get back out there and find us the biggest rocks you can. We need them on the bridge. We have to stop them there. Come out when you’re ready. Get help, and be fast!’ Bjarni turned away, eyes to the west. ‘Aiko! Take ten men and get out onto the bridge. Stop those men! The rest of you archers, with me! Spread out! We’ll back them up!’

      Aiko nodded, quickly moving towards the stairs, slinging a full quiver over his back.

      ‘Good luck!’ Bjarni called, his attention returning to the harbour, where he could hear men trying to open the gate to the stairs. Some of the Tudashi had swum under the bridge, he realised belatedly, and those wet men were doing their best to get to the stairs.

      And if they managed to open the gate...
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        * * *

      

      His talk with Gysa had ended on a positive note, and Hector regrouped his warlords around a blazing fire, feeling a renewed sense of confidence.

      Which was quickly extinguished by the grunting and growling of his most prominent ally, Svein Bearsu, the Lord of Ennor, known to friends and enemies alike as The Butcher. The imposing warrior stood a head taller than Hector, an enormous barrel-like belly straining the links of his mail shirt. His wide, flat face boasted even more scars than Gudrum’s, his scalp hairless and tattooed. Though his dark beard was luxurious and long, reaching over the curve of his belly. He smiled often, revealing a handful of stained teeth, though his pale eyes remained as icy as a winter lake.

      The Tudashi king, a fearless, experienced warrior in his own right, barely said a word in The Butcher’s presence, and even Hector felt nervous around him.

      It was hard to get a word in, for every moment seemed to be taken up with Svein Bearsu’s noise.

      ‘Retreat?’ Svein was flabbergasted. ‘With an army this size?’

      ‘There are stages to a siege, my lord,’ Hector smiled, trying to appease the bulking warrior, who stomped around the fire as though he intended to draw his sword and take off all their heads. ‘The first one is complete. We have made our presence known, shown our hand. So now we regroup, disappear from sight. Let them wonder what we have in store next.’

      Eventually, Svein stopped, not wanting to go one step further until there was some clarity around what that meant. ‘Regroup? Retreat? What the fuck are you talking about? I didn’t give you my oath to do some fancy dance with these Southern pricks! What have they got but walls? Handfuls of rocks? There’s few men that I can see, and they can’t come out and get any more arrows, so why are we waiting out here in the snow? It should be us in there, enjoying those walls and fires. Us in there with all those women!’

      Svein Bearsu was an unbearable thug, Hector thought, though his warriors had proven themselves to be hungrier than most. And Svein had many of them, loyal Ennorians, proud to fight for their lord, so Hector needed The Butcher and his surly son to remain compliant. He needed them ready to attack at a moment’s notice.

      And not to attack him.

      But Svein wasn’t waiting for Hector at all. He turned to his son, bringing the young man forward. Whereas Svein was bulking and brutish, Skoll Bearsu was sharp-eyed and lean, with the look of a skilled warrior. A tall young man of eighteen, he considered everyone but his father with a condescending sneer.

      ‘You think anyone wants to follow a king who cowers in the trees? Hiding from his enemy?’ Svein spat. ‘Maybe I should’ve gone North? Allied myself with Tarl Brava instead? Now there’s a lord not waiting on ceremony. He’d never think of dancing with anyone!’

      ‘My lord,’ Hector smiled patiently, sensing how many men were now milling around them, looking for answers. ‘I apologise for not making myself very clear. Let me explain what I mean.’ And pushing himself onto his toes, Hector stretched up to reach Svein’s hairy ear, whispering.

      And when he was done, Svein stepped back, staring at Hector with gleaming eyes. ‘Well, why didn’t you say so in the first place? Retreat!’ he yelled to his men, shoving a filthy hand in the air. ‘To me! Retreat!’
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      Bjarni sat at the high table in silence, swallowing lumps of doughy bread with little enthusiasm, knowing that he needed to keep his body going. The Tudashi warriors had been pushed back in their attempts to scale Ottby’s bridge and then ordered to stand down completely by the long groan of a horn.

      There was some relief in that, though Bjarni imagined any respite would be brief. Brief, and perhaps their last, for an army as large as Hector’s surely had plans that didn’t involve remaining on the back foot for much longer.

      He sighed, reaching a throbbing arm towards his ale cup, almost too tired to lift it. And sensing it, Agnette picked it up for him, and filling the cup with ale, she handed it to her husband.

      She looked exhausted, Bjarni thought, but calmer than he’d seen her since his return. Liara was wrapped warmly in swaddling cloths, strapped to her mother’s chest. She was crying, though Agnette looked happy to hear those complaining sounds. She jiggled the baby, patting her with one hand as she ran the other around Bjarni’s wounds, trying to see in the firelight. Half the hall roof had collapsed, and it was snowing inside. There was little chance of seeing much, but Agnette could feel pools of blood. ‘This bandage needs changing. They both do,’ she decided, glancing around. ‘I’ll find Irma. She went to the kitchen, I think.’

      ‘I have to go,’ Bjarni said, trying to stand, but Agnette pushed him back, and having little strength, Bjarni had no choice but to sit down.

      ‘They won’t come again for a while,’ she insisted. ‘It’s always the way. They’ll wait till we’re asleep, then creep back to the walls. Don’t you think?’

      Bjarni smiled at his wife. ‘Anyone would think you’ve been through this before.’

      She laughed as her daughter’s cries became more demanding. ‘Once or twice. Now, you stay there. I’ll find Irma, then go feed this one. Sounds like she’s getting as hungry as her father.’ Agnette’s heart swelled as she kissed Bjarni on the head, hurrying away, holding her daughter close.

      Bjarni watched them go, his body numb from the pain and the cold; fear like shards of glass, stabbing his heart.

      Agnette was right, their enemy would come again. And again and again. Hector Berras hadn’t built an army of Ennorians and Tudashi and disgruntled Alekkan lords just to go home defeated, marked as traitors.

      No, they would come again soon.
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        * * *

      

      The wind pushed them along with determination, and though it was dark and the storm was upon them, Alys could almost feel Thenor helping them. She saw him often when she closed her eyes. She heard his voice like a deep rumble of thunder in her ears.

      He was helping them get to Ottby.

      Magnus was awake beside her. ‘What if we’re too late?’ he asked. ‘Do you think we’ll be too late?’

      Alys replied carefully. ‘I can’t see everything, but hopefully, we won’t be too late to help.’ She saw Vik watching them as he hobbled around the ship in the dark, determined to keep pushing his ankle. He didn’t want to arrive in the middle of a battle only to have to remain on board, she knew.

      And they would need him.

      ‘What about weapons? We hardly have any arrows. What will we do?’

      Alys wished her wide-awake son was sound asleep like his sister. ‘We’ve got swords and shields, so don’t worry. I’m sure Reinar has a plan.’ Magnus dropped his head against her arm, and she pulled him close, lifting the wet fur over his shoulder. ‘Tuck yourself down and close your eyes, Magnus. Sleep will help.’ Magnus didn’t protest, and Alys felt relieved, seeing Lotta asleep with Stina in the distance. Stina had been expertly keeping Lotta’s mind off the lost puppy all day, and after much protesting, Lotta had finally fallen asleep in her arms.

      Alys closed her eyes, wanting to hear Ragnahild’s voice again. Now that Eddeth was gone, she felt alone, fearing that without Puddle, she had lost a way to reach Ragnahild forever.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar cuddled Puddle.

      It made him think of Alys, and that almost had him smiling. He’d decided that while he was trapped on a slow ship in a violent storm, fearing that his fort had been overrun and his family killed, he would allow himself one moment to think about Alys.

      The puppy had a thick fur coat, and he felt warm tucked down his cloak, just a furry head poking up occasionally to let out a groaning yawn, tongue extended before snuggling back down again.

      Sigurd was sleeping next to him, having a nightmare, by the sound of things. Over the crashing thunder and droning wind, Reinar heard Sigurd’s discomfort growing louder, so leaning over, he gave him a shove, and Sigurd jerked awake, almost rising to his feet. Blood Hunter lurched to starboard, and he fell back onto his brother, waking up Puddle, who popped up his head, growling.

      ‘What?’ Sigurd glanced around, blinking in the darkness.

      ‘Think you were having a nightmare.’

      Sigurd groaned, lifting his sodden hood up over his sodden head. ‘Feels like we’re flying. Or about to sink.’

      Reinar agreed. ‘I hope we’re flying. I want to catch Gudrum.’

      Sigurd saw a glimpse of Raf’s face, covered in dirt; two big eyes popping out beneath a furry hood. He’d been mesmerised by those eyes, remembering the way she’d looked at him, kissed him, touched him...

      It had been surprising but powerful. A feeling he couldn’t ignore or control.

      And now?

      ‘What use is catching him in this weather? We can barely stand! All we could do is throw insults at him, which he wouldn’t even hear!’

      That was true, and Reinar would have laughed if he didn’t feel so sick with worry. Their lack of arrows was a real problem. ‘If we can board him...’

      Sigurd shook his head. ‘Now who’s dreaming? No, Brother, best we can hope for is to arrive at Ottby in one piece, just ahead of him. Get inside, find some arrows, finish him off.’

      Reinar finally did laugh. ‘Sounds easy. Let’s do it!’

      ‘And then we’ll have some ale,’ Sigurd sighed, closing his eyes again. He opened them quickly, not wanting to fall back into his dream. He’d seen Alari with her strange eye, staring at him, threatening him. She had magic in her fingers. Magic that sparked and killed. He’d seen that, watching as she’d killed Raf.

      Shuddering, Sigurd slunk further under his cloak, imagining that he was sitting in the steam house, a bright red Ollo Narp farting and moaning beside him.
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        * * *

      

      Mirella smiled sadly, pouring wine into the small cauldron hanging over the fire. She’d left Tarl sleeping in his chamber, returning to hers.

      It had been a day and night like no other.

      Not since she’d first met Jesper Vettel had she felt so alive, but though her body tingled and her eyes sparkled, Mirella knew that such feelings were always fleeting. That flush of love and spark of desire would soon vanish, replaced by resentment, arguments, and heartache. All of them distracting.

      So it had to end before it even began.

      She had to end it.

      Mirella sighed, disappointment making her limbs heavy.

      Eskvir had saved her life, and she couldn’t let him down. Greppa and the Brothers of Eutresia, who had let her into their secret world, were relying on her too. The future of Alekka rested in her hands – she knew that now. The Old One had revealed the path, yet it was only Mirella who could take it.

      But as for Tarl?

      She stirred the dark liquid with a sigh, swirling it around until it flowed like a whirlpool. She saw her old self in that whirlpool, lost and powerless, as she had been before she’d discovered her true purpose. Not The Following’s in Tuura, not Jesper’s in Orbo, but, finally, her own.

      The one she was destined for.

      The pursuit of happiness was pointless, Mirella knew. But purpose?

      Purpose was everything.

      And after watching the liquid for a moment longer, Mirella turned back to the table, grabbing two goblets.
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        * * *

      

      Having placated Svein Bearsu and his odious son, Hector had returned to his tent to thaw out, desperate to drink his wine in peace, hoping Gysa would tell him more about her plans. He felt uncomfortable trusting someone he knew so little about, fearing that she wouldn’t be able to live up to her promises. ‘Will you ever show me your face?’ he asked, a hint of wistfulness in his voice. There were few women in the camp; barely any in his life since he’d lost his wife and daughter.

      Orla had been his only child, a red-haired woman of such gentle beauty. He saw her every time he closed his eyes: hair like flames as she ran through a meadow, hands out, wanting to fly like a bird. As a girl, she’d always imagined that it was possible to fly. She was fascinated by every type of bird, mimicking their movements, studying them closely.

      And then that one day, he remembered, she had finally taken flight.

      They had returned from Oss after visiting its old king, Eirik Skalleson. Ake had made an alliance, and with Hector bringing Orla along, there had been an agreement made. Eirik’s son, Eadmund, would marry Orla, the daughter of Ake’s most loyal lord. Orla had been delighted, though Hector had wondered whether he was doing the right thing. Eadmund Skalleson wasn’t the man he would have chosen for his daughter. He’d once had a reputation as a fiercesome warrior, though he’d lost his way, becoming far more attached to his ale cup than his sword. Orla, though, could see through Eadmund’s pain, she promised her father. She could help him. She would help him.

      Hector sighed, watching Gysa shake her head.

      ‘There is nothing you gain by seeing my face, my lord, for it is ruined, and I am no longer skin and bone. I am smoke and clouds.’

      Hector saw Orla falling through the clouds, arms flapping.

      Why had she done it? Jumped out that window?

      He dropped his head, staring at the blood-red wine in his cup. The wind tore at the tent, the fire spitting at him, and Hector felt bereft.

      Orla.

      He saw her tiny hand when she was six, reaching for his help.

      He felt it trembling in his as they sailed away from Oss. She was screaming hysterically, insisting that Eadmund Skalleson had hurt her. Hector had held onto Orla’s hand, trying to calm her down, wanting her to look into his eyes, to see that everything was going to be alright.

      But it hadn’t been alright.

      It had never been alright again.

      Upon their return to Alekka, Orla’s madness had intensified. Ake had sent for his healer and his dreamer, and both had said the same thing: that Orla had been given something poisonous in Oss. That it had played tricks with her mind, confusing and deluding her. It would take time, they insisted, trying to ply his daughter with healing liquids; time for her to return to herself and see the truth of what had happened with clear eyes.

      Hector hadn’t believed them. He’d believed Orla.

      Though he had let them try to help his only child. But for Orla, nothing could erase her pain. No tincture or tonic, no salve or potion. She couldn’t escape her terror and her nightmares.

      Though she had tried.

      She had tried to fly away.

      ‘I want to kill them all,’ Hector said, looking up. ‘If you are only smoke and clouds, how can you help me do that? Kill Ake? Kill the Skallesons? How?’

      Gysa smiled, weaving shapes with her hands. ‘Smoke and clouds are more dangerous than you realise, my lord. Don’t worry now. I will show you... soon.’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan rose from his bed in surprise, momentarily forgetting that he could move again; that he was free in both mind and body now. He could come and go as he pleased. He could lie on the bed or the floor. He could walk around all night. He could add a fur or throw it off.

      He was free.

      Free and trapped in a fort under siege, he snorted quietly, seeing that Gerda was still asleep in the bed, lying like a corpse with her arms by her sides as she always did.

      Though she wasn’t actually asleep and lifting a hand in the air, she sat up. ‘You’re leaving?’ She’d barely slept, uncomfortable with her husband lying beside her again, fearing that she would wake to find that it had all been a dream.

      Stellan nodded. ‘Hector will come before dawn, so I need to decide what to do.’

      Gerda’s shoulders tensed as she grabbed a fur, wrapping it around her chilled body. ‘What can you do, Stellan?’

      ‘Not much,’ he admitted, picking up his swordbelt. ‘Except hope for some luck and some help. Ake will know we’re under attack. Adelborg should have told him, but Bjarni sent messengers just in case. As for Reinar and Sigurd... we need their ships and their men most of all, but I’ve no idea if they’ll return in time. Or at all. Bjarni didn’t sound confident about Reinar’s plans to find his brother.’

      Gerda felt ready to cry at the hopelessness of it all. ‘But why is Hector doing this? He was your friend. Ake’s friend! I don’t understand how he can be so different. He was never an enemy.’

      Stellan wrapped his swordbelt around his waist, feeling hungry. ‘People change, Gerda. We are not always as we were. Life changes us. Circumstance, heartbreak. If we were to remain the same for the entirety of our lives, we wouldn’t have lived much at all.’ He smiled, though he felt no warmth towards his wife.

      No desire to see her in his bed.

      The feeling was mutual, he knew, and yet, he moved around the bed towards Gerda, kissing her head. ‘Sleep while you can. Soon they’ll wake the fort, and I’ll need you ready. You and Elin. Leave Agnette to care for that baby. You’ll need to get me every weapon you can find. Send them to the walls. Every rock and knife and hot liquid. Soon I’ll need them all.’

      Gerda shivered, nodding. ‘I will... do that. I will.’ Tears filled her eyes. ‘I’m glad you’re here,’ she said. ‘Ottby needs you.’

      Stellan knew that to be true. Though one man alone could only do so much.

      He turned to the door, rolling back his shoulders, suddenly feeling every one of his sixty-three years. ‘Ottby needs you too,’ he reminded her. ‘Everyone in the hall, in their homes, they need the Lady of Ottby telling them what to do. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten.’

      Gerda almost smiled, and lifting her head, she could feel the responsibility strengthening her, giving her purpose. ‘No,’ she said softly. ‘I haven’t forgotten.’
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        * * *

      

      It wouldn’t kill him, Mirella reminded herself as she worked to keep the smile on her face.

      Tarl was talking to her. She watched his lips move, not hearing his voice at all.

      He sat in a chair by the fire in her chamber, bent over, hands to the flames. Occasionally, he would turn around, looking over his shoulder. His eyes would brighten as they moved from studying hers, down to her lips, dropping lower, lingering on her breasts.

      It wouldn’t kill him.

      Tarl’s eyes were now on the two goblets in her hands. ‘Are you ever coming over here, Mirella? Or shall I come to you?’ And not waiting, he jumped to his feet, boots thumping the floorboards.

      Mirella heard the fire pop, her attention drawn past Tarl to the flames, watching them writhing like warm bodies. She blinked as Tarl reached her, taking a goblet.

      ‘Is this mine?’

      It made no difference, Mirella knew.

      It wouldn’t kill either of them.

      Though it would kill every hint of feeling, every desire and distraction. For there could be no distractions. Not now.

      She had been given another chance, so she couldn’t ruin it. Neither of them could.

      ‘Yours.’ Mirella nodded. ‘Yes.’

      ‘Is something wrong?’

      ‘No.’ Her voice was quiet and hesitant.

      Tarl laughed, head back, and taking a quick sip of wine, he slipped an arm around Mirella’s waist, pulling her close.

      She stared into his eyes, those dark, mysterious eyes, wanting to remember everything for one last moment. Everything they had. Everything they had to let go of now.

      And then, closing her eyes, she kissed him goodbye.
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        * * *

      

      Ake had been trekking from Stornas to Ottby for so many years now that he could have followed the road with his eyes closed. And his eyes had mostly been closed for some time, he realised with a tired grin as they rode through the night.

      Algeir rode beside him as straight-backed and bright-eyed as ever. ‘Can’t think we’ll come across any trouble till we hit the bridge,’ he said. ‘Though I’ve enough men out there looking, my lord.’

      ‘Good. It’s always better to find trouble before it finds you.’

      ‘And what do you think our chances are?’ Algeir wondered. The Vilanders had left Ottby with over a thousand warriors, eight hundred of them Stornas men. He’d left more at Hovring and Vika, hoping to quell those restless folk, whose ambitious lords had chosen to rise against their king. And deciding that it was vital to leave a generous garrison behind in Stornas, they had only fifteen hundred men behind them. Which would be more than enough if Hector Berras had merely marshalled the Ennorians to head South.

      If...

      Ake was in a surprisingly good mood, given the hour and the weather, which was wet and cold. He laughed. ‘As good as any, I’d say. Hector was a loyal friend, a fair enough warrior, but he never had any real tactical skill. A big heart, though. He’d get up and fight no matter how many times he’d been knocked down, but he was never a leader. Vik or Jonas or Stellan... I could send them off knowing they’d take charge, thinking like me. But Hector always needed more guidance, so that might work for us.’ Ake hit his head on a branch, grimacing. And wiping snow out of his eyes, he sat a bit lower in the saddle. ‘Or, it might be that he’s had time to grow over the past few years without me bellowing at him.’ He shrugged. ‘All I know is that we turn up, hoping he hasn’t taken Ottby before we get there.’

      Algeir hoped the same. ‘If we’re awake by then, my lord,’ he smiled.

      ‘Mmmm,’ Ake agreed, aching with weariness. ‘I think we need to stop and have a quick sleep soon. Just to refresh us all. Those on foot would surely appreciate it. As would our horses. Can’t be much fun lugging our old arses around!’ He clapped Algeir on the back, trying to keep his mood light, but he sensed that Ottby was running out of time. Adelborg had come to him as he rode, urging haste.

      Ottby needed its king, she’d warned him.

      Most urgently.
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        * * *

      

      Torfinn, Bjarni, and Beggi joined Stellan in the square.

      In the middle of a raging blizzard.

      ‘You truly think they’ll come again in this?’ Beggi grumbled, shoulders hunched around his ears.

      ‘I would,’ Stellan said. ‘If I knew my enemy had houses and beds, I’d assume they’d have taken to them, riding out the snowstorm. It’s the perfect time to strike. In this?’ He shivered, hands clenched into fists, frozen solid. ‘So we get everyone up on the walls. Those who have arms and can throw something with force, we get them onto the walls. The Tudashi will likely try for the bridge again, so let’s double our efforts to burn them. Bjarni, you get back to the bridge wall. Get braziers burning all along the bridge itself.’ Bjarni stared up at the swirling snow, a puzzled look on his face. ‘Just try,’ Stellan urged. ‘I put ramparts on that bridge for a reason, so use their cover. Take spears, arrows, and fire. Rocks too. Send a man back to me if the ships come within range again. I’ve got more boulders to send their way.’

      Bjarni turned around with a groan, the pain in his shoulder making him dizzy.

      That left Stellan with Torfinn and Beggi. ‘Torfinn, you’ll head back to the inner wall. Once your father and I get through the courtyard, I want the gates secured. I heard what happened when Hakon Vettel’s dreamer sent her imaginary wolves into the square. This time we can’t rely on anyone keeping hold of their senses. So lock the gates and shut the courtyard and the low wall off from the square. We let no one come or go. Put everything you can behind those gates. I’ll do the same on the low gates. We can’t allow one spellbound idiot to get through. Let’s make sure that it’ll take twenty men to open them up.’

      Torfinn nodded, hoping it wouldn’t come to that.

      A howl in the distance had his head snapping around. ‘What was that?’

      Stellan didn’t know, but the shivers lifting the hairs on his arms told him it wasn’t good. ‘Beggi, you head west. Those men are hiding in the forest, biding their time. They’ll go for the western wall first, make their way around to the east, so we need to hit them hard.’ Stellan knew that he had to check on the catapults, though there was little time. ‘Get to the walls!’ he told the two men. ‘I’ll be right there. Helmets on!’
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        * * *

      

      Gysa stood in the centre of the frozen field, raising her arms to the clouds, swirling her hands around as though she was the storm itself.

      Hector watched her from the trees, his warriors lined up in ragged rows on either side of him. Svein stood with his son and their men, facing the western wall, and at the sound of his war horn, the Tudashi would attack the bridge again.

      But Gysa?

      Hector held his breath, waiting. Watching.

      The hooded dreamer howled again, and his body tingled. Gripping his sword, he tried to see through the blustering snow. He felt a gust of wind rush past him, and he stumbled, knocking into the man on his right, who was also unsteady on his feet. His thoughts scattered, lost in the noise of the storm and the cries of the dreamer, whose cloak rose now, lifting like a tent roof, thunder booming overhead.

      Her arms never stopped moving, writhing like shadowy snakes.

      Hector blinked, seeing movement around Gysa, as though the earth was rippling like waves. He couldn’t feel anything but that rushing wind, moving past him with force.

      The first arrows flew from the low wall.

      He wondered what had taken them so long.

      He felt fear, not wanting to lose his dreamer, realising how dependent he’d become on her guidance and vision. Gysa’s cloak kept swirling as the arrows shot through the snow, landing around her, their flames quickly doused.

      Gysa stopped howling, bending low, arms still moving, body twisting now.

      And as more fire arrows flew from the walls, Hector saw what was slithering across the earth, dipping into the ditches, and now, climbing the walls.

      He smiled, holding his sword aloft, shouting for his men to advance.
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      They couldn’t hit the howling banshee.

      Whether it was the distraction of her gut-clenching cries or the murky blizzard, Stellan didn’t know, but their arrows wouldn’t fly true.

      He bellowed at his archers, demanding more, almost tempted to pick up a bow himself, though it had been more than a year since he’d had one in his hand, and he didn’t want to waste a single arrow. ‘Hit her!’ he barked again, snow in his open mouth. Quickly turning away from the archers, Stellan’s attention snapped to the ground around the cloaked woman. He lifted his eyes higher, squinting into the forest, seeing movement.

      Odd, odd movement.

      ‘Prepare for an attack!’ he yelled, and turning, he cupped his hands around his bearded mouth, yelling at Torfinn on the inner wall. ‘Prepare your men! They’re coming!’ What was coming was yet to be determined, but as Stellan turned back, he grabbed a stick, rapping the signal bell, wanting to alert everyone.
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        * * *

      

      At that sound, Bjarni stood up straighter, realising that he’d almost drifted off, standing on the bridge, silent men on either side of him, staring into the snowy abyss. But the familiar ringing noise from down on the low wall sent shivers up his spine, and he was quickly upright, grimacing in pain and ready for action. Though the harbour remained still before him, hidden beneath and behind the blizzard. They hadn’t been able to spot a single ship since they’d hurried out onto the bridge. Not even with the help of fire arrows, which had only splashed into the water.

      There wasn’t a sign or sound of the Tudashi to be found.

      ‘Keep your eyes open!’ he roared. ‘They’re out there somewhere!’

      The man next to him grunted suddenly, falling over the ramparts, an arrow through the back of his skull.

      ‘Shit!’ Bjarni cried, swinging around, hearing a splash. ‘Turn! Turn!’ He hadn’t been expecting to find the Tudashi hiding on the other side of the bridge.

      Another man was shot in the face, falling onto his back, and Bjarni spun around again. ‘They’re everywhere! Fire! Both sides!’ He ducked down, gasping, chest wound leaking. ‘Don’t waste an arrow! Aim at something! Fire arrows!’

      He had brought along fifteen boys to join his archers. They weren’t experienced with bows and not strong enough to draw a bowstring with speed, but they had enough power in their arms to launch rocks at their attackers.

      ‘Boys!’ he called, gathering them close. ‘We’ll do what we can to hold the Tudashi off. You keep low, down by the ramparts. I’ll call you over if they start climbing. You’ll need to run to your pile and throw the rocks. Aim for heads, faces, hands. Take them off the bridge!’

      Bjarni saw fear in blinking eyes, but some excitement, too, remembering how it had felt when Stellan had first let him and Reinar help to defend the fort, much to their mothers’ horror. ‘Go!’ he barked. ‘And keep low!’

      He hoped he wouldn’t need them.

      ‘They’re down at the stair gate!’ someone yelled.

      ‘Then try and kill them!’ Bjarni yelled back, anger in his voice. ‘They can’t get onto the bridge. We can’t let them!’ He looked back up at the bridge wall, seeing the archers moving, bows in the air. ‘Fire!’ he cried as ropes were thrown over the ramparts. ‘Shit! Fire!’
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        * * *

      

      Bendt froze beside Stellan. ‘What the...?’

      ‘Well, it’s one way to get into the fort,’ Stellan supposed calmly as the long black snakes slithered through the snow, up over the walls.

      ‘Is it magic?’

      ‘I’d say so given the witch out there, moving like a snake herself!’

      ‘But, but....’ Bendt was shell-shocked, unsure what to do.

      ‘Who cares?’ Stellan shot back. ‘Snakes, arrows, men? Who cares. We kill them all! Bring me fire!’
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        * * *

      

      Valera’s Tree was on fire.

      Alys stood before it, seeing a shadow move. She moved with it, glimpsing a woman’s face, mostly hidden beneath a hood.

      ‘Try to stop me, girl,’ the woman threatened in a low voice. ‘Try, and I will show you the difference between a dreamer with knowledge and someone merely born with gifts. I will show you the difference between one who has lost everything and one who has all that she wants.’

      Alys crept closer, anger rising. ‘I don’t know who you are, and you most certainly don’t know me.’

      The woman laughed, throwing back her hood, revealing a gaunt face disfigured by scars; dark skin melted, barely covering bone. ‘There! We see each other clearly now, so do you really believe I could be stopped by you? I have crawled out of Vasa’s Cave on my hands and knees, gifted another chance. Yet I am only half in this world, so I promise, there is nothing I won’t do to defeat you. Nothing I won’t do to claim my whole life back!’

      The burning leaves flamed angrily, crackling, smoke drifting across the square like clouds, and the woman was quickly lost in them.

      Alys stood alone, staring at the tree, anger bubbling in her chest.

      And fear.

      She looked down, seeing snakes writhing around her boots, though she couldn’t move.

      She couldn’t scream.

      And then a familiar shape before her, emerging from the darkness.

      Winter.

      The white cat stopped, looking at her briefly before bounding away.
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        * * *

      

      ‘We should wake her up,’ Magnus decided. ‘It looks like a bad dream.’

      Lotta and Magnus had been woken by their mother, who was shouting out as she lay sleeping, mostly buried beneath a damp fur.

      Stina and Vik were quickly wide awake too.

      They all stood over Alys, trying to decide what to do.

      ‘Yes, let’s wake her,’ Stina agreed. ‘But gently now, Magnus. No one likes to be woken up, even from a nightmare.’
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        * * *

      

      Alys followed the cat.

      ‘Always follow the cat,’ she whispered, breath straining as she ran, a wooden staff in her hand. Winter had led her to where it lay hidden in the same shed she’d found her cloak in. It must have been Salma’s, she thought, running for the heavily barricaded inner gates, staff in the air.

      She hesitated, but Winter ran at them, quickly disappearing.

      Alys didn’t follow him, then hearing the snakes hissing behind her and remembering that burned woman’s words, she squeezed her eyes shut, pushing forward.

      Into the narrow courtyard between the inner and low walls.

      She heard a man’s voice booming above her, trying to calm his men. He sounded familiar, she thought distractedly, aware that Winter was already bounding ahead of her, disappearing through the low gates. And this time, Alys ran without hesitation, following him.

      When she arrived outside the fort, there was no Winter.

      But there was an old dreamer with a tense smile on a familiar face. ‘Let’s work quickly now, Alys. I’m Salma, and that’s my staff. Thank you!’ Salma took the staff, pointing to the gates. ‘You work on the gates now, get the symbol going, and I’ll see what can be done with that malevolent creature out there.’

      Alys heard a blood-curling howl as Salma left her behind. She saw rows and rows of shield-bearing warriors marching towards the low wall. ‘But I...’

      And then she was back on the ship, Magnus shaking her shoulder, smiling down at her.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Stay where you are!’ Stellan bellowed, though the snakes were everywhere and not even he wanted to stand still. He had his sword out, stabbing as the snakes slithered over the walls, swamping the ramparts. Black and sleek bodied, they were proving harder to kill than he’d imagined possible.

      He was mostly stabbing stone.

      ‘Where did they come from?’ Bendt cried, chopping off the head of one snake, while Stellan speared another, flinging it over the low wall. He spun around as one of the archers dropped his bow, a snake wrapped around his neck, stumbling in circles as he tried to pull it off.

      ‘Aarrghh!’ the man shrieked as the snake bit him repeatedly, the pain overwhelming as he dropped to his knees.

      ‘Finn!’ Stellan was there quickly, sword sheathed, using both hands to peel the snake off. It took some effort, and he felt Finn weakening, but finally, Stellan unravelled the snake, tossing it away. Finn immediately fell sideways, hitting the rampart walk with force, mouth and eyes wide open.

      He didn’t move.

      Stellan looked down in horror before turning to Bendt. ‘Don’t get bitten! Whatever you do, don’t get bitten!’ Turning back to the wall, he saw a familiar-looking woman in a grey cloak almost floating across the snow, heading for the snake-conjuring witch. And he blinked.

      Salma?

      ‘Hold on!’ he urged, lifting his voice over the panic. ‘We have to hold on!’
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        * * *

      

      Hooking their ropes over the bridge ramparts, the Tudashi climbed with speed, some making real progress, while others fell, screaming, as Bjarni’s archers struck arms and faces, knocking their enemies back into the blizzard.

      ‘We need oil!’ Bjarni panted. The snow was a whirlwind, the wind a drone in his ears. He could barely breathe with the pain in his chest, but he thought of Agnette and Liara, and he forced himself to shut everything else out. ‘Beggi! Get inside the fort. Send for oil! Boys! It’s time for those rocks!’ Hearing a thump, Bjarni spun around, drawing his sword with a groan.

      The first Tudashi was on the bridge.

      The hooded man threw a knife at Bjarni, who, unable to see through the blizzard, was slow to move. It lodged in his right arm. ‘Aarrghh!’ He stumbled backwards in shock, angry now. The next knife clattered past him, and Bjarni charged. ‘Kill them!’ he roared, knife in his arm, bandaged and bleeding, thinking of Agnette.

      If he was going to die, he was going to make her proud.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I have to go back!’ Alys screamed, pushing a surprised Magnus away. ‘No! I have to go back!’

      The storm was whipping around them, but everyone could hear Alys now.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Ollo asked, coming to join them. ‘What have you seen?’

      Alys didn’t want to talk to him. ‘Leave me!’ she cried, desperate to fall asleep again. Dropping her head, she closed her eyes, trying to see Ottby.

      To see Salma and that burned woman.

      To see what was happening.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Wherever there is darkness, there will be light!’ Salma called with a bright-eyed smile as she strode towards Hector’s dreamer.

      Screaming warriors rushed past her, squinting through the snow, eyes fixed on Ottby’s gates. They didn’t see her.

      But Gysa did, and she stuck out her hands, lips moving, chanting with speed.

      Salma quickly swung her staff, batting away the curse. ‘You are half dead yourself, witch! Do you really think you can defeat me?’

      The snakes were terrorising the fort, and Hector Berras’ army was using the diversion to mount a fresh attack, pushing creaking siege towers and catapults, freshly loaded with wall-breaking boulders, towards the gates.

      And unless Salma could break the witch’s spell...
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni was on his knees, arms cut to ribbons. He couldn’t hear anything except a buzzing in his ears warning that he was about to collapse. And then what use would he be to anyone? ‘Run!’ he called breathlessly. ‘Get help, boys. Go! Leave the bridge!’ There were nearly twenty Tudashi on the bridge now, and Bjarni’s archers were finally out of arrows. They had drawn swords, working to fight them off, but without the arrows stopping them, more and more Tudashi were climbing over the ramparts, emerging from the snowy darkness, swords crisscrossed over their backs. Though those swords didn’t remain in their scabbards for long.

      Bjarni staggered back to his feet, sucking in a breath. The Tudashi warrior opposite him was young and nimble, his hairless face barely troubled by the effort he’d taken to climb and fight his way to Bjarni.

      Almost through Bjarni.

      He said something Bjarni didn’t understand, laughing, which Bjarni understood perfectly well.

      And then he charged.
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        * * *

      

      The hall had no doors to shut or lock, no doors to keep the snakes out of the hall, so they ran down the corridor to the bedchambers, locking themselves in.

      Elin sat on the bed with a terrified Agnette, who held a crying Liara to her chest. The baby had been woken by the screaming – Agnette’s mainly – as the snakes slithered inside the bedchamber. She had killed two, and Martyn had rushed in to kill one more, and now they sat on the bed, staring at the door, hoping the snakes weren’t some sort of shapeshifting creature able to slip through cracks.

      Elin had a spear. So did Gerda. Martyn and Rienne were there, too, with Agnette, Liara, and a sobbing Irma Darri, who had a particular fear of snakes.

      ‘What about the fort?’ Elin panicked. ‘What will the snakes be doing to the men?’

      ‘What sort of snake is out in the snow?’ Gerda wondered, holding the spear as though looking for a fish.

      ‘Not any normal snake, Aunty,’ Agnette sighed, smoothing her upset daughter’s blonde hair. ‘Though they’re real enough.’ She thought of Bjarni, listening to Liara cry against her racing heart, fearing what was happening out on the bridge.
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        * * *

      

      The grey stallion charged down the bridge without stopping, its rider slashing his sword from side to side, scattering the attacking Tudashi.

      The Tudashi were easy enough to discern from Ottby men, with their distinctive spiked helmets and bright-coloured cloaks, and Ake gathered his reins in, urging Frey to rear up, which the horse eagerly did, slamming iron-shod hooves down onto his enemies.

      ‘Open the gates!’ Bjarni cried, stumbling away from his king, trying to make room. He had seen the army of horses at Ake’s back. So had the Tudashi, and those who’d been climbing ropes up to the bridge released their hold, dropping down into the water, knowing that their best chance now was to return to their ships. ‘Open the gates! Tell Stellan! Tell Stellan that Ake has come!’

      Ake froze, looking down at Bjarni in confusion. ‘Stellan?’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I need archers!’ Stellan called hopelessly, seeing how many archers lay dead at his feet. He felt exhausted, never free to stand still for a moment. The snakes were no longer slithering over the walls, but they were wreaking havoc inside the fort, biting, distracting, killing his men. His men who needed to be facing the field or the forest. He had no chance of mounting any sort of defense while they were looking down at their feet.

      There was barely anyone left on the low wall now.

      ‘Salma!’ he called, trying to reach the woman over the roar of warriors and the pounding blizzard. ‘Help me!’

      The dreamer was a spirit, he knew, and he wondered what he was even doing, but he could hear the boom of the battering ram hitting the gates below him as Hector’s emboldened army made their move.

      So he tried again. ‘Salma!’
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        * * *

      

      The burned witch was as slippery as a fish, Salma thought, staff in two hands now, working to block every curse the woman was trying to throw. She kept stepping backwards towards the low gates, knowing that Alys had gone, so she needed to get to work on the symbol herself. But she couldn’t turn around while that witch was trying to stop her.

      She couldn’t even blink.

      The burned woman had given life to those snakes, and Salma had to stop them before they killed every useful man and woman inside the fort.

      She stepped back again, swinging her staff, sparks flying.

      Hector Berras’ warriors had formed tightly packed rows around the men shunting the battering ram at the low gates, shields covering them like a roof. So with a wink at Gysa, Salma slipped into the melee, masking her presence, for Gysa was more alive than dead, and she couldn’t see through the forest of warriors, spears, and shields.

      Dropping her arms to her sides, Gysa let her go, confident that whatever the spirit dreamer had tried to do hadn’t worked.

      But what she had done had devastated Ottby’s defenses.
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      Stellan left the low wall, urging those men still standing to follow him.

      Bodies littered the courtyard, snakes writhing in a black mass, threatening them all. He jumped, stabbing down with his sword before hammering on the inner gates. ‘Send someone down to open the gates!’ he called up to a frantic-looking Torfinn. ‘Get me inside! Hurry!’

      He had to wait amongst the snakes and dead bodies, his men forming a defensive wall behind him, spearing and slicing the creatures writhing around their feet.

      He had to wait, with impatience burning a great hole in his chest, for the barricades to be removed and the gates to be pulled open, but when he strode into the square, he immediately stopped in his tracks, mouth dropping open.

      And the man on the angry grey stallion, hooves in the air, did the same.

      ‘I...’ Ake was speechless, and as Frey returned to all fours, he dismounted, rushing to his friend. ‘Stellan! You’re back!’

      Stellan clung to Ake for the briefest of moments, the joy of their reunion tempered by the clamouring roar of impending doom in the distance. ‘How many men have you brought?’

      ‘Not enough by the sound of it,’ Ake realised, spearing a snow-covered snake. ‘Hector’s got the Tudashi on his side, I see.’

      ‘And the odd snake,’ Stellan grinned wearily, flurries of snow twirling down between them, the blizzard finally easing. He felt some relief about that, catching a glimpse of his broken hall, hoping everyone was safe. ‘But I’ve got someone working on that. For now, get your men up to the walls.’ He clapped Ake on the back, so pleased to see him. ‘What do you say, shall we head to the low wall together?’

      Ake shook his head, still in shock. ‘Well, if there’s anyone I’d like to be bitten to death with, it’s you, old friend.’ He turned back to Algeir. ‘Take the inner wall. Send Emil to command the catapults. We need them firing now.’ And chopping another snake in half, he followed Stellan back through the gates, heading for the low wall.
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        * * *

      

      Help was here, Salma knew, and soon there would be more. She just had to try and neutralise that dreamer until they arrived. Eddeth would help, and Alys, and Ragnahild too.

      If they could get here in time.

      Dropping her staff, she pulled out her knife, carving into the gate.

      The burned witch would not defeat her, for she had lived as one of the most powerful dreamers in Alekka’s history.

      They spoke of Ragnahild One Eye, though never her younger, much sweeter, two-eyed sister.

      Though she was powerful too.

      And closing her eyes, a smiling Salma sheathed her knife, and holding both hands to the symbol, she started chanting.
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        * * *

      

      Lotta wouldn’t go back to sleep without a proper explanation of what Alys had seen in her dream, though Alys didn’t have one for her. It was all a muddle, but she tried to make some sense of things, hoping to stop Lotta asking questions. ‘I think we can act in our dreams, as though our dream state is powerful. Perhaps as powerful as our awake state? We can do things.’

      ‘What things?’ Magnus wanted to know. He sat on Alys’ other side, sleepy-eyed, head resting on his hand, but too disturbed by the ship’s creaking noises to fall asleep.

      ‘We can try to stop evil dreamers. That sort of thing,’ Alys grinned. She felt anxious and worried for Salma – Salma, who was Winter – wondering what had happened after she’d been woken up.

      Wondering if any of it was real.

      ‘Like the gods!’ Lotta exclaimed excitedly. ‘Dreamers are just like the gods!’

      Alys didn’t think that was true. ‘You have to go to sleep now,’ she said, not wanting Lotta to wake up even further.

      ‘I will!’ Lotta decided. ‘I’ll go and find Puddle in my dreams, and when I do, I’ll bring him back with me.’

      Magnus didn’t laugh because he missed and worried about Puddle as much as his little sister. ‘I hope you do,’ he said wistfully, doubting they would ever see the puppy again.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan felt hope fluttering in his chest.

      A battle, whether behind walls or on a field, flowed in waves, the tide turning this way and that. An experienced warrior was much like an old helmsman in that way – able to sniff out a sea change. And Stellan could definitely see the difference Ake’s reinforcements had made. Hector’s men were being repelled from the low wall now that the snakes were finally dead. The weather had improved with Ake’s arrival, too, and the braziers were once again blooming brightly along the ramparts and down in the square.

      Ake ducked an arrow, spinning in a crouch, eyes on Stellan, who dropped down beside him. ‘Do you think I should go out there? Let Hector come at me? Finish it? Just the two of us?’ He felt both embarrassed and furious that it had gotten this far. That he’d let it get this far.

      Never let an enemy rest easy, his father had always told him.

      Never give them enough time to plan how to kill you.

      Was this it, Ake wondered, blinking suddenly?

      His own hubris coming back to end his life?

      ‘If you killed him, I doubt that would be the end of it,’ Stellan said as their enemy sprayed the wall with arrows. ‘And if you didn’t, he’d still come for me. But let’s forget Hector for now. It’s the eastern and western walls we need to sort out. I’ll take the east, you take the west. Leave Bendt above the gates. All he has to do is keep the fire and pitch rolling. Make it so no one wants to work on those gates.’

      Boulders flew over their heads from the square, pleasing both men. The noise from the field paused for a moment before rising considerably as Hector’s army scattered.

      ‘More of those!’ Ake shouted, creaking back to his feet. And, arm in the air, he bellowed up at the inner wall. ‘Fire the catapults!’

      Patting Ake on the shoulder, Stellan headed east, motioning for his men to follow him. ‘Swords out! Axes! Spears at the ready!’ Flames spat and blew as he ran around the rampart walk to the eastern low wall, which he could see was under heavy assault.

      Sometimes, Stellan thought, feeling a stitch in his side. Sometimes, it was possible to have too many walls.

      He heard a thud and a grunt as a man went down behind him.

      He didn’t stop.

      He couldn’t save one man, no matter who it was. Someone else would have to help him.

      He had to save an entire fort.

      Hector’s men were rushing their ladders to the low wall, but he was going to make them wish they’d never tried to climb.

      Turning just before he reached the first ladder, he barked a quick volley of orders. ‘Egan, Ingve! Head to the braziers! If there’s no pitch, get more. We want those men on fire, their towers on fire. Ladders! Everything burning! The rest of you... let’s wet our blades!’
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        * * *

      

      Hector immediately became distracted by Ake’s presence. The flash of flames as fire arrows flew in both directions gave him glimpses of his old friend, but it was that booming voice he recognised most of all. And both surprised and pleased to see the king, Hector almost forgot that he was in command of some three thousand warriors.

      Boulders scattered leaderless men, who stumbled in the dark, knocking into each other, falling, injured, waiting for orders.

      Which never came.

      Eventually, Hector blinked himself awake, dragging his sword out of its sheath, hearing Svein Bearsu roaring in the distance. The sea of warriors flowed around him, bursts of flame and ribbons of smoke disorienting him. The noise was chaotic and loud, some trying to move forward, others retreating. Most were moving sideways in waves, not wanting to upset their quiet lord, who finally focused, and lifting his blade in the air, he started barking at his men. ‘To the flanks! Move east and west! Hit the flanks! Climb those walls!’

      And forcing himself not to think about what Ake was up to, Hector ran for the eastern low wall.
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        * * *

      

      Thanks to the timely arrival of their king, who had brought them quivers full of fire arrows, a bleeding Bjarni had led his bolstered forces in a furious assault on the Tudashi fleet. Which now burned and smouldered in the harbour, the rising flames warming them all.

      No Tudashi remained on the bridge. None standing, at least.

      Bjarni couldn’t breathe. His body was entirely numb, the knife still stuck in his arm, his arrow wounds leaking through his bloody tunic. He needed to get to the hall for some repairs, but first, he had to secure the bridge gates. He wanted to know that everything was under control. That they could focus their attention on whatever Hector’s army was doing to the rest of the fort.

      Torfinn’s father, Beggi, stood panting beside him, face streaked in blood, axe hanging by his side. ‘You think there’s any more?’ Shoulders heaving, he looked at Ake’s men with grateful eyes, just wanting to get off the bridge. The smoke drifting from the burning ships was intense, and he longed for a sip of ale and someone to stitch up his head. He rubbed his arm across the bloody wound, trying to see.

      Bjarni coughed. ‘More? Don’t say that. I hope not!’ He turned away, heading for the gates, though Beggi’s words kept him on edge. With Ake’s army, they stood a chance. It wasn’t even, not by a long shot, but they certainly had a chance now.

      As long as Hector didn’t have anything else up his sleeve.
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        * * *

      

      Dawn rose like a blazing fire, though Raf shivered, her shoulders heavy with dread.

      She was in a constant battle with herself.

      Seeing Gudrum.

      Thinking about Sigurd.

      She dropped her head, eyes on her wet boots, wishing she could feel her feet. Or her face, her hands, even her legs. She was frozen like a lake. Though her heart was a hot, beating mess.

      ‘What do you think, Raf?’ Gudrum mused, sliding an arm around her waist, tugging her backwards until his lips brushed her cold ear. ‘Do you see me as the Lord of Ottby? Ottby, and then, maybe, one day... Stornas?’

      Raf spun around, water sloshing up to her ankles. ‘What?’ She blinked, eyes shifting past Gudrum to the fleet of ten ships following behind them. ‘Stornas? But what about Hector?’

      Gudrum laughed, his empty belly growling. ‘You care about Hector now? I thought you didn’t like the man?’

      ‘I don’t like most men,’ Raf admitted, having endured a lifetime of being picked up, fondled, and thrown around as though she was no more than a bed fur; something to provide comfort. ‘But you swore an oath to him. To help him defeat Ake. To help him become the king.’

      ‘And I will,’ Gudrum smirked. ‘Course I will! I’ve Hector’s gold and his men, who are now my men.’ Scanning the ship, he saw hints of mistrust in the eyes of his crew now, but realising that defeat made mistrust inevitable, he shrugged. ‘We’ll rise again. And the quickest way to do that is to conquer Ottby. Once we’ve done that, the future will be there for the taking!’

      Raf squirmed. ‘But...’

      ‘You don’t think it’s possible?’ Now Gudrum was frowning, lowering his voice. ‘Possible that I could become the Lord of Ottby?’

      ‘I think you made a mistake in Orvala. You lost the city because you made a mistake.’

      Gudrum was incensed, drawing back a hand, preparing to slap the girl. But thinking better of it, as those mistrustful eyes narrowed on him again, he laughed, lowering his hand. ‘Your faith will be restored, little Raf. Just you wait and see. But no, don’t do that. Go, close your eyes! See if you can find your friend, Alari. See if she’ll help us take Ottby.’
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        * * *

      

      Vasa had returned to Alari’s island tower to see if her sister had come to her senses about Eskvir.

      After listening to Hartu and Hykka, Vasa had been forced to face the truth that Alari was no leader. She never had been, never would be. She liked games and attention, but to lead?

      She didn’t have the temperament for that at all.

      ‘I’m surprised to find you here,’ Vasa admitted, blinking with hesitation, fearing that her sister would read doubt in her eyes. Thankfully, Alari had taught her how to mask her thoughts, which would certainly come in handy now. ‘With what’s happening in Ottby? I thought you would be in the middle of it all?’

      Alari had both hands on her well, having been watching events in Ottby unfold. ‘That is what dreamers are for, Sister,’ she purred, not turning around. ‘Why do all the work myself when I have such useful devotees doing it for me? Though I have yet to decide how useful your little friend, Gysa, will be. That dead bitch Salma neutralised her snakes quickly enough. And besides, I have other things on my mind. Ottby is nothing.’ Sweeping a hand across the water, she straightened up. ‘Hector will take Ottby and end Ake Bluefinn. I have no fear of that.’

      Vasa looked less certain, remembering what had happened to Mother Arnesson.

      Spinning away from the well, Alari glowered at her sister. ‘Is there something you wanted, Vasa? Or did you just come to chat about pointless lords and dreamers who will soon be dead?’

      Vasa loved Alari like no other, feeling both protective of and fearful of her younger sister, though she had grown tired of her constant need for attention. ‘I came to ask you to reconsider, about Eskvir. We can talk to him about Mirella, I’m sure we can, but we mustn’t splinter into different factions now. Hartu was right, we are stronger as one. Our army needs all of us. It needs a true leader.’

      Alari strode across the snowy courtyard with a hiss, cloak snapping behind her, eye sharp. She shoved Vasa in the chest, surprising her sister, who stepped back, a head taller than the diminutive Goddess of Magic. ‘You disloyal bitch! You are thinking of abandoning me! Your own sister?’

      Vasa was just as angry, brushing down her black cloak, clenching her fists. ‘It is you who wants to leave Eskvir, Alari. You, who assume that I will always be so agreeable, always go along with whatever you decide. But now is the time to choose our true path. The Old One never spoke of you as our leader. As far as I’m aware, she’s never spoken of you at all!’

      Alari felt herself fracturing. She felt the pull of the well, wondering if Thenor would make an appearance in Ottby? Or perhaps, her sister, Valera?

      And then there was Gudrum’s disloyal little dreamer, Raf.

      Not to mention whatever had happened to Mirella.

      But Vasa...

      Alari spat at her. ‘Leave! I want you to leave! There is no reason for you to be here any longer, and nor do I need you, Vasa! So take your stinking ravens and go grovel to Eskvir! I’m sure our uncle will take you back with open arms!’ She glared at Vasa until her sister dropped her head, the twin ravens twitching irritably on her shoulders, wings flapping.

      ‘This need not be the end.’

      ‘But the end it is,’ Alari snarled, and turning away, she stalked back to the well, wondering what she was going to do about that big-eyed dreamer.
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        * * *

      

      Raf clung to the prow, staring at the frothing sea rushing past Nightmare, but in her mind, she was watching Sigurd on his ship, scowling at a yapping Puddle, who wanted to play. His head was bent, fiddling with his bandage. Sometimes, he would look up, and she saw anger flaring in those intense blue eyes and then pain. Though not pain in his body. The pain she saw went deeper.

      It was a pain in his heart.

      It made her oddly happy to think that he missed her. That it hurt him to be away from her.

      Raf looked around suddenly, feeling a pain in her own heart, and swaying, one arm out to steady herself, she shuffled down the deck towards the stern.

      Gudrum watched, quickly joining her. ‘What? What do you see?’

      Holding her breath, Raf searched the sea, eyes moving past their fleet, and then she saw it.

      A lone ship in the distance.

      Heading their way.
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        * * *

      

      Elin stepped outside, although half the hall was outside now, she realised, trying not to let the fear of how bad things could get dig in too deep. Gerda was stirring up panic wherever she went, and Elin knew she had to do her best to remain calm.

      ‘Can you send ale up to the... walls?’ Bjarni panted, stopping before her.

      ‘You need to come inside,’ Elin urged, seeing the knife in his arm. ‘Bjarni, please, come in and let me look at you.’

      He was ready to collapse, she realised, as though he didn’t have the energy to even make a decision. So, making it for him, Elin grabbed his bloody hand, pulling him inside the hall. ‘How is the bridge?’

      Bjarni woke up, lifting his head higher as he stumbled through the rubble after her, unable to protest. ‘We need to clear this,’ he muttered. ‘Someone needs to clear this.’

      ‘We’ve been busy,’ Elin sighed, ‘but we’re trying.’

      ‘And Agnette? Liara?’

      ‘They’re asleep. You needn’t worry.’

      Bjarni still felt worried, wanting to see them both. ‘The bridge is secure, thanks to the king,’ he said, gasping as he took a seat, the pain in his body surging like a wave. He’d held himself together for hours, maybe days, and now, just taking the weight off his aching feet, he felt every wound as though it were fresh. ‘I...’ He dropped his head to his hands. ‘I might need a moment.’

      ‘Bjarni Sansgard! What are you doing sitting down when Stellan’s out there with the king, trying to save us all?’ Gerda snapped as she charged past with a small cauldron in her arms, heading to the kitchen. She spun back as Bjarni lifted his head, seeing the mess he was in; noticing the knife. ‘Well, perhaps take a moment, and get those cuts sorted out. Elin will help, won’t you, dear?’ And with a tight-lipped smile, she disappeared.

      Bjarni looked bemused.

      Elin looked slightly miffed. ‘Gerda has... resumed her place.’

      ‘Oh.’ Bjarni didn’t care. He didn’t think he could ever get up again. Eagerly taking the cup of ale a shattered-looking Martyn handed him, he lifted his eyes as Elin started debating how to get the knife out of his arm. ‘Here,’ he said, reluctantly passing Elin the ale cup. And gritting his teeth, he turned to the knife, gripping it in a weak hand.

      ‘Bjarni, I don’t think...’

      But Bjarni tore the knife out of his arm, and with it all the breath in his lungs.

      He almost fell off the bench.

      ‘Bjarni!’ Agnette froze in the entrance to the corridor, eyes bulging in horror at the sight of the blood. And the knife. ‘What are you doing?’ And rushing forward, Liara strapped to her chest, she grabbed Bjarni’s slightly less injured arm. ‘How did you...’ No more words would come as she stared at her husband with pleading eyes.

      Elin rushed to get cloth, bandages, a needle.

      ‘Don’t fuss,’ Bjarni grunted, yanking his arm out of Agnette’s firm grip, using his hand to staunch the open wound. ‘I’m still standing.’

      Staring down at her sitting husband, Agnette lifted an eyebrow. ‘I think you’re nearly on the floor. Look at you!’ He was mostly the colour of blood, though beneath that, he was pale.

      Bjarni’s head pounded, and Agnette’s sharp voice wasn’t helping. He slumped forward, wondering if he was about to fall to the floor.

      Agnette slid onto the bench beside him, holding his leg. ‘I’ve got you,’ she whispered, slightly calmer now, pushing her fears back down inside. She wrapped her other arm around his back, feeling him tremble. ‘I’ve got you now.’

      Bjarni felt everything melt away. The wails and shouts and curses. The smoke and the fire. The rain he could feel washing over him.

      He let everything go but that warm hand on his aching leg.

      They just had to hold on, he told himself, closing his eyes.

      They just had to hold on for Reinar.
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      They were creeping closer.

      Finally, after days of inclement weather and fickle winds, they were within striking distance of Gudrum’s fleet.

      Though Bolli didn’t know what in the name of all the gods they were going to do if they caught him.

      He didn’t want to lose another ship.

      ‘It won’t go well,’ he grumbled to Ludo, who stood beside him, watching the chase. ‘What does Reinar think we’re going to do? Jump onto Nightmare and headbutt them all?’

      ‘We’ve got weapons,’ Ludo muttered, shoulders tense. He didn’t like the idea of a sea battle either, not wanting to end up in the freezing water again, fighting for his life. Though better that, he knew, than letting Gudrum reach Ottby.

      ‘We’ll lose ships,’ Bolli warned, eyes on the sail snapping above his head. The wind was all over the place. Dawn had broken brightly, promising a fair day, though it had quickly turned gloomy and now gusty. They were being thrown towards Gudrum’s ships, and Bolli, for one, was worried about what would happen if they caught them.

      Berger could hear the helmsman grousing behind him as he made his way towards Reinar and Sigurd, not wanting to be left out of any plans they were making.

      ‘If we engage,’ Reinar was saying.

      ‘If?’ Sigurd’s temper had never felt less under control. He wasn’t sure what had gotten into him, but he wanted to scream and rage at every word of doubt and indecision, at every imagined slight.

      He felt wild.

      ‘Course it’s an if,’ Reinar went on, ignoring his brother’s snarl. He turned to Berger, moving to let him up to the bow, where their eyes were fixed on Gudrum’s fleet in the distance, just disappearing into low clouds. ‘It’s not just us. We’ve got our men to think of. Alys and the children. Eddeth. Stina. We can’t risk their lives by drawing them into a battle too.’

      ‘To save Ottby?’ Sigurd wasn’t about to back down.

      ‘We can wave them on,’ Berger suggested, face dripping with sea spray. He shook his head, wiping wet hair away from his eyes. ‘They’re all on one ship, aren’t they?’ he said, thinking of the lovely Solveigh in her see-through dress. ‘So we wave them on. Let them sail ahead.’

      Reinar’s frown deepened, wishing he could talk to Alys. Or Eddeth. He wanted to know what the dreamers saw as the best course of action. Gudrum likely had six or seven hundred men. He must have left hundreds dead or injured, abandoned in the cove, but those ships had still been packed as they’d sailed away.

      ‘It’d be a fair fight,’ he decided. ‘And no one deserves a watery grave more than that grinning prick.’

      Sigurd thought of Raf, not wanting to put her in danger, no matter what side she was on.

      He nodded anyway. ‘Then we try?’

      Reinar eyed Berger before resting his eyes on a twitching Sigurd. ‘Yes, we try.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stellan and Ake felt the tide turning in their favour as they came together on the inner wall, wanting to survey the situation from Ottby’s highest point.

      Smoke stung Stellan’s eyes as he took in the disarray before them. ‘Well, Hector’s got a few things to learn,’ he decided wearily. ‘Doesn’t matter how many men you’ve got, if you’re pointing them in the wrong direction, you’ll end up in a muddle.’

      Ake agreed, still feeling odd that his old friend was down there, motivated solely by the desire to kill him. He saw dead bodies, frozen at odd angles, forming pieces of a grisly puzzle. Smoke rose from the snowy field; blood and boulders, arrows and pitch.

      It was a tragic mess.

      Hector had called another retreat, and the men who could walk were milling around, looking to their leaders, some of whom were now lying on the field. Others were running back to the forest, eager to return to whatever comforts their camp offered.

      Shaking his head, Stellan turned away from the wall. ‘Now what?’

      ‘We end it,’ Ake decided, exhausted beyond words. ‘I’ll go out under a white banner, talk to Hector.’

      ‘No!’ Stellan grabbed Ake’s arm. ‘Hector’s out there, trying to take Ottby because he’s lost his mind. Don’t think he’s the man you knew, the one who fought by our side against the Vettels. Look at what he’s done, Ake!’ Stellan’s temper was famously quick to rise, but just as quick to fall, and turning back to his friend, he saw something in his eyes. ‘What?’

      Ake looked away. ‘It’s time to eat.’ He lifted his head, aiming for the guard tower. ‘Let’s head for what remains of your hall, and you can tell me why I shouldn’t just go out there and end this myself.’

      Stellan watched him leave, sensing that Ake was keeping something from him. Though his friend was a king with a renowned dreamer, so likely he had more information than anyone in Alekka, and not all of it was for sharing. Stellan knew how that was, being a lord. He smiled, thinking of Reinar, who he’d just displaced. And though he was weary and worried, his smile didn’t fade, imagining the looks on his sons’ faces when they caught a glimpse of their old father again.

      Chuckling to himself, he followed after his king, leaving the wall behind.
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        * * *

      

      Hector’s confidence was in pieces as he took one final look at Ottby’s famous walls before heading into the forest, unable to think of anything but the need to retreat to his tent, where no one could see him. Though Svein Bearsu found him before he could reach it, stomping through the trees, not caring about tents or food.

      ‘You need new ideas!’ he spat, mouth full of blood. ‘Not just men! New ideas!’ He saw Hector’s tent and the hooded woman who emerged from it, his eyes narrowing in suspicion. ‘That creature led you here, whispered in your ear, I know. Conjured up a few snakes. For what? This?’ Turning around, Svein spread his bloody arms wide as his battered warriors stumbled into the camp, aiming for fires and the servants carrying jugs of ale. ‘This?’

      Hector shook off the big man’s grumbles. ‘How many sieges have you been in, Svein, Lord of Ennor?’ he snorted loudly, anger rising. ‘Me? I’ve taken Ottby before. Taken Stornas and Slussfall too. Taken all of them! And I promise you, we didn’t stroll into any fort after a few days. We didn’t simply knock on the gates and walk inside. I thought the men of Ennor were used to hard things! I thought you’d stand beside me through every storm and setback...’ Running out of words, Hector headed away from Svein and his son, wanting an escape from their judgemental eyes and the growing demands of the wounded, crying out for help.

      He needed to speak to his dreamer.

      Though when he ushered Gysa back into his spacious tent, he was surprised that she had little to say.

      ‘It is not as you promised,’ he grumbled, listening to his chair creak beneath him. His steward hurried inside with a goblet full of wine, and Hector drank with a grimace, his mouth full of cuts. ‘Ale, boy! Go find me some cold ale!’ And flapping a bloody hand at the nodding teenager, he turned on Gysa, who held her ground, hood low, face hidden. ‘You promised me a vulnerable fort, empty of warriors, and yet now I have not just Stellan Vilander back from wherever he’s been, but Ake too. Ake Bluefinn!’ It was just what he wanted, of course, though he had hoped to be in a far more advantageous position when the king arrived. As it was, the king’s arrival had set him back on his heels.

      ‘Your wishes come true,’ Gysa reminded him.

      Hector was suddenly shivering, and leaving his goblet on a table, he approached the mysterious woman. ‘Your snakes were useful for a time. They devastated the Ottby garrison, I’m sure. But now they have an entire army in there. The king’s army! So what else can you do?’ he wondered. ‘What else can you do for me?’

      Gysa hesitated. ‘I helped you, my lord, as I saw that my help would benefit you. Though to try and take the fort with magic alone? When you have enough men out there to claim it with skill? With raw power and... tactics?’ It was a not-so-subtle jab at Hector’s leadership, and she watched the lord twitch, nostrils flaring with irritation. ‘Your reputation would suffer, my lord. Men like Svein Bearsu would have even less respect for you, and that would damage your hopes for Stornas.’

      ‘Of course, of course,’ Hector muttered, turning away as his steward returned with a jug of ale. ‘About time! Fill the goblet, then leave the jug.’

      The boy nodded, keeping his head low. ‘There are men outside, my lord. Men who wish to come in. To speak to you.’

      ‘I’m sure there are,’ Hector sighed, thinking of Gudrum, missing his counsel. Since breaking with Ake and their old fellowship, Hector had found few men that gave him any confidence. Men whose words he could believe, whose ideas he welcomed. After finding Gudrum Killi in the North, the hardened warrior had quickly become his closest ally; a man as hungry for vengeance as he was. Together, they had plotted to claim the Alekkan throne, to unite the North and South.

      And then...

      Well, once they’d settled Hector on Stornas’ throne, Gudrum had his own plans that Hector had pledged his full support for. Though now Gudrum was up North, fighting Tarl Brava, leaving him to lead their effort to capture the South. So far, it wasn’t going well. Ottby was a problem, just as the Vettels had always intended it to be.

      Yet Hakon Vettel had broken in.

      With magic, Hector reminded himself. Only with magic.

      ‘You must know something,’ he hissed at the dreamer. ‘See something to help me! Even an idea. A clue as to where they are weakest!’

      ‘I am no warrior, my lord,’ the dreamer repeated. ‘I have shown you a path –’

      ‘Yet that path is now blocked by Stellan Vilander and the king!’

      ‘Though you have more men than they do. You have more warriors than both men put together now. With those from Ennor and Tudash? You have the armies of Borken and Ostand too. Your allies combined must surely total more than those two men have scraped together?’

      Hector peered at her, sensing the dreamer’s insistence on putting it all back on him. ‘The Borkens aren’t here yet. Whether they’ve changed their minds or not, they haven’t arrived. The Ostanders aren’t here either.’

      ‘Yet they will come,’ Gysa insisted, lifting her head. ‘So you must regroup, my lord, and put your allies’ minds at ease. Guide them towards victory with words before deeds. It is not magic you are seeking, for no victory you claim over Ake Bluefinn will taste as sweet as the one you craft with your own hands.’

      Hector blinked, staring down at his hands, one gripping the goblet full of ale. And drinking it, he looked up at Gysa, nodding his head.

      ‘Patience,’ she urged. ‘For I sense that, soon, the gods will grant you some luck.’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar gripped his sword, wishing he could fly. He wanted to take off from Blood Hunter’s prow like Thenor turning into a raven, flying to Nightmare. He closed his eyes, knowing that to defeat Gudrum, he would likely need to sacrifice his ship and some of his men.

      Weighing the value of life was never easy as a lord.

      Though no battle could be won without sacrifice. And to defeat Gudrum was vital, Reinar knew.

      ‘The gods are coming,’ Berger breathed, eyes on the clouds tumbling darkly above their heads, thunder growling like a wild beast in the distance.

      Reinar hoped that was true, doubting any god would want to take Gudrum’s side. Then he remembered Alari and the rain that had almost defeated them in the cove, knowing that the goddess certainly had allies.

      Sucking in a deep breath, he strode away from Berger towards the stern, where Sea Axe was tucked up on Blood Hunter’s starboard side. He needed to signal to Arfinn, who he could see helming the ship, wanting to send him straight on to Ottby, determined to get Alys and her family well away from whatever was about to unfold.
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        * * *

      

      ‘They’re going for Gudrum,’ Vik decided, turning to Ollo, who wasn’t sure what he thought about that, though with Ilene looking on, he straightened his aching shoulders, nodding sternly.

      Magnus looked excited by the prospect of a sea battle until his mother placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘But not us.’ She could feel that. ‘We’ll go on to Ottby.’

      Vik looked as disappointed as Magnus, but seeing Stina and Alys, Solveigh and Lotta, he saw the sense in that. ‘I can’t think Reinar wants to worry about us, Magnus. Gudrum would likely slice us up and feed us to Hartu’s creatures!’

      Alys blinked at Vik, feeling Lotta shiver beside her.

      ‘Though he won’t get anywhere near us, will he?’ Vik smiled, tickling Lotta’s chin. ‘Not with the Vilanders keeping him busy.’

      Lotta looked relieved about that. So did Aldo, who sat at their feet, sharpening his sword. It wasn’t really his sword, but after finding it on the deck, he’d claimed it for himself, wanting to do something to protect Eddeth. Though now there was no Eddeth. He felt oddly lost without her.

      ‘What do you think?’ Stina wondered, eyes on Alys. ‘What do you see?’

      Pulling her children close, Alys shut her eyes, trying a few deep breaths, though all she heard was thunder and all she saw was darkness.

      And then a voice, screaming.

      Eddeth’s.

      ‘I...’ Alys opened her eyes, trying to avoid the curious looks of those gathered around her; Ollo peering at her with his bearded mouth hanging open. ‘Nothing.’ That was true. But Eddeth? ‘I can’t see anything. We just have to hope that Reinar knows what he’s doing.’ Seeing his arm flapping in the air, motioning for the helmsman to sail on, she swallowed. ‘I’m sure he does.’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar Vilander would have to make a choice. Attack his fleet, or try to claim Nightmare? Gudrum knew what he’d do in Reinar’s place, though the Lord of Ottby didn’t have the balls for such a move, he was certain. And turning away from the stern, he drew Ahlen close. There was no Ilmar anymore, so he’d found a new Ilmar. And though Ahlen had the same swarthy complexion and jet black hair, he was younger, almost handsome, not as intimidating as Ilmar had been, with his jagged features and growling voice. Ahlen was slippery and fast, with both his body and his mind.

      ‘You’ll be my extra pair of eyes, my extra pair of hands,’ Gudrum mused, seeing Raf hunched over on a chest in the stern. The sail was sagging ominously as the wind left them, and, heavy as they were with over sixty men on board, Nightmare was no longer sitting high, riding the waves. She was almost swimming through them.

      The dreamer looked ill.

      ‘They’ll catch us,’ Ahlen warned, teeth gleaming.

      ‘They can try. Though who knows what the gods are planning?’ Gudrum saw the sea swelling and the waves mounting. He heard the storm crashing as though it was answering him, and throwing back his head, he welcomed the freezing rain on his face.

      The gods wanted to witness battles. They wanted to admire warriors with courage and fire, fighting and killing their way to victory, for what were humans really but toys for the gods to amuse themselves with.

      Gudrum had no idea if any of them sought his victory, though he’d left his defeat in Orvala in the past, and now, once more, he was ready to fight for his future.
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        * * *

      

      Mirella’s mind was fixed firmly on the future.

      Orvala had been grey for days, yet she felt a glow of warmth inside her chest as she stood on the ramparts with Tarl and Ulrick, surveying the city.

      ‘It will be a fortress,’ Tarl breathed, turning back to smile at his dreamer. ‘Impenetrable, like a Southern fort. Walls taller than any siege tower. Spikes and stakes and ditches.’ He thought about that. ‘Deeper ditches,’ he decided with a grin. ‘Perhaps we flood them with water? Make them swim?’

      ‘If only we had some stone, my lord,’ Ulrick put in ruefully. ‘That would keep your enemies out.’

      Tarl ignored him, watching the dreamer.

      Who frowned at Ulrick. ‘Stone would make little difference, for soon we will have something much more powerful than walls. Something to keep every enemy at bay.’

      Ulrick shivered, seeing an odd look in Mirella’s eyes, as though she wasn’t quite there.

      Tarl didn’t notice as his attention wandered to the harbour, dark eyes glowing at the thought of a new Orvala. A better Orvala. ‘And we will. This time we will.’ He moved closer to Mirella, who gazed at the horizon as though she could see to the farthest reaches of the world. ‘Though that will only be the beginning. Once our people are safe, behind the walls, we’ll put our plans in place, and the North will be ours.’

      ‘Yes,’ Mirella breathed, sweeping her cloak around as she turned for the guard tower, ready to head back to her chamber and get to work. ‘The North, and then... all of Alekka.’
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      Stellan left the ruined hall with a partially restored Bjarni and a refreshed Ake, who had enjoyed a hot meal and a few cups of good Ottby ale. Stellan hadn’t had much of an appetite himself, and nor had Bjarni, which was a worry, he thought, stopping to turn back to the man. ‘How are you?’ he wondered, peering at Agnette’s patched-up husband. ‘Well enough for another round of whatever Hector’s serving?’

      Bjarni smiled, though it was an effort. He felt worse than ever, but he was determined to do everything he could to help his old lord. Or his new lord. His thoughts were jumbled as he nodded. ‘Well enough. Do you think Hector will come again today?’

      Stellan looked up at the stormy sky, unsure.

      Ake stepped in, having been talked around by Stellan, deciding that, for now, he would leave his old friend to sweat. They had the walls, so why make himself vulnerable by leaving them behind? That’s what Stellan had advised, and though Adelborg’s words of doom rang in Ake’s ears, he found himself agreeing. For now. ‘Hector will be sitting in his tent, drinking his wine, doubting himself. He’ll be tired, under pressure from his allies, trying to think of something no one has thought of before. Hoping some insight about Ottby is locked away in his memory box. And while his men gather around fires, frozen, injured and tired, he’ll be in his tent sweating.’

      Stellan grinned, stepping around a flock of chickens, out pecking for worms in the smoky square. ‘I would be. Bringing all those men here, whispering sweet promises of a quick victory in their ears? Confident that I had a conjuring witch at my back?’ He shook his head, aiming for the inner gates, where he saw Torfinn Bellig waiting for them. ‘That’d put any man under pressure.’

      Ake nodded. ‘I know how it feels. Pressure like that makes you hot in a blizzard. Watching the eyes, imagining what your men are whispering about you. Seeing their doubts. Fearing you aren’t the man you need to be.’ They moved through the scattered boulders like snakes. ‘To have all those men and not be able to find a way in?’ Ake shook his head. ‘Hector’s never been under pressure like this in his life. In every tight situation he’s ever faced, he’s always had someone to turn to. Me, you, Vik, Jonas. Hector always had someone else showing him the path forward. But now?’

      They stopped before Torfinn, who looked ready for a needle and thread. Two cuts on his cheeks were deep and bloody, gaping open.

      ‘Anything to report?’ Stellan wanted to know, sharp eyes never still, ears always open.

      ‘They’re in the forest. Not a man left on the field.’

      ‘None?’ Ake was surprised.

      ‘None that’s moving.’

      ‘Then let’s get our men out there, retrieve what we can. They mightn’t need those arrows and boulders, but we certainly do.’

      Stellan nodded. ‘Bjarni, you sort that out. Send out your fastest men. Not the children, though. I don’t want to risk the children. Just send a couple at first. See if Hector’s stupid enough to have fully retreated. Torfinn, get up on the inner wall. Give them cover.’

      Torfinn had been hoping for a bite to eat and a drink of ale, but nodding, he headed for the guard tower.

      ‘So, tell me,’ Stellan said as Bjarni headed in the opposite direction, looking for volunteers. ‘What did Adelborg see? When she sent you here? What did she see would happen?’

      Ake almost tripped over his boots, biting his tongue.

      It wasn’t lost on Stellan, who grabbed the king’s arm.

      ‘We should talk,’ Ake decided, sighing deeply, unable to avoid his friend’s searching eyes. ‘Let’s get back on that wall, alone, and then we’ll have a talk.’
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        * * *

      

      There was no time for talking now.

      Decisions had been made without debate. Everyone was quiet, keeping their thoughts to themselves. Some were standing, eyes on Gudrum’s fleet, which they were almost within touching distance of now. Others felt confident enough to stay seated, sharpening swords and axes. There were no spears, no arrows. Nothing to throw. If they managed to board Nightmare, it would be hand to hand combat only.

      ‘Grab shields!’ Reinar called, turning away from the engrossing chase. They had fewer men than Gudrum by at least twenty. He could see Nightmare sitting low, not surprised with the size of Gudrum’s crew. He feared the ship was leaking, though as long as Gudrum was on board, that wasn’t something to worry about.

      Reinar hadn’t sheathed Corpse Splitter since he’d made the decision to head for Nightmare. He doubted Gudrum’s men had been carrying any arrows when they’d rushed into the sea, boarding the ships. And Reinar knew that he’d left no arrows or spears on those ships, so he didn’t fear getting close to his captured fleet, but he wanted to be ready for a quick assault. He remembered his recent battle with Hakon Vettel’s ships, and, lost for a moment, he saw an image of Alys kneeling by a bleeding Sigurd, trying to save his life.

      Reinar blinked, seeing Sigurd approach, that same look of annoyance flaming in his eyes. ‘Forget Raf,’ he ordered, placing a hand on his brother’s shoulder. ‘Whatever’s the truth, you can’t let her distract you now.’

      Sigurd didn’t speak. He didn’t even nod. His body felt taut, though his mind was whirring in a desperate search for clarity. Everything pointed to Raf having chosen Gudrum over him. But was that really true? Would she say it to his face?

      Would she get the chance?

      Ludo approached, wet hair hanging over his eyes. ‘Bolli’s worried!’ He bent down, flicking back his hair, tucking it behind his ears, knowing that whatever came next, he needed to see clearly.

      Reinar grinned. ‘What? He’s forgotten how to swim?’

      Both Sigurd and Ludo flicked Reinar anxious glances.

      ‘Tell Bolli to keep the ship above water then!’ Reinar laughed, though he had no desire to end up in the sea either. ‘We want to head back to Ottby with our fleet restored and Gudrum’s men at the bottom of the ocean. We don’t need to join them!’ He felt anger and fear and a desire to see his parents and his fort again. His wife, too, he supposed, feeling odd about that.

      But first, he would have to tip Gudrum out of Nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’ll stay down, out of the way,’ Gudrum barked at a nervous-looking Raf. ‘What? What have you seen?’ He squeezed a wet hand around her wrist, yanking her forward until his nose touched the dreamer’s. ‘What?’

      Raf tried to pull away, not wanting Gudrum to see into her heart, into her thoughts, into her soul. ‘I see the sea!’ she cried. ‘I see broken ships and drowning men. I see the sea!’ She shivered with cold and terror, not wanting to drown.

      Gudrum laughed. ‘So do I! And I didn’t need a dreamer’s help with that. Don’t worry, Raf, I’ll keep you safe. You think Reinar Vilander can defeat us? But look at his ship! He’s half as many men!’

      Raf could see that.

      She could see Sigurd, too, hood flapping around those broad shoulders, his brother standing just a little taller beside him. Not his true brother, Raf knew, quickly blinking those thoughts away, not knowing where Alari might be prowling. Though surely the ocean was Hartu’s realm?

      She swallowed. ‘I can’t swim.’

      Gudrum kissed her quickly. ‘I can. And these arms of mine will keep you safe if it comes to that. Likely it won’t, though.’ Now he was whispering, lips pressed to her ear, not wanting anyone else to hear his doubts. ‘You see us sinking?’

      Raf wasn’t sure. ‘I feel the water around me. Drowning me.’

      Gudrum swallowed, though straightening up, his gruesome smile was firmly back in place. ‘You get to the stern, cover your head. Keep out of the way. I’ll send Ovi to guard you. I don’t want anyone getting their hands on my precious girl.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Jonas wondered what he was going to do with Eddeth.

      She was making him dizzy with her constant twitching and stumbling. She sneezed and blinked as lightning sliced through stormy clouds, regaling him with stories about how many people she’d known to have been killed by lightning.

      She wouldn’t sit still.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Jonas sighed, at last, grabbing her arms. ‘I need you to stay in the stern. I have to take charge now. We’re moving like a horse with you running back and forth.’ Eddeth peered at him with terror in her eyes, and he softened his voice. ‘We’re moving fast. We’ll be on those ships shortly. You can’t get in the way.’

      ‘No, no, of course not!’ Eddeth shook her head, wiry grey hair blowing across an anxious face. She really needed to hack it off, she thought, mind wandering as she worked to distract herself.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Jonas wasn’t sure that he had her attention.

      ‘Yes, I’ll go,’ she promised, fearing what was about to happen. ‘But... what if...’

      ‘I’ll find you,’ Jonas promised. ‘If anything happens to the ship, I’ll find you. Don’t worry!’ He smiled, ushering her towards the stern.

      Eddeth heard screams ringing in her ears. She saw flashes of lightning, felt the rush of cold water, but she nodded, hoping to give Jonas confidence as he took one last look at her and disappeared back to the mast, wanting to speak to the crew.
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        * * *

      

      Bolli wasn’t going to be happy.

      Reinar approached him with a stern face, knowing that Bolli being happy wasn’t his main concern. But still, he needed to get the helmsman on board.

      Bending to Bolli’s ear, Reinar felt him stiffen like water turning to ice. He stepped away, not about to change his mind, not giving Bolli a chance to grumble. Though he could feel that stare following him down the length of the deck to where Berger and Sigurd and Ludo stood, leaning on the gunwale, shields on their backs, swords in their hands.

      ‘Looks like Bolli would rather throw himself into the sea than do what you asked!’ Berger laughed, seeing the helmsman’s glowering face.

      ‘Well, if he gets it wrong, we’ll all be thrown into the sea,’ Reinar grinned, lurching forward as Bolli tugged on the tiller, cursing and spitting as he turned them towards Nightmare.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Reinar Vilander loves this ship.’

      Gudrum remembered Raf’s words as he watched the lead Ottby ship turning for Nightmare. Though likely, he decided, Reinar Vilander loved his precious family more. ‘Prepare for impact!’ he shouted, sensing what was coming. Eyes on his helmsman, who looked like a deer threatened with an arrow, Gudrum threw up a hand. ‘Turn away, Ermund! Prepare for impact!’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar saw Nightmare’s crew moving, but with little speed, for there were so many men crammed into the ship that there was nowhere to go.

      ‘Come on, Bolli!’ Reinar urged, whipping off his cloak as Blood Hunter spurred forward. ‘Cut her in half!’ That hurt his heart to say, but Reinar needed to kill Gudrum and his crew, to stop them in their tracks. And now that they were here, almost within touching distance, he couldn’t hold back.

      Beside him, he felt Sigurd almost jumping, anticipating what would come.

      ‘Brace yourselves!’ Reinar shouted, spinning to check on his crew, catching a glimpse of horror in Bolli’s old eyes. And turning back around, he lurched forward as Blood Hunter smashed into Nightmare, breaking through her strakes, timber flying.
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        * * *

      

      Ollo’s mouth dropped open as he watched, though not even a grumble escaped his frozen lips.

      Beside him, Stina felt sick, memories of Dagger’s demise still fresh in her mind. She thought of Ludo, fearing for him on board Blood Hunter. Magnus stood before her, desperate to see what was happening, but she kept a firm hold on his shoulders, not about to let him go.

      Alys had Lotta beside her, breath trapped in her chest, hoping that Thenor would come.
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        * * *

      

      Launching himself into a shattered Nightmare, Reinar knew there was little time to defeat his enemy before they were all sinking. He’d placed his best warriors, those most confident with swords and axes, at the front. He knew Sigurd and Berger were behind him, leading those men.

      They’d agreed that Reinar would go for Gudrum.

      Reinar had told them that he would go for Gudrum.

      He had left a skeleton crew on Blood Hunter to hold that ship together. To prepare Bolli and the oarsmen for a fast departure.

      If they could stay afloat that long.

      Blood Hunter’s prow was wedged into Nightmare’s starboard gunwale, though Reinar couldn’t see any fatal damage to the ship he intended to sail to Ottby on.

      But as for his broken Nightmare?

      ‘Ready to die?’ came the familiar bark of the scarred lord, who pushed his own men out of the way to get to Reinar.

      It was cramped.

      Though Reinar had made plans for that before they’d boarded. And now he could hear his men putting those plans in place. Some had rushed onto Nightmare without a drawn weapon, just shields, which they used to push and batter Gudrum’s crew overboard. Reinar heard splashes and shouts as men were tipped over the gunwales of the foundering ship. He felt cold water flowing over his boots, up to his ankles, knowing that soon it would rise higher.

      Swinging left and right, he slashed Corpse Splitter in quick motions, lightning exploding all around him, bouncing off its double-edged blade. He heard shouts in the distance, panic and more splashes, sensing that the rest of his fleet was engaging with Gudrum’s. As they had to. They were getting closer to Karuna Point, where a sharp turn east would take them directly down the estuary that led to Ottby.

      They had to throw everything at Gudrum now.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Your boys are good men,’ Ake said when he’d finished telling Stellan about Adelborg’s vision. Stellan looked bereft, which made Ake work hard to lighten the mood. ‘Surprising, given who their father is.’ He patted Stellan’s shoulder, though Stellan didn’t smile.

      ‘She might be wrong. Adelborg’s old. Ancient now. She might be wrong!’

      They stood on the low wall, barely aware of the lightning crackling over the forest where their enemies were concealed.

      ‘She might be. Of course.’

      They both knew that was unlikely.

      Stellan heard wailing from the field, and turning around, he motioned a man towards him. ‘Get Bjarni to carry the injured inside. We’ll treat them in here since Hector doesn’t seem bothered. Have him guard them, though.’ He turned back to Ake. ‘And what will happen if you...’

      ‘That’s what I need you to hear most of all, Stellan. My son, I...’

      Stellan frowned.

      ‘Is dead.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘A sickness over the summer. He slipped away quickly. It was...’ Ake’s eyes flooded with tears, which he blinked away, not wanting to lose his grip on what lay before him. ‘I have no heir. My daughters are happy girls, young and carefree. You know them. And I don’t want to burden Estrella with holding the throne, waiting till Ilyia is old enough to be a queen. I...’

      Stellan didn’t know what was coming next.

      ‘It should be Reinar.’

      Stellan hadn’t been expecting that. And then, thinking about it, he remembered Ragnahild One Eye’s vision that Reinar would one day rule as the High King of Alekka. Still, he shook his head. ‘Reinar?’

      ‘Your son has long been fated to be a great king, we both know that. The dreamers have seen it. Not just Ragnahild. Adelborg sees the same. So I choose Reinar. If I don’t survive, Stellan, you’ll see to it. Your son will sit in Stornas and...’ Ake swallowed, twitching with discomfort, unable to imagine not being the one to care for his people, his family. ‘He will rule.’

      Stellan’s head was reeling, wondering if Reinar had it in him. Just ruling Ottby had seemed a struggle for his eldest son, at times. Though he’d felt much the same initially, Stellan remembered.

      But all of Alekka?

      Reinar?

      Was he ready?
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        * * *

      

      Reinar was smacked in the face by a flying shield, knocked onto Sigurd, who would have fallen down to the deck if there’d been any room. But they were all jostling now, elbows and weapons working to make space, while Berger harried his men to knock as many of Gudrum’s crew over the gunwales as possible.

      Head ringing, face aching, Reinar threw himself forward, trying to clear enough room to swing back his sword. He was fenced in on every side, though, Gudrum being swept away from him as Nightmare creaked and tilted, water rising over his boots now.

      Reinar needed to kill Gudrum. Fast.

      Gudrum would lead his men to Ottby, but without him? Would they even bother?

      Gudrum was fighting the tide of clashing warriors, snarling like a wolf as he worked his way up the angled deck to get back to Reinar. And upon reaching him, Reinar saw that Gudrum’s sword was gone, replaced by a long knife. So sheathing Corpse Splitter, Reinar drew his own knife, backhanding it at Gudrum’s face, wanting to add a few new scars to those rippled cheeks.

      Swaying back, Gudrum hit his head on a helmeted warrior, who fell away. Gudrum, though, remained on his feet, dropping low, slashing his knife across Reinar’s armoured middle.

      Reinar felt a tickle but nothing more as he slipped across the watery deck. The tussle of screaming warriors seethed around him, and spinning back, Reinar saw a flash of steel, thunder rolling overhead as Gudrum stabbed for his left arm. He swung back, dragging his arm towards his chest, lashing out with his right, catching Gudrum on the cheek.

      Raf heard Gudrum’s shout as she cowered in the stern. She couldn’t help him. She didn’t even know if she wanted to. The ship would sink, though – Raf saw that. The freezing water was halfway up her legs, and she started to panic, hearing another voice she recognised. And standing quickly, she saw Sigurd. He didn’t see her, so she dropped back down again, eyes low, wrapping her cloak over her head, trying to decide what to do.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth watched Jonas flying over a sea chest like a sprightly boy. Their ship, Bone Shaker, had been boarded by Gudrum’s men, and Jonas was leading the defense. Eddeth feared for his life, and that fear kept her on edge as Bone Shaker butted against Stormbringer, mountainous waves swelling, lifting them higher. She thought of Hartu and her serpent, fearing that they, too, would enter the fray. And desperately wanting to see what was coming, Eddeth dropped down, hunched over, back against the shield rack, closing her eyes. Though the noise of the battling warriors and the thunder and lightning clashing above her had Eddeth unable to focus at all.

      Her mind skipped to Reinar, and she turned around, popping up her head, seeing him fighting on Nightmare. She could hear his great booming roar, too; full-throated and edged with anger.

      She stayed to watch, seeing Sigurd and Ludo fighting by Berger, fearing for them too.

      And then Jonas’ voice broke through all the noise. ‘Get down, Eddeth!’ he shouted before spinning away, his glinting sword arcing through the storm as he tried to protect their helmsman.

      Eddeth dropped back down, though every grunt and shriek had her popping up again, trying to see what she could do to help. Blood splashed through the air, and Eddeth got a mouthful, watching a tooth flying past.

      Was it a tooth?

      She turned to follow its path, transfixed, and then something hit her on the back of the head, and everything went dark.
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      Raf’s hair blew around her face, shielding her eyes, but Sigurd could see their intense blue in his mind as he fought to reach her. His attention needed to be on killing as many of Gudrum’s men as he could before Nightmare went down, but seeing Raf, his mind scattered like birds on a field.

      He couldn’t let anything happen to her.

      The man protecting Raf had been felled by a knife to the head, and the little dreamer was almost curled into a ball in the stern, half-submerged in water. Soon they all would be, Sigurd knew, remembering Dagger’s sudden descent. ‘Reinar! Hurry!’ he called to his brother, voice straining as he elbowed one of Gudrum’s men in the cheek, certain he’d felt bone breaking. He heard nothing in return but screams and shouts and the din of blade on blade. And then he was flying forward, knocked over by Berger, who’d almost had his arm hacked off by Gudrum’s biggest man.

      Berger had heard the puppy barking wildly back on Blood Hunter, and turning just in time, he’d seen his attacker, losing only his footing rather than an arm.

      Puddle was oddly quiet now, and Berger had a fleeting worry, hoping the puppy was alright. He pulled Sigurd to his feet, senses sharpening again, despite the chaos. Backing up quickly, he slammed his elbow into the taut torso of one man, swinging to hack his blade into the tattooed neck of another. Ducking his head, Berger barrelled away from Sigurd. ‘Hurry!’ he yelled. ‘Ship’s going down!’ Turning in horror, he saw that it was Gudrum’s men who were responding to his warning, quickly moving towards Blood Hunter.

      Bolli was barking, sensing the danger, hands on Blood Hunter’s tiller as Gudrum’s men started abandoning Nightmare, keen not to be swimming for their lives.

      Gudrum saw them out of the corner of his eye, and agreeing with the sense in that, he sloshed around, trying to make room, needing to finish off Reinar Vilander before he, too, could join the exodus. ‘Why fight?’ he called to the bleeding Lord of Ottby, firming up his slippery grip on his knife. ‘We aren’t enemies, are we? You don’t want to kill me!’

      Reinar was sure that wasn’t true. He didn’t speak, not interested in games. Instead, as Nightmare shifted, waves slamming against her hull, Reinar saw a space in the melee open up. So, shoving his knife between his teeth, he took it, rushing at Gudrum, throwing his arms around his waist, knocking him down. And sensing that he’d knocked the wind out of him, too, Reinar punched Gudrum with his left hand, quickly dragging the knife out of his mouth with his right. Flinging a wet hand out of the water, Gudrum knocked it away, though he couldn’t escape Reinar Vilander, who broke his nose as he punched him again.

      Raf was up on her feet, cloak sweeping away from her, Sigurd suddenly grabbing her hand.

      ‘Raf!’

      ‘Get out of my way!’ she cried, needing to see what had happened to Gudrum, her loyalty once again fracturing at just the wrong moment.

      Sigurd blinked at her with hurt in his eyes, and then he was knocked sideways, Gudrum’s warriors pushing between them, fighting a growling Berger, who had two swords now. He swung with one, jabbing the other like a spear.

      ‘Raf!’ Sigurd couldn’t see her. He stumbled, realising that it was pointless.

      What was he doing?

      And turning away with a heavy heart, bringing his sword around to slice through a swinging arm, he took it off at the elbow.
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        * * *

      

      Lotta’s head kept swinging from one side of Sea Axe to the other. ‘I can hear a dog!’

      No one else could.

      ‘It’s the storm,’ her brother insisted, gripping hold of Lotta’s cloak as she threatened to climb onto a chest, wanting to look down on the sea.

      ‘And a dog! It’s Puddle. I know it is!’

      Magnus rolled his eyes. ‘No, Lotta, get down. It’s not!’

      ‘We have to go back! Mama!’ Lotta cried, ignoring Magnus entirely. ‘We have to go back for Puddle!’

      Alys came towards the children with confusion in her eyes. ‘What?’

      Aldo was behind her, concerned about Lotta too. Without Eddeth to look after, he’d shifted his attention to Magnus and Lotta. Alys was often busy, talking to Vik and the helmsman, so he wanted to do something to help.

      ‘Magnus! Tug her down! Lotta!’ Alys cried, sliding as the ship dipped, nearly knocking Aldo over.

      ‘There!’ Lotta screamed. ‘Puddle! Puddle!’

      Magnus’ head snapped around, and he stuck out his neck, amazed to see a very wet Puddle, head bobbing up and down in the waves.

      And then he disappeared.

      ‘Puddle!’ Magnus screamed, jumping onto the chest. And before Lotta could shout out or Aldo could reach him, he clambered onto the shield rack and dove into the sea.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar’s head rang so loudly that he heard nothing but a screeching sound, as though Eddeth was yelling in his ear. He shook it, needing to find his balance, to clear the deafening sound so he could think. Someone must have cracked him on the back of the head with a shield. He’d momentarily blacked out, losing his grip on a bloodied Gudrum, who had slithered away from him, almost swimming across the sinking ship.

      ‘Reinar!’

      Reinar didn’t turn. He didn’t hear Sigurd at all. After losing his knife, he’d drawn Corpse Splitter, but that, too, had been knocked from his slick hand, lost somewhere in the water.

      His father’s sword.

      ‘Reinar!’ Sigurd jumped over a floating body, grabbing his brother’s shoulder, spinning him around.

      ‘My sword!’

      Sigurd glanced at the water, dark and bloody in the stormy afternoon. ‘There!’ he said, pointing at the glimmering blade.

      ‘Sigurd!’ Ludo cried.

      Spinning away from his brother, Sigurd took one of Gudrum’s men in the neck, suddenly seeing what Ludo was screaming about. ‘No! Reinar!’ They were trapped in a throng of panicking warriors, but Gudrum had slid away. And he had Raf with him. ‘Reinar!’

      Dripping sword in hand, Reinar looked up, fixing his eyes on Blood Hunter.

      Berger was beside him, wild with fury at the sight of so many of Gudrum’s men on board their ship. He could barely see their own now. ‘Let’s go!’ he urged, headbutting one man, stabbing another in the belly. ‘Reinar, we have to go!’

      Reinar pushed forward, watching Gudrum’s men leaping out of a doomed Nightmare. His attention snapped to Bolli, helplessly gripping the tiller, eyes full of fear. ‘No!’ he screamed, banging one man out of the way, knocked into by another, struggling for balance as Nightmare tipped unhelpfully. ‘No!’

      Gudrum was quickly on board a very full Blood Hunter, and he rushed up to a defenseless Bolli, knife across his throat. Reinar Vilander had beaten him bloody, and both eyes were closing up fast. He was struggling to breathe through his broken nose, but he didn’t need to see how much Reinar cared for his helmsman. And grabbing a handful of Bolli’s white hair, Gudrum lifted his head, slicing his blade across Bolli’s throat.

      ‘Bolli!’

      The shock froze them all, watching as Bolli stared in surprise, blood coursing down his neck as Gudrum threw him away like a dead animal, quickly shouting at his crew to get the ship underway.

      ‘Throw them overboard! Any Ottby men! Kill them, and let’s go!’ Gudrum knew he only needed a crew of thirty, and he could see that the oars were already covered by desperate men dragging them through the water, reversing the ship. So, taking the tiller, he kicked Bolli’s body out of the way. ‘Pull!’ he roared. ‘Pull, you fuckers!’

      The rest of Gudrum’s men, still stuck on Nightmare, started rushing for the starboard gunwale, realising that their lord was leaving them behind.

      ‘No! My lord! Wait!’

      Desperate cries were lost under a volley of thunder so low and loud that Ludo wanted to put his hands over his ears. He watched from Nightmare as Blood Hunter drew away. He couldn’t see Bolli now, feeling too shocked to even cry.

      Reinar yelled at Gudrum’s men, who were blocking their path off Nightmare. ‘Turn! Turn and stop him! He’s leaving you behind! Stop him, not me!’

      And those men, realising that he was right, tried to untangle themselves from Reinar’s crew.

      But they were too late as Nightmare gave up her fight, collapsing inward, sucked down into the icy sea.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Everything’s gone wrong,’ Gerda sighed, sitting at the high table, making bandages out of old tunics. ‘I can’t remember when it last went right.’

      Agnette sat beside her, sharpening knives and needles, Liara strapped to her chest. She wasn’t sure that she’d ever feel comfortable leaving her daughter alone again. Not until they caught whoever had tried to kill her. She shivered, wanting to stay far away from that disturbing place, focusing instead on Gerda, her grumbling aunt. ‘How can you say that? Stellan’s back! Have you seen him? He looks ten years younger! Stronger than ever. And Ake came to save us.’ She repositioned Liara’s head, so she didn’t keep batting her daughter in the face. After another good feed, Liara was asleep, and Agnette wanted to keep her that way. ‘The tide is turning, Aunty, can’t you see? Now all we need is for Reinar and Sigurd to come back, and everything will be alright again.’ And catching Elin’s eye, Agnette smiled.
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        * * *

      

      Alys was hysterical.

      ‘Magnus!’ she screamed until her throat burned. Until her eyes felt as though they would pop out of her head. ‘Magnus!’

      Lotta was sobbing beside her, unable to speak at all. Stina held the little girl tightly, one arm around her shoulder as they watched from the gunwale.

      ‘You can’t go in, Alys!’ Ollo warned, sensing that she was ready to jump into the sea. ‘Vik will get him. Don’t go drowning yourself too!’

      ‘Too?’ Alys wanted to punch Ollo in the face. ‘No! Vik! Help him!’ And then she was tearing off her cloak, clambering up onto the shield rack, and with one look at her daughter, she dove into the sea.

      ‘Mama!’ Lotta cried even louder, clinging to Stina. ‘No! Mama!’

      Vik had jumped in first. Stina could see his bobbing head, wet hair plastered to his face as he slid under the waves like a seal, looking for Magnus and the puppy. ‘Ssshhh now. There, there, Lotta,’ Stina soothed, heart banging in her chest. ‘Your mother’s a good swimmer. You know that.’

      Alys swam towards Vik, her limbs trembling, hearing Puddle’s faint barking in the distance. She saw no sign of him, though, as the waves lifted her higher. ‘Where is he?’ she screamed, getting a mouthful of water. ‘Magnus!’

      Taking a big breath, she plunged into the icy water.

      Vik followed, ignoring his throbbing ankle, his chattering teeth and his shaking legs. He’d always been a useful swimmer, though not as good as Jonas. Still, he hoped he was good enough to catch a mad boy and a sinking puppy.

      He slipped under a mountainous wave, pushing down into the water, trying to see any sign of Magnus or Puddle. It was so dark, though, the cold assaulting him quickly, holding him tightly. His thoughts started freezing, his limbs slow to move. He held his breath, searching the water, Lotta’s mournful cries ringing in his ears.

      No Magnus.

      Alys spun around nearby, long hair flowing around her face, trying to find her son.

      It was too dark, though. Too dark to see.

      And then a burst of lightning, quickly followed by another, and suddenly the water was aglow with the brightest, warmest light.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Reinar!’ Eddeth screeched, unable to see what had happened to those aboard Nightmare, which had quickly disappeared from view. ‘Sigurd!’ Her ears were ringing, having been knocked unconscious by a flying knife; relieved that it was only the haft that had hit her.

      She had no idea how long she’d been out, but Jonas appeared to have taken back control of Bone Shaker, and that was the only good news that she could see. Gudrum appeared to be sailing away, and Nightmare had gone, leaving Reinar and his men to Hartu’s mercy.

      ‘I’m going in!’ Jonas called from the gunwale, where he’d quickly climbed onto the shield rack, holding onto a rope. ‘Stay here, Eddeth! Don’t move!’ And then he was gone, just a splash in the roiling sea.

      Seeing that Gudrum was escaping the sea battle, his remaining crews were pulling away from the fight, disengaging from their enemy, aiming after their lord in his new ship. There were splashes as some fell into the sea, others tipped overboard. And adding to the chaotic noises ringing in Eddeth’s ears was the sound of full-throated panic as each side fought to get their ships moving again.

      Eddeth didn’t want to shift her eyes from what was happening before her, but Bone Shaker’s helmsman appeared to be making a move. ‘You! Whatever your name is!’ Eddeth bellowed at the man, who eventually looked her way. ‘Don’t even think about it!’ She saw his hands on the tiller, looking to move it as his men scrambled onto benches, wet and bloodied hands readying oars. ‘We must hold here! Hold for Jonas! And Reinar! Sigurd, Ludo and... don’t move!’

      The man was as old as Eddeth and not fond of dreamers. But having the wits about himself to realise that crossing her would likely be a mistake, he dropped his shoulders, calling to the crew. ‘We hold here!’

      Eddeth didn’t nod at him, nor did she feel a moment’s relief as she turned her attention back to the sea, hoping Jonas Bergstrom was a good swimmer.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar saw his father’s face as he sank, arms above his head, too cold to move. His ears were still ringing as the cold water claimed him. He fell like an anchor, heavy in his mail, dropping quickly.

      With memories of his last shipwreck still haunting him, Sigurd had thought to tear off his mail, and he swam freely, grabbing Reinar’s arm, pulling his brother towards the light. And there were a few hints of light now, he was pleased to see.

      The freezing water wasn’t new to Sigurd, and his recent experience had taught him to act quickly. He pinched his brother, wanting to keep him alert, for they both needed to swim to the surface with speed.

      It was hard, though Reinar tried, grateful that he’d thrown off his fur cloak before he’d jumped on board Nightmare. Nightmare, who had fallen away into the darkness now, shattered pieces of hull and oars occasionally floating past him.

      Reinar’s eyes stung, and his legs ached as he kicked his feet, feeling Sigurd working hard to pull his armoured body higher and higher, hearing his father urging him on. He had to get to Ottby, he knew. He couldn’t think of Bolli or Nightmare or everything that had gone wrong.

      He had to get to Ottby.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum felt elated.

      Elated to know that he wasn’t the only lord to have made a catastrophic mistake. He thought of Tarl Brava and now Reinar Vilander. No lord was perfect. No lord could rule without making mistakes, but it was all about timing, for if he’d been the one to make that mistake at sea.

      Well...

      He glanced over his shoulder, seeing no sign of Nightmare. No sign of the Vilanders at all.

      He caught a glimpse of Raf, who appeared to be holding her breath as she watched from the stern. ‘Any sign of life?’ Gudrum called with a cough. His face was mashed, his nose broken, already so swollen that he could barely breathe himself. Reinar Vilander had opened up his cheek too.

      Though it didn’t stop that smile.

      Raf closed her eyes, seeing Lotta crying and her brother in the water.

      The puppy too.

      Puddle, she remembered with a sad smile.

      The puppy’s name was Puddle.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Puddle!’ Lotta screamed as though she was in pain. But she wasn’t. She was joyous because her mother had managed to save a sinking Puddle.

      And Vik had rescued her heroic brother.

      Alys had been fished up over the side of the ship with Puddle in her arms, quickly turning to help Vik with Magnus, and now they were being offered furs by Stina and Solveigh, all of them shaking and shivering as though they would never be warm again.

      Ollo knew how that felt, and he quickly wrapped Alys in three mostly wet furs, which did little to stop her teeth chattering.

      Aldo knew how it felt, too, bringing more furs, pleased to see both Magnus and the puppy, who was oddly still in Lotta’s arms.

      Lotta squeezed Puddle, trying to wake him up.

      ‘Here,’ Alys said, heart still pounding as she watched Stina hugging a shivering Magnus. ‘Give him to me, Lotta. Let me warm him up.’ She didn’t know how Puddle had ended up in the sea, though likely someone had thrown him on board when they’d left the cove. And that someone was going to get a big kiss from Lotta when she found them.

      If only they could keep Puddle alive.

      He was shaking with cold and so weak, having worked hard to keep himself afloat.

      ‘What are you doing? Mama?’

      Alys had left her daughter behind, heading to Stina, who had let go of Magnus, deciding that he needed more furs. She froze, seeing a glimpse of Reinar in the sea, and handing Puddle to Stina, she started shaking. ‘Wrap him up... wrap him... I..’ And stumbling as she turned around, Alys hurried to Sea Axe’s stern.

      Ilene watched her, wondering what was wrong.

      So did Ollo, who followed her. ‘What have you seen? Alys?’

      But Alys didn’t answer as she stared into the storm, trying to find Reinar.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Back together again!’ Eddeth declared as Jonas helped Sigurd drag Reinar onto the ship. She’d been yelling orders and advice since the men had started swimming towards Bone Shaker, remembering what it had felt like to be tossed into a wintry sea.

      Those men needed to get out of the water in a hurry.

      Reinar shook his head as he dropped forward onto his knees, unbalanced by a wave. ‘We need...’ He couldn’t breathe. He felt sick. And then, dropping lower, he spat out a mouthful of sea. ‘We need to get moving.’ He kept seeing Bolli’s face, the horror of what had happened driving spear after spear into his heart. Turning, he saw a familiar figure on the tiller. ‘Lassi, get after Gudrum! We have to catch him!’

      ‘I’m not sure that worked out so well the last time,’ Eddeth muttered, ferreting around for furs. She threw one at Reinar, one at Ludo, one at Sigurd. ‘Where’s that Berger Eivin then? Did you lose him?’

      Reinar didn’t know.

      Sigurd shrugged, teeth chattering. ‘No idea, but we lost Bolli.’ His voice caught as he dropped his head, hearing the intakes of shock from Eddeth and Jonas.

      ‘What happened?’ Jonas wanted to know, grateful for the fur Eddeth handed him, quickly pulling it around his shuddering shoulders.

      Reinar straightened up, not wanting to say. ‘Gudrum slit his throat.’ The words burned his tongue, and he wanted to scream. He was so angry.

      At himself.

      What had he been thinking?

      Scratching his wet hair, he shook all over.

      Eddeth read his mind. ‘It’s not your fault,’ she tried, as the men started shifting around her, looking for seats. The ship was under sail again, the shell-shocked crew quickly tucking themselves down, seeking some protection from the icy wind.

      Reinar shook his head. ‘No, Eddeth, it is my fault. Only mine. If I...’

      ‘You had to try and stop Gudrum,’ Ludo insisted, wanting a fire, though there was only sea spray and rain. ‘You couldn’t let him reach Ottby with all his men. You had to d-d-do something.’

      Reinar’s shoulders slumped. ‘But now he will, won’t he? He’ll reach Ottby first, and there’s nothing we can do to stop him.’
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      Stellan left Ake on the low wall while he headed to what was left of the hall to eat a meal with his family. He needed some sleep too. Years of being besieged had taught him the benefits of a quick nap to keep his senses alert. There was nothing worse than nodding off just as your enemy was making its final approach.

      More than once, he’d been caught napping.

      Well, maybe only once, he reflected, scooping up another dumpling with his spoon. Stellan loved dumplings even more than Bjarni, and Rilda had fought through the terror of the boulders and the snakes to make a great pot full of them, many of which were now floating in Stellan’s mutton stew. It was hot and nourishing, filling his belly quickly, and he ate with gratitude, enjoying the feel of holding his own spoon again.

      ‘You’re tidier than I was,’ Agnette grinned beside him. ‘I always managed to get food in your beard.’

      Stellan laughed, and swallowing the last dumpling, he put down his spoon. ‘Well, I suspect Liara’s going to have to learn to feed herself quite quickly, isn’t she?’

      Agnette nodded, feeling sharp pains in her chest. They were acting as though it was a normal family supper, though snow was blowing inside the half of the hall still standing, and they were all freezing and worried as they hurried through the meal. Still, it helped to pretend because if they were about to die, it was better to spend those last moments having good thoughts and sharing happy memories.

      Bjarni had been put to bed, ordered to stay there till morning.

      Or until Hector and his men came to try and kill them all again.

      Elin had been quiet throughout the meal, worrying about Reinar. ‘What do you think will happen now?’ she asked, leaning out and looking down the table at her father-in-law, who was wedged in between Agnette and Gerda.

      ‘Hector won’t leave. He doesn’t need to. He’s got enough men out there to overwhelm us. That’s the truth of it. He’s just run out of ideas. Likely he didn’t have many to begin with.’ Stellan reached for his goblet, sipping gratefully. It felt so freeing to be able to move his limbs at will. To be able to turn his head and say the words flooding his mind. Being imprisoned for so long had been torture, and despite the worry and deprivations of being besieged, he’d never felt so alive.

      ‘Overwhelm us?’ Gerda’s spoon wobbled in her hand. ‘Do you think they will?’ She had barely nibbled her way through one spoonful of stew. It smelled appetising enough, but she felt too disturbed by the return of her husband to eat. Too worried about her missing sons and too fearful of what the night would bring.

      ‘I think they can, Gerda, but whether they will? Well, that depends on if Hector has anyone useful advising him.’ Stellan shook his head, impatient to get back on the wall, still shocked by what Ake had told him. He didn’t want to leave his king out there alone, though likely he could use some space to think. ‘I don’t know, but armies live or die by their leaders. And unless Hector can find someone to show him the way, I doubt he’ll find it.’
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        * * *

      

      Hector’s warlords sat around him with scowls as threatening as thunder.

      He considered each man carefully, wishing Gysa was beside him, revealing their secrets, but she had been sleeping when he’d called the meeting, and he hadn’t wanted to disturb her. He felt vulnerable without her insight, though, for most of these men were hard and conniving, here solely for themselves.

      They might be motivated by the pursuit of fame.

      Tempted by the prospect of more gold.

      But what they really wanted, he knew, was power.

      Hector was uncomfortable being at the centre of their attention. He’d never sought it before. With Ake, he’d stood back, watching his friend assume control, being a natural leader. Ake had shared how lonely it felt at times. How hard it was to make decisions when everyone wanted something for themselves.

      Hector felt that acutely.

      Yet, he had to project strength.

      One whiff of weakness...

      He straightened up, pushing away his goblet, working to avoid every pair of eyes. His tent was square, with a pitched roof and flaming lamps swinging from wooden beams crossed above their heads. He heard squeaks and groans as the wind terrorised the camp, the odd whinny of a cold, disturbed horse in the distance.

      ‘We can’t wait here all night!’ Svein Bearsu growled impatiently, looking more gruesome than ever. He’d been hit in the eye with a hammer during their last assault on the fort, and though a bandage had been wrapped around his head, Hector could see the blood seeping through the cloth, forming a new red eye. ‘You need to start speaking. We have to get back to our men!’

      ‘Svein’s right!’ the Lord of Kurso barked as Hector’s steward topped up his ale. His voice was a croak, his throat parched from all the smoke he’d sucked in, dried by the saltiness of the pork supper. ‘We sit in here like guests at a great feast, and what do you think it does to those men out there? Them in the snow and the cold? Them who’re trying to unfreeze their ale and their supper! Why would they want to do what needs doing when the time comes? To help the likes of us get fatter and more comfortable? Richer too!’ the grizzled old man spat, eyeing the last pork chop with interest. ‘We have to act now! Leave this fucking tent behind and do something!’

      Besides the vocal Northern lords doing their best to dominate his table, Hector also had the Lords of Sturm and Tusala. There had been two more lords, now dead, abandoned on the field, and a third, bleeding from his belly and not expected to live through the night. Hector was almost grateful, though those lords had, at least, been less demanding. The Butcher and his slimy son were another problem entirely.

      He thought of Gudrum often. Gudrum, who had a way with big-mouthed warriors, being one himself.

      He smiled, which did nothing to impress anyone.

      ‘They’ll be tucking into something hot, women on their laps, fires at their feet, imagining we’ve gone. That we’ve given up!’ Svein bellowed.

      ‘Well, I doubt that –’

      ‘Thinking their walls have won! Is that what you want? To let them go to bed tonight thinking they’ve won?’ the Lord of Kurso echoed his neighbour, his booming voice rolling over Hector again.

      Clearing his throat, Hector stood, deciding it was time to assert himself. ‘We will attack again. Before dawn! Our enemies may think what they like about their walls, but soon they’ll be our walls! That stone will stop us, as I hope it will stop our own enemies one day, but their gates? They’re newly repaired, so if we can protect our men, we must focus our attention on those gates.’

      Svein leaned forward, teeth threaded with meat, bloody eye fixed on him. ‘Or we just use those we can afford to lose. Those less able with a sword. The dregs of our armies.’ His voice was a hard-edged whisper, a single eye glowing above the lamps. ‘We get out there and get through those gates tonight.’

      The tension in Hector’s shoulders tightened considerably, but he saw the desire reflected in the eyes of every one of his warlords, so he nodded. ‘Yes... tonight.’
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni opened his eyes as Agnette shuffled into bed beside him. She was hesitant to leave Liara in her basket, though she’d spent some time looking it over near a table of bright lamps and candles, wanting to assure herself that there were no hidden symbols or sticks before she laid her daughter into it. ‘Go back to sleep.’

      Bjarni wanted to, but then Agnette was there, and he wanted to talk to her more. He opened his eyes wider, unable to move any part of his body. ‘How’s the baby?’

      ‘Not as tired as me,’ Agnette grinned, shivering at the coldness of the sheet. She wriggled towards Bjarni, pulling the furs over her shoulder. ‘You need to sleep.’

      ‘I’m worried.’

      ‘About Liara?’ Agnette closed her eyes, gently placing a hand on Bjarni’s chest, feeling him wince.

      ‘About whether I’ll be able to lift my arms tomorrow. They’ll come again, and what use am I going to be to Stellan and Ake? What can I do to help?’

      ‘You can lead men,’ Agnette said. ‘They need leaders out there, and you know this fort better than most. You held the bridge.’ Pride swelled in her chest when she imagined what Reinar would think about that. ‘You did. So tomorrow, you can get up and use your voice, Bjarni Sansgard. You can bellow and curse and order our men about. Everyone can swing a weapon, but not many can be a leader.’

      She was kind, trying to make him feel better, Bjarni thought, and he closed his eyes, happy when Agnette’s hand found somewhere that didn’t hurt.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth had been up and down Bone Shaker doing what she could to help those injured in the battle. She’d set a few broken bones and stitched up many wounds, and now, back breaking and eyes stinging with tiredness, she made her way towards her lord, who hadn’t spoken to a soul in hours.

      The darkness hid him, no moon or stars to find in a storm-wrecked sky.

      Or so he’d thought.

      ‘Move over!’ Eddeth boomed, nudging a bandaged Reinar along the sea chest. ‘Unless you think my rump won’t fit on here?’

      Reinar didn’t smile, but he did edge along, making room for Eddeth, who quickly flopped down beside him.

      She patted his hand. ‘Do you think your father never lost a man? Or a fight?’ And then she blinked, remembering what she’d seen of Ottby, tingling all over.

      ‘I think my father would’ve called me an idiot, a reckless idiot after what I did today. I saw it in Bolli’s eyes. The doubt. I thought he wasn’t being brave enough. Not seeing the urgency. That we had to...’ Reinar dropped his head. ‘I lost my ships, my men, my way.’

      ‘That’s why war is just so pointless, but try telling you lords and warriors that,’ Eddeth chuckled. ‘What did you imagine was going to happen when you ran at each other with sharp blades? It was never going to end well for some.’

      ‘But I’m the lord, the leader, I...’ He still saw the bodies of dead men floating past him in that cold sea; glimpses of familiar faces as they sank towards their graves. ‘Now Gudrum will go for Ottby. I didn’t stop him.’ Reinar scratched his head in fury. ‘And who’s there? Bjarni? Odd Forsten and Bjarni? I’ve sent Gudrum to kill them!’ His voice was a furious hiss, not wanting anyone to hear.

      Eddeth couldn’t contain herself any longer. ‘Ake’s there!’ she exclaimed gleefully. ‘Ake brought his men and...’ Tears sprang in her eyes as she sniffed loudly.

      Reinar turned, gripping her hand. ‘What? What’s happened, Eddeth?’

      ‘I... it’s your father. He’s come back. Stellan’s back on the low wall. Back to himself again!’

      Reinar almost fell off the sea chest.

      It had been surreal when Thenor had come to him, revealing that he was Sigurd’s real father, but this? Reinar wanted to burst into tears, but the shock had rendered him motionless. He just stared at Eddeth, who was in tears herself, sniffing and crying for the both of them.
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        * * *

      

      The storm sounded like a moody cat growling in the distance, and Alys thought of Eddeth and Rigfuss, Winter and Ottby.

      She clung to Sea Axe’s stern, sometimes seeing a shadow of a ship, other times hearing groans in the darkness, the odd shout of pain. Though mostly, she embraced the moments of silence, wanting to see everything that was happening in her mind, searching for visions. At first, she’d seen terrifying images of Reinar and Sigurd in the water. Now she saw Reinar with Eddeth, and there was some relief in that. Though he was in pain. She felt that when she searched his eyes.

      His heart was breaking, though she didn’t know why.

      She saw Gudrum, beaten to a pulp, but he looked jubilant, and her stomach twisted. Solveigh coughed quietly behind her, and Alys turned around to find her holding Puddle, wrapped securely in two thick furs. ‘How is he?’

      ‘Hungry,’ Solveigh smiled. ‘He seems hungry.’

      Alys felt relieved, lifting the furry bundle out of Solveigh’s arms. ‘I’ll take him for a while. You should get some sleep before the rain comes.’

      Solveigh frowned. ‘Is it coming?

      ‘Yes.’ Alys sensed that was true, knowing that Hykka wasn’t their friend anymore.

      She wondered who was.

      Perhaps all the gods and goddesses were turning on Thenor now?

      Perhaps they were running out of allies?

      Solveigh turned away, heading for Stina, who had tried to create a sheltered corner out of the wind for the women and children. Though Ilene hadn’t been invited. She was sleeping near a snoring Ollo, mouth open, oblivious to his rumbling noise.

      Alys squeezed Puddle tightly. ‘What a lot of trouble you are,’ she whispered, kissing his head. It was wet through, despite Lotta’s best efforts to dry the puppy. ‘Magnus shouldn’t have done that,’ she sighed, ‘but I’m so glad he did. That you’re here with us again.’ She imagined Ragnahild’s face as she rocked in her chair, feeling comforted by her presence.

      If she was here at all.

      And clinging to Puddle, Alys chose to believe that she was.

      Hoping that, somehow, Ragnahild would help them stay safe.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan warmed his hands by the brazier, hoping the flames would thaw out his legs. He couldn’t feel anything below his knees. He was so used to being wrapped up like a sickly child that the brutal cold was still a shock. ‘Get some sleep,’ he urged his king. ‘We’ll both need clear heads when Hector comes.’ The wind whipped his words away from him, flapping his cloak, but Ake shook his head, having heard him perfectly.

      ‘When Hector comes, I want to be standing here. I want to see him, talk to him. It might change things.’

      Stellan shook his head. ‘No, it won’t. You’re lost in the past, back when Hector’s mind was free of whatever’s corrupted it. Back in a time where he was your ally and friend. Now he’s out there with thousands of men. It didn’t happen overnight, Ake. He didn’t patch together that army with a few hand-written notes and some cups of ale. This has been years in the making. Years of hating you enough to want to kill you and take your throne. Do you really think a friendly chat will make that right?’ He jumped as a boy approached.

      ‘Spiced wine, my lords?’ the boy mumbled nervously, holding out a jug and two cups.

      Ake smiled eagerly, and Stellan nodded for the boy to serve them.

      ‘Got anything to eat, young man? I’m sure the king wouldn’t mind a mouthful of something hot.’

      The boy looked surprised to be asked, cheeks reddening. ‘I... I will go and see, my lord.’

      Stellan ruffled his hair as he took the wine. He must have been all of twelve, he thought, remembering his own sons at that age. Though likely Reinar had been a good head or two taller by then. And Sigurd had never been far behind.

      Ake took a sip of the warm wine. ‘Good!’ he declared with a shudder. ‘I like that!’

      ‘Gerda’s speciality,’ Stellan grinned. ‘I think she was afraid I’d fall asleep out here, so she’d often send out a jug of that wine to perk me up.’

      ‘Well, it would do that.’

      Stellan took a drink, shuddering himself. ‘There’s a bit of pepper in there!’

      Ake agreed, though he kept drinking, enjoying the spicy heat warming his frozen insides. ‘What else can we do?’ he wondered, eyes wandering back to the dark field.

      ‘Nothing I can think of, except attack them. But we may as well sacrifice ourselves to the gods to try such a thing. They outnumber us, maybe even two to one, and to lose the protection of these walls?’

      ‘Well, that’s the price of having to defend an unruly kingdom,’ Ake sighed, shaking his head in irritation. ‘The amount of men I’ve had to leave everywhere, trying to keep the peace... it’s a wonder I’ve got anyone behind me these days.’

      ‘Perhaps you just needed more gold?’ Stellan grinned. ‘Everyone would’ve followed you then!’

      ‘Though now I have more than I could’ve dreamed of, thanks to Reinar’s man. What was his name?’

      ‘Berger. Berger Eivin. I don’t know much about him. Reinar brought him and his brother on board when he... went through a bad patch. Though seems that a man ready to serve for coins will always be on the hunt for more.’

      Ake laughed. ‘Still, we need men like that. Men after gold and fame, for they’ll always have victory in their sights.’ His face suddenly dropped. ‘We were like that once, trying to climb a mountain, so full of belief that we were doing the right thing for Alekka.’

      ‘We were, and we did. We removed a tyrant. A whole family of murderous tyrants! And now we keep fighting... anyone who wants to take the throne. We just keep fighting. We don’t give in.’ Stellan saw the tension in his king’s face; a hint of defeat too. ‘No matter what the dreamers say, we can’t give in, we can’t give up.’

      Ake nodded, as that was what Stellan wanted to see, though inside, he felt the seeds of resignation taking hold.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar woke Sigurd, who was so surprised that he lashed out and hit Ludo in the nose. Which woke Ludo up.

      And now they both sat before a shocked Reinar as he told them the news.

      Too stunned to move.

      ‘But how?’ Ludo wanted to know. Sigurd remained speechless beside him, mouth hanging open, breath smoke masking them all.

      ‘When we burned the trees with those symbols,’ Eddeth began, ‘we didn’t think of Stellan. Well, I didn’t. I’m not sure why.’ She shook her head, regretting that. ‘But the gods knew he was still in there. They sent Salma to save him. It was her!’ Eddeth jumped off the sea chest, arms wheeling around. ‘One moment, she was Winter, curling around Stellan’s legs, and the next, Salma herself!’ Now her mouth hung open as she peered at all three men, who she’d known since they were boys.

      And she burst into tears of joy.

      Sigurd had gone to sleep with a pain in his heart, thinking of Bolli and the men they’d lost. He’d felt a sense of impending doom, as though everything they loved and cared for was about to be lost to them for good. But now, he felt hope stirring once more. ‘Stellan’s there,’ he breathed. ‘Ottby has a chance.’

      ‘Ake too,’ Reinar reminded him, longing to be in the hall with both men, standing around the fire, ale cups in hand. He closed his eyes for a moment, almost inhaling the familiar scents of smoke, and meat roasting, of mead and ale. He imagined Elin sitting at the high table with Agnette, Gerda grumbling at Martyn about something, and he felt a lift, a renewal of purpose. He had made a mistake, a devastating, tragic mistake. A mistake that had cost precious lives.

      But he wouldn’t make it again.

      And he wouldn’t let Gudrum take Ottby.

      ‘We need a plan,’ Reinar decided, straightening his aching back. ‘We need to talk about every way it could go. Let’s wake up Jonas and think of how we can help Stellan and Ake.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m not sure what you think you are doing.’

      Raf shivered, recognising the voice. She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to escape the dream. She’d been in Ottby with Sigurd, in his hall, sitting beside him at the high table with his parents.

      There’d been a feast and music, and she’d seen the children and the puppy.

      But now everything was dark and ruined, and Alari was there.

      ‘What? When did we stop being friends, Raf? I don’t understand!’ The goddess’ voice was full of amusement, but Raf knew she wasn’t amused at all.

      She heard fire crackling, though she couldn’t see anything.

      Just endless darkness.

      It was cold.

      And then Alari’s warm hand on her back. ‘Face me, girl. Turn around and face your mistress, your benefactor, your... goddess.’

      Raf shook, swallowing as she slowly turned around, gasping at the sight of Alari, who glowed as though she stood in a ray of moonlight, white hair shining, blue eye glinting.

      It was her dream, Raf knew, but she was its prisoner.

      ‘I gave you a chance, didn’t I? A worthless, pointless thing like you? Abandoned by everyone? Thrown to the wolves and the birds?’ Alari shook her head. ‘You wouldn’t have lasted long in that forest. Not a useless creature like you. But I saved you. I helped you find Gudrum, and that mighty lord gave you a home. You!’ Alari leaned forward, eye widening. ‘How lucky you were! A home!’ She stood back, snarling now. ‘And what did you do?’

      Raf felt the need to speak up, to defend herself. ‘I...’ She couldn’t make her mouth work, though. Words wouldn’t come.

      ‘You what? Fell in love with the enemy? Discovered his secret and failed to tell me? Tried to run away with Sigurd?’

      Raf shook all over. ‘No! I didn’t run away. I... helped Gudrum!’

      ‘Ha! I hope your lies comfort you at night, little Raf, for without Gudrum’s protection, you’ll be in the wind again. Lost and alone. Vulnerable to all sorts of enemies!’ Alari started circling her prey, wanting to deepen Raf’s fears.

      She could hear the girl’s teeth chattering, but it wasn’t enough.

      Not at all.

      ‘I will take Sigurd.’

      Raf didn’t understand. She didn’t want to understand.

      ‘He’s nearly mine, thanks to you.’

      ‘But I...’ Raf stepped forward, panic making her bold. ‘You can’t hurt him!’

      Alari narrowed her eye. ‘Not as confused as you make out, are you, girl?’

      Raf slunk backwards, wanting to disappear under her cloak, though she wore nothing but the torn old dress that Gudrum had taken off a dead body. She’d never asked for another. It barely fit her anymore.

      ‘I will take Sigurd and kill him. Soon.’

      Raf gasped.

      ‘Unless you help Gudrum. That is what I want most of all, Raf. I have Gysa advising Hector, and I know that dreamer is motivated, not wanting to be sent back to Vasa’s Cave. But you? How motivated are you going to be to keep Sigurd alive?’

      ‘I’ll help Gudrum!’ Raf insisted, biting her tongue. ‘Don’t kill Sigurd, please. I’ll help Gudrum. I have been helping him!’

      Alari cocked her head to one side. ‘Well, that’s what you tell yourself, I know, but this time, Raf, I want you to really do it.’ Leaning forward, Alari grabbed one of Raf’s ears, squeezing hard. ‘I want you to abandon all thoughts of Sigurd Vilander now. Do you understand me? Let him go. It’s only Gudrum who you’ll think of now, isn’t it? Just Gudrum.’

      Raf nodded quickly, ear burning. ‘Yes. Gudrum.’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan left Ake behind, wanting to investigate what was happening on the bridge, eager to put his mind at ease. He’d had a bad feeling, an odd feeling that had been creeping up on him for days. He couldn’t put his finger on what it was, though likely it was something to do with having his fort besieged by an old friend with a sizeable army and his king doomed to die.

      Stellan sighed, trying not to think about what Ake had said.

      Not wanting it to be real.

      He lifted a hand in the air. ‘Won’t be long. I’ll bring us back some ale!’

      Ake smiled, raising a hand in return. The night was thick with fog, which seemed to dull the other sounds, though he could still hear the comforting crackle of the braziers lined up before him as he tried to decide what to do.

      He didn’t want to throw up his hands in defeat and sacrifice himself to Hector Berras. But to save Ottby and Stornas? To save his friends and his family?

      Hector had a lot of men, which meant that he had a lot of enemies, and that in itself was defeating. He’d ridden a wave of popularity and support to the throne because Alekka had been ready for a change, for a reprieve from the chaotic, self-aggrandising reign of the Vettels. Four centuries of pain and suffering had led to a wave of support for Ake from ordinary Alekkans and the lords ruling them. In the end, Jorik Vettel had been defeated by a lack of popularity as much as with swords and axes.

      So what did that mean now?

      Was Ake facing the same problem?

      Had his people simply turned away from him?

      Certainly those further North had. Ennor had always been troublesome, men from the North flooding the far reaches of his kingdom, filled with resentment for those enjoying the benefits of living in the more hospitable South. But the Tudashi? When had they ever had a problem with him?

      Perhaps that wasn’t it, Ake realised, inhaling the strong scent of death wafting from the field. He refocused his mind, back to Ennor and his Northern foe. Perhaps it wasn’t merely a hatred of him that had stirred men from their homes in the middle of winter? Perhaps his people were seeking something new and exciting? A chance for victory over an old king who’d sat on his throne for too long...

      Dropping his head to the flames, Ake watched them weave and twist in a languid dance, remembering Adelborg’s words.

      Wondering how much time he had left.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Raf woke with a start, blinking in the darkness, Alari’s words echoing in her ears. The night air was freezing, but her body felt on fire.

      Gudrum had fallen asleep quickly, one arm over her, furs over them both, and she struggled to move away, not wanting to wake him. She was hot, though, wanting to feel the cold air on her skin, and eventually, she extracted herself from Gudrum’s clutches, heading for the gunwale, feeling the wind playing with her cloak, her dress, her hair.

      She turned back to Gudrum, listening to him snoring. He was in pain, she could tell, struggling to breathe through his broken nose. She watched him as though she was standing in a storm, blown by a strong wind, slowly losing her grip on what lay before her.

      She didn’t know who she truly was or where she’d come from. Her memories were lost to her, and even being a dreamer, she’d never been able to retrieve them. Someone had called her Raf once, and it had stuck, though she couldn’t remember who or when. She’d moved from tribe to tribe, making herself useful, until her dreaming gifts were discovered and then she was left behind or thrown out. Until Alari had led her to Gudrum’s camp, promising that she would find a warm welcome. And she had. Gudrum had smiled at her and fed her, and held her and saved her. Though Gudrum had only saved her for himself; she knew that now. As much as she’d tried to see other reasons, the truth was that an ambitious warrior named Gudrum Killi had taken her because he wanted to rise to power, and he knew that a dreamer would help him.

      And she had.

      Raf had seen for him and shown him the path to victory, yet he’d squandered that, losing Orvala, and nearly his life.

      She had saved him from Alys’ arrow and Reinar’s fists.

      Because he had given her a home. He’d made her feel safe.

      Raf could see Sigurd’s face, her betrayal reflected in his mesmerising eyes, and she felt ill. It hurt to think that she’d hurt him, but now she had to hurt him some more.

      To save Sigurd from Alari, Raf had to turn her back on him entirely.

      She opened her eyes, visions of Ottby dancing across the night sky.

      Gudrum wanted to help Hector claim Ottby to make up for the mess he’d made of Orvala. For letting his wealthy benefactor and ally down.

      And Hector wanted to take Ottby, where Sigurd’s family lived.

      Sigurd...

      Raf turned away, lying back down on the deck beside Gudrum, pulling the furs over them both.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Wh-wh-what’s happened?’ Hector stammered, tugging the furs up to his chin, surprised to see the dreamer standing by his bed. The tent was icy and dark, his body trembling with cold. He blinked, trying to wake himself up.

      ‘I had a dream, my lord,’ Gysa breathed, sitting down on the comfortable bed, running her hands through the frosty fur.

      Hector thought she was smiling behind that hood. She sounded happy. ‘About?’

      ‘The Borkens and the Ostanders. I have seen them, my lord. They are coming. And not only them but someone whose presence you value above all others.’

      Hector looked at her blankly, too full of sleep to be quick.

      ‘Gudrum, my lord. Gudrum is coming to help you.’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan had walked the length of the bridge. He had gone down the stone stairs which led to the harbour, seeing the charred skeletons of those Tudashi ships still floating. Water lapped at the moorings, the groan of wooden piers loud in the silence. Turning to look up at the wall, he’d seen the glow of braziers like a sun rising in the distance, and it gave him a sense of comfort.

      The bridge was secure, the bridge gates solid. He checked the iron door securing the bottom of the stairs, pleased to see that that, too, was intact.

      The fletchers had been busy, and his archers had been gifted more arrows to add to those Ake had brought with him. He wished he could add to his dwindling supply of boulders, too, but despite the disappearance of his enemies, he knew that opening the low gates in the dark was too much of a risk, so they had to make do with whatever they had to hand for now.

      Fog settled across the water, and Stellan wondered why the sea was still flowing. Surely it was well past time for The Freeze to come and keep them landbound through winter? He yawned, turning away from the harbour, longing to be sailing with his sons, far away from bitter enemies and the threat of imminent death.

      Wondering if he would ever see his boys again.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Gudrum’s not that far ahead of us,’ Reinar decided, his confidence returning in the darkness. ‘And he doesn’t know Ottby, no matter what he said. He’ll sail into the harbour, and then what? The archers on the bridge wall will annihilate his fleet.’

      ‘Unless they think it’s us,’ Ludo warned. ‘Our ships, our banners flying.’

      ‘That’s what I’d do,’ Sigurd agreed with worried eyes. ‘Sneak in. Make them think it’s the Lord of Ottby returning home.’

      ‘Well, not the true Lord of Ottby,’ Reinar grinned, feeling good about that. ‘He’s already there, if what Eddeth said is true.’

      They were all silent for a moment, mulling that over.

      Sigurd tipped back his head, wondering where the raven had gone. He hadn’t seen it since they’d left Orvala, fearing what that meant. If Thenor had been watching over him, why had he stopped? And where was he now?

      Eddeth was working hard to stay awake, though her head kept tilting towards Jonas’ arm.

      He prodded her. ‘You should go and sleep, Eddeth. Some dreams might help. Any insight you can provide will be more than anything we four can pull out of the darkness.’

      Eddeth wanted to argue, but Jonas was right. And the thought of lying down with a fur, even a wet one, was too tempting to resist. She nodded, swaying to her feet as she turned into the darkness, leaving them behind.

      ‘It doesn’t seem possible,’ Sigurd decided with a whisper as Eddeth flopped down onto her fur. ‘What she said about Stellan. How is it possible?’

      Reinar laughed softly. ‘After all we went through up North? After our escape from Orvala?’ He shook his head, amazed to think that his brother still had some doubts. ‘You saw the harbour melt, that fishing boat waiting for us, just big enough for the number of men I’d brought. You saw Thenor turn into a raven.’

      Ludo nodded with wide eyes. ‘Dreamers see more than us. They can do more than us too. Stop doubting it!’

      Reinar thought of Sigurd’s secret, wishing his brother knew. And peering more closely at him, he wondered if Sigurd had any magical powers.

      ‘What?’ Sigurd blinked at his brother. ‘What is it?’

      ‘Nothing,’ Reinar said, looking away. ‘We should get some sleep. Tomorrow will be a big day if we can get to Ottby in time.’ He swallowed, adding some steel to his voice. ‘We will get to Ottby in time. In time to stop Gudrum. I promise.’
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        * * *

      

      His dreamer’s news had been so encouraging that Hector had jumped out of bed as though it was the middle of summer and he was twenty years younger.

      Gudrum was on his way!

      His closest friend and ally was heading south with hundreds of men.

      Hector joined The Butcher and his son by a brazier, where they were cooking venison sausages for breakfast. The smell was mouth-watering.

      ‘Thought we needed something in our bellies before we got moving again,’ Svein said with a broad smile. ‘Might wake up the last stragglers!’

      Hector nodded, bursting with enthusiasm. ‘My dreamer has good news, my lord. More men are on the way. Men with ships. Men with horses and siege towers. Arrows too!’

      Skoll Bearsu lifted his charred sausage out of the fire, blowing on it, barely a hint of a smile on his hairless face. ‘Then we need to make a start, my lord. Get into that fort before the rest of them try to claim victory for themselves. We want to be the ones opening those chests of gold, don’t we? The ones slicing off the Vilanders’ heads?’

      Hector twitched. He didn’t like Svein and his son at all. He didn’t trust them either, but they appeared highly motivated by the thought of even more gold. He’d paid them some, though he’d promised them more. And Hector knew that whatever happened, he’d have to deliver on that promise. ‘And the king’s,’ he almost whispered, seeing his daughter lying dead in a pool of blood. ‘And the king’s.’
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        * * *

      

      Unable to fall back to sleep, Raf had thought of a plan.

      A plan to help Gudrum.

      She let no other thoughts, no other motivations enter her head, fearing that Alari was spying on her.

      Certain the goddess was powerful enough to.

      This plan would help Gudrum, she knew, and it had nothing to do with Sigurd, she insisted to herself.

      Nothing at all.

      So, edging closer to Gudrum, Raf slid a hand up his thigh, trailing her other hand over his chest. He stirred with a sniff and a snort, mouth open, trying to breathe.

      ‘What? Raf?’

      She moved even closer, until her lips were touching his ear. And taking a deep breath, she started whispering.
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        * * *

      

      It wasn’t a surprise that Hector had launched another assault on the fort just before dawn. There was almost some relief in that, Stellan thought, for unless they killed more of Hector’s men and wasted more of his arrows, he wouldn’t have any reason to leave. He would’ve brought enough supplies to keep going for a while, though in this frigid weather and with an army that big, he would struggle to feed it for long. And once a hungry army had bodies piling up and weapons running out, it wouldn’t take long for morale to drop, disease to set in, and Hector to struggle to assert his control over the spiralling catastrophe.

      Stellan knew the Ennorians. He’d spent many months up there with Ake, putting down uprisings, trying to bargain with disgruntled, hot-tempered lords. And Hector was no Ake. He would face a mountainous task if things started going wrong.

      So Stellan and Ake had to make them go wrong.

      ‘Catapults!’ Stellan screamed, arm in the air, waving at Torfinn, who commanded the inner wall with Algeir. He’d sent a struggling Bjarni to the bridge wall, knowing it was likely the most he could manage and the least dangerous place to be in the entire fort. At least for now.

      ‘They’re going for the gates!’ Ake cried, crouching as he hurried towards his friend. ‘Can you see?’ The fletchers had been making fire arrows from dawn till dusk, and the low wall archers had speared a row of them into the snowy field, giving their king and lord some insight.

      Ake was right.

      Hector’s forces appeared to be concentrating on the gates again.

      ‘Hakon Vettel broke them,’ Ake warned. ‘They’ve only just been hung back on their hinges.’

      ‘We’ve got two sets,’ Stellan reminded him, blue eyes sparkling with confidence. ‘Two sets of gates and two sets of walls. Let the bastard try to break in twice!’ And swinging away from his king, Stellan barked at those men struggling out of the guard tower with a cauldron. ‘Bring that pitch! Then go back for more. I want everything! Tell Gerda! Tell her we need to stop them at the low gates! Fire at those men!’ he barked at the archers as Hector’s warriors ran across the field with shields above their heads. ‘Archers! Fire at will!’
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        * * *

      

      The crack of the battering ram striking the gates had Agnette biting her tongue. Gerda ran back and forth from the kitchen to the square, issuing orders with surprising clarity, while Agnette remained in the hall, tending to the wounded.

      Elin had gone to be with Holgar, who Irma Darri had warned was slipping away fast. Stellan had spent some time with his old friend before he’d headed for the wall, Agnette knew, and she, too, had sat by Holgar’s bedside, holding the helmsman’s hand.

      Agnette felt anxious, thinking of death.

      Death and how close they all were to it now.

      Being a woman was different, she thought. Men feared they’d be killed. Women feared they’d be raped, but then what?

      Spared? Sold as slaves?

      She didn’t know if Hector Berras had truly misplaced his soul. He had known her as a girl; Elin too. He’d been a guest in Gerda’s hall for twenty years.

      Would he truly kill them?

      As much as Agnette couldn’t imagine a life without Bjarni, she had to stay alive for her daughter.

      Swallowing, she tried to stop her mind from wandering unhelpfully.

      ‘Agnette?’ It was Rienne. ‘Shall I take Liara?’

      Agnette’s back was killing her, and she almost nodded, but remembering the symbol stick wedged under her daughter’s basket, she shook her head. ‘No, thank you. No.’

      Rienne backed away, seeing the odd look in Agnette’s eyes, surprised by her curt tone. ‘I’ll be in the kitchen if you need me.’

      Agnette felt terrible, but she stroked her daughter’s fine hair, certain that she would happily offend the king himself to keep Liara safe.
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        * * *

      

      Hector’s men were struggling to keep themselves safe, under near-constant assault from the low wall archers now. Shouts rang out like a miserable song of death and pain. Dawn edged closer through the fog, another cold day on its way, and Hector shivered as he looked on from his horse, desperate to see some progress.

      The only progress they’d managed so far was to send scores more bodies Eskvir’s way, for Hector doubted Thenor would want to claim any of his men – those who were trying to usurp his chosen king.

      ‘The Tudashi want to climb the wall!’ Svein barked as he approached, gripping his big belly. He wasn’t wearing a cloak, not bothered by the freezing morning air. ‘The low wall, at least. That would get us in.’

      Hector wanted to keep up their momentum, not giving Stellan and Ake a chance to breathe. ‘Do it,’ he agreed. ‘Promise them double their share of the gold if they manage it!’

      Svein Bearsu was already striding away, but he staggered to a stop, looking over his shoulder in surprise. Saying nothing, though, he turned back around, leaving Hector to roar encouragement at those men working on the gates. The roof of shields over their heads was once again doused in pitch, fire arrows flying down to ignite the sticky black liquid. ‘More shields!’ he called, eyes on the low wall, almost seeing the familiar smiles on his old friends’ faces. Though they wouldn’t be there for long, he knew, sensing the sky lighten above them.

      They wouldn’t be there for long.
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        * * *

      

      The morning rushed by, and Alys felt a sense of dread descending upon her as she watched from Sea Axe’s bow.

      Everything had been a chaotic mess for so long, though she saw no respite on the horizon. Countless eyes turned her way, but she had nothing to say to reassure anyone.

      She saw darkness, a bleak darkness that she couldn’t pierce. Like a veil, it cloaked everything else, and she felt her fears becoming louder, wanting to know what was coming.

      Lotta could sense her mother fretting, and she approached with Puddle, holding out the puppy, who was almost back to his fluffy self again. ‘You need a cuddle,’ she decided. ‘Puddle can help you. A cuddle with Puddle will help!’

      Alys forced a smile, not wanting Lotta to worry about her. ‘Well, I imagine it will. How about you, though? Are you warm enough?’

      Lotta rolled her eyes, having been asked the same question by Stina and Solveigh. She thought of Ulrick, who had always worried about her being warm too. And that made her think of Mirella. ‘I’m warmer than when we were in Orvala,’ she decided.

      Alys looked surprised, grimacing as once again Puddle’s tongue found its way into her mouth. ‘No!’ she shrieked, holding him away from her face. ‘No licking! We should really try and train him, Lotta.’

      Lotta laughed. ‘When we have a cottage again, I’ll do it. Grandfather can help me. And Vik. And the Vilanders. We can all live together, can’t we? In Ottby. In a big fort. With Solveigh and Eddeth! And Stina can come, too, but not Ilene.’ Lotta glanced around, glowering at Ilene, who glared back at her, having heard everything she’d said. ‘I don’t like her at all. She wants to kill you. I can read her thoughts, Mama. She thinks about throwing you overboard!’

      Alys didn’t know what to react to first, but Lotta was already turning away, heading back to Magnus, who was watching Vik and Aldo attempting a mock fight with knives. Alys could see the pain in Vik’s eyes as he pushed his weight down onto his injured ankle, knowing that he was strong enough to come through the discomfort. And he would need to. She saw glimpses of Ottby, aware that soon they would need every able warrior.

      Puddle licked her cheek, though Alys barely noticed, not feeling any better at all.
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        * * *

      

      The gates were cracking.

      Stellan heard the sound of wood giving way, though it was thick oaken wood, he knew, bracketed with solid iron bars, secured with rivets and ship nails, barricaded with tightly packed rows of stakes dug into the earth that would have to be overcome.

      Ake looked worried beside him. ‘The Tudashi are up to no good again. Nobody can climb like those mountain folk.’

      Stellan grinned. ‘My archers can’t wait!’ He turned away from the king, voice like a horn. ‘They’ll try and climb with speed! Some will use ropes, hooking them over the ramparts!’ he bellowed, turning, wanting to carry his voice to every pair of ears along the low wall. ‘Anyone not holding a bow, you will cut the ropes!’ He turned back to Ake, walking until he stood right above the gates, watching the nimble Tudashi run forward, knives between their teeth, shields on their backs. ‘Don’t let them get close!’ The fog hung suspended over the field, for there was no wind to blow it away, and Stellan had to squint to see beyond those running mountain men. ‘One eye on the Tudashi! One eye on those men in the fog! And ears on the gates!’

      Ake strode away from Stellan. ‘You’ve got this wall, old friend. I’m going higher. I want to see who else is hiding in the fog. Or what else.’

      Stellan nodded, watching him briefly before turning his attention back to the gates. He felt a tremor of concern, knowing that, despite the fletchers’ stellar efforts, they didn’t have a neverending supply of arrows.

      Soon he would have to make some decisions.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum wondered what Raf was doing.

      Playing with his mind? Playing games?

      Was what she suggested really possible?

      He shook his head, realising that he was avoiding making a decision by focusing on his suspicions of her. Yet the dreamer had proven herself loyal to him on more than one occasion since he’d made a fool of himself in Orvala. She had shoved him away from a life-ending arrow. She had stopped Reinar Vilander from smashing him to pieces on that sinking ship.

      She had kept him away from those Vilanders at every turn.

      He pulled her into an embrace, wanting to look into those pretty eyes. ‘Tell me again,’ he breathed, though he knew that his mind was already made up. ‘Tell me again what you saw.’
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      Sigurd’s eyes were fixed on the familiar cliffs that promised an imminent arrival at Karuna Point, where they would turn into the estuary. From there, it was half a day’s sailing to Ottby. He clung to Bone Shaker’s dragon prow, almost feeling its seething anger mingling with his own, wanting to go faster. The God of Weather wasn’t on their side, though. Or perhaps Hykka was just playing games, as the wind was fickle – one moment giving them hope, the next, stealing it away.

      He saw no sign of Gudrum’s fleet, wondering how they’d slipped away in the night. It was definitely starting to feel as though the gods had switched sides.

      Nothing had gone right.

      Sigurd shook his head, realising that that wasn’t true. They’d escaped Orvala before Gudrum could kill them. And now they were almost at Ottby, where their father was on the wall, waiting for them.

      Their father. His father.

      Sigurd closed his eyes, seeing Stellan’s face.
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        * * *

      

      Valera had been surprised by her father’s behaviour.

      He hadn’t left his hall since Orvala. It wasn’t like him to linger anywhere for long, and though he returned to Gallabrok often, Thenor had always been more at home roaming Alekka’s vast forests.

      Valera lived with him in the mountain fortress, her father’s most loyal ally, though she was finding it harder to understand his plans and his motivation for his, at times, puzzling actions. ‘But they are turning on Alari! Vasa and Hartu. Hykka too. They are going back to Eskvir. I thought you would be pleased, Father.’ Valera circled the great stone dais, one eye on the god slumped in his wooden chair.

      Its tall back was crafted from polished panels of ash, cut to look like tree trunks. Highly decorative carvings of wild beasts leaping out of the forest, teeth bared, tongues lashing, completed the scene. At times it felt as though he sat amidst a battle, for the mere act of living was a battle against that which sought to kill you, Thenor realised with a heavy sigh. ‘It pleases me to think of Alari being rejected, but it will only make her more determined to hurt me. Rejection will spur her on and make her reckless. I’m sure you see that.’

      Valera nodded.

      ‘Stop floating about me, child!’ her father grumbled, flicking a hand in her direction. ‘Sit somewhere before you make me dizzy!’

      He was acting strangely, Valera thought, though she masked her concern as she walked to one of the tables arrayed in orderly rows before her father – each one of them empty, as they mostly were these days. Thenor had built a hall big enough for an army, though he sought no company anymore.

      It made her sad.

      ‘You must watch yourself,’ Thenor warned, sitting up straight, blue eyes full of concern. ‘After what you did to your sister in Orvala, I imagine she will come for you too.’

      Valera smiled, taking the goblet of wine that had appeared before her. She could smell berries, which reminded her of summer. ‘I imagine she will, though I have enough knowledge now to stop her. I have worked hard to make sure of that, thanks to Ragnahild and your dreamers. They are very helpful women indeed.’

      Thenor hoped Valera was right. She was the only child he could trust now.

      He blinked, remembering Sigurd.

      Looking down at the small stone he was fingering, Thenor watched the amber glint and sparkle as he turned it, catching the light that burned from great torches fixed in copper sconces along the walls. ‘I interfered where I shouldn’t have. I told Reinar about Sigurd, hoping he would save him, but all I did was lure Alari to Orvala, where she discovered my secret. And if I hadn’t gotten involved?’

      Valera drank her wine. ‘Alari wasn’t there for you.’

      ‘No, not at first, but I made it all worse. I ventured down an untenable path, and now my secret is a secret no more.’

      ‘To Sigurd it still is.’

      Thenor sighed. ‘Though maybe it shouldn’t be? For if he doesn’t know who he is, how will he ever hope to defend himself against his witch aunt and his vengeful uncle?’

      ‘You could go to Ottby. Help him. Warn him?’

      ‘Stellan is returned, thanks to Salma.’

      ‘Though Stellan is a lord, not a god. A lord facing an army so much larger than his own.’

      ‘With a perfectly capable king by his side and two useful sons on the way. I cannot interfere, child. It was never meant to be that way. Daala... she warned me. Warned me of how quickly our existence would unravel if we crossed that line between our realm and theirs.’ He shook his head before standing. ‘And when Eutresia crossed it, I thought that removing her was the way back. A way to return to how it had been. But I was a fool to think I had closed a door. Instead, I opened it even wider. It will never go back to how it was. Not now.’

      Valera knew that to be true. ‘But we can’t pretend that the door isn’t open, Father, for the humans, the ones worth saving, need our help. If we sit here and do nothing, what will become of Alekka? It was Alekka Daala sent you to rule. She chose it for you. The Vettels were a mistake, but you remedied that with Ake Bluefinn, so you can’t abandon him now. Nor Sigurd and his family. You say he has a purpose, but how will he ever fulfill it if his enemies kill him?’

      Thenor stared at Valera for some time, feeling her pain, though he knew what Adelborg had seen.

      He knew that this time, Ake Bluefinn couldn’t save Alekka.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Again!’ Ake bellowed. ‘Fire again!’ His eyes were on the archers, who were struggling to contend with the waves of Tudashi trying to throw themselves over the low wall. He picked up a spear, launching it at one man’s chest, then drawing his sword, he lunged at the ramparts, hacking into a neck, blood and gore flying.

      Stellan called up to Torfinn. ‘More oil! Send oil!’ He turned back, hearing the gates shatter. ‘Torfinn! They’ll come through! Get Bjarni up there!’ Stellan’s voice was just a croak now. He coughed, glancing around for a waterskin. He saw one of the boys with a handful of rocks, launching them at Tudashi faces. He was doing a good job, and Stellan felt hesitant to lose him, but he needed water. If his men couldn’t hear him, chaos would ensue. ‘Orm! Go find me a waterskin. Or ale. Anything! Bring any liquid you can find!’ He coughed again, the burn of pitchy smoke hurting his throat. ‘Watch out!’

      Ake dropped his shoulder, leaning right as one of the Tudashi leaped over the ramparts, jabbing a knife at his throat. The blue-cloaked warrior missed, though he was a big man and well-balanced, quickly coming for the king again, spitting words Ake didn’t understand. But he understood the venom in that voice, and he saw the hatred in those eyes.

      Or maybe just a desperation to kill before being killed?

      Stellan shoved his sword into the man’s back, quickly yanking it out, dropping the jerking body to the stone walk. ‘They’re coming like bees!’ he rasped, still needing that water.

      Ake nodded, the noise of battle reverberating around them. ‘We need to keep an eye on those flanks! When the gates fall, watch that it’s not just another distraction!’

      Stellan agreed, wishing he had four pairs of eyes. Or more. He wanted to be on the bridge, in the forest, up on the inner wall, in the square.

      Orm hurried his lord a waterskin, and Stellan snatched it out of the boy’s hands, drinking with urgency, handing it to Ake when he was done. ‘The gates will fall soon. We need to retreat, back behind the inner wall.’ It wasn’t a word he used often, but it made sense. If Hector got into the fort, they’d be cut off from the rest of their men.

      Cut off from the square and his family too.

      ‘But let’s hold on for as long as we can,’ Stellan decided. ‘They won’t take Ottby. We won’t lose Ottby!’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar’s ship was lighter and faster than Alys’, sliding past Sea Axe as the sun reached its peak. He blinked, seeing that long blonde hair flowing around her beautiful face. And then she was gone, and Bone Shaker was in front of their fleet of fourteen ships, searching for signs of Gudrum’s. They’d turned into the estuary, straight into a surprising blur of late-afternoon fog, which wasn’t clearing. It clung to the water and to them; freezing fog that felt as though it was seeping through their clothes, raising goose pimples on cold flesh.

      Few appeared to be breathing.

      Reinar wasn’t.

      Eddeth sneezed beside him, struggling to focus.

      Reinar had brought her up to the bow, holding her hand, not wanting her to tip overboard but very much wanting her to see something through the fog.

      ‘I see the bridge!’ she declared, teeth chattering, mind wandering. ‘It’s so cold! Oh, but how is the sea still flowing? I’m not sure. No, I’m not!’

      ‘Eddeth,’ Reinar grumbled. ‘The bridge? Is Gudrum there?’

      Eddeth wrinkled her nose, closing her eyes. ‘I see the bridge!’ she repeated dramatically.

      Reinar sighed. ‘But is Gudrum there?’

      She shook her head. ‘Not yet, he’s not. Though perhaps I’m not seeing what’s happening now? I wouldn’t know! It could be any time. Though it does look cold. Mist and fog and water chilled enough to freeze!’ She opened her eyes, peering at Reinar. ‘There’s a battle!’

      He squeezed her hand. ‘In the harbour?’

      ‘At the gates! I hear the gates! I hear them cracking!’ She remembered that sound vividly from Hakon Vettel’s attack.

      Reinar spun away from her. ‘Can we row?’ he barked at the helmsman. ‘Let’s row!’ There was barely enough wind to keep their sail taut. He saw it wrinkling, becoming looser. ‘We need to get to Ottby! We have to catch Gudrum!’
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        * * *

      

      Hector’s forces had broken through the low gates. The gates were expertly barricaded, though, and it was taking some time to untangle the mess Stellan had put in place. The sharp defensive stakes were as deadly as blades, and one enthusiastic Ennorian was already impaled, frozen in death, his body eventually pulled out of the way, the thick stake wedged in his chest.

      But despite their frantic efforts to push forward, they couldn’t get through quickly enough to reach Stellan and his men, who had retreated inside the fort, doubling Ottby’s defenses on the tall inner wall.

      ‘Shields!’ yelled Skoll Bearsu, standing beside Hector as another volley of arrows rained down on them. They were exposed, fighting to get away from the gates, into the courtyard. Once in there, they could scatter, spreading out those archers on the inner wall, making it harder for them to choose their targets.

      But until then?

      ‘Shields!’ Hector echoed, hiding beneath his own, jolted by a thudding arrow wedging itself into the wood. He swallowed, trying to catch his breath, focusing on those men before him. ‘Move the barricades! Hurry! Move them now!’
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        * * *

      

      Alys watched Reinar’s ship disappear into the fog. Ollo stood beside her in the bow, Ilene on his other side.

      ‘We’re sailing into a trap,’ he muttered, feeling tense. ‘That Gudrum prick will be waiting in there. In the fog.’

      ‘I doubt he’d be waiting,’ Alys said, turning around to ensure that Lotta had a firm hold on Puddle, who was suddenly full of energy, yapping loudly. She was becoming concerned, wondering what it meant. The fog was in her mind as well as before her, and that further strengthened Alys’ sense that something was wrong.

      ‘The weather’s been against us since the start,’ Ollo sighed. ‘And now this?’ He flung his arm around, barely able to see the head of the dragon prow. ‘What’s this about?’

      Alys was frozen solid. She turned as Magnus approached. ‘Are you alright?’

      ‘Lotta said something’s wrong. Puddle’s upset.’

      Ollo snorted. ‘You think the dog’s a dreamer too?’

      Magnus ignored him. ‘Something’s wrong.’

      ‘I know,’ Alys agreed. ‘We can’t turn around now, though. Eddeth’s up there with Reinar. She’ll see what’s coming. Don’t worry, we’ve got three dreamers between us.’ And Ragnahild, she thought, listening to Puddle yapping loudly. ‘One of us will get a warning soon.’
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        * * *

      

      It was eerily quiet.

      Eddeth could hear bellies griping all around her; the odd nervous fart, quickly followed by a cough. The fog had them all in its freezing grip, and they shivered as Bone Shaker slid through the dark water, thirty pairs of cold hands working the oars with a creak and a slap.

      Everyone wanted to know what Eddeth could see. Including Eddeth.

      And glimpsing a sudden vision of her grandmother, sitting at a familiar-looking table, leaning over a familiar-looking bowl, she spun around. ‘A bowl!’ she bellowed until everyone was blinking in surprise. ‘Bring me a bowl and some water. The biggest bowl you can find! Quick as you can now. Quick as you can!’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan’s rage boiled, watching as Hector and his allies broke through the barricades, flooding the courtyard. Many lives had been sacrificed at the altar of those barricades, he could see. Fog that had appeared to rise from the field, now drifted into the fort, masking much of what was happening. Noises sounded muffled. He heard shouting from every direction, his eyes stinging, ears ringing.

      Stellan blinked.

      From every direction?

      He almost couldn’t see Ake as he wheeled around to the left, rushing past his king, heart in his mouth.

      ‘What?’ Ake wanted to follow him, but he held his place in the centre of the inner wall ramparts, trying to ration arrows. Yet, they needed to be hitting their attackers with everything they had now, trying to dent their impetus.

      How was it possible that Hector had amassed an army of such magnitude?

      Ake shook his head, half lost in the fog, needing to focus.

      Bjarni stood beside him, distracted himself. He knew the sounds of Ottby almost as well as Stellan. The fog was playing with his senses, though, and he started shuffling his feet, moving in circles.

      Ake sensed his discomfort. ‘What? Bjarni?’

      ‘I hear something, my lord.’ At first, Bjarni’s voice was hesitant, doubting his instincts. And then, listening, working to shut out the distractions below him, he became more certain. ‘The eastern wall!’ Now he shouted at his king, chest throbbing in panic. ‘The eastern wall is under attack!’
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        * * *

      

      They sailed in a state of detachment, as though they were no longer on a ship in the estuary but spirits in another realm. As though they were lost in the Forest of Clouds, rumoured to be where Daala, Mother of All, had given birth to Aurea, the Goddess of Light.

      Alys frowned as Stina gripped her arm. ‘What did you say?’

      ‘Nothing.’ Stina shook her head. ‘No one said anything, Alys.’

      Alys swung around, closing her eyes, hearing the puppy growling in the distance, and then Ragnahild’s strained voice, barely discernible. Though one word stuck out.

      ‘Alari!’
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        * * *

      

      Alari stood before her well, clouds swelling overhead, eye closed.

      She wasn’t sure how she felt about Alys.

      The girl had been abandoned by Mirella, which made her a potential ally, if only Alys would see how well they could work together to bring down that misguided witch.

      Though Alys was so busy helping the Vilanders cause problems, first for the Vettels and then for Gudrum, that she was starting to become a problem in her own right.

      So it was time to put the pretty dreamer and her friends on notice.

      When it came to Alekka, they would have no say in who ruled.

      No say at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Ludo poured cold water into Eddeth’s bowl. She’d quickly scratched a symbol into its base, hoping she’d remembered it correctly; hoping she could discern between a dream and an actual memory.

      She sat awkwardly on the deck, legs folded beneath her, surrounded by silent warriors, who peered over her shoulders, wanting to know what the dreamer was up to.

      Reinar motioned with his head, wanting to move them away.

      Some left, but Sigurd and Jonas remained, eyes peeled open, wondering if they, too, could see something moving in Eddeth’s bowl.

      Eddeth realised that she likely needed a chant. So, taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes, going back to the vision where her grandmother had wafted her hands across her bowl, whispering words like a song.

      Esta Nagel looked up, smiling at her granddaughter. ‘And now, just like magic, we will see what is there!’

      Little Eddeth peered at her smiling grandmother in awe. ‘You can really see?’

      ‘Oh yes, I can see wherever my mind wants to take me. I can reveal what is hidden. I can dig up treasure. I can go anywhere with this magical bowl of mine! Now close your eyes and repeat after me, and perhaps, if you’re lucky, you might see something too.’

      Eddeth’s eyes burst open, and she lurched forward, hand out, swirling it over the water, mist surrounding her like clouds. She quickly whispered the words that were now waiting on the tip of her tongue, staring into the dark water, barely able to see the symbol she’d carved.

      She leaned closer as an image revealed itself.

      An image so horrifying that she screamed, knocking the bowl over, water spilling everywhere.
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        * * *

      

      Ottby was being attacked on three fronts now, and though the fog was dense, Stellan could see that Hector’s army had swelled by hundreds, maybe a thousand.

      He wasn’t sure that was true. Everything felt distorted, unreal in the fog, but the noise on every side of the fort appeared to have increased considerably, and his heart was pounding faster with every second, fearing that they were in even more trouble than he’d anticipated.

      Bjarni was a groaning shadow beside him.

      ‘I want you down in the square, preparing everyone.’

      ‘For what?’

      Stellan coughed, smoke tickling his throat, though he was on the eastern side of the inner wall now, nowhere near his waterskin. He grabbed Bjarni’s arm, making him groan some more. ‘For the worst.’

      ‘What?’ Bjarni almost fell backwards. ‘No! But... no!’

      ‘Bjarni, Hector’s through one set of gates and with all those men? We don’t have the arrows, the catapults are at a standstill.’ Stellan coughed some more. ‘We have to think through everything that might happen. It’s our job to keep thinking, so I need you down there with Gerda and Agnette, keeping them safe for me.’

      Bjarni felt Stellan release his arm, pushing him further into the fog. And blinking at his lord for a moment, he turned away, legs wobbling as he headed for the guard tower.

      Stellan didn’t wait to watch him go – he knew Bjarni would follow his orders. Though what he could truly do to protect his family, Stellan wasn’t sure. He wanted to stare into Hector’s eyes to see how corroded his heart had become. To know what his plans were to hurt Ake.

      Was it only Ake he sought to punish?

      Stellan saw his king, standing by Algeir, yelling down into the well of the courtyard, throwing rocks and knives and anything he could find to hurt their enemies. But it wasn’t only the gates Hector’s men were going for now. The inner wall was under assault again as Hector’s reinforcements had brought siege towers and ladders, fresh men and arrows. Fire too.

      Stellan spun around, senses alert, certain that he could hear something coming from the south.
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      ‘You thought I had one plan, one lord, one goal,’ Alari smiled, though inside she was seething, still remembering Thenor’s escape from Orvala and Gudrum’s humiliation.

      Though her champion wasn’t dead.

      And Thenor’s was about to be.

      ‘How little you think of me, Father,’ she sighed, her breath like mist, settling over the well, her hands constantly moving, creating symbols above the water. ‘You have never seen me as anything more than an irritant, a disappointment.’ Her words hurt more than Alari would admit, but brightening her eye, she swept her cloak around and headed into the tower, confident that soon those disloyal gods would return to her side.

      Once she showed them what she could do.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth had clamped her lips together, refusing to utter a word about what she’d seen in her bowl, and now, as they approached Ottby’s harbour, Reinar felt pleased about that. The fog masked their enemy’s presence, though it also masked theirs, and Reinar wanted to keep it that way for as long as possible.

      He’d sent Eddeth to the stern with instructions to remain silent and still, though he doubted she’d be able to manage that for long. Her attention tended to ebb and flow, though he hoped she would wait until they’d made their move before she started bellowing again.

      Eddeth saw the men preparing to leave the ship; she felt the thud as it bumped the pier. They needed to wait for the rest of their fleet to catch them, though. There was no sign of Gudrum that she could see, either in her mind or through the fog.

      Had he set a trap? She wasn’t sure. She had no sense of him at all.

      It took some time for the remainder of the fleet to reach the docks, making more noise than Reinar was comfortable with. He saw glimpses of Ollo and Alys. He saw Solveigh, and he heard the children, hissing at everyone to be quiet.

      Alys had spoken to Solveigh and Stina about watching one child each. Stina volunteered to take Magnus, who would be harder to handle, wanting to go after the men. Solveigh was happy to keep an eye on Lotta and the puppy, though she was quiet, worried that they were getting closer to Gudrum again, remembering how it had gone last time.

      Alys kissed her children, making them both promise to stay where they were, leaving them to be guarded by Solveigh, Stina, and three men armed with axes. Jumping onto the pier, trying not to get knocked over by burly warriors with shields on their backs, she hurried to Reinar. ‘I’ve got a bad feeling,’ she said upon reaching him.

      Reinar had waited for her, hoping she had some insight she was willing to share, unlike Eddeth. Though by the sound of it, nothing good was waiting for them inside. ‘Where’s Gudrum? Where are his ships?’

      Alys didn’t know. ‘The fort is overrun. We...’ She shook her head, unsure what to advise. Her grandfather arrived as Reinar pulled away from her.

      ‘Stay safe, Alys,’ Reinar said softly. ‘Wait here with Eddeth, please. Just until we know what’s happening in the fort.’

      She nodded at him as Jonas took her arm.

      ‘The children?’ Jonas wanted to know. ‘Are they safe? And Vik?’

      ‘Right here, old man,’ Vik grinned, emerging from the fog. ‘What? You thought I was done for?’

      ‘No, but I imagined you’d be back there babysitting, what with that ankle.’

      ‘Ha!’ Vik laughed, getting a shove in the back from Ollo that threatened to unbalance him.

      ‘Are we letting them know we’re here, then?’ Ollo hissed, frozen hand tightening around his sword. ‘Whose men are up on those ramparts? And where’s that Gudrum? Can you see?’

      Vik tipped back his head, trying to, but the fog swept across the ramparts like clouds, and he couldn’t.

      And then a voice he knew well.

      ‘Friend or foe?’ it boomed from the bridge wall. ‘Friend and I might let you in. Foe and I’ll light you up like a bonfire at Solsta!’

      Vik froze, turning to Jonas, who wasn’t moving, seeing Reinar and Sigurd push forward, running into the fog.

      ‘Family!’ Reinar yelled, tears in his eyes, hearing his father’s voice. ‘Family!’
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        * * *

      

      Nearly all of her enemies were in one place now.

      A gift indeed.

      Alari smiled as she walked up the stairs, knowing that despite what Vasa did or Eskvir wanted, or Thenor imagined, she had many allies.

      They didn’t need to be willing.

      Ducking her head, she emerged into a cavernous chamber, where a familiar figure sat on a stool inside a circle.

      Alari slipped off her cloak, leaving it on a table. And pushing up her sleeves, she picked up her knife, checking the blade’s sharpness with a flick of her finger. ‘Shall we begin?’ she purred, stepping into the circle.
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        * * *

      

      The loud crash in the distance failed to dampen Stellan’s enthusiasm as he waited for the bridge gates to be pulled open, having been assured that it was his sons and not another enemy Hector had wrangled onto his side with sweet promises of gold and land.

      ‘Father!’ Sigurd was first through the gates, Reinar beside him.

      ‘Father!’

      They clamped their arms around their father as though they hadn’t seen him in a year. And they hadn’t, not like this. Not standing and strong.

      So strong, Reinar thought, feeling his father’s muscles like rocks through his mail. ‘You’re back!’

      ‘Well, temporarily, it seems,’ Stellan grinned, pulling Sigurd into his arms, crying just as much as his youngest son. He blinked open his blurry eyes, seeing Vik and Jonas through the fog. Ollo Narp too. That surprised him, and he frowned. Then, seeing Reinar again, he stepped back in surprise. ‘You’ve grown! Or I’ve shrunk?’

      ‘Likely you’ve shrunk,’ Reinar decided. ‘Being so old.’

      Stellan clapped his son’s shoulder. ‘You’ve come just in time. They’re breaking down the gates, clambering over the walls. Hope you’ve brought some arrows.’

      Reinar’s face fell. ‘No. None.’

      Stellan stopped as though he’d hit a stone wall. ‘What?’ He looked from Reinar to Sigurd, who shook his head. ‘None?’

      ‘We had a hard fight escaping the North,’ Jonas said, wanting to get past that. He could hear the problems coming from inside the fort.

      They had to get going.

      ‘We needed every arrow we could lay our hands on,’ Reinar added. ‘Gudrum was planning to take the fleet. We only had a handful of men to hold onto it while we waited for the army to catch up.’

      Stellan shook his head. None of it made sense, but Reinar had brought men. Ottby men. He recognised faces, smiling at a few, and frowning again at Ollo, he ushered them all into the fort. ‘Secure the gates!’ he called over his shoulder. ‘When we’re all through, secure those gates!’

      The noise that greeted them was explosive, and Reinar’s eyes were quickly drawn to the boulders dotted around the square, and the hall, now in pieces.

      There was no time for questions, though, as they followed Stellan towards the inner wall, swords, axes, and shields gripped in cold hands.

      ‘Brought the nice weather with you, I see,’ Stellan shivered, his breath as white as snow. ‘We may as well be up North!’

      Ollo couldn’t help but agree, longing to stop by a brazier for just a moment. Then a flaming arrow shot past his arm, setting his cloak on fire. He flapped at it in shock, spinning in a circle, though that only seemed to ignite the flames further.

      Jonas shoved Ollo to the ground. ‘Roll, you flaming idiot!’

      Stellan turned in surprise. ‘Interesting friend you’ve got there, Jonas Bergstrom. Didn’t know a worm could wriggle so fast!’

      Ollo struggled back to his feet in a smoking fluster, barely hearing Stellan, though he saw the disgust in the Lord of Ottby’s eyes.

      ‘Ollo’s changed his ways, didn’t you know?’ Jonas grinned. ‘Decided to join us on the right side of things again. Which got a lot easier when the Vettels died!’ He pushed a smouldering Ollo along, wanting to get into the fort. Wanting to stop him fussing about his cloak too. ‘It’s out now,’ he assured him. ‘Don’t worry, it’s out.’

      No one else was worrying about Ollo as they followed Stellan Vilander. He stopped, looking from Reinar and Sigurd to Vik and Jonas. Then he saw Ludo, and stepping forward, he threw his arms around the lanky man. ‘You! Thought you’d been left behind, Ludo Moller. My third son! Always my favourite!’ It was bittersweet to be reunited with those he cared about the most because everything was about to fall apart.

      Stellan could feel it.

      Ottby was under assault from an enemy greater than any they’d faced before.

      An enemy brought to their gates by a friend who knew the fort well.

      He turned from a beaming Ludo to a frowning Vik. ‘You look ready for a nap.’

      ‘Feel like one too. And after we’ve seen to Hector Berras and whatever shits he’s dragged out of the latrines, I’ll find a nice warm bed and close my eyes!’

      Stellan laughed, though his shoulders were so tense he thought they could snap off and fall to the ground. ‘We’ve lost the low gates, Hector’s in the courtyard, working away at the inner gates, and the walls are...’ He turned with a shrug, eyes up on the western ramparts. ‘Well, Jonas, Ludo, you head west. Sigurd, Vik, go east. Reinar, get up on that inner wall with Ake. I’ll stay down here, keep everything...’ He didn’t know what.

      ‘And Bjarni?’ Reinar wanted to know before he left.

      ‘He’s falling apart quicker than one of Rilda’s cakes, but he’s somewhere. You’ll see him soon enough.’ Stellan thought about Agnette, clinging to her daughter, hoping that was true. ‘Get going!’ He unsheathed his sword as the boulders came flying again. ‘We can’t let that golden arse-crack take our home!’
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        * * *

      

      Hector was tingling with excitement. Fear too. After so long of wanting and waiting and planning, it felt surreal to be on the cusp of everything he’d sought, so close to claiming vengeance for his wife and daughter. Orla, who had killed herself, and Cotilde, who had been unable to bear the loss of her only child, her broken heart killing her not long after.

      Hector shut away the sadness and embraced the rage.

      He wanted blood on his sword – the king’s blood.

      And he wanted that king’s head at his feet.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m not sure we should stay here,’ Eddeth huffed, annoyed at being lumped in with Stina, Solveigh, and the children. ‘Nothing good is happening up there, mark my words! Nothing good at all!’

      Eddeth’s tension had Alys even more on edge. ‘We could help.’

      ‘Yes, indeed! We most certainly could. I imagine that Irma Darri’s not being much use. Not unless she’s raided my cottage!’ Thoughts of her cottage and her cat became too much for Eddeth, who hurried to disembark in such a fluster that her cloak became caught on the shield rack, and Stina and Alys had to try and untangle her as she hung over the pier.

      ‘Wait!’ Stina grumbled. ‘Eddeth! Stop moving!’

      ‘What about us?’ Magnus wondered. ‘We can help too!’

      Alys turned back to her son, seeing his desperation to be useful, but she shook her head. ‘Can you hear those boulders hitting the fort?’ The fog appeared to be growing thicker by the moment. The sky was darkening, the air freezing, but they could hear clearly. ‘It’s not safe in there. We don’t know what will happen.’

      ‘Why not?’ Magnus demanded, feeling annoyed. ‘You and Eddeth are dreamers. Why don’t you know what will happen?’

      Eddeth turned back to the scowling boy. ‘Well, if we knew everything there was to know, we may as well bury ourselves in a tomb like the Old One!’ She finally freed herself from Sea Axe’s shield rack, rolling as she landed on the pier. And quickly up on her feet, she scurried towards the stairs.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Aldo cried, watching her disappear into the fog.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Alys echoed, turning back to her son, hands on his shoulders. ‘Magnus, I promise, the moment either of us sees what will happen, we’ll send for you. Or come back. But I need you to stay here.’ She glanced at the men who would be waiting with the children, worrying about Gudrum. Though Alys suddenly had the strongest feeling that Gudrum was nowhere near Ottby. And shaking her head, unsure what that meant, she kissed her son and hurried after Eddeth, Aldo right behind her.
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        * * *

      

      Ake was surprised and thrilled to see Reinar. ‘Hope you’ve brought some arrows!’

      Reinar barely heard his king, too distracted by the sheer number of warriors milling inside the courtyard and surging across the field. Shifting his eyes, he took in the broken gates and the mist-touched forest. ‘No.’ He swallowed, turning back to Ake. ‘No, my lord, we have none.’

      Ake couldn’t believe that, though he could see the marks on Reinar’s face that indicated he’d been in a battle. ‘But men? You’ve got men?’

      Reinar thought about the men he’d left behind in Slussfall, regretting that he’d been so generous to Lief Gundersen. ‘We’ve got men. Maybe eight hundred.’

      ‘What? What have you done with the rest of them?’ Ake skidded, trying to avoid an arrow. ‘Whoever’s out there with Hector has a supply of arrows like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s like a blizzard of death!’ He ducked down, wanting to talk to Reinar properly. ‘It’s going to be a fight in the square, I feel it. With that many men, the gates won’t hold for long.’

      Reinar blinked, knowing Ottby better than his king but fearing he was right. ‘Can you talk to Hector?’ he asked, quickly shaking his head, feeling stupid for having suggested it.

      ‘I’ve thought about it, believe me!’ Ake yelled over the screaming din. ‘But now he’s this close, he’s got no reason to talk to me at all. He wouldn’t get what he wants then!’

      ‘And what does he want?’

      ‘To destroy me, everything I built, everything I hold dear.’ Ake was quieter now. ‘But we won’t let him do that, will we?’ His teeth were gritted, hairy lips forming a ghoulish smile. His chest felt hollow, though, his limbs aching with cold and fear.

      Fear that he wouldn’t be able to hold back the tide as the seething ocean of blades and spears and banners flowed towards them.
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        * * *

      

      The shock of the collapsed hall had Eddeth stuttering to a stop in the middle of the square.

      Alys grabbed her arm, yanking her out of the path of a flaming boulder. ‘Eddeth!’ she shrieked. ‘Look up!’ But Eddeth was looking down at the mess of rubble and wood and body parts, and she pulled herself out of Alys’ grasp, running through the square, heading for her cottage.

      Aldo ran past Alys, after Eddeth, calling her name, hoping she’d stop. He had no idea where she was going. He didn’t know Ottby at all.

      Alys hesitated to follow them, turning instead to look at the hall, seeing a glimpse of Agnette. She lifted a hand in greeting, though Agnette didn’t appear to see her as she bent down behind a table. Elin Vilander did see her, though, as she came into view, and Alys swallowed, turning away after the quickly disappearing Eddeth. She heard Sigurd and Reinar yelling from the wall, wondering fleetingly where Thenor was.

      If Sigurd was his son, why wasn’t he helping him?’
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        * * *

      

      A god was cursed with knowledge.

      Humans had little; a saving grace.

      For burdened by so much knowledge, they would surely falter under its weight, unable to carry on. To live, knowing what existed beyond that which they could see with their own eyes? To live, knowing what was coming in the end? For an end was necessary for every creature, man and god alike.

      Images came to Thenor like a waterfall teeming over a cliff. He saw glimpses of Sigurd and Ottby, of Stellan Vilander, who had been a good father to his son. He saw Valera’s Tree, a place of sacrifice and offering. And reaching a hand into the darkness, he touched a solitary leaf, red and curling, crisp in the cold, clinging to that branch as though it was clinging to life. Looking down, Thenor saw the carpet of leaves, red like blood, sprinkled with snow.

      He heard a drumbeat in his ears. Familiar. The sound of his heart or the sound of time, he wasn’t sure. He thought of The Hunter, bidden to do his work. The Hunter and his shadow riders.

      He could call them...

      The vatyr?

      He had friends to call upon. Friends and servants.

      They would come.

      But some things, Thenor knew, were meant to be.

      Shoulders falling, he let the vision of Ottby and Sigurd go, almost pushing it away as he turned into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Having left his mail shirt on board Nightmare, Sigurd was being careful. His left arm pounded, though his sword was made for his right, and he worked it until his right arm pounded too. Hector’s army was a mix of Ennorians, Tudashi, and various Northern lords. Sigurd heard different languages and accents; some he didn’t know or understand. He heard Kalmeran once, and distracted, he could almost see Tulia screaming as Amir was felled by an arrow.

      It woke him up.

      The freezing fog was making it hard to see and think. Hard to react quickly with frozen limbs and impaired vision.

      ‘Watch out!’ Torfinn yelled behind him, and Sigurd spun, ducking an axe coming for his face. A tall man, as wide as Reinar, had clambered over the ramparts. Their enemies were hurrying ladders into the inner courtyard, and though many were burning or broken, some were still standing, helping Hector Berras’ army scale the inner wall.

      Sigurd was furious. ‘Get me some pitch! Fuck!’ He spat and snarled at the big man, who blocked the rampart walk, arms like logs wielding an axe in both hands. And with one thumping step forward, the man unleashed a glinting blade at Sigurd’s throat.

      It came like a slash of lightning, but Sigurd moved quickly, first swaying back, then leaning forward, scything his sword towards the man’s waist. The giant warrior wore boiled leather armour over a padded tunic but no mail, and Sigurd’s blade bit hard. He saw the man flinch, knowing he’d struck flesh, and drawing back his sword, he dropped even lower, almost to a crouch, slicing across his thighs.

      The man bellowed, staggering slightly, bringing his axe above his head, intending to cleave Sigurd in two. Sigurd almost grinned as he swung upwards, aiming the blade at the idiot’s exposed armpit. ‘Aarrghh!’ He staggered forward in pain, his sword almost falling out of his hand, an arrow lodged in his upper right arm. ‘No!’ He was spitting fire, furious, but the axeman was at him again, and this time, Sigurd could barely lift his sword to defend himself, both arms now weak. He gnashed his teeth, bringing up his left hand to support his right, barely blocking the warrior’s blow.

      Vibrating all over, Sigurd almost dropped his sword again, fearing what would come next. His legs wobbled, the strength of his opponent surging through that axe. He tried to move, trembling hands tightening around his sword.

      The axeman swung around, preparing to take off his head. And then his own went flying over the rampart wall, his hulking body stunned for a moment, standing before Sigurd like a headless statue. Sigurd stared in shock, seeing Berger Eivin’s head where the axeman’s had been. Then the body collapsed, blood spurting everywhere.

      ‘Thought you were dead,’ Sigurd panted.

      ‘You almost were,’ Berger grinned. ‘Best you stick by me. Those arms don’t look up for much.’ And though he’d never had time for a show-off like Sigurd Vilander, Berger could clearly see how outnumbered they were.

      They were going to have to work together.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth couldn’t get Rigfuss to come out from under the bed, so she tried moving it. It was heavy, though, made by her second husband, from great logs of oak, and even with Aldo’s help, it was a struggle to shove and shunt it enough to drop down into a space by the wall to grab a furry leg and tug.

      Rigfuss growled and spat, happy to see her, or so Eddeth told herself as she sat on the bed, cuddling the enormous cat on her lap, wondering what to do. The strings of herbs above her head were still there, slightly plucked, she thought, upon reflection, swinging as boulders continued to pound the fort.

      Eddeth closed her eyes, trying to still her panic, and then, eyes bulging open, she hurried to her feet, lugging Rigfuss under one arm, looking for something to carry him in. ‘Move!’ she cried as Aldo hovered near the large table. ‘Move, move! Oh, but we must hurry! The fort will fall! Oh yes it will! Soon!’
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      Alys had stopped to help an injured man. He’d been knocked unconscious by a falling boulder, and she stayed with him as he started to wake, helping him back to his feet. She recognised him as one of the men who’d guarded the barn where Reinar had kept the women when they’d first arrived in Ottby.

      Alys blinked, certain it hadn’t been that long ago, though it felt like a lifetime.

      The stunned man was bleeding from the head, a deep wound.

      ‘You need to go to the hall,’ Alys said, though he stared at her as though he couldn’t hear her, eyes vacant, blood cascading down his forehead. ‘Come on, I’ll help you.’ She glanced over her shoulder as she took the man’s arm, hoping that Eddeth and Aldo were alright. She was worrying about her children, too, doubting her decision to leave them down in the harbour.

      They made it to the hall, where the man blinked, his eyes suddenly alert. ‘I...’ He shook his head, turning away from her, glancing up at the inner wall, where he could see glimpses of the king and his men fighting off the enemy. ‘I need to get back up there.’

      ‘No,’ Alys tried convincing him. ‘Your head needs stitching.’ But he pulled away from her, swaying, and turning into the foggy square, he quickly disappeared. Alys shook her head, jumping as a body fell from the wall, the hairs on the back of her neck rising. She glanced at the hall, then back to where Eddeth and Aldo had gone, feeling torn.

      And then she saw Winter, and her focus sharpened as the cat came bounding up to her, quickly winding his white body around her legs.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan had lined up his garrison in rows behind the inner gates. Some of Ake’s men were there to boost numbers, with a handful of Reinar’s too. ‘What is the purpose of a shield wall?’ he bellowed over the crash of the battering ram hitting the gates. Stellan didn’t flinch as he strode back and forth in front of his shield-bearing warriors.

      They all turned to him, listening.

      Not expecting to answer.

      Stellan barely paused to draw breath. ‘To be a wall! A wall! Not a bridge, not a road, but a wall! We will not roll over. We will not lie down! We will not let Hector Berras and those pricks stroll in here as though they’re out for a walk, come to peruse our market! No! We will be a wall of wood and steel and spears!’ He turned to the men behind him, some two hundred warriors with long spears in hand. ‘We will stab them through their hearts and eyes and necks and guts! We will slice their legs into strips of flesh and soak our earth with their blood! We will stop them any way we can! They will not get into Ottby!’ His voice was hoarse, but he was enjoying using it again. Smoke tickled his throat, and he coughed. ‘Turn! Turn to face the gates! Turn to face them with everything you’ve got!’

      Reinar heard his father’s familiar cry from down in the square, and he smiled, feeling joy and terror and everything in between.

      ‘If anyone’s going to make you want to fight, it’s your Father,’ Ake grinned, thinking about his family. ‘We can’t let them through, Reinar. Next stop will be Stornas.’

      ‘We won’t. We’ve never lost Ottby. It won’t fall now.’ Reinar looked up as two men came forward, carrying small cauldrons.

      ‘Water, my lord,’ said one. ‘Boiling water.’

      That was a bad sign.

      Ake nodded. ‘Above the gates! Tip them onto those men. Hurry!’

      The inner gates wouldn’t hold, though once broken, they could defend a hole. It was the men climbing the walls who were becoming a real problem. If they could just get rid of those ladders. ‘Braziers!’ Reinar called, moving away from Ake. ‘Every brazier! Tip it over the side! Burn the ladders! Keep them down in the courtyard! Burn the ladders!’

      Ludo heard him, and he quickly sheathed his sword, looking at Ollo, who was limping, having been stabbed through the boot. ‘Help me!’

      Ollo stared at the flaming brazier with trepidation, though he realised that it was better to live with a few burns than to be completely overrun. He didn’t imagine Hector Berras had good intentions for any of his old friends. So, sheathing his own sword, he pulled up his singed cloak to cover his hands as he gripped one side of the brazier, helping Ludo carry it to the rampart wall.
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        * * *

      

      The screams of burning men rose into the dark sky, and then a familiar voice lifted above them all. ‘Alys! Alys!’ Agnette cried, rushing out of the broken hall, throwing her arms around the dreamer.

      Alys saw Liara strapped to Agnette’s chest, and her mouth fell open. ‘She’s alive? She’s alright?’

      Agnette stepped back. ‘You saw that she was in danger?’

      Alys nodded, tears in her eyes. ‘I tried, tried to knock over her basket. To show you... a symbol stick.’ Glancing around, she lowered her voice. ‘A curse.’

      ‘That was you?’ Agnette’s eyes widened, tears streaming down her cheeks. ‘You did knock it over, Alys! You did! The basket fell to the floor and I saw the stick. I... I burned it. I... it saved her. She’s getting better.’

      They embraced again, both women crying.

      ‘I didn’t think I’d done anything. I thought... I feared...’

      ‘But you did,’ Agnette assured her, squeezing her arms. ‘You did everything!’

      Alys felt a lift, her shoulders dropping in relief.

      ‘Where’s Reinar? Sigurd?’ Agnette asked. ‘Have they brought men?’

      Elin had seen Alys, and though hesitant to speak to the dreamer, she’d hurried outside, wanting to hear word of Reinar.

      Alys nodded at her. ‘Reinar and Sigurd are here. Up on the walls, I expect.’ She saw relief in Elin’s eyes, though Agnette still looked anxious.

      ‘Bjarni said Hector Berras has so many men.’

      Thinking of Gudrum, Alys swallowed, wondering where he was. ‘It takes more than men to break in, though, so don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll hold them out.’ She heard a shriek, and turning away, she saw Eddeth and Aldo hurrying towards them, bags slung over their shoulders, baskets in hand.

      ‘We have to leave!’ Eddeth shouted at the top of her lungs. ‘We have to leave now!’ She ran past them, heading for the bridge gates, an unhappy Rigfuss bouncing up and down in the large leather bag slung across Eddeth’s chest. ‘Hurry!’ A boulder landed on the square, but Eddeth didn’t break her stride as she charged into the fog.

      ‘Eddeth! Aldo!’ Alys tried getting their attention, but neither looked back. ‘Wait here,’ she said, patting a terrified Agnette. ‘Just wait here.’ And turning around, she ran away from the hall, after the dreamer and her assistant. ‘Eddeth!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘It’s getting so cold.’ Solveigh’s teeth were chattering as she pulled Lotta close. ‘I hope you’re keeping that puppy warm.’

      Lotta nodded, not speaking.

      Magnus had his eyes on the enormous bridge as it turned into a long silhouette in the darkness, masked by fog. ‘What do you think they’re doing?’ he wondered, squeezing his cold hands together, trying to wake them up.

      ‘I expect they’re fighting hard,’ Stina said, thinking of Ludo, hoping Vik wouldn’t struggle too much with his ankle. ‘No one comes to attack a fort lightly. I imagine they have a lot of men. Weapons too.’ She shook her head, seeing fear in Solveigh’s pretty eyes. ‘Though Ottby has impressive walls, so you needn’t worry. They’ll hold them out.’

      Puddle licked Lotta’s hair, and she froze, a sense of urgency straightening her spine. She swung around in the darkness, feeling odd. ‘Can you hear something?’ she whispered. ‘Out there?’

      It was hard to see much, but knowing his sister was a dreamer, Magnus hurried to the gunwale, jumping onto a sea chest to take a look around. He saw the fog clinging to the harbour water, shielding most of their ships from view. ‘Is it Gudrum?’ he asked, turning to his sister. ‘Is he coming?’
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        * * *

      

      Alys grabbed Eddeth before she reached the bridge gates. ‘Stop! Eddeth!’

      ‘Oh, Alys! I have to get this on board, then I’ll go back for the rest. I’m sure those children could look after Rigfuss, couldn’t they? Maybe Magnus? I wouldn’t like to think what Rigfuss would make of that puppy!’

      ‘Eddeth, why are we leaving? What have you seen?’ Alys’ throat was dry, the smoke strong in the fort. She coughed, keeping hold of a wriggling Eddeth.

      Who sneezed. ‘The end! I’ve seen the end. Of Ottby! We must go. I must get everything on board. Oh yes, the end is near!’

      Alys shivered, fearing that Eddeth was right, though she hadn’t seen anything herself. ‘I have to find Reinar. To tell him.’

      ‘Well, you can try, though I’m not sure he’ll listen. But once I get everything on board, every herb and stone and bone and piece of vellum, I’ll get into the hall and organise the women and children onto the ships. Aldo will help, won’t you, boy?’ She cocked her head to one side, smiling at him. ‘Like a son, he is, this one. Such a helper!’ Then, ripping herself out of Alys’ determined grip, she scampered towards the men blocking the gates. ‘Open up now! Open up!’

      Alys saw that Winter had followed her, and bending down, she picked up the cat, holding him out. ‘Here, Aldo, take Winter too. Please. Tell Stina and Solveigh to look after him.’ She heard more shouts of pain from the walls, and looking up, she saw Reinar running around the ramparts. So, with one last look at Eddeth and Aldo and the two cats, Alys hitched up her cloak and hurried through the square.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan’s chest was on fire. The rest of him was frozen solid. Stiff too.

      He’d left Bendt and Beggi in charge of the shield walls lined up before the inner gates, while he ran up to the ramparts, wanting to see how things were going.

      It was quickly apparent that, despite the return of Ottby’s army, the answer was not well.

      The ramparts were clearer now as they’d burned most of Hector’s ladders, but Stellan still had to fight his way to Ake, shield in one hand, sword in the other. It wasn’t his old sword, he thought, with some regret, missing Corpse Splitter, though its blade was sharp enough, well balanced and long. And, eager to cause some damage, Stellan left a trail of maimed and dying warriors behind him as he made his way to the king.

      ‘Ladders are burning, but more are coming,’ Ake announced, his voice heavy.

      ‘How can you see that?’ Stellan panted, squinting into the darkness. The fog was thicker than anything he remembered seeing before.

      ‘I can’t, but I can hear them shouting about it. Hector too. Bastard’s down there gloating. Promising us a slow, painful death.’

      Stellan shook his head, watching Reinar approach out of the corner of his eye. Sigurd, he’d seen, was barely standing, and that worried him, though no doubt Ludo would be around, keeping his best friend out of trouble.

      And then a woman.

      Stellan and Ake turned in unison as Alys ran around the ramparts, coming to a breathless stop before them. She’d been expecting to see Reinar, and immediately intimidated by the king and the restored Lord of Ottby, everything she was about to say left her mind. ‘I...’

      ‘Alys.’ Stellan smiled at the dreamer before seeing the terror in her eyes. ‘You’ve seen something?’ He moved to one side, letting Reinar come in; all four of them crouching behind the crenellations, protected from Hector’s arrows.

      ‘Ottby will fall,’ Alys breathed, trying to avoid Reinar’s searching eyes. ‘Eddeth has seen it.’

      Stellan didn’t understand. ‘Eddeth?’ He looked from Alys to Reinar, who nodded.

      ‘Eddeth’s a dreamer. She is. We should believe her.’

      ‘We should,’ Alys agreed.

      ‘A dreamer? But we can’t just give up!’ Stellan insisted as a flurry of arrows whistled over their heads. ‘We can’t give in!’

      Ake placed a hand on his shoulder. ‘It is as I told you, old friend. You can’t deny destiny, and if the dreamer sees the end, we must do everything we can to save our people. Now.’

      No one spoke.

      ‘But what have you seen?’ Reinar demanded to know, sensing there was more Alys wanted to say.

      A boulder struck the wall just beneath where they were crouching, and Alys lost her balance, falling onto the king. She grabbed his arm and froze, images flashing before her eyes. And squeezing Ake’s arm, her mouth fell open. ‘I see Gudrum.’
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        * * *

      

      Everyone rushed forward as a breathless Eddeth and Aldo approached, baskets and bags banging against their bodies as they hurried down the pier towards Sea Axe. Eddeth clomped along, waddling from side to side, well aware of how slippery Ottby’s piers could be. Aldo almost lost his footing, but he straightened up, not wanting to drop the sleek white cat, who seemed far more agreeable than a hissing Rigfuss.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Stina was quickly panicking. ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘We’re leaving! Oh yes, but we must go! Ottby will fall. There are so many men! All coming to kill us!’

      Stina turned to see Lotta and Magnus with their mouths open, terror in their eyes.

      ‘Where’s Mama?’ Lotta cried. ‘Eddeth? Where’s Mama?’

      ‘Oh, she’s...’ Eddeth couldn’t remember as she lifted the bags over her head, settling them down on the deck. She placed Rigfuss’ bag down gently beside them, reaching in a hand to stroke his head, getting a scratch in return.

      ‘She’s gone to find Reinar,’ Aldo said. ‘We need to get back to the fort and bring everyone down, don’t we, Eddeth?’

      Eddeth nodded, sucking her bleeding finger, impatient to get going. ‘You’ll need to look after these precious creatures for us, though.’ She glanced at Winter, happy in Aldo’s arms. ‘They’re more important than you know. And that puppy. You must keep them safe for us. We can’t lose them!’
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        * * *

      

      The clarity of Alys’ words made Ake’s decision easy. ‘Go, Stellan. Take everyone you can and clear the fort. Get your people out. My men and I will hold Ottby.’

      Stellan shook his head. ‘It’s my fort, Ake. You’re my king. You need to leave and head back to Stornas.’

      ‘Gudrum’s going for Stornas,’ Reinar put in, Alys’ words still ringing in his ears. ‘He knows the king’s here. Likely his dreamer had something to do with that. We can hold here long enough for you to take the ships and get back there.’

      Ake sighed heavily, seeing Adelborg sitting before him with a grave look on her sweet old face. ‘The gods have woven this fate for me,’ he said. ‘Hector has come for me. If I leave, he’ll follow. He’ll take all these men and follow. But if I hold his attention here, if he sees me on these ramparts, he’ll keep his army in Ottby. That will give you time to sail to Stornas. You can stop Gudrum.’ He almost lost his resolve then as he pictured Estrella and his daughters; his son to be. ‘You must stop Gudrum.’

      Stellan felt torn, knowing what Ake had revealed about Adelborg’s vision. But, remembering that a lord had to have a heart of stone, he nodded. ‘Reinar, take Alys and clear out the fort. Get everyone onto the ships. Start with the women and children, and the injured. We’ll need supplies too. Food and water, ale, weapons...’ He saw the resignation in Ake’s eyes, and he couldn’t think. ‘Go. I’ll stay here until I...’ He stopped, unable to go on. ‘Hurry!’ he barked at his son. ‘Get on your way! I’ll find you!’
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        * * *

      

      Gerda was struggling to find anyone to tell her what was happening, so as Eddeth came bounding towards her with a boy she didn’t recognise, she bellowed out her name. ‘Eddeth Nagel, come here at once!’

      Eddeth came quickly, panting as she jerked to a stop before Gerda. ‘We’re leaving, my lady, so pack your things! Though not much. I can’t think you’ll need much. Food, though! Get into the kitchen, for we’ll surely need food!’

      ‘What?’ Elin was there, having stopped stitching a thigh wound to find out what was happening herself. ‘Who said we’re leaving?’

      ‘Me!’ Eddeth declared. ‘I saw it all, I did. Oh yes, a defeat like no other. A fort in enemy hands!’ She took a quick breath, her eyes jumping from one face to the other. ‘Hector Berras has victory in his grasp. But not us! If we can escape, he won’t catch us! So hurry now, and gather what you can. Take it down to the ships! We must leave!’

      Neither Elin nor Gerda moved, both women doubting everything Eddeth was saying.

      And then Reinar was there with Alys.

      ‘We’re leaving,’ Reinar said, relieved to see his wife was unharmed. His mother too. ‘Eddeth’s seen it, and we must believe her.’

      ‘Must we? Eddeth?’ Gerda glared at Eddeth with such doubt in her eyes that Eddeth almost stumbled backwards.

      ‘Yes, Mother,’ Reinar insisted, hands on Gerda’s arms. ‘I’ve put my faith in Eddeth’s dreams before, and she’s never let me down.’

      ‘But she’s –’

      ‘My dreamer,’ Reinar snapped. ‘And I intend to listen to her. As will you.’

      ‘But your father –’

      ‘Has given the orders. We’re leaving.’

      Elin wasn’t about to argue. She just wanted to be safe. She turned back into the hall, shoulders taught with tension.

      ‘Gather baskets, Elin! Fill them with supplies!’ Reinar called after her. ‘Bandages and needles too. Salves if you have them!’

      ‘I need to go back to my cottage!’ Eddeth spluttered. ‘I have many useful things in there!’ The heart-stopping urgency of the situation had left little time for thinking or feeling, but now she thought of saying goodbye to her cottage with a lump in her throat. So, ducking her head, she grabbed Aldo’s arm, dragging him away.

      Despite everything he’d said, Reinar could sense that Gerda would be hard to budge. ‘Mother, it’s urgent that you do as I’ve said. Stellan will come when we’re ready, so we have to load the ships. You’re the lady here again. You need to do your part!’

      Gerda nodded. ‘And Sigurd? Where is he?’
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd was struggling to be of much use on the inner wall. The ladders were all burning, and now Hector’s men were looking around for another way up to the ramparts. So, deciding that he’d be more use down in the square, Sigurd headed for the nearest guard tower, passing a limping Ollo.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Ollo wanted to know, unable to catch his breath. ‘Where’s Reinar gone?’

      Sigurd didn’t know. ‘Best you come down with me. You’re not going to be much good limping about like that.’ And just as he said it, a blue-cloaked Tudashi warrior swung over the ramparts, throwing himself at Ollo, clinging on like a leech.

      Ollo fell to the rampart walk with a grunt, scrambling for the sword the Tudashi had knocked from his hand. ‘No!’ he cried, seeing the glint of a blade near his eye. Then another grunt as the warrior collapsed forward, blood spurting from his neck, all over Ollo’s face.

      ‘Get up!’ Ilene barked, kicking a spluttering Ollo with a filthy boot. ‘Don’t just lie there, you old fool!’

      Sigurd reached out a hand, wincing as he pulled Ollo to his feet. ‘We’ve got to get down to the square. Help me,’ he panted, his right arm completely numb now. He thought of Tulia, knowing that he needed to get the arrow out before he ended up with more. Or dead. ‘Help me,’ he said, eyes on Ilene.

      Who nodded, sheathing her sword, and sweeping an arm around Ollo’s back, she ushered him towards the guard tower.

      Sigurd followed them, glancing over his shoulder, certain he recognised two hulking figures standing over the inner gates.

      Wondering where Reinar was.
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        * * *

      

      Jonas and Vik found their way to Ake and Stellan, immediately unhappy with the plan.

      ‘You can’t stay, Ake,’ Jonas insisted. ‘It makes no sense. If Ottby’s going to fall...’ He shook his head, not believing such a thing could happen. ‘Let it fall. Let Hector have it. If we get to Stornas, we can hold on.’

      ‘Gudrum’s going to Stornas,’ Stellan said bleakly. ‘I don’t know him, but that’s what Alys said. This Gudrum’s going to Stornas.’

      Vik grasped the rampart wall. ‘What? Gudrum? Shit.’

      Jonas ran a bloody hand over his beard. ‘Shit.’ He stared at Ake, seeing the resolve in his old friend’s eyes, feeling everything shift. There was so much panic and noise swirling around them all, but at that moment, Jonas felt as though time was standing still. They’d spent so much of their lives trying to put Ake on the throne, and now... ‘You know we’ll do everything for Estrella and the children. Everything we can to keep them safe.’

      Ake nodded, working to hold himself together. He needed to be a king, not a husband or a father or even a friend. A king, who could make the decisions others couldn’t. ‘I know you will. I trust you, Jonas. Vik.’ He patted him on the back. ‘Make sure you don’t leave without Stellan. I’ve a feeling you’ll have to pry him out of this old fort. Ha! And remember how hard it was to convince him to stay here? To be my Lord of Ottby? He wanted an easy life, to be free of it all like you two.’

      Stellan could barely hold his king’s gaze. He tried to smile, but he almost cried.

      No one looked comfortable, though there was little time to stop and dwell on the past, what with arrows and boulders flying over their heads and Hector and his warriors shouting in the courtyard below, the gates under great strain now.

      ‘Get everyone out,’ Ake said, voice like stone, all amusement gone. ‘Take them to Stornas. Hold Stornas. Don’t let Alekka fall. Not after all we’ve done.’

      Jonas swallowed, nodding.

      ‘And send word to the Slave Islands, to the Skallesons. We need help. Tell them that we need help now.’
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      Eddeth felt a deep reluctance to leave her cottage, but Aldo was muttering beside her, and the noise of the gates being forced open eventually had her moving through the door. She glanced back over her shoulder, arms loaded down with baskets, wondering if she would ever see her cottage again.

      They reached the hall with only a few stumbles from Eddeth, who managed to fall into every hole Hector Berras’ army had made in the square.

      And there, they found chaos.

      Bjarni had arrived, trying to make himself heard over Gerda and Agnette, who were arguing with each other, and with Rilda, the cook, over what food would be the most suitable for a sea journey.

      ‘What are you standing around for?’ Eddeth exclaimed in surprise. ‘How long do you think we have? Not long, I promise. Not long at all!’ And then she was gone, wanting to know where Alys had disappeared to.

      Bjarni looked after her, quickly turning back to Rilda. ‘Get cheese, cold meats, nuts, anything small you can throw into baskets. Have a few strong boys lug barrels of ale and water. Oats, barley, sacks of grain. We can’t take much, though. The ships won’t take much!’ He grabbed Agnette. ‘Get down to the harbour. Supervise from there. Gerda, you need to clear out the hall. I’ve sent for men to help with the injured. You need to see that we’ve got furs and blankets. Elin...’ Bjarni took a deep breath as the pain washed over him, and frowning, he tried working it away. ‘You need to...’ He couldn’t think.

      So Elin thought for him. ‘I’ll help Gerda. Don’t worry, Bjarni, just go.’

      Bjarni nodded, his mind on the gold. They couldn’t take big chests of gold when they needed to take people, to save lives, to bring supplies.

      But to leave it all for Hector Berras, already the richest man in Alekka?

      Kissing his wife, Bjarni headed away from the hall, looking for Berger Eivin.
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        * * *

      

      Alys had hurried to the dreamer’s cottage. She wasn’t sure why.

      Something had led her here, but what?

      Not Winter, for he was hopefully safe on board Sea Axe with the children.

      She didn’t feel safe, smelling smoke strongly now, certain she could hear the crackle of thatch on fire.

      Alys was convinced that she had been through the cottage before she’d left Ottby, but she was here for a reason.

      So what was it?

      She peered under the bed, in the chest, under the table. She looked around the firepit, searching for clues.

      The cottage was tiny, sparsely furnished, and there were few places to conceal anything. But remembering Agnette’s words, Alys straightened up, staring at the bed.

      In two strides, she was at the bed, and this time, she stuck a hand under it, running it along the latticed wooden frame, wincing as a splinter dug into her finger. She kept going, though, finding nothing, until reaching further, arm extended so much that it felt as though it would pop out of its socket, Alys touched something. And grasping hold of it, she pulled herself under the bed, needing to find a way to free it.

      Hearing a sudden crash outside the door.
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        * * *

      

      The noises coming from the fort intensified. The inner gates were being pushed, under enormous pressure now, and Eddeth was once again rushing down the perilously steep bridge stairs at breakneck speed.

      Reaching the open stair gate in one piece, she charged towards the foggy piers, pulling up in surprise at the sight of a shadowy Stina coming towards her.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Eddeth exclaimed, certain it was colder down here than up in the fort. ‘Something’s wrong!’

      Stina nodded, wrapped in a fur, teeth chattering. ‘The harbour’s frozen. We’re frozen in!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Go!’ Ake ordered, hearing the gates creaking down below. ‘Now, Stellan. Best they don’t see what’s happening. Let them think we’re all still in here. I’ve sent Algeir down to organise some of my men to go with you. You’ll need them. I...you must go. Go, now!’

      Stellan didn’t want to. He knew what it meant. He saw it in Ake’s eyes.

      They sheltered behind the inner wall crenellations, though Hector’s men seemed more intent on the gates now than the men above them.

      They could hear Hector’s voice rising in the victory he was so confident of claiming.

      ‘What?’ Ake grinned. ‘You don’t think I can hold that tit out?’

      Stellan tried to smile. ‘You? You were never as good as you thought you were.’

      Ake laughed, pulling him into an embrace, wanting his friend to leave before his resolve crumbled. Racing back to Stornas was all he wanted to do. To be the one to protect Estrella and the girls.

      It was his job. His. As a husband and father.

      But as a king?

      He had to protect his kingdom, and to give Stornas a chance, he had to stop Hector. To distract and delay him long enough to give the Vilanders a head start.

      ‘I’ll think of you when I’m in Thenor’s hall, supping the finest mead,’ Ake promised. ‘Eating the richest stews and the tenderest meat.’

      ‘Not to mention the women,’ Stellan smiled sadly, holding on.

      Ake didn’t answer, though he knew he would carry Estrella with him through life and death. His heart would always belong solely to her. ‘Go,’ he whispered hoarsely, pushing Stellan away. ‘You’ve been the best friend a man could hope for, the best lord a king could wish for. Go and save my family, Stellan Vilander, and know that wherever I go in this world or the next, I’ll be watching over you.’ Ake turned away before his tears fell, for tears would make it even harder to do what he needed to.

      Even harder to let go.

      Stellan watched him leave, feeling the same. And turning around, he aimed for the guard tower, his boots heavy beneath him.

      But not as heavy as his heart.
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        * * *

      

      Alys pulled up in surprise at the sight of Stina in the square, immediately panicking about the children. Then she saw it herself, and all the air left her body. ‘The sea’s frozen!’

      Reinar didn’t hesitate. He patted Ludo on the back, urging him along. ‘Horses! Hurry! Open the stables. We need every horse. Get the sleighs too! Bjarni!’ Reinar saw the mess his best friend was in. He saw Sigurd with an arrow in his arm, Vik and Ollo limping. And then he saw Berger, who swaggered towards them as though arriving for a feast. ‘Berger, help Ludo! Bjarni, go with them.’

      Berger hesitated, leaning towards his lord. Or perhaps, with the return of Stellan Vilander, just his lord’s son? He wasn’t sure. ‘The gold...’

      ‘What?’ Reinar was furious. ‘We’re about to be overwhelmed, run out of Ottby, and you want me to stop and think about rescuing the gold? Gold over people?’ He quickly sucked back his frothing temper, wrapping an arm around Berger’s shoulder, realising that if gold was needed to get Berger on side, then that’s exactly what had to happen. ‘Bring what you can, but we can’t sacrifice people or supplies. If you can fit a few chests on a sleigh, bring them.’

      Berger nodded, heading away, almost dragging Bjarni with him.

      Reinar looked around as Elin and his mother hurried forward with a large group of women and children.

      Elin hesitated, staring at him. ‘What is it? Why are you all here?’

      ‘Sea’s frozen,’ Reinar said, feeling frozen himself. Then, hearing barking, he turned around to see Lotta and Magnus with Solveigh, Puddle, Rigfuss and Winter. ‘We have to find every sleigh. Now! Let’s take some chickens. Agnette!’ He saw his cousin coming through the crowd with Irma Darri, carrying baskets of salves and herbs, bandages and needles. ‘Agnette, go get your chickens!’

      Agnette didn’t hesitate. Dropping her baskets to the ground, she hurried away to her coop.

      The gates shuddered, creaking intensifying.

      ‘How long do we have?’ Reinar wondered, seeing Ake’s men on the inner wall, firing their dwindling supply of arrows into the courtyard. ‘The gates? How long?’ He looked from Alys to Eddeth, neither of whom spoke.

      Eddeth shrugged. ‘We just need to leave!’ she insisted, eyeing Magnus sternly, hoping he wouldn’t let go of a hissing Rigfuss. ‘The quicker we get on our way, the quicker we’ll be in Stornas!’

      Alys felt less certain, fearing that Hector’s men would hunt them down. ‘We have to slip away quietly. If he thinks we’re all leaving, he’ll come after us.’

      Jonas agreed, watching his grandchildren with fear in his heart. ‘Ake has to make a noise then, to get Hector’s attention, and keep it there, at the gates.’

      Stellan joined them. ‘What’s happening? Why are you all still here?’

      ‘Sea’s frozen,’ Vik told him, elbowing Ollo, who was trying to lean on him. ‘We need horses.’

      ‘Well, there are no horses out here!’ Stellan boomed. ‘Let’s get to the stables!’ He saw his wife trembling amongst a group of women and children. ‘Gerda! You can ride, come on. Elin, you too. Come and get your horses. I’ll help the boys with the sleighs. We’ll put the injured in those. The rest of you, come on! If you can’t ride, you’ll walk. And quickly! With Hector’s army prodding our arses, you’ll walk faster than you’ve walked in your lives!’

      He was so much like Reinar, Alys thought, eyes on the tall man, leading his family away. She stayed behind, turning to Solveigh and Stina. ‘Maybe you can ride in a sleigh and take care of the injured?’ Looking from Magnus to Lotta, she tried to smile, sensing their terror. ‘You can go with them. I’m sure you’ll find room.’

      ‘I want to ride!’ Magnus insisted. ‘They must have ponies.’

      Lotta agreed, both of them thinking of their ponies back in Slussfall. ‘They must!’

      Alys frowned. ‘But how can you care for the animals if you’re riding a pony? And caring for these animals is the most important thing you can do now. They’re special animals. They must stay safe.’

      Lotta crept closer to her brother, whispering in his ear. ‘They’re magical animals.’

      ‘Are they?’ Magnus was surprised, staring at his mother, who nodded.

      ‘They can help us,’ Alys added, thinking of Winter and Puddle; doubting that Rigfuss was good for anything more than a few scratches. ‘We can’t let anything happen to them.’

      Magnus sighed. ‘Then we’ll take a sleigh.’

      Lotta agreed, holding Puddle close.

      ‘Good. Stay still, though, and stay here. We can’t lose each other now.’

      Stina agreed, and she moved closer with Solveigh, wanting to keep an eye on the children. Solveigh looked terrified, hearing the shouts of the men so desperate to get through the gates. She glanced at Alys, who had a book in her hand and a look of fear in her eyes as she scanned the dark square, wondering how long the horses would be.
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        * * *

      

      Svein Bearsu wanted the men on the battering ram replaced. ‘My mother could’ve gotten inside by now!’ he snarled at Hector. ‘What’s wrong with them?’

      Hector couldn’t understand his complaints. They weren’t far away from getting in, and he had no intention of letting The Butcher think he could take charge. Once he claimed Ottby, Stornas was the next step, and with so many different factions uniting under his banner, it wouldn’t be long before ambitions overrode good sense. So Hector needed to assert himself now, before his men started looking at different leaders – those with louder voices. ‘We’ve made great progress!’ he insisted, lifting his head to ensure his words would carry. ‘We keep going! We’re nearly through!’

      Svein grumbled, though he wasn’t disappointed to see Hector Berras taking charge. He’d become concerned, doubting the lord’s ability to muster a sustained effort or to gather a big enough force behind him. Though he’d been pleasantly surprised by the amount of warriors gold could buy. Gold and sweet promises of lordships and power.

      He rubbed his hands together, hovering behind Hector, eyes on the gates that were moving back and forth now.

      Soon, Svein sensed.

      Soon, they would be inside.
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        * * *

      

      Ake hoped they’d worked quickly enough to kill every enemy on the ramparts before they’d alerted those in the courtyard to the Vilanders’ escape. He watched the square filling with horses and sleighs, Ottby’s villagers emerging from their homes, quickly milling around Stellan and his sons; five hundred of his own men too. He thought about sending more, though he still needed to hold Hector out long enough to get the Vilanders away. He felt sick, having to choose those who would die alongside him.

      Stellan had sent someone with a message to say that, just to make everything worse, the sea had frozen.

      Ake wondered what that meant. If Gudrum was sailing to Stornas, would he be frozen in too? Everything swam around his head like fish in a bucket, and he turned away from the square, needing to claim Hector’s attention, wanting all eyes and ears on him. ‘What do you think you’ll do, old friend?’ he shouted, frozen hands cupped around his mouth. ‘When you’re inside? Do you think you can beat me? But you’ve never beaten me! Not once! Not in all the years we spent in training rings! You couldn’t lay a hand on me! Nor a blade! Yet you think you can break down these gates and what? Take off my head?’ Ake laughed, his face aching with the effort. ‘You? Ha! What sort of lord does that make you? A lord worthy of being a king? A man who couldn’t kill his own enemy? If they’d sent you to kill Jorik Vettel, he’d still be on the fucking throne!’ He grabbed the waterskin from one of his men, who could hear his king’s voice straining. Ake drank deeply, his attention wandering to Stornas and Estrella’s brother, Vito, wondering if he’d left the right man in charge.

      He saw Algeir hurrying towards him, having rushed down into the square to get a cut above his eye stitched. Now, with the blood cleared from his face, he could see. He’d also grabbed two quivers of arrows, newly collected by some of the Ottby children.

      Ake motioned him forward, leaning in close. ‘You should go with Stellan.’

      Algeir stepped back with a firm shake of his head. ‘You must have me confused with someone else, my lord. Someone who hasn’t stood by your side for nearly thirty years. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll be here till the end.’

      Ake nodded, knowing he would have said the same. ‘Well, then, you’d better find me a bow.’
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        * * *

      

      In the scramble to leave, there was so much to think about and nothing more important than how they could keep everyone safe.

      Sigurd’s head was swimming, relieved to see his father so calm, Reinar too, as they swung their arms around, motioning for everyone to get on horses and into sleighs; the sleighs that had been rushed into the square and quickly hooked onto horses.

      They couldn’t let Hector see or hear that they were leaving. They had to get through the bridge gates quickly, and those gates had to be shut and locked behind them. Every moment they delayed the discovery of their departure was vital.

      ‘Sigurd!’ Gerda was in tears as her basket broke, the vegetables she was carrying tumbling to the ground.

      He hurried to her, bending down with a yelp of pain, and pulling up the hem of his tunic, he quickly filled it with turnips and carrots. ‘Get on your horse, Mother. Just leave this to us. Go on. Get on your horse.’ Tears flowed as she nodded, and seeing that Gerda wasn’t even moving, Sigurd emptied the vegetables into the nearest sleigh and put an arm around her, urging her towards her black mare. Martyn rushed forward to boost Gerda up into the saddle, disappearing with a bob of the head as Stellan called his name.

      Gathering the reins into Gerda’s trembling hands, Sigurd patted her leg. ‘Won’t be long now, Mother. Just wait here. Won’t be long.’ And turning away, Sigurd saw the strongest image of Raf’s face, realising what a fool he’d been.

      To think that there was something to love in her? Redeemable? Worthy?

      According to Alys, Raf was leading Gudrum to Stornas.

      She would have seen that the king had gone, that his family was there, protected by a garrison, weakened by his absence.

      Turning away in anger, Sigurd sought to focus again, seeing Solveigh helping Lotta into a sleigh, remembering just what Gudrum liked to do to the wives of the cities he captured.
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        * * *

      

      The more images Raf saw of Stornas, the more anxious she became.

      Gudrum seemed delirious, though, thrilled with the prospect of capturing Alekka’s capital, home of the king.

      He kissed her cheek, stinking of fish. After making the decision to go for Stornas, he’d pulled his small fleet into a cove, taking some time to go over his plans, to forage for food and water, to fish and eat. They’d made fires and talked, and though there was no ale, no wine, and no real comforts, there was a renewed sense of purpose flowing through their veins when they boarded their ships again, heading for Stornas.

      Gudrum’s fleet was lighter by two ships now and a good few hundred men, having left many to Hartu and her monsters, though his confidence kept rising, imagining what he could do to weaken Stornas before Hector arrived.

      For Raf had seen that Hector would conquer Ottby.

      It was only a matter of when.

      ‘What will you do with the woman?’ Raf wondered, remembering the mistake Gudrum had made with Solveigh. ‘The queen?’

      ‘Ha! Jealous already?’ Gudrum grinned, pulling Raf around, kissing her pouting lips.

      She scowled. ‘I remember what happened at your wedding.’

      Gudrum stepped back, not appreciating the reminder. He turned his attention to the dark sea, studying it closely. ‘Well, less said about that, the happier I’ll be. And the happier I am, the happier you’ll be, little Raf.’ And glowering as he turned away, he headed to have a word with his helmsman. ‘Sea’s freezing. I feel it.’

      ‘The air’s freezing, my lord. Though the sea’s flowing fair enough.’

      Gudrum trusted the man’s judgement. He was a calm sailor, cautious and steady, but still, he leaned over the gunwale, peering at the sea, fearing that he was wrong.
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        * * *

      

      Vik wasn’t sure that Eddeth should be on a horse, but Eddeth had another horse stabled in Ottby, and she wasn’t leaving him behind. The horse itself – Rofni, a dirty-white, slightly cross-eyed stallion – was as skittery as his rider, not enjoying the noise and the taint of blood in the air. His big nostrils flared, the whites of his eyes showing as he swung his head, flicking his tail.

      Eddeth couldn’t contain herself. ‘We have to go! We need to leave!’

      And having heard that Eddeth was a dreamer now, many were eager to listen to her. Even Gerda had become too terrified to snort at or doubt whatever nonsense Eddeth was spouting.

      The bridge gates were being pulled open now.

      They had to leave.

      Algeir had remained down in the square, organising those men who would be leaving, helping to ensure that Stellan and his people left the fort quickly. There were so many, he realised, making his way through the sea of cold, frightened villagers, doubting the wisdom of emptying the fort. All these women and children? Old people and animals? The injured and weak? He didn’t imagine it was possible that they could reach Stornas in a hurry, and stopping beside Reinar, who was leading his horse up to the front, he glanced around before leaning in, wanting a quiet word. ‘You have to save Stornas. You can’t take all of them with you.’

      Reinar was quickly angered, not understanding what Algeir meant, but then he saw it himself, listening to the wailing children, clinging to anxious parents, the injured crying out for help. ‘I’ll think of something.’ He saw his father up ahead, talking to the men on the gates, realising that he was no longer the lord. No longer the one with all the responsibility.

      He wasn’t sure it felt any better.

      ‘We’ll save Stornas,’ he promised Algeir, suddenly realising that once Hector’s wave of warriors broke in, Algeir, along with Ake, would likely die. He turned to the man who had been such a loyal servant to his king for all these years. ‘Thank you,’ Reinar said. ‘We’ll never forget.’

      Algeir shrugged it off, uncomfortable, tight with fear. ‘I hope that’s true. I...’ He stared at Reinar. ‘Ake told your father that he wants you to be the king. His heir. You should know. It’s you who must survive, Reinar. You above all others. You have to make it to Stornas.’

      And then Algeir was gone, pointing his men at the gates, urging quiet for their departure, leaving a stunned Reinar in his wake, staring after him.

      Elin turned around, wondering where her husband was. She had given her horse to one of Reinar’s men, deciding to travel in a sleigh with Irma and Agnette, looking after the injured. And there were many, but no Holgar – he had died during the day. Elin didn’t know when. He’d been alone, and having known the helmsman since she was a girl, she felt sad about that. She had looked for Bolli, wanting to tell him. There’d been no sign of him, though.

      She saw Ilene, riding beside Berger, whose attention wasn’t on Ilene but on the pretty Lady of Orvala, who was trying to manage a sleigh full of children and animals. Keeping them quiet was going to be impossible, Elin thought, hearing barking. She turned her attention back to her own sleigh, raising a finger to her lips. ‘Quiet now. We need to leave the fort quietly.’ She shivered, the cold aching her joints, making her long for a restored hall and a chair by the fire. Spiced wine, too.

      Agnette lifted her own finger to her lips, mirroring Elin as her patients stirred in pain, some groaning. ‘Won’t be long till we’re at Stornas. Just a few days, and we’ll be safe again, so quiet now. Stay still and quiet.’ Her eyes met Elin’s, both of them blinking in fear as the cries of the men behind them grew louder and more urgent. And then the gates were finally opened before them, and Ake’s men ushered the long column of horses, sleighs, men and women, out of the fortress.

      Onto the bridge.

      Leaving Ottby behind.
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      Stellan had brought the two dreamers up to ride beside him, sending Reinar and Sigurd to keep an eye on the front of their ragged columns, while Jonas and Vik took the rear. Ludo and Torfinn had their eyes on the middle with Berger and Ollo. And feeling almost secure, Stellan wanted to hear what the dreamers thought.

      They’d left the bridge behind hours ago and were now heading towards the dark wall of Askarr Wood. He knew it well, having ridden to Stornas countless times over the years, though he’d never much enjoyed riding through it in the dark.

      Eddeth was wide awake on his left, Alys quiet on his right.

      ‘You saw Gudrum,’ Stellan said, turning to Alys. ‘In Stornas?’ The clatter of horses and armour and weapons was loud in the dark, though his people were relatively quiet, and he kept his voice low, not wanting to make himself heard by anyone but the dreamers.

      Alys nodded. ‘When Gudrum left us behind, we thought he would head to Ottby. In Orvala, he spoke of Ottby, as though he knew what was happening there. He has a dreamer.’ Alys thought of Raf, still not sure what to make of the girl. ‘Perhaps she told him that the king had left Stornas?’

      Eddeth nibbled her bottom lip, trying to wait her turn. And then, hearing a gap in the conversation, she launched herself into it. ‘That Raf is friends with Alari herself! Likely the goddess is up to no good again, whispering in her ear, moving her this way and that.’

      Stellan frowned, turning from Alys to Eddeth, then back to Alys again.

      Alys nodded. ‘Alari was in Orvala. She supports Gudrum.’

      ‘And who supports Ake?’ Stellan wondered sadly. He felt sick, fighting the urge to turn around and ride back to Ottby to save his best friend.

      Though it was time, Ake had warned him. Time for an ending.

      And a beginning.

      Now he did turn around, seeing Reinar in the darkness, just a shadow, but one he recognised so well.

      He felt fear then. Would his son be ready? Ready to command a kingdom?

      Not if they couldn’t save Stornas.

      Eddeth shivered. ‘Ake was a good king. He saved Alekka from the Vettels.’ She glanced at Alys, who dropped her head, feeling embarrassed. ‘And now he’s saving it again. Giving you a chance to get to Stornas. To take the throne!’

      Stellan shook his head. ‘I thought you were a dreamer now, Eddeth Nagel?’ He couldn’t smile. ‘No, Ake has chosen his heir, and it isn’t me.’

      Eddeth blinked, meeting Alys’ eyes as she raised her head. ‘Oh.’

      ‘And will he have a chance?’ Stellan wanted to know. ‘Reinar? If we get him to Stornas? Will he be able to defeat Gudrum and Hector and everyone who wants to take Alekka for themselves? Is that what the gods want, do you think? Is that what Thenor wants?’ After what had happened to him, Stellan felt far away from his gods now. Though remembering Salma, he wondered if they had had a hand in that magic?

      Alys didn’t know. ‘Thenor told me he wanted Reinar on his side.’

      Stellan almost dropped the reins. ‘You spoke to Thenor? You?’

      ‘Oh, Alys and Thenor are great friends!’ Eddeth boomed, far too loudly. And quickly lowering her voice, she leaned closer to her lord. ‘He supports Reinar, doesn’t he, Alys?’

      Alys nodded. ‘Yes, I believe so. Alari is at war with Thenor, and she supports Gudrum, or, at least, she did. Eskvir supports Tarl Brava in the North. The gods are certainly taking sides.’ Her horse plodded along silently. She was a rich chestnut colour, calm and quiet, unlike Eddeth’s horse, who was making as much noise as Eddeth, which was nothing new, Alys thought, remembering Wilf.

      Stellan’s tension increased. ‘So this is only the beginning?’ Looking over his shoulder, he saw the vast amount of people he was responsible for. The fog was freezing, and most had wrapped bed furs and blankets around their shoulders, though how long they could survive, exposed in winter air that was only getting colder, he didn’t know.

      Eddeth shivered. ‘The beginning,’ she agreed. ‘But we have Thenor on our side. And Valera. We do! We do! I’m not sure about the rest of them anymore, though. What with that sea freezing and unfreezing? It’s hard to say, oh, yes it is! But at least we have Thenor. The Father of the Gods himself. Thenor will keep us safe!’
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        * * *

      

      Ake had been a loyal servant to Thenor since he was a boy. His relationship with the god had been fractious at times, especially as he battled Jorik Vettel, and then his sons and grandsons. He had struggled to understand what Thenor wanted from him or what he wanted for Alekka, but now as he stood on the cusp of defeat and death, he felt abandoned by every god he’d ever given his oath to.

      He felt alone.

      His warriors’ shields overlapped like the strakes of a ship. He’d set up so many rows of shields that they led deep, deep into Ottby’s square.

      He wanted to give Hector plenty of work.

      The inner gates had been all but torn off their hinges now as Hector’s men worked to get into the fort. Ake’s spearmen were hard at work, too, though he wished he had a bigger reserve of arrows.

      Hector did.

      He could hear him calling for his archers to loose their arrows, over and over again.

      Ake walked up and down the flanks of his silent shield walls, eyes on the broken gates, giving encouragement and issuing orders to his men, wondering how long they could give Stellan.

      Wondering how long he had.
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        * * *

      

      There was no noise except that which they made themselves. The battle for Ottby was long behind them now, and they were deep in Askarr Wood.

      Which was oddly quiet.

      They heard no animals creeping through the trees, no owls hooting up above. Remembering the last time she’d been in a forest, with the Vettels and the vatyr, Alys felt increasingly wary, fearing what was waiting for them, hidden in the darkness. Hopefully not The Hunter and his shadow riders. Though they were still Thenor’s creatures, weren’t they?

      She rode beside a sleepy Eddeth, just behind Stellan Vilander, who had been joined by Sigurd.

      Who was Thenor’s son.

      Alys didn’t know if that was a good thing for Sigurd, though she felt a lift, knowing that while his son was with them, Thenor would be watching. He had helped them in Orvala, wanting to save Sigurd’s life, so surely this was all part of his plan? A way to keep Sigurd safe?

      Turning in the saddle, she was relieved to see no one sitting up in the sleigh carrying her children. Stina and Solveigh needed sleep too. It had been a terrifying time, likely going to get worse, so the more sleep they had, the better. Though those on horses or on their feet couldn’t stop.

      They had to put distance between themselves and Hector Berras.

      Reinar rode up to join her. ‘Eddeth looks asleep,’ he whispered, inclining his head to a slumped Eddeth. ‘You’d better watch her closely.’

      It was dark, but Alys could almost see the smile on his face. ‘That’s why Eddeth’s got Aldo,’ she grinned. ‘He’s on her other side.’

      Reinar hadn’t noticed that. ‘Well, at least one of them will be awake.’ He was quiet then, thinking about Ake, who he’d abandoned, and Bolli, who he’d gotten killed. ‘I... wanted to know if we should be leaving?’ His voice was barely a whisper. ‘Leaving our king behind? Abandoning his men? Is that what Thenor wants? Truly?’ He shook his head. ‘It doesn’t feel right. We shouldn’t leave anyone behind. Knowing they’re going to die? For us?’

      ‘No, but Ake’s giving us a chance. If he hadn’t stayed, we’d have none at all. This way, he holds Hector’s attention, and we have a chance of saving his family. And maybe his kingdom too. Your kingdom now.’

      Reinar was quick to shake his head. ‘I don’t want that. I don’t.’

      ‘But you must take it, Reinar,’ Alys insisted, suddenly conscious that Elin was somewhere behind them in the darkness, and though she was likely sleeping, Alys found herself becoming stiff and awkward. ‘Ragnahild saw what would happen. She told your mother so that you could prepare. So your family could raise you to be ready for your destiny. And now it’s here.’

      ‘But Ake’s still alive, isn’t he? Still back there? Still fighting?’

      ‘I think so, yes. Though now he is the leader of an army only, so you must be the leader of his kingdom.’

      ‘Me? Out of everyone? Why me?’

      ‘We are all born with a purpose. The gods see something in us. In our blood, in our soul. They see who we’ll become, but it’s up to us to get there too. You’re here now, at the start of your journey. And one day, if what Ragnahild saw comes true, you’ll be Alekka’s first high king in two thousand years. You’ll wear the Sun Torc and rule over a united kingdom.’ She shivered as she spoke, hearing Ragnahild’s voice in her ears, knowing that her great-great-grandmother had truly believed in that vision.

      Though it had been crafted by the Goddesses of Fate, and who knew whose side they were on now...
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        * * *

      

      Thenor had escaped to the shadows, slipping between the different realms, unseen by anyone, man or god alike, though he knew he couldn’t stay hidden forever. His land was broken. He had broken it, so how could he hope for peace and unity when he had created the division in the first place...

      He sat on a log, hidden deep in a cold, dark forest, thinking of his brother, who was so determined to claim vengeance for his lost love. For what was life without love? Nothing but an empty void. And if that void wasn’t renewed with hope and new love, it often filled with thoughts of vengeance, fuelled by hate and despair.

      Thenor hung his head, seeing Sigurd’s eyes glowing in the darkness.

      Ake Bluefinn was fighting for his kingdom, knowing he was about to be torn away from everything he loved, from everything he’d built. Fearing that those he held closest to his heart would die.

      Yet he was fighting.

      Thenor rose to his feet, knowing that his enemies were greater and more powerful than Hector Berras would ever be. Still, Alekka was his, more than it had ever been Ake Bluefinn’s, so he couldn’t lie down and let Eskvir and Alari corrupt every lord and god to their side. He couldn’t stand back or sit down. Not now.

      Valera was right.

      Now was the time to fight.
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        * * *

      

      When dawn came, it came with a growing desperation amongst his men for a rest.

      Ake could sense it.

      So could Algeir, who knew that though many had fallen, the entrance to the fort would hold for much longer if their men could stand. It was a narrow space, but they had rows and rows of shields blocking it. Though the arms holding those shields were weary, the legs weak. Bodies needed rest. They needed food and a chance to shake their limbs, mostly held in place, straining under the constant pressure.

      Having felt confident that they’d destroyed every ladder and siege tower, Ake had brought nearly every man down off the inner wall, though a few had stayed behind to feed him information, and turning, he saw one of those men hurrying through the morning mist towards him. The chill of the new day was like being dunked into an ice lake, though it helped to focus the mind. ‘What is it?’ he asked bruskly, belly growling.

      ‘They’re mounting an attack on the eastern wall, my lord,’ the man said, suppressing a yawn. It had been another long night. No one had slept much in days.

      It wasn’t tenable; they couldn’t carry on like this.

      Ake nodded, motioning that man back to the guard tower before searching for his closest advisor, who, as always, was lurking nearby. ‘Algeir?’

      ‘My lord?’

      ‘We must make a decision about what to do. I must.’

      ‘Decision?’ Algeir was struggling to even see through the mist, let alone think. They’d marched through two nights to get to Ottby. He couldn’t remember how long ago that was. And since their arrival, there had been only chaos.

      Chaos and panic and terror and death.

      ‘We just planted ourselves here with little thought. Now it’s time to think, though I doubt we’ve much capacity for it. Maybe food would help?’ Ake wanted to vomit, not eat, but seeing his steward hovering by a brazier, trying to stay warm, he smiled, calling the boy to him. ‘Sirus! Get into the hall and see what food you can find. I need to eat. Bring whatever’s left for Algeir and those men at the back. Send some up onto the wall.’ He rubbed a frozen hand over his frosty beard, breaking up the ice, then shaking his head abruptly, he stood up straighter. ‘How long can we give Stellan? That’s what we must ask ourselves now. How many days?’

      ‘Days?’ Algeir lowered his voice. ‘You think we can give them days?’

      ‘I wonder if we can. Don’t you? If we delay Hector for days, we give Stellan and Reinar a real chance of reaching Stornas. If Hector gets through today, what hope do they have?’

      Algeir had a family in Stornas, too, and he nodded, wanting to do everything he could to keep them safe. Having quickly accepted that against all of Hector’s men, victory wasn’t on the cards, there had been little thought of strategy, and now both men could see that they could, in fact, use their resources and their time with greater effect. ‘We need to rest the men then, freshen some up. Give them some hope, some purpose. If we say there’s no hope, why would they want to fight at all?’

      Ake agreed. ‘Good, we’ll do that then. I’ll...’ He scratched his head, trying to remember what he’d been about to say.

      ‘Move those men out of the front ranks?’ Algeir suggested with a weary grin. ‘Send them for food and sleep?’

      ‘Exactly! Lucky for me, you can see inside this old head of mine. What trouble we’d all be in if you couldn’t!’ Ake turned, searching through the mist for the bridge gates, hoping Stellan was moving with speed, listening to another hoarse order from the inner courtyard as Hector’s warriors tried to force their way through, into Ottby’s square.
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        * * *

      

      Svein Bearsu was back in his tent having his latest injuries tended to, and Hector almost missed the snarling man’s voice. His own had left him. He could barely whisper or see straight. He couldn’t think at all.

      It didn’t make sense to be so close to victory, yet be unable to claim it. It was like lying in bed, unable to touch your wife. He wished Gysa was beside him, seeing through Ake’s shield walls, giving him some help, some insight, though she’d become oddly reclusive, barely leaving her tent.

      Svein’s eagle-eyed son, Skoll, was beside him, though, and the ambitious young man was getting more impatient by the moment.

      It was starting to get on a tired Hector’s nerves.

      He wasn’t the only one.

      The Tudashi king had been killed, replaced by a lord so sharp-tongued that Hector was certain he would be insulted by whatever the man was saying if he’d been able to understand him.

      In the end, he’d pointed the new Tudashi commander at the inner wall, challenging him to get his climbers up to the ramparts, and then he’d turned his attention to Skoll Bearsu. ‘Perhaps a rest would help?’ Hector suggested. ‘You could see how your father is?’

      ‘The young don’t require as much rest as the old,’ Skoll said with a hint of a sneer. ‘Though perhaps you, Lord Hector, would benefit from a return to your tent? I could take over while you slept?’

      Despite Hector’s dislike of the boy, he felt sorely tempted. He’d started yawning with the rising sun and been unable to stop. ‘I’ll rest when we get inside. In a real bed, with solid walls and a fire in the hearth, but it’s kind of you to think of me, Skoll. I’ll remember to tell your father about your concern when he returns. Unless, of course, his wounds prove fatal...’ Skoll didn’t even blink, which worried Hector further.

      ‘My father will be fortified by the news of our victory, I’m sure,’ he said coldly. ‘And I won’t hesitate to hurry to his side, once we break down their defenses.’ It was hard not to scream or smash Hector Berras’ face into the snow. He wanted to tear off the man’s skin and fling it in the air.

      The stupid old bastard just needed to get out of the way. His stuttering, timid leadership was getting them nowhere.

      Hector nodded at Skoll, hearing a noise as horses came charging up to the open low gates.

      ‘My lord!’ one cheerful voice called. ‘We’ve collected quivers full of arrows from the field!’

      Hector sighed, barely moving his chapped lips. ‘They’re not worth much now, boy. What we need are spears.’

      ‘Or fire,’ Skoll breathed beside him as an idea sparked. ‘Or fire.’
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        * * *

      

      They stopped by a frozen stream to fill waterskins and buckets, though the thought of icy water made most hesitant.

      Ollo was thirsty, though, drinking and shivering, not sharing his waterskin with anyone. He stood in a circle with Stellan’s men, pleased to have been invited, knowing he was only there because Vik had put in a good word with Stellan. Though Ollo could see that the old Lord of Ottby didn’t believe what Vik had had to say about his redemption.

      Still, he listened with the rest as Stellan Vilander laid out his plans.

      ‘We have to separate once we get through the woods,’ Stellan said with a heavy sigh. ‘There’s no choice. To protect Stornas and to have any hope against this Gudrum, we can’t be an army of women and children and injured.’ He was pleased to see every head nodding. ‘So, we send everyone to Tromsund. It’s the nearest fort, and I doubt Hector turned old Tomas Hallen to his side. The rest will go to Stornas and take on Gudrum.’

      ‘Who will go to Tromsund?’ Sigurd wondered. ‘You?’

      Stellan nodded. ‘I’m the Lord of Ottby again, and these are my people. My job now, my only job, is to keep them alive, to give us a chance to return to our homes again. You and your brother will lead our forces to Stornas. Reinar will be in command, as Ake wished.’ He straightened up, taking a quick sip of freezing cold water, clearing his throat. ‘You should know that Ake’s dreamer saw his death. She warned him. He came to help us, knowing it would be his last fight. And knowing he had no child ready to take over his throne, he chose Reinar to be the next king. When Ake falls...’ Stellan swallowed, tears in his eyes now. ‘When Ake falls, Reinar Vilander will be our new king. So, for now, we follow him regardless.’

      Reinar squirmed, not wanting such an honour, especially after what had happened at sea. He didn’t feel worthy of following in the footsteps of a man like Ake Bluefinn. A true king. Being around his father again had made him feel like a boy. He had an odd lack of confidence in himself, even in his own voice. Though he had no choice now but to speak up. ‘Gudrum has a dreamer,’ he said. ‘She saved his life more than once, so, despite any confusion about her true loyalties, I think she’ll do everything she can to keep him safe, so we’ll need to take our own dreamer.’ He didn’t know where to look, though he purposely avoided Jonas’ eyes.

      Jonas was staring at him, though. ‘Wherever Alys goes, I’ll be going. I won’t let her out of my sight again.’

      Reinar sensed all eyes turning his way. ‘Then it makes sense for you to go with Stellan. You and Alys, then she can stay with the children too.’

      Jonas nodded, glancing at Vik.

      Who looked torn.

      Stellan frowned, sensing his indecision. ‘Best if you go with Reinar, Vik. I know you’d prefer to be with Jonas, but just this once, I’d like you with my sons. They’ll benefit from an experienced voice in their ears. And you know Stornas better than most. Remember how hard we worked to get in there?’

      Vik nodded, happy to do as Stellan asked, though he felt odd to be leaving Jonas and his family behind.

      Eddeth looked thrilled, standing beside Vik, though with all the somber faces around her, she coughed, trying to stop smiling.

      Alys wasn’t sure how she felt, but with Elin Vilander nearby, it was better to be going with Stellan and Jonas. She didn’t want to cause any more problems.

      ‘I need men,’ Stellan said, turning his attention back to his sons. ‘Enough to keep us safe if Hector finds us.’

      ‘I think he’ll go straight to Stornas,’ Sigurd decided. ‘Once he takes Ottby, he’ll want to claim the throne. If his goal is vengeance, then he’ll want to finish it by taking everything Ake has. Including his family.’

      Stellan looked worried by the thought of it. ‘Then you’ll take extra horses, get there as fast as you can. We’ll slip through the woods as though we’re not even there. Disappear, and try to rest as we go. You’ll need speed.’

      Reinar nodded. ‘We will. Speed and luck. And some time. Hopefully, Ake will have given us enough time.’
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        * * *

      

      Ake took a moment to himself.

      Perhaps his last one?

      Shaking his head, he didn’t know. Nor did it matter. He couldn’t give in to feelings of pity, to fear. He couldn’t dwell on Adelborg’s words. He couldn’t panic.

      The wine was ice cold and bitter.

      That was a shame, Ake thought with a smile as he sat before the fire, turning to look at Stellan and Gerda’s bed.

      He felt sorry for his friend then, knowing that Stellan had never loved the woman he’d shared his life with for over thirty years.

      Stellan had admitted that once.

      Though he’d kept his oath to Gerda despite his unhappiness.

      Sometimes Ake wondered why...

      Why they were all so obsessed with what the gods thought? So afraid?

      For in the end, what did it truly matter? Those gods could and would change their minds as they saw fit, with little care for who they hurt. With little thought for families and loyalty and love.

      Ake drained his goblet, hearing screams rising outside the broken hall. He had to leave the chamber and rejoin the fight, though he needed a sleep first. Just a quick one, for a king couldn’t hope to lead with his eyes closed.

      So, leaving his empty goblet on the table, he stood, body aching, limbs heavy, staring at Stellan and Gerda’s bed, trying not to imagine his own. Trying not to think of his wife and children at all. Though it was impossible, he knew. And reaching the bed, tears in his grainy eyes, he slipped a hand inside his tunic, feeling the cold bronze of Thenor’s spear. Nudging that aside, he sought the tiny silver disc his wife had given him on their wedding day, inscribed with symbols of love, luck, and family.

      And gripping that disc in his hand, Ake crawled into bed, pulling the furs over his aching body, closing his eyes.
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      They said goodbye.

      Stellan quickly became tense on one side, Reinar on the other. Alys smiled, watching, Lotta tugging her hand. She ignored her daughter, knowing that she just wanted to complain about Magnus, who, according to Lotta, had been cuddling Puddle for far too long.

      Eddeth hurried into view, stopping before Alys with a shiver and a shake. ‘What’s that book?’ She’d been meaning to ask the question since they’d left Ottby, though there had been little time for anything other than panic and more panic. ‘It looks important.’

      ‘I think it was Salma’s,’ Alys whispered, wondering why she felt the need to whisper. She glanced down at Lotta, who was staring up at her mother with an open mouth. ‘I found it under the bed in her cottage. Winter led me to it.’

      ‘Winter, who is Salma,’ Eddeth breathed with bulging eyes, looking from Alys to Lotta. ‘Perhaps I should take that cat? Or the puppy?’

      Lotta straightened up. ‘You can’t have Puddle!’

      ‘Well,’ Eddeth huffed, ‘I think I need something. Some help. You have each other, you dreamers. And the...’ She leaned in, eyes bulging some more. ‘The spirit dreamers. You have those. I have nobody. Nobody at all!’

      ‘Spirit dreamers?’ Alys could hear Stellan bellowing at them to hurry up from atop his black stallion. ‘Is that what they are?’

      ‘Oh, I would think so.’

      Now it was Alys’ turn to shiver. ‘I think it’s best if we take the animals, Eddeth. To keep them safe. They’ll be safer in a fort with us, and I don’t think Rigfuss could offer you much help.’

      Eddeth looked offended. ‘Well, he’s far from an ordinary cat, I can assure you!’ She was quickly sad, though, stooping lower again as she saw the sense in Alys’ words. ‘You will take care of him, won’t you? You must take care of him.’

      Alys nodded, and feeling sorry for her, she pressed the book into Eddeth’s hands. ‘Take this. I’m sure you could make more sense of it than me. You take it, Eddeth.’

      Eddeth looked stunned, then quickly excited, staring at the tiny book as though it was a golden trinket uncovered from a grave.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Reinar boomed, wondering if he needed to go and drag her away, but seeing Alys, he realised that that wouldn’t be a good idea. Saying goodbye to Alys tended to involve kissing her or wanting to kiss her, and neither of those things could happen again.

      They couldn’t.

      Trying to focus, he turned back to a grumbling Bjarni. ‘You can’t come with us, you really can’t, Bjarni. Agnette would never forgive me if I got you killed.’ And thinking of Bolli, Reinar felt a great need not to get any more of his friends killed. ‘You have to help Stellan. He needs you. And Agnette and Liara. The best place for you to be is with them.’

      Bjarni was in so much pain that he wondered what use he’d be to anybody, imagining that soon he’d find himself lying in a sleigh with the rest of the injured and infirm; with Agnette chickens, who were far less affectionate to him than her. He shook his head. ‘You go then. Get going. I’ll go with Stellan.’

      Reinar made to hug his friend goodbye, but seeing the pain Bjarni was in, he tousled his hair instead. ‘We’ll find each other again soon. Stay safe till then.’

      Bjarni’s aching shoulders dropped as he lifted a hand to Ludo and Sigurd, to Torfinn, and even to Berger Eivin, who was sitting beside Ilene, feeling just as impatient to leave as Reinar.

      Who quickly joined them.

      ‘Why are they taking the gold?’ Berger hissed at Reinar.

      ‘You don’t think they’ll need gold?’ Reinar hissed back.

      ‘I think we’ll need gold. If we don’t get into Stornas before Gudrum or Hector catches us, what weapons will we have? What use will we be then?’

      ‘Well, we’ll just have to hope that the sea stays frozen all the way down to Stornas, won’t we? That Thenor and Ulfinnur help to slow Gudrum down.’ Reinar mounted his mighty horse, Riga, with a sigh, remembering how Ottby’s harbour had frozen, trapping their fleet.

      He wondered if they should have fired the ships?

      He frowned, realising that they really should have fired the ships.

      ‘Come on,’ Sigurd said, wanting to focus them all on what lay ahead. ‘If we stand around any longer, we’ll freeze to the spot!’

      And nodding in agreement, Reinar nudged Riga up to the front of their line.

      Turning around, he saw his father spurring his horse forward, coming to say goodbye. Reinar stared at him, still stunned to think that he was back. Everything had happened in such a rush that he’d barely taken a moment to feel the joy of having his father returned to him. He hoped it wasn’t temporary. That they would see each other again soon.

      Stellan reached Sigurd first, patting him on the back. ‘You look after your brother. It’s your only job now, keeping Reinar safe.’

      Reinar smiled, thinking how wrong his father was, knowing that Sigurd was Thenor’s son, and it was his job to keep Sigurd safe from Alari.

      Thinking of Alari, Reinar turned around, catching Alys’ eye. She stared at him as Puddle barked and Rigfuss hissed, and Eddeth cried as she said goodbye again. As Lotta clung to her and Magnus argued about where he would ride.

      He couldn’t even blink as his stomach flipped, unable to tear his eyes away from her until his father moved his horse into his line of sight.

      ‘There’s little time, and we all need to be back on the road,’ Stellan said in a low voice. ‘But know that I’ll watch Alys carefully. So will Jonas. Don’t worry.’

      Reinar blinked, cheeks hot. ‘Alys?’ He shook his head, then started nodding it. ‘She’s a dreamer. It’s important to protect her.’

      Stellan shook his head. ‘My body may have given up on me this past year, my son, but my mind never left me. I could hear. I could see. I could work out for myself what was in your heart. I’m your father, after all. But you have a wife, and you must focus on her now. Your oath is to Elin.’

      Reinar nodded, further embarrassed. ‘Of course.’ He barely heard his own voice, wanting to change the subject. ‘I hope I can lead Hector to Stornas, far away from Tromsund. I’ll see what Eddeth thinks.’

      ‘I never thought I’d hear you say that!’ And laughing, Stellan clapped his son on the back. ‘Be quick, Reinar. And I’ll look out for a messenger. Someone to tell me that our new king sits on the throne.’ He turned away before he lost his nerve, not wanting to abandon his sons. Not wanting to think that they would never see each other again.

      The morning was quiet, cold and still, and everyone milled around in a state of exhausted confusion.

      Though this was only the beginning.

      It was time to get back on the road.

      Reinar dropped his head, turning it to where Elin was watching him from a sleigh, a bed fur wrapped around her shoulders, fear in her eyes. He smiled at her, hoping she’d stay safe.

      Hoping they’d all stay safe.

      And with one last look at his father, he turned Riga around, leading his army away from the woods.
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        * * *

      

      They couldn’t stop.

      They had to keep trying to get through Ake’s shield walls, into Ottby’s square, though arms needed rest and heads were weary, struggling to think clearly.

      But they couldn’t stop.

      Hector felt his age next to Svein’s boy. Skoll was like a hare, bounding around with as much energy as he’d had days ago, yet he hadn’t slept, as Hector hadn’t slept. Though only one of them had drooping shoulders and red eyes, hands frozen into aching claws, legs as heavy as slags of iron. Only one of them had a beard frozen to his face, panting as though he was running up a mountain.

      Eighteen-year-old Skoll Bearsu intimidated Hector in a way his father didn’t.

      So while an injured Svein remained in his tent, leaving the boy to command the Ennorians, Hector couldn’t and wouldn’t stop.

      ‘You should rest,’ Skoll urged for what felt like the tenth time.

      Hector turned to peer at him, jaw clenched, working hard not to scream. ‘Perhaps it is you who needs the rest, Skoll? I’m sure your father would appreciate an update.’

      Skoll turned to spit, but grabbing hold of his temper just in time, he smiled. ‘It is kind of you to think of me and my father, my lord. I will go and see him once we break down their defenses. It won’t be long.’ He smiled again. ‘I’m sure it won’t be long.’

      Hector blinked, becoming distracted by the odd-looking boy.

      Skoll Bearsu’s short red hair framed a sour face, wide and flat like his father’s. His eyes were tiny, though, like two berries dropped into a doughy hotcake. They were pale, sometimes with a hint of blue, other times green, but always filled with malice. The willowy boy looked as though he was always thinking the opposite of what he was saying. As though he was planning to draw his knife and start stabbing.

      Turning away, Hector tried to focus his wandering mind. Sleeplessness was creating chaotic thoughts. He was all over the place, struggling to come up with new ideas.

      They had tried the battering ram, fire, and arrows, but Ake and Stellan had enough men to repel every attack, and the hole they were defending was small enough that they were able to replace those who fell. The dead and wounded were moved aside, and fresh men, ready with shields and spears and swords and knives, quickly took their places.

      The Tudashi commander had sent his best climbers out onto the frozen field, searching for rope. So much had been burned and lost, and the ropes they’d brought with them on ships and horses weren’t long enough to be flung up over the tall inner wall. But if they could get enough lengths of rope, they could tie them together.

      Hector hoped they could.

      He needed something to go his way.

      Despite their progress, it felt as though they’d been floundering for days, stuck on a mud bank, unable to get moving again.

      Taking off his helmet, he scratched his head, yawning loudly.

      Maybe Skoll was right?

      Maybe sleep would help?
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        * * *

      

      Ake returned to Ottby’s smoking square, working hard not to feel daunted.

      Adelborg had said that this last battle would be his finest. He laughed out loud, surprising the men walking past him into the hall.

      The fort was a wreck. He was a wreck.

      This was no magnificent battle worthy of the gods’ attention.

      It was an arm wrestle. A terrible, deadly arm wrestle with an old friend, who had once been weak but now appeared stronger than any enemy he’d faced.

      Ake’s shoulders tightened as he walked back to the shield walls. There was no time to attend to the dead. The wounded were being helped as they could, the remaining servants working quickly to ease their pain. Though how long would they live when their enemies finally broke through?

      Ake began to wonder when he’d admitted defeat?

      When he’d decided to believe only in dreams. Not in himself.

      Not in what he could do.

      His mind was sharper, refuelled with sleep, and he saw his shield men standing bravely across those open gates, the push and pull of the walls barely affecting them at all. They’d been working in shifts, ensuring that the arms wielding those shields were as strong as they needed to be. But though their arms appeared capable, Ake could see that their spirits were flagging. And realising that he was letting his men down, he lifted his voice over the grunts and groans and cursing. ‘We can stop them! Send them back to their homes to face their women like the cowards they are! And what Alekkan woman wants a coward in her bed? What woman would welcome those bastards back? Ha! They may as well die here! We’ll give them an honourable pyre! Perhaps they’ll go to Thenor’s hall? Who knows? Or perhaps they’ll go home and live in shame for the rest of their lives as the cowards who tried to overthrow their king? As outlaws! Scraping a living the best they can? Hiding out in forests? Hiding from their own failures!’

      His voice was quickly hoarse, and he coughed, clearing his throat, sipping from a waterskin. The cold water hurt his teeth, making him shiver, but he smiled as he strode forward, taking a shield from his steward, who looked miserable and hungry. ‘Go eat, boy,’ Ake grinned. ‘There’s plenty of time. Isn’t there?’ he called, loudly now. ‘Plenty of time for us to enjoy the fires and the kitchen. They’ve a good cook in here! Such agreeable servants! It’s like being at home!’

      Hector was furious, listening to that irritating bark. He lifted his sword in the air, shouting at his men. ‘Push them! Push them back! They want to talk about fires and food? Cooks and servants? Let’s go and make them ours!’

      That encouraged tired legs to dig deep, boots scuffing the icy gravel, looking for purchase, wanting to shunt the Ottby shield wall back to the bridge.

      Ake kept smiling, feeling more alive than dead for the first time in days. He was still the king of this land. He was never going to give up and roll over.

      If Hector wanted Alekka, he was going to have to take it piece by piece.
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        * * *

      

      Jonas felt odd, thinking of Ake, and of Vik, now heading to another battle at Stornas. He was torn, not wanting to abandon either of his old friends, and then he saw Alys riding behind him, and he smiled, feeling more certain in his decision. Theirs would be no easy journey. Vik was going to help Reinar try and save Stornas, but he had an army with him. Jonas had to help Stellan keep their families safe with only two hundred warriors. But would that be enough if Hector tried to hunt them down?

      ‘How many lords do you reckon have turned against Ake?’ he wondered, looking away from Alys, towards Stellan, who had been quiet since they’d left Reinar and the army behind.

      ‘I’d like to say just Hector and The Butcher, but I saw a few familiar banners out on Ottby’s field. More than I would’ve expected. Some I wouldn’t have expected at all.’

      ‘I saw Nutt Henning,’ Jonas said. ‘Though he was always an arsehole.’

      Stellan laughed, agreeing. ‘But hopefully not Tomas Hallen. I haven’t seen the old goat in years, but he was always loyal to Stornas. To Ake.’

      ‘Well, the same could’ve been said about Hector, unfortunately. It only takes one spark to start a fire, especially if the tinder’s dry.’ Jonas gripped the reins with numb hands, wanting a pair of gloves more than he’d ever wanted a pair of gloves in his life. Eida had always been knitting gloves that he took with a smile and a kiss but never wore. Though now, he thought, now he would’ve worn anything she’d tried to force on him.

      The air was freezing.

      ‘Well, here’s hoping Tomas is no Hector and that our scouts come back with good news.’

      ‘Which we should still take with a grain of salt,’ Jonas warned. ‘Though we’ve got Alys, and hopefully, she’ll be able to see his true intentions.’ He turned around, winking at his granddaughter, who nodded at him.

      ‘I’ll try,’ she promised as Jonas turned back around. It was more of a whisper to herself, though she had been listening to their conversation.

      So had Stina. ‘Do you think the Lord of Tromsund is on our side? That he’ll welcome us in?’

      ‘He’s a strange man,’ Alys said. ‘From memory. I went there once, only once, I think, but it was so long ago now. I can’t see it in my mind anymore.’

      Stina frowned. ‘Then I’ll be quiet. You need to focus, don’t you? It’s hard when I’m yapping beside you.’

      ‘Ahhh, well, either you or Puddle,’ Alys grinned, thinking of Eddeth, who had no Puddle or Winter or even Lotta, but she did have Salma’s book, and Alys hoped it would provide Eddeth with some help. ‘I don’t mind. I think it’s just that the cold makes it impossible to think about anything except how cold I am.’

      Stina laughed. ‘Well, at least Ollo went with Reinar. After trekking up to Orvala with Ollo Narp, I’m just relieved that he’s heading far away from us!’
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        * * *

      

      Vik was already regretting that he’d been too busy worrying about weapons and horses and food supplies to remember what a terrible travelling companion Ollo was. Especially in the cold. He’d tried edging away from him, looking to ride with Reinar, but Ollo had tagged along, tucking just behind them, riding with Eddeth, who didn’t appear to be enjoying his company.

      They hadn’t stopped arguing.

      ‘What’s wrong with your horse?’ Ollo snorted, listening to the noise Rofni kept making. His odd eyes always appeared to be rolling, and Ollo had a feeling that the horse was going to fling around his head and bite him.

      ‘He doesn’t like strangers,’ Eddeth snapped, eyes fixed on Vik’s back, not wanting to encourage further conversation.

      ‘Well, he’s not going to have a very enjoyable journey then, especially if Hector catches up to us.’

      Eddeth blinked, thinking that through. ‘We have a head start, and after what they’ve been through, I imagine his men will be slow. Hungry and cold. Tired! They won’t want to chase after us, will they? Not at first. They’ll want to focus on their prisoners. On their plans for Ake.’

      Vik turned around. ‘What will he do to him? Hector? What will he do to Ake?’

      Eddeth clamped her lips together, not wanting to say, which was enough for Vik, who turned back around. ‘What do you know of Stornas?’ he asked Reinar. ‘Their defenses? It’s been some time since I was there. Years now. I’m guessing Ake’s improved things? That harbour was always wide open. Like Ollo’s mouth! I’m hoping he’s worked on it.’

      Reinar nodded, pleased that Ake had. ‘He’s staked the harbour. Now you’re forced to sail through a narrow passage to get to the docks. Single file.’

      ‘And the harbour wall?’

      ‘He’s built that up. Two extra towers added.’

      ‘Good. Here’s hoping they have arrows. We need to think about that before we get there. Stop in Eslo, see what they’ve got. We need weapons and more men.’

      Reinar agreed, though his mind was jumping around at such a pace that he was having trouble keeping his focus. He was still in shock that Ake had chosen him as Alekka’s next king. The whispers about his destiny had always been there, of course, but Reinar had never given too much thought to it. Not enough that he started believing it, at least. And he’d never imagined being a king after Ake’s death.

      Ake, who was sacrificing himself for them.

      ‘Reinar?’

      ‘I’ll send messengers to Ake’s neighbours, let them know what’s happening. I can’t imagine that anyone south of Ottby has turned on him, but if they have, we’ve enough men with us to change their minds.’

      Vik nodded, wriggling in the saddle, trying to feel his arse.

      He wondered how far ahead of them Gudrum was.

      And what he’d do when he reached Stornas.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum was enjoying the weather. The clouds were turbulent, the wind like a giant pair of bellows, blowing them down Alekka’s eastern coastline.

      There was a sense of freedom, being at sea. As though the real world no longer mattered. As though the only problems you faced, the only reality before you was what existed within the gunwales. Within the gunwales, out on the sea, and up in the sky.

      He strode down the deck, cloak whirling around him, face aching with cold, though it helped to numb his broken nose and swollen eyes. He saw Raf curled up beneath her cloak, trying desperately to warm up.

      He hoped she was having a dream.

      He was eager to see what would happen in Stornas.
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      The Tudashi had climbed the inner wall and were now massing on the ramparts.

      They’d waited patiently until they had gathered enough rope, joining the lengths together, sending twenty men up at once. And those who survived the initial wave allowed another twenty more to climb up after them.

      They’d come with bows and quivers slung across their backs. And fighting off the men Ake had hurriedly sent up to the western wall, they started firing down into the square, creating confusion and panic in those shield walls blocking the inner gates.

      Tired and weary men looked to their king, who quickly organised them again, peeling off more warriors to hurry up to the inner wall. The Tudashi were so fast, though, clever too, Ake could see, doubting Hector had been giving them their orders. Half the climbers had swords and knives, slashing and killing his men, while the others focused on shooting arrows into the square.

      Ake’s shield walls, now assaulted on two flanks, had to quickly form into one enormous shield house.

      ‘Hold!’ their king roared as another wave of arrows whistled down from the wall. He kept his own shield high, dropping to the ground, not wanting to abandon his men; not wanting to take the easy way out, though he had to admit, the waiting was driving him mad. Thoughts of throwing away his shield and letting an arrow take him in the heart entered his mind, and embarrassed, he shook his head, pushing those thoughts away. ‘Hold in place!’ he cried, then seeing that Hector was using the Tudashi assault on the wall to renew his own, Ake turned his attention back to the inner gates. ‘Two fronts! We’re fighting on two fronts now, men! Everyone from Algeir back, break off! Protect our flanks! The rest of you, hold the walls!’ The air was so cold that he was struggling to speak with any clarity, his teeth just wanting to chatter. ‘Hold the fucking walls!’

      Hector smiled at Skoll, who had returned from checking on his father and was taking his Ennorians to join the Tudashi. ‘Now,’ he said with some confidence. ‘Now we finish things.’

      And nodding his head, pleased to finally see some fire in the old lord’s eyes, Skoll Bearsu turned away from the chaotic inner gates, running around the courtyard, looking for the ropes.
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        * * *

      

      Alari laughed as she watched the water rippling in her well, seeing Ake’s hold on Ottby loosen by the moment.

      Gods like Thenor and Eskvir believed that they could weaken their enemies with threats of battle, that they could tempt their allies with promises of gold. Though Alari knew that warriors and gold were a waste of time.

      To get anything done, you only needed whisperers.

      And nobody had more whisperers than the Goddess of Magic.

      Hector Berras, a weak old fool with little talent bar an uncanny ability to attract gold like a dragon, was about to bring down a king, all thanks to a motivated dreamer whispering in his ear. Gysa had woven her words with the skill of a goddess, until that bumbling idiot had felt emboldened enough to strike at Ottby. To assert himself as the leader of a great army. To take on the famous Ake Bluefinn himself.

      And he was succeeding beyond Alari’s wildest dreams.

      She smiled, stroking her long white braid.

      And when Ake was on his knees? Thenor’s favourite king?

      Well, then the South would belong to Hector.

      And thanks to Gysa, the burned dreamer, Hector would belong to Alari.

      She turned away from the well, snapping her fingers for a slave.

      She wanted wine.

      Something sweet to toast her victory.
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        * * *

      

      Ake’s right foot skidded through snowy gravel. He found no purchase. Hector’s men had the impetus, thanks to the chaos the Tudashi were causing on the inner wall. They were harried by arrows from above, pushing back shields and spears at the gates.

      ‘Don’t kill the king!’ Hector panicked on the other side of those shields. ‘He’s mine! Do not hit the king!’

      Hector’s voice drifted away like a leaf down a river, though, and no one heard him. No one was listening as they focused on reaching the climax of what had been an impossibly hard fight at those gates. Arms that moments earlier had wanted to drop shields and collapse by their sides were suddenly strengthened, hands and thighs working with determination now.

      For victory beckoned.

      Ake glanced at Algeir, who strode past him, pointing more men to the wall. ‘I want another fifty men!’ he bellowed. ‘Get up to that wall! Get arrows! Find bows! Get up on that –’ He shot backwards as though released from a catapult, an arrow protruding from his throat as he hit the ground.

      ‘Algeir!’ Ake turned and ran, shield in hand, barely caring to lift it up as he skidded in the snow, dropping down to his friend. ‘Algeir!’ Algeir, who would have given his life for his king, and who, Ake realised, just had.

      Leaning over, seeing no movement in Algeir’s eyes, Ake closed them.

      Tears in his own eyes, he couldn’t move. His heart pounded like a war drum, his breath smoke drifting behind him. Time stood still, the noise of battle rising but distant now.

      Ake tried to focus his mind, to choose what came next.

      He wanted to cry for his dead friend. His loyal, dead friend.

      He wanted to cry for his family and his kingdom. All that he loved.

      Hector had done this. Brought his army to Ottby’s door.

      For what?

      Nothing!

      ‘Nothing!’ he roared, back on his feet now, charging to the front of the shield walls. ‘I didn’t kill your daughter! I didn’t kill your wife! They killed themselves, Hector! Why can’t you see? No one did it! No one! What are you doing this for? You fucking arsehole! Killing these good people? My men? What are you doing?’ He thought of Algeir, and his anger burned. Turning to his men, he screamed until his throat ached. ‘We will not lie down and die! We will not be defeated by these pricks! And whatever we do, we will kill Hector Berras! You see him, aim for his fucking head!’

      Hector could hear the change in Ake’s voice, and it gave him pause. Doubts too. Ake was the sort of warrior to drag out victory from near-certain defeat. He’d done it before, countless times. And now Hector’s doubts flowed, and his fears joined them, and he went quiet behind his resurgent men.

      Up on the inner wall, Skoll took charge, leaving the Tudashi behind, sending his men to the guard towers, down into the square, fighting their way to the rear of the shield walls.

      He wasn’t hesitant at all. Nothing clouded his purpose. He saw what lay before him as inevitable.

      Victory.

      Victory was the only outcome now. His father had brought their men all the way down from Ennor, finally deciding that it was time to end Ake Bluefinn’s disastrous reign.

      They would not return home defeated.

      Victory would be theirs. And then they would decide what to do about Hector Berras, the wealthy lord who dreamed of taking the throne.

      Spurred on by Algeir’s death and still in shock, Ake pushed through the ranks. His men, seeing their king, made way for him. And though most feared what he was doing, no one spoke out.

      He could, as king, do whatever he liked.

      And what Ake wanted to do more than anything was kill Hector. He heard that voice, once a friend’s voice. And seeing his wife’s face and hearing his daughters’ laughter, Ake felt everything else float out of his mind. Sheathing his sword, he thought of how many battles they’d survived together. That sword was a better friend than the corrupted idiot standing on the other side of those shields, trying to kill him. Though a sword wasn’t what he needed now, so he nudged the man next to him. ‘Give me your spear,’ he hissed, not waiting. And snatching it out of the surprised man’s hand, he kept moving, pushing through the walls until he stood in the front rank. Until he was within spitting distance of Hector’s men.

      He kept his head low, eyes open, listening, the men on either side of him grunting with the effort of staying upright, trying to hold their ground. They were tired and bloody, legs struggling now, arms trembling.

      Ake could sense that the walls wouldn’t hold for long.

      The men at the rear were being picked off. And the terror that they might be next had the men in the front ranks distracted.

      And then someone went down, quickly bringing more men with him, the shield wall shifting and breaking, and then the one behind it and the one behind that.

      Panic.

      Ake heard his commanders screaming orders, and he let them. Those men knew what to do without Algeir and without their king.

      They would fight till the end.

      Lifting his shield, Ake pushed forward, butting out at one man, cracking his nose with the prominent iron boss. Swinging his shield at another, he took him in the forehead with its rim.

      He shunted forward, legs pumping, teeth gnashing in anger and pain. Every part of him ached, and he didn’t care. He wanted Hector Berras to pay for this.

      For what he’d done to Ottby and for what he would do to Stornas.

      He would make him pay.

      And catching a glimpse of Hector’s ridiculous helmet, plumed feathers rippling, Ake straightened up, jiggling the spear in his right hand, balancing himself amidst the chaos.

      Drawing back his arm, he thought of Algeir.

      And then he was stumbling, all the air sucked out of his lungs, drawn through his teeth, an arrow in the back.

      ‘No!’ Hector shrieked before him. He saw that idiot Skoll, bow in hand, nocking another arrow. ‘No!’ But before he could rush forward, Skoll had struck a frozen Ake again, taking him in the neck.

      Ake flew forward, seeing the ground coming at him like a wall.

      He couldn’t stop himself, couldn’t break his fall.

      The noise around him shifted like water, and he saw dark shapes and bright colours. He heard laughter and fire crackling. He saw Estrella at their wedding, dressed like a golden goddess; his crying wife, holding their dead son. He felt his daughters squeezing his legs, smelling their hair like summer flowers.

      He saw Adelborg sitting in her chair. ‘Do not worry now, my sweet king. We will take care of them for you. Do not worry now.’

      And then Hector was there, flipping him over, arrows pushing through neck muscles, protruding from his throat. ‘You can’t die! You can’t die!’

      Ake wanted to shove him away, not wanting Hector’s to be the last face he saw. He couldn’t feel anything. There was no pain, no strength, no ability to move. But he could close his eyes, and he did, letting the darkness enclose him, seeing his son waiting for him.

      ‘Papa!’ the boy smiled, holding out his hand. ‘I knew you’d come!’

      ‘No!’ Hector screamed at the sky, at the earth and at Skoll Bearsu most of all as he cradled the dead king’s head in his lap. ‘What have you done?’
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        * * *

      

      When Eddeth burst into tears, it stopped Reinar’s heart. He swung his horse around, quickly riding back to her.

      But she was crying so loudly, sobbing so desperately that he couldn’t get a single word out of her, so eventually, he just nudged his horse close to hers, holding her in his arms.
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        * * *

      

      Alys felt sick.

      She saw what had happened in Ottby like a burst of lightning, and it froze her heart. She felt grief for Ake, sympathy for his family and his friends, and fear, knowing that with the king dead and Ottby captured, they would soon be hunted down.

      She rode up to her grandfather, who’d been checking the sleighs.

      And seeing the tears in her eyes, Jonas swallowed. ‘Ake? Is it Ake?’

      Alys nodded, dropping her head.

      ‘How?’ Jonas wasn’t sure he wanted to know, but it seemed like a natural question to ask. ‘When?’

      ‘Arrows. He was shot from behind by a young man. I don’t know him.’ Though when she saw that odd face, Alys shivered. ‘He died quickly.’

      Jonas was in shock, though it wasn’t shocking.

      Leaving Ake behind had been a death sentence, but knowing that he was actually dead? He turned to see the tall figure of Stellan Vilander riding alone at the head of their long column, not looking forward to that conversation. ‘And Hector?’ he asked, rubbing his head. ‘What’s he planning now?’

      ‘I’m not sure, though likely he’ll go for Stornas. For Ake’s family.’

      Jonas wished he’d gone with Vik and Reinar. He knew Stellan would feel the same.

      He hoped they’d tear Hector Berras to pieces.

      For Ake.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re the king now,’ Sigurd said quietly, seeing Vik nodding sadly beside him. ‘The King of Alekka.’

      Reinar wanted to vomit.

      ‘And the King of Alekka belongs in Stornas,’ Vik put in, unable to believe that everything had shifted so suddenly. Memories flooded his mind of standing side by side with Ake and Jonas and Stellan when they’d barely had a beard between them. Even Ollo, he thought as he joined them, oddly quiet. ‘So we have to make sure that the next man sitting on that throne isn’t Hector or Gudrum. Whatever we do, we have to get Reinar into Stornas.’

      Every head nodded except Reinar’s.

      He was numb. Worried.

      Yet Sigurd was right. According to Ake, he was the king.

      ‘We can’t ride through the night,’ Reinar decided. ‘We have to come at Stornas with strong legs beneath us. Our men can’t keep fighting and marching with no rest. We’ll stop before nightfall, make camp, eat a good meal. Tomorrow morning we’ll come to Eslo. Hopefully, they’ll have weapons and ale, more food, and then we’ll...’ He kept seeing Ake, trying to piece together what Eddeth had told him of the king’s last moments. ‘We’ll keep going, talk about our options. Soon we’ll be surrounded, maybe even caught. Though if Eddeth’s right, we have some time on them. A headstart.’

      ‘Which we can’t squander,’ Berger added, less stunned than the rest of them and more concerned with getting his new king to Stornas. He didn’t know Hector Berras, but he’d seen enough of Gudrum to anticipate a lot of problems. The sooner they got moving, the better.

      ‘Berger’s right,’ Reinar said, drawing back his shoulders and lifting his head. They’d been trekking up and down undulating hills, covered in snow. It was harder going, slower too, and no place to make a camp. If they kept going, though, they were likely to reach flatter terrain before nightfall. ‘Best thing we can do for Ake now is to get moving.’

      Vik nodded, eyes low, wanting to be alone with his grief and his memories.

      He felt old, wondering what he’d have to show for his life when his time came, as likely it would come for him soon.

      Three failed marriages. No children.

      Just memories.

      Running a hand over his damp beard, he slipped back, urging those men who were resting to get on their feet, to prepare to march fast. If they didn’t want to be sleeping on the side of a hill, clinging on in the snow, they’d have to march fast.

      Eddeth watched him go, tempted to go after him, for he looked so sad.

      They all did, except that Berger Eivin. Even Aldo, on the ground beside her, stretching out cramped legs, looked miserable.

      Though misery wouldn’t save them from the danger they were facing now, Eddeth knew. She sniffed loudly, wiping her nose on her sleeve, trying to fight through the pain of loss and the fear of what would enter the chaos next. Once they stopped for the night, she would open up the book Alys had given her and try to find some answers.
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        * * *

      

      Hector was struggling to get a grip.

      Skoll had quickly become a problem. The boy was acting like a seasoned warrior, a leader of men, yet he was only eighteen-years-old and not his father. The Ennorian lord hadn’t returned, apparently more injured than Hector had realised. Though, while Svein was gone, Hector had to do something about Skoll. ‘I gave clear orders that the king wasn’t to be killed. Not touched at all. That he was mine!’ he growled. He wanted to throttle the boy, though he was the leader of an army of exhausted men who deserved to bask in their hard-earned victory.

      The king was dead, Ottby conquered.

      Spinning around suddenly, Hector realised that he hadn’t seen any sign of the Vilanders yet. Though hearing Skoll snorting beside him, his attention was quickly back on the arrogant boy. ‘Do you think you have some role to play in my decisions? Some say in them? To override me?’

      ‘I think my father brought his warriors into your fight when you promised to kill the king. I doubt he’d have any patience for games, for petty vengeance. Surely this is about more than you, my lord?’ The last words were spoken as though poison on his tongue, though Skoll smiled sweetly through them. ‘I had no intention of offending you. I saw Ake with a spear in his hand. He looked ready to take off your head. Capable of it too. I thought I was saving your life.’

      Hector could see that everyone around him believed that. Tired heads were nodding, eyes showing some sympathy for the boy and less tolerance for him, their leader. Hector sniffed, licking dried lips. ‘Yes, yes, of course. You should... go and tell your father. Tell him of our victory. I will... see to these men. And the Vilanders!’ Hector scanned the warriors on their knees, those lying in the snow. He hoped they were all dead – Stellan and his sons, their friends and allies. He wanted them all dead. Every last one of the bastards. They’d all supported Ake, all turned against him.

      And he was going to make them pay.
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      Estrella Bluefinn hammered on her brother’s door.

      She wanted to take to her bed and cry for the rest of her life. Or scream. Crying and screaming until she, too, was dead, gone to the Underworld to be with her husband. Though Adelborg had assured her that Ake had died fighting, and that he would be with Thenor now, as one of his chosen warriors, taken to Gallabrok.

      Estrella could have cared less about warriors, though her brother, Vito, was a good one, and she needed him now more than ever.

      He opened the door with a reluctant creak, wide enough so that she could see his prominent nose and his not-at-all sleepy brown eyes.

      ‘Send whoever is in there away, Vito,’ Estrella hissed, promptly bursting into tears. ‘Send them away now!’
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        * * *

      

      Hector drank enough wine to set his head spinning.

      He’d hacked off Ake’s head, placing it before him on a spike in the ground as he wobbled down onto a stool, staring at that familiar face, ruined now. He lurched towards it, poking a bloody finger at Ake’s nose. ‘That was for my daughter. She died because of those Skallesons. Because of what Eadmund Skalleson did to her. And you sided with them! Islanders! You sided with them over me! Over your oldest, most loyal friend!’ He swung back on the creaking stool, drawing his right hand towards his mouth. Or trying to. His men were working around him, searching the fortress, but Hector just wanted his moment. The one that fool Skoll had stolen from him.

      A moment to savour his victory.

      He laughed out loud, surprising two men nearby, who stared at their lord as though he was mad. Not their lord, they realised. For now that Hector Berras had defeated Ake Bluefinn, he had proclaimed himself king.

      One of Hector’s commanders approached with a bandage hastily tied around a bleeding neck.

      Hector didn’t stand. He barely noticed he was there.

      ‘There’s no sign of the Vilanders, my lord. None at all.’

      That had Hector stumbling off the stool, wine slopping from his cup. ‘What?’ He turned around, peering up at the man, wondering when it had become so dark? He looked up at the sky, then back at his commander. ‘Where are they? Hiding?’

      ‘We’ve found no women or children. No horses. The kitchen’s empty, the barns too. Looks like they’ve all gone, my lord.’

      Hector blinked as though the man was speaking Tudashi, scratching his pounding head, trying to piece everything together.

      And then Skoll Bearsu was back, having returned from visiting his father. ‘He’s dead!’ the young man cried in anger, kicking out at some of Ake’s injured men as he passed. ‘The bastards killed my father. He’s dead!’

      Hector turned until he was dizzy, stopping before Skoll, who narrowed his odd eyes.

      ‘Which makes me the Lord of Ennor.’
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        * * *

      

      Vito didn’t understand his sister at first. Her crying was explosive, and he was busy trying to usher his naked lover out of his bed, urging her to put on her clothes as Estrella started shouting through her tears, wanting the woman gone.

      ‘She’s no whore,’ he said, shutting the door and turning back to his sister with a scowl. ‘Don’t call her that. What is wrong with you?’

      Estrella was too angry to be civil or careful with her words. She had a temper like fire, and though Ake had mostly laughed through her explosions, her brother was far less tolerant. ‘Ake is... dead,’ she managed to get out between sobs. ‘Killed... in Ottby. Dead!’

      Vito was speechless for some time as Estrella cried before him. ‘Did the dreamer tell you?’ he asked eventually.

      Estrella nodded. ‘Dead!’ She fell into a chair by the fire, trembling despite the intense heat of the flames. ‘I... the girls. I have to protect the girls!’ And now she was up again, stalking the luxurious chamber, bare feet loud on the flagstones. ‘I have to keep them safe!’

      ‘What of his heir?’ Vito wanted to know.

      Estrella sighed. ‘Reinar Vilander.’

      ‘What? Why?’ Vito couldn’t help but feel slightly offended that Ake hadn’t thought of him. Though mainly, he felt upset and stunned. And he was no Alekkan. Reinar Vilander made sense, he supposed, knowing how fond Ake was of that family. ‘What else did Adelborg say? Is Reinar coming here?’

      ‘Yes, but so are Ake’s enemies, Brother! So are Ake’s enemies!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The lack of women would quickly become a problem, Hector decided, having spent the dwindling light exploring the fort. The lack of gold and food and ale was worrying too. His thoughts veered wildly as the implications of what had happened started to sink in, though he remained mostly mute, his attention continuing to return to Ake, whose death had been stolen from him.

      He couldn’t get past it.

      ‘We need to go after the Vilanders,’ Skoll hissed to the new Tudashi commander, who sat between him and Hector Berras; all three men propped up at Ottby’s high table, presiding over a meagre feast.

      The snow had come down in torrents, and everyone had hurried into the broken hall, though being only half its former size, most had been turned away, having to find other places to congregate: barns, stables, sheds, cottages.

      There was no desire to hunt for better fare, for it was impossible to see through the blizzard, and no one was inclined to die just to fill their bellies. So they ate watery stews and drank watery ale and tried to enjoy their victory, which felt like far less of a victory than they’d been promised.

      Hector had drunk the only cask of wine his steward had been able to find, though now he was entirely sober, with a sick taste in his mouth and a pain in his chest. He looked down at his stew in disappointment, thinking of Ake’s head, stuck outside in the snow.

      Ake Bluefinn was dead.

      That moment had been taken from him by the boy sitting beside the Tudashi commander. The sneering idiot had killed Ake, and Hector felt as though he was looking at an empty bowl, someone else having eaten his much-longed-for meal.

      Skoll didn’t appear bothered, for he was now a powerful lord in his own right.

      Hector’s left eye was twitching with tiredness. He was finding it hard to see with purpose.

      The Tudashi commander turned to peer at him, speaking slowly in halting Alekkan. ‘You are... unwell, lord?’

      Hector shook his head, working hard to smile. He picked up his goblet, longing for more wine or a hall that wasn’t half-buried in a blizzard.

      It was freezing.

      ‘Just weary. It was some effort getting into this old fort. I was beginning to wonder if we ever would. But thanks to your extraordinary climbers, Ake’s army stood no chance.’ Standing with a groan, Hector lifted his goblet. ‘To the fearless Tudashi! I imagine they could climb up the side of Mount Vaast in a blizzard! In the dark!’

      There were some cheers and cups raised, though many looked shell-shocked.

      Everyone was frozen solid.

      ‘We need to go after those who’ve escaped!’ Skoll grumbled as Hector sat down. ‘We shouldn’t delay.’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ Hector sighed, not wanting to do anything more than lie in a bed until his body stopped aching. Until his eyes stopped hurting. Though being the new King of Alekka, he knew there was no time for lying down. ‘Now that the Vilanders have escaped, it seems that we have a race to the throne. Though lugging an army of villagers along, I doubt it will be hard to catch them. Not hard at all.’ And turning to Skoll, Hector lifted his empty goblet, forcing his aching face into a smile.
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        * * *

      

      Alys lay in the snow, unable to sleep.

      It was simply too cold.

      She hugged her children, worrying about the cats. Puddle was asleep in Lotta’s arms. She worried about him too. And Reinar. And Eddeth.

      Perhaps it wasn’t the cold keeping her awake, she realised with a smile.

      Then thinking of Ake Bluefinn, her smile vanished.

      Life was so fragile, so temporary.

      And now Reinar was the King of Alekka.

      Was that true, she wondered?

      Was he the king because Ake had decided it? Because Thenor supported it?

      Because Ake was gone?

      Alekka was rife with ambitious lords, many of whom wanted to claim the throne, so maybe it was simply a race to see who would sit on it first?

      Shuffling in the snow, Alys shivered, turning her head, seeing a wide awake Puddle staring at her. She blinked. It was so dark, but she was sure she could see a gleam in those tiny eyes.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Where’s Gudrum?’ Reinar yawned, eyes stinging. He tried to peel them open wider, waiting for Eddeth to answer him. They had set off early, before dawn, and after a cold, disturbed night, everyone was lacking sleep.

      ‘How should I know?’ Eddeth snorted. ‘I’m no helmsman! He’s on the sea! Could be sailing back to Orvala, for all I know. Could be heading for the Slave Islands!’ Eddeth frowned suddenly, wondering why that place resonated so strongly. ‘All I see is sea. Whenever I catch a glimpse of that mauled face, all I see is sea. Sea and Gudrum and Raf the dreamer.’

      Sigurd rode on her other side, and sensing his discomfort, Eddeth spun towards him. ‘Oh, what a muddle that is! For her more than anyone, I think. Such a confused little creature, but so powerful. Must be why Alari likes her so much!’

      Sigurd squirmed further, wanting to shift the conversation in another direction. ‘He doesn’t have many men.’

      ‘Gudrum? Likely he’ll have more than Vito,’ Reinar warned. ‘And a dreamer who can tell him all of Stornas’ secrets if she were so inclined.’ He peered at Eddeth, wanting to know more.

      ‘I can’t read her mind!’ Eddeth grinned. ‘From here? I’m no goddess! Not like that Alari, digging into everyone’s thoughts.’ And remembering how Alari had dug into hers, she fell into an awkward silence, dropping her bushy head.

      ‘What do you think Hector will do next?’ Sigurd wanted to know.

      He looked up as Vik rode back to them with four scouts.

      ‘Well, he’s got Ake’s head, so what he’ll seek now is Ake’s throne,’ Eddeth insisted. ‘And Ake’s throne is in Stornas, so I’d bet all the coins in Ottby that he’s coming after us. He’ll know where you’ve gone. Oh yes, he will. Hector Berras may have lost his way, but not his mind. After all those years of being with Ake and Vik and Jonas, he’ll know exactly what you’re planning to do next.’
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        * * *

      

      As dawn was rising, Gysa finally left her tent, making her way into Ottby’s broken hall, searching for her lord amidst the chaos and confusion. And the snow.

      And though Hector felt as though he could sleep for a year, he’d never been happier to see the mysterious woman. ‘I want to know everything,’ he croaked, pushing Gysa down onto his bed. It had been Stellan and Gerda’s bed, he knew. Stellan’s wheelchair was still there, in a corner of the room. Abandoned. And Stellan was on his way to claim Ake’s throne for himself.

      ‘No,’ Gysa smiled, reading his thoughts. ‘You have it wrong, my lord. Stellan has left his son to do that. Ake made Reinar Vilander his heir.’

      Hector almost dropped his goblet. ‘Reinar? And Stellan? Where’s he gone?’

      ‘To get his people to safety. To hide them from you.’

      Hector wasn’t sure how he felt about that. He wanted the head of every one of Ake’s loyal friends. The heads of those who had turned against him.

      But the throne?

      Gysa leaned towards him. ‘You have taken the head of the king. Vengeance is yours.’

      Hector snarled and spat, eyes on the hearth where a fire blazed, though it barely took the edge off the icy chamber. ‘That boy took my vengeance. That reckless boy! And he knew it. He knew how much I wanted Ake’s head. Me. Not here, not now. That wasn’t my plan. I wanted to show Ake how it felt to lose his family. I wanted to show him his dead wife and his dead daughters. I wanted him to see! That boy killed him before I had a chance. Ake died without knowing my pain. Without feeling my loss!’

      Gysa patted his filthy hand. ‘You don’t help yourself by raging against that which has been, my lord. By turning around and facing the past, whether new or old. It has happened. It is done. You waste time now by dwelling on it. If you don’t sharpen your focus on that which truly matters, the new Lord of Ennor will take advantage.’

      Now Hector did sharpen his focus, trying to wake up his thick head. ‘He’s going to become a problem, isn’t he?’

      ‘I would think it rare to find a lord who isn’t ambitious. The Tudashi commander is a clear-eyed man, but even he harbours ambitions in Alekka. And, of course, Gudrum Killi remains the most ambitious of them all. These men are powerful. They command armies you need, but if you are to claim Alekka’s throne for yourself, you will have to remain in control of them all.’

      Hector swallowed, feeling queasy. He lowered his voice, leaning towards the hooded woman. ‘How? When they all want the same thing? When they all want what I want?’

      Gysa smiled. ‘Oh, my lord, but the answer is staring you in the face. Gold. If you can’t give them power, then you must give them gold.’
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        * * *

      

      Berger fretted about the gold as he rode between Ollo and Ilene. It gave Ollo something to focus on instead of his empty stomach and his irritation over Eddeth’s snorting and sneezing behind him.

      ‘Now that Ake’s gone, what will happen to it?’ Berger wondered.

      Ilene’s eyes were on Sigurd. She wasn’t listening.

      Berger didn’t notice. He was talking to Ollo.

      ‘Hector’s already rich,’ Ollo yawned. ‘Wealthier than the king himself. The dead king.’ He saw Reinar’s golden hair in a rare burst of sunlight ahead, feeling a lift. It would have taken a lot of work to get Ake on side, but Reinar had already come around to the new Ollo Narp, he was sure. ‘Likely Hector won’t care. He’ll hand it out like bowls of nuts to his loyal men, hoping to keep them on side. That’s the point of kings and lords, after all. To pay their loyal oathmen, one way or another. Otherwise, those loyal oathmen will just find another lord.’

      ‘Well, I hope they won’t find where Bjarni hid the bulk of it. I’ve got big plans for my share.’

      ‘What plans?’ Ilene wanted to know, suddenly intrigued.

      ‘None of your business kind of plans,’ Berger decided, having seen the way she was looking at Sigurd again.

      Ollo laughed, earning a scowl from Ilene and not minding it. She was a fierce woman with a sharp tongue and a fine figure that had proved impossible to ignore. She reminded him of Bergit Dyre in that way, though Ilene was some ten years younger, he thought.

      Young enough to give a rich warrior a few sons.

      Seeing Ollo’s eyes glazing over, Berger nudged him. ‘And what chance do we have of getting to Stornas then? Of getting Reinar onto the throne? If it’s no chance, I might have to consider my options.’

      Ollo laughed. ‘Well, with loyal men like you by his side, it’s sure to be a stroll in the forest!’ Hearing Eddeth sneezing again, he cringed. ‘I think we know how to get into Stornas better than this Gudrum. He’s not Alekkan. And we’ve done it before. Vik and I have, at least. And with a little help from our dreamer, I’m sure we can do it again!’
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      Vito Montagi had been Ake’s brother-in-law long enough to know how to keep Stornas safe. Ake had always been rushing off to defend one of his lords or attack another, for, despite the king fostering the impression of an Alekka at peace, Vito knew how far from the truth that really was.

      Alekka was a land of bitter, angry, vengeful lords. All of them ambitious.

      Greedy men who sought fame and power, plotting to defeat their neighbours and rivals, and ultimately, their king.

      And now, Ake’s old friend had.

      So it was up to Vito to defend everything Ake had worked so hard to build.

      Stornas was surrounded by tall stone walls, but they were old walls now, and despite Ake’s best efforts, there was always one place or another in need of urgent repair. It kept them all busy, knowing that the king had many enemies and that one day those enemies would try to claim his throne.

      But having claimed the throne himself by defeating Jorik Vettel, Ake had known better than most where the city’s weak points were, and, with Vito’s help, he’d worked hard to shore those up.

      Though now Ake was gone, and Vito was struggling to remember what his king had told him, and all that he’d taught him. His thoughts were trapped in a block of ice, grief numbing him, and he couldn’t even think of where to begin.

      Though begin, he had to.

      Estrella had to care for the girls now. She had been reluctant to tell them about their father’s death, dreading breaking their tiny hearts, though Vito had advised her to do it as soon as they woke, for it would be even worse to overhear the news as whispered gossip.

      He hadn’t seen them since, Ilyia and Maia’s cries of agony still ringing loudly in his ears as he walked to the end of the pier. The sun was struggling to its peak, he saw, eyes on the faint glow over the city’s eastern wall. He tasted snow in the air, hoping that was a sign of things to come.

      Bad weather at sea was just what they needed to hold back an emboldened enemy.

      Vito heard footsteps behind him, loud on the pier, freshly cleared of snow.

      Perhaps the sea would freeze?

      If the gods were on their side.

      ‘My lord?’

      Vito spun around to his steward. ‘Harik,’ he smiled. ‘You have news?’

      ‘Adelborg wishes to see you, lord. She said for you to make haste.’
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        * * *

      

      They were moving too slowly, though Stellan knew he could ask no more of the families who had to usher their elderly and children, their injured and their livestock through the snow, now deep enough to cover their ankles. ‘We’ll arrive at Tromsund soon,’ he sighed, tired and thirsty, though they had to keep going. Having experienced stopping the massive caravan of people a few times now, he knew how long it took to get them all going again. And no matter how loudly he barked or how sharply his men yelled orders, the children were almost impossible to corral, and the elderly were too stubborn to care.

      It was better not to stop.

      Gerda’s weary face lightened at the thought of a bed, for she was guaranteed one, being the Lady of Ottby again. ‘Tomas was always loyal to Ake,’ she smiled, feeling a lift. ‘And his wife keeps a fine table.’

      Even Stellan’s eyes brightened at the thought of sitting down to a meal, though thinking of Ake, he felt sick.

      Gerda saw his discomfort. ‘Will Hector come for you? Once he discovers you’re not with Reinar? Will he care about hurting you?’

      Stellan nodded. ‘If he seeks to make himself the king, he will. When we ended Jorik Vettel, every lord loyal to Jorik and his sons had to go. You can’t let resentment fester, for if one angry lord makes a friend and whispers in his ear, before long, you have an army lining up against you.’

      ‘Like Hector.’

      Stellan heard a sharpness in his wife’s voice. A rebuke of Ake.

      He didn’t blame her. Ake wouldn’t have blamed her.

      ‘We can’t live in the past, though. Hector’s on the march now. On the rise. He has allies across Ennor and up to Tudash. His gold has bought him friends, but soon he’ll discover that true friends can’t be bought. And that’s when his problems will really start.’ Stellan didn’t look at his wife as he spoke. He was seeing Ottby, his home, now commanded by an old friend turned bad.

      The man who had murdered his king.

      He didn’t want to imagine what Hector had done to Ake’s body. Didn’t want to think of how he had taken his final revenge.

      Instead, he focused on what Reinar would do to Hector when he found him.
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        * * *

      

      By mid-morning, the blizzard had eased, though Ottby was still buried in snow, elbows and arms and arrows and boulders poking out beneath its fresh white coating.

      Skoll Bearsu stomped around impatiently as their men moved back and forth through the fort, out into the field where they were making pyres. ‘We’ll burn my father here,’ he said when Hector found him. ‘But I shall take his bones back to Ennor. I won’t leave them here for Ottby dogs to chew on.’ He spat in the snow, blood dripping from his mouth.

      Hector had loathed Skoll’s father almost as much as he loathed the boy, but he tried to show some sympathy. ‘Of course,’ he said soberly. ‘He would be proud that you honour him so.’

      Skoll peered at the man with suspicious eyes. ‘And when will we leave, my lord?’ he wondered sharply. ‘For Stornas? When will we go?’

      ‘As soon as we can,’ Hector smiled, lifting his head, which pounded. ‘Though I must leave Ottby in good hands. It’s the gateway to my new kingdom now, so it needs to be kept secure. And I must be confident in those I leave behind.’

      Skoll was surprised to see certainty where once there had appeared only confusion. ‘I won’t be staying in Ottby, if that’s what you think.’

      ‘No, I didn’t imagine you would, for we have set a fire now. And that fire will only burn with more fury, spreading across both the North and South. Those who’ve been loyal to Ake in the past will need to make up their minds. Will they support Reinar Vilander’s claim to the throne or mine?’

      ‘Reinar Vilander?’

      ‘Oh yes, my dreamer had a fruitful night indeed. She’s seen how it all stands. Before his death, Ake made Reinar his heir. So those lords still waiting, biding their time, well, now their time is up. Now they’ll have to take sides, or we’ll be forced to make them. And we’ll only be able to do that if we get to Stornas in time.’
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        * * *

      

      Stina rode on one side of Alys, Magnus on the other.

      Magnus had been arguing with his sister, so Alys had given them a break from one another, letting him ride a horse, while Lotta remained in the sleigh with Solveigh, caring for Puddle and the cats.

      Alys smiled at her son. ‘Warm enough?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Well, that makes all of us, I think. We’ll get to a fire soon, though, won’t we? And maybe a bed, if we’re lucky. Some food too.’

      Magnus’ eyes brightened at the thought of it. ‘And when will we go to Stornas? Once we get everyone else safe, when will we go?’

      Alys looked surprised by the question, as did Stina, who didn’t want to go to Stornas at all. ‘Well, I... I don’t know if we will, Magnus. Stornas isn’t the only place in danger. Stellan won’t leave his people, and Jonas won’t leave us. And I need to keep you and Lotta safe.’

      ‘But Reinar and Sigurd will need you,’ Magnus insisted. ‘You’re a dreamer and a warrior. You can help them!’

      Alys laughed. ‘I think they’ll have enough help without me! They’ve got Eddeth, remember? Eddeth and plenty of warriors. They don’t need me.’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar thought of Alys, wishing he’d brought her along instead of Eddeth. He felt bad for thinking so, but Eddeth was talking so quickly that he couldn’t keep track of what she was saying.

      He glanced at Sigurd, who looked to Vik, knowing that if Eddeth was ever going to listen to anyone, it would be him.

      And sensing that, Vik made a move to grab Eddeth, but Ollo beat him to it.

      ‘Will you stop babbling, woman!’ he growled, holding her arms, trying to keep her still. ‘How can you help Reinar, our new king here, if you don’t line your thoughts in a row and let them come out your mouth one at a time?’

      Eddeth was stunned into silence. And seeing the sense in Ollo’s words, she took a deep breath. He didn’t let her go, though, and she resisted the urge to twitch, instead feeling the pressure of his hands on her arms increase. Inhaling cold air, she sucked it down, her belly rising, smoky breath puffing from a silent mouth until finally, she saw with clarity. ‘We’re being followed.’

      Ollo released Eddeth’s arms, swinging around, nearly knocking Vik over. ‘Where? Who? How far away are they?’ He met Ilene’s eyes and quickly pulled himself together, wiping a hand over his nose. ‘Likely nowhere near us,’ he decided, an air of calm masking his panic. ‘Wouldn’t you say?’ He swung back to Eddeth, who was nodding.

      ‘They’ve left Ottby! Hector and his allies. I saw them riding through the snow, leaving the fort behind. And Ake’s head! Hanging from the low gates it was. Oh, so terrible! His poor wife. His daughters!’

      She started rambling again, and Reinar hurried to cut her off. ‘How far behind us are they?’

      ‘Far enough not to catch us before Stornas,’ Eddeth decided with a confident wink. ‘If we keep going at pace.’

      ‘But we can’t,’ Vik said, disappointing them all. ‘Eslo’s around that corner, and we need arrows and supplies. We need to be ready for what’s coming behind us, but more importantly, what lies before us. We can’t just ride straight to Stornas and hope for the best.’

      ‘No, we can’t,’ Reinar agreed. ‘We have to stop, so you must keep one eye on your dreams, Eddeth, to give us some warning. The scouts are out there, all around us. Hopefully, we’ll hear something from them, but you’ll see it sooner. You need to see the trouble sooner. That’s why you’re here.’

      Eddeth nodded vigorously, though she could read Reinar’s thoughts, and she knew he wished she wasn’t here at all. Still, she tried to look cheerful. ‘Oh yes, I will. I will indeed!’
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        * * *

      

      They stopped some distance from Tromsund’s fort as the sun was heading down. Stellan turned in the saddle to see relief flooding the weary red-cheeked faces behind him. Thick smoke rose in pillars from the wooden fort, and he shivered as he turned back around, seeing Jonas, who had gone on ahead, returning with a frown. Stellan knew that frown, and he nudged his horse forward. ‘What?’

      ‘Tomas Hallen’s dead.’

      ‘What?’ The wind slapped Stellan’s face, and he shivered some more. ‘Dead?’

      ‘Three days ago, apparently. Body’s still on the pyre. And that’s not all. His wife died a few months ago. He had a new wife when he died, and she’s not inclined to let us in.’

      ‘What?’ It seemed to be the only word Stellan could find to express his horror. ‘And you explained who I am? What has happened?’

      ‘Of course, though she offered no real sympathy. No welcome.’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Gerda wanted to know, nudging her horse forward. ‘Why aren’t we moving?’

      ‘Seems that the new Lady of Tromsund isn’t the hospitable type.’

      ‘New lady?’ That set Gerda back in the saddle. ‘You mean she won’t let us in?’

      ‘Seems that she won’t. Though perhaps she’s upset that her husband’s just died?’

      ‘What?’ Gerda joined her husband in surprise.

      Jonas saw Alys coming forward with Stina. ‘We can ask our dreamer,’ he said, winking at his granddaughter, seeing hints of Eida in her eyes. ‘She might see what we can do.’

      ‘What’s wrong?’ Alys looked from Jonas to Stellan, sensing trouble.

      ‘Can you tell me about the fort in the distance, Alys?’ Stellan asked. ‘And the lady of that fort? She appears somewhat reluctant to welcome an army of visitors.’

      Alys frowned. ‘Well, I...’ She blinked, staring at the fort, though nothing came to mind. Gerda snorted, and then Elin Vilander arrived, and now they were all staring at her, wanting some great insight. Alys felt her cold cheeks heat with embarrassment, then she heard Puddle barking in the distance, and she straightened up, imagining what Ragnahild would say. ‘We should try again. I can go with you, Grandfather. If I see the woman, I might have more of an idea of what’s in her mind.’

      Stellan nodded. ‘Good, but be careful. I’d like to have you both back again.’

      ‘Can I go?’ Magnus wanted to know, sneaking through the huddle of horses.

      ‘No.’ Jonas’ voice was like a hammer. ‘You’ll stay here and watch your sister.’ He blinked, realising that he wasn’t the boy’s parent, and looking bashfully at Alys, he saw her smiling.

      ‘He’s right, Magnus. Stop looking for adventure. I think after what we’ve been through lately, you can be guaranteed that it will come looking for you before long.’ She kissed her son’s cheek, embarrassing him. And tousling his hair, she turned her horse’s head, following after her grandfather.
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        * * *

      

      Alari couldn’t remember enjoying herself so much.

      She’d returned from foraging in the forest, pleased to see that everything was getting worse for her enemies. Alekka’s lords were scurrying about like mice, searching for places to hide, and she was the big cat, watching them all, waiting to pounce.

      She smiled, taking a chair by the fire in her private chamber, eyes on a bowl of berries. She saw deep blue junipers, golden cloudberries, and her favourite dark red brambleberries. And scooping up a handful, she bit into them, juice running down her chin, thinking of Thenor.

      Thenor, who she imagined was watching, debating, doubting himself.

      She couldn’t see him anymore, couldn’t feel him.

      But after a lifetime, she knew him like no other.

      He would sit back now and wait for her, afraid that he had stepped over that magical line of his. Worried that soon he would be reprimanded by his own mother. For there was always one who was higher, one being greater than every other.

      Though Daala was only a goddess, just as Thenor was only a god.

      And when she had finished her games with Alekka, Alari would defeat them both.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum had a plan of attack, thanks to Raf, who he was grateful to still have by his side. He thought of how foolish he’d been to doubt her. How reckless he’d been to entertain whatever promises Mirella had whispered in his ear.

      When he thought of it now, he felt foolish about most of what he’d done in Orvala. Though while breath still flowed in his body, he had a chance to try again.

      And he would.

      Starting with Stornas.

      ‘Ake Bluefinn’s dead,’ Raf said abruptly as she approached the tiller.

      Gudrum had been giving the helmsman a break, lost in his thoughts. He almost released the wooden stick, eyes popping open in surprise. ‘What? Dead? You mean Hector? Hector finally killed him?’

      Raf shook her head. ‘Not Hector. He wanted to, though. He tried. A boy did it instead. He shot Ake in the back.’

      ‘What boy?’

      ‘The Lord of Ennor.’

      Gudrum shook his head. ‘The Lord of Ennor’s an ugly old prick! Big as a barrel, brain like a pea.’

      ‘He was, I know, but now he’s dead and that strange boy, Skoll. He’s the new lord now.’

      ‘Dead? Svein Bearsu?’ Gudrum stared out to sea, seeing how cold it was becoming, as though the frosty breath of a thousand ice giants had settled over the water. ‘And Hector? What’s he doing now?’

      Raf frowned. ‘He left Ottby. He’s going to Stornas.’ She swallowed then, clearing any emotion from her eyes. ‘He’s going after the Vilanders.’

      ‘They escaped?’

      Raf nodded.

      Gudrum sighed. ‘Of course they escaped. Hector’s not the smartest cow in the barn, is he?’ He gripped the tiller tightly now, thinking through the ramifications of Raf’s dream. ‘And how many men did they escape with?’

      She didn’t answer.

      ‘Raf?’

      ‘I’m tired.’

      ‘Yet you’ve been dreaming.’

      ‘It’s not easy, not restful. It’s work, all that dreaming!’

      Gudrum laughed, doubting that was true. ‘Well, sit down beside me then, my tired dreamer, for I sense there’s more to tell. And we’ve little time for plan-making now. If the wind keeps with us, we’ll be in Stornas as dawn’s breaking, so I want to hear everything you’ve seen. All of it.’

      Raf dropped her eyes, staring at her hands, not wanting to help Gudrum at all.

      But looking up, feeling Alari’s eye on her, she nodded.
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        * * *

      

      Alys dismounted, walking through the snow to join her grandfather and two of Stellan’s men. They hid the Lady of Tromsund from her, and when the men parted to allow Alys through, she gasped at the sight of the woman, for she was handsome and full of fire, not at all as Alys had pictured.

      ‘You have brought... assistance, I see,’ Katrine Hallen sneered, trying to tame her swirling cloak. ‘A woman’s touch? Is that what you were hoping? That I would be swayed by a woman’s touch?’

      ‘Hoping? Yes, I was,’ Jonas admitted with a bashful grin, though Katrine only looked angrier, her freckled cheeks reddening considerably. ‘This is my granddaughter, Alys. Her children are back there. More women and children besides. We’ve got injured, the old and ill. A whole army of those in need of care, and in this weather, they won’t survive long. Your husband, Tomas... he would have welcomed us in. We were friends for years. All of us. With the king.’ Jonas swallowed, thinking of Ake.

      ‘Yet my husband is dead, and you say the king is dead, so what use have either of us for old loyalties now?’ Ignoring Alys, Katrine stared pointedly at Jonas. ‘My husband was killed because of his loyalty to the king. He was always harping on about Ake this and Ake that, and look at what it did for him!’

      ‘Someone killed Tomas for his loyalty to Ake?’ Jonas was surprised.

      ‘Yes.’

      Jonas thought he saw a hint of moisture in Katrine’s eyes. She was an attractive woman with high cheekbones and a smooth forehead framed by flaming red hair, most of which was tied into a messy braid falling down one side of the red cloak she was still trying to get under control. ‘And what happened to his murderer?’

      ‘He escaped with his friends. They’d come in as strangers. Tomas had welcomed them in, but before the night was over, they’d caused a great ruckus in the hall, trying to turn people against the king. Tomas tried to be hospitable, though his patience eventually wore thin. He tossed the men out, warning them not to come back. Somehow, they got back in, though, after dark. They killed Tomas in our bed.’ Now Katrine’s eyes did fill with tears. ‘I thought they’d kill me, too, but instead, they merely threatened me. Told me that from now on, supporting Ake Bluefinn was a death sentence. Said they’d return with more men to test my loyalty. To provide me with a husband, a new lord. One who would support the next king.’ Katrine took a deep breath, shoulders tightening again, face sullen. ‘So you can’t stay. Your people can’t stay. I don’t want to turn you away, not in the cold, but I have Tromsund to think of now.’

      Alys saw everything perfectly, and she grabbed Jonas’ arm, pulling him away. ‘She’s not lying. It happened as she said.’

      Jonas turned back to Katrine. ‘They said they’d come back, did they? Them and how many men?’

      Katrine shrugged. ‘I don’t know. Enough, I suppose, but I don’t want another husband. Not one picked by Tomas’ murderers.’

      ‘Then I would think you need to welcome us in, lady, for it seems that we have been sent by the gods, just in time.’
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        * * *

      

      Knowing that he needed to get to Stornas in haste, Hector had organised his forces quickly, consulting with those lords still standing about who would remain behind and what was needed to secure Ottby.

      He was vibrating with tiredness but spurred on by a growing sense of urgency.

      Fear too.

      He couldn’t let Reinar Vilander reach Stornas before him.

      The sea around Ottby was frozen, and he had no idea what that meant for Gudrum. According to Gysa, he was sailing to Stornas. It unsettled Hector, who felt nervous about that too.

      He hadn’t wanted to linger in Ottby, and he hadn’t wanted to let Skoll Bearsu out of his sight. The Tudashi commander had volunteered to remain behind in Ottby to help with the cleanup. He knew his warriors needed rest after such an arduous few days, not understanding the sense in Hector pushing his own men so hard. Rest was important for everyone, he’d insisted. No one was useful with a sword or accurate with a bow if they were half-asleep.

      Though Hector had ignored his advice, barely understanding the man anyway.

      He just wanted to get to Stornas.

      Hector rode next to Skoll, as Gysa had advised him to do, warning that the powerful boy was a real threat to him now. Hector knew that Skoll wouldn’t be able to plot with his commanders while riding by his side. And though there was some relief in that, it did mean having to endure his unpleasant company.

      ‘Your gold has purchased a great army, my lord,’ Skoll smiled. ‘My father may not have told you, but he was always impressed by the scope of your ambition.’

      Hector was surprised by Skoll’s sudden show of respect, and he turned to the boy with interest in his eyes.

      ‘To have put together an army so formidable with no pedigree of warfare yourself? No notable victories? It truly is an achievement.’

      Hector wanted to slap the insolent child, to bloody his snively face.

      He was a real shit.

      A nasty, arrogant, vain shit.

      But hearing Gysa coughing behind him, and remembering her words, Hector took a deep breath, reining in his temper. ‘Well, my mistake was to let Ake claim every victory himself, never pushing forward to claim my own. A mistake I can now remedy with your help, my lord. And I, in return, intend to reward my most loyal allies with riches and power.’

      Skoll kept staring straight ahead as though Hector hadn’t spoken. He didn’t blink, didn’t twitch, didn’t move, and Hector was once again on the back foot, doubting himself. Eventually, he felt the need to speak again. ‘Once we find the Vettel gold, of course. According to my dreamer, it’s buried somewhere in Ottby.’ He turned around to smile at Gysa, though he saw nothing but her hood fluttering across her hidden face. And feeling even more unsettled, Hector turned back, fixing his attention on the horizon, trying to remind himself that he was in charge. That he had won a famous victory over Ake and Ottby.

      And now he would finish the job.
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      ‘No lord is safe!’ Eddeth bellowed from out of nowhere.

      Beside her, Vik bit his lip. On her other side, Aldo blinked himself awake.

      After stopping briefly in Eslo and paying handsomely for nearly every arrow they had, they were once again back on the road to Stornas, hoping to arrive within a day.

      ‘What are you talking about, woman?’ Ollo called to her. ‘Are you dreaming?’

      Eddeth ignored him, hoping he’d fall further back and talk to that horrible Ilene, who had the most disturbing thoughts.

      Losing her train of thought entirely, she turned to Vik with vacant eyes.

      ‘Eddeth?’

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘You were saying something. About no lord being safe?’

      And then, as though bitten by a horse, Eddeth almost launched herself out of the saddle, tired eyes once again full of enthusiasm. ‘Yes, indeed! Never have truer words been spoken, for every lord is playing a game, hoping to make his way up the ladder. Wouldn’t you say?’ Her attention moved from Vik, to Reinar in the distance. ‘Though not all will make it. Some are mere pawns, fools for the taking. Others are fated. Yet whose side are the Goddesses of Fate even on?’ Eddeth shook her head, pointing Aldo’s way. ‘There’s no one to trust anymore. Not even ourselves!’

      Vik smiled. ‘Not even ourselves?’

      ‘Well, who knows what mischief is being conjured up by Alari and her minions. Spirits, creatures, witches and dreamers. They’re everywhere! Hiding in place sight. Slipping through the shadows.’ She went quiet for a moment, her head dropping forward, eyes almost closing. ‘Everywhere!’ she boomed again, sitting up straight.

      Aldo shivered beside her, scanning the trees. It was dark as they entered another stretch of woodland, taking the quickest route possible, though it made no one feel comfortable to be amongst the trees, away from the sun, keeping company with shadows.

      Especially not Reinar, who rode at the front with Sigurd and Ludo, far away from Eddeth. Though he could still hear her in the distance, certain that anyone lying in wait would get plenty of warning of their arrival. ‘We have to pick up our pace. Gudrum might already be there.’

      ‘Though Ake said he left Vito in command, and he knows Stornas better than most. We’ll have time, I’m sure,’ Sigurd tried reassuring his brother, who, he could see, didn’t look reassured.

      ‘You can’t get distracted,’ Reinar grumbled. ‘With that dreamer. She’ll be there, whispering in Gudrum’s ear, helping him. You can’t get distracted, Sigurd. I’m relying on you. We all are.’

      Sigurd blinked, immediately irritated, then just as quickly nodding. ‘I know. It... she...’

      Ludo grinned beside him. ‘He’s going to get distracted. There’s no way around it, Reinar.’

      The brothers turned to a calm-looking Ludo.

      ‘And what about you and Stina?’ Sigurd wondered with a scowl.

      ‘What?’ Ludo looked shocked. ‘Stina? No, I would never... Stina?’ He turned away from their enquiring eyes. ‘Why are we talking about me? I’ve never been a problem.’

      ‘Oh, and I have?’ Sigurd snorted.

      ‘Well, you did get stuck in that trap, captured by Gudrum, taken to Orvala. We did have to turn around, sail our fleet up North, march through the snow to rescue you. And then return to our fleet, only to lose half of it to Gudrum, who still had that dreamer, who then distracted you when you could’ve killed him,’ Reinar said, not taking a breath.

      Ludo blinked.

      Sigurd stared straight ahead.

      Eddeth shrieked behind them as a bird shat on her head.

      ‘Well, I suppose, when you put it that way, it does sound as though I may have caused a few problems,’ Sigurd almost whispered.

      Reinar laughed, which was preferable to crying, he decided, nudging Riga forward, further into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      Katrine Hallen felt a great reluctance to let Jonas talk her into anything, though as she watched, more and more of her people came rushing out of the fort, welcoming him to Tromsund – old warriors, men he knew, their wives and children. Though it did little to soften Katrine’s mistrust of the man. Yet she saw his granddaughter, and there was a gentleness about the woman that gave her pause. So, with obvious reluctance, she agreed to accompany Jonas and Alys to talk with Stellan Vilander.

      Alys rode on one side of her, Jonas on the other, ten Tromsund warriors following close behind.

      ‘What happened to Tomas’ son? Timo?’ Jonas wondered, seeking to break the uncomfortable silence. ‘He’s not claiming the high chair?’

      Katrine shook her head. ‘He’s gone. They fell out a few months ago. Timo started listening to voices my husband disagreed with. It’s been a strange time.’

      ‘You’re not from Alekka, my lady,’ Alys said from Katrine’s right.

      Katrine blinked in surprise. ‘No, I come from Brekka. It’s years since I left there, though. Many years.’

      Alys felt a deep well of pain inside Katrine. She held her head high, though her body was stiff as though she was trying to hold herself together. As though to release her tension would unravel her entirely. Her expressions were stern and sharp, her voice stilted. She sounded as though she was barely breathing.

      Alys smiled sadly, knowing how she felt.

      Images of a headless Arnon kept flashing before her eyes, and then Reinar, kissing her before Gudrum had rushed into the cove.

      It was as though she could turn one way and see the most glorious dawn, yet if she moved her head, the darkness still lingered. And Alys didn’t know where she belonged or what was real.

      As they approached Stellan, she saw Gerda standing beside him with Elin, and Alys dropped her head, knowing exactly what was real.

      Gerda straightened up, smoothing down her cloak, caked in mud from the knees down, wet with snow. She felt a wreck, imagining that she looked even worse, though there was little time for worrying about that now. Night was falling, the air chilling further, and they had to find somewhere to stay.

      Stellan came forward with a smile.

      ‘This is the Lady of Tromsund,’ Jonas said, motioning to Katrine.

      She was a serious-looking woman, Stellan thought, seeing no hint of a smile as Katrine Hallen peered down at him from her horse.

      ‘My lady.’ Stellan bobbed his head, sweeping damp hair away from his face. ‘I appreciate you coming to meet us. We’ve had an unfortunate time, as you can see.’

      Katrine looked unmoved. ‘I thought Ottby was impenetrable, my lord? My husband often spoke of how safe we were with Ottby as our neighbour. I met your son, I remember, though not you.’

      ‘No, I was... incapacitated for a time, but now I am returned. Though without my fort, it seems. For now, at least. Our king is... dead.’ He swallowed. ‘Killed by Hector Berras and his rebel army. They have taken my fort, and now they’ll march to Stornas, trying to claim the throne.’

      Katrine stiffened further.

      ‘We have many mouths to feed,’ Stellan said, acknowledging the obvious. ‘But we also have warriors. Two hundred or so. Men to mount your ramparts and hold your gates. Men to help protect you and your people.’

      Katrine studied him, gentle flurries of snow drifting down between them. He was as old as Tomas had been, maybe a head taller. A powerful, imposing man with broad shoulders, which didn’t sag. He carried himself like a lord and a leader, though he was still a man. ‘Yet your army couldn’t hold Hector Berras out of your stone fort, so what hope do I have with my wooden walls?’

      It was a fair point.

      Alys cleared her throat, hesitant to intervene. ‘With the king dead, every lord must now pick a side. The king chose Reinar Vilander to be his heir, but Hector Berras is seeking to take the throne for himself. And in the North, Tarl Brava plans to come and claim it too. Whether you want to or not, my lady, destiny is already here. You must choose a side.’

      Stellan liked Alys. He saw Jonas nodding, agreeing with his granddaughter. She spoke with clarity and sense and a delicacy he knew no Vilander possessed. ‘We don’t wish to invade you, my lady, but we’ve chosen our side, so we’ll be doing everything we can to see my son on Alekka’s throne. To steady the kingdom. To follow Ake’s legacy.’

      Decision making had so far been the most challenging part of her new role, and with so many pairs of eyes on her, Katrine quickly became flustered. Yet the woman was right, as was the Lord of Ottby. The men who’d killed her husband had told her the same. They had threatened her life, and worse, they had threatened her with a new husband. And two hundred men would certainly offer some protection from that. ‘My king was Ranuf Furyck,’ Katrine said quietly. ‘In Andala. He was a good king. A fair-minded man with an iron spine. A man very much like Ake Bluefinn was.’ She inhaled slowly, staring into Stellan’s eyes, seeing some pain there. ‘So if he chose your son as his heir, then I will support him. My people will support him.’ She could already hear the exhalations of relief behind her, seeing the shoulders dropping before her.

      ‘We are grateful, my lady,’ Gerda smiled, already imagining a bed with a pillow and a fire in the hearth.

      Katrine ignored her, keeping her eyes fixed on Stellan. ‘I have little to offer your people but my hospitality. Our stores were low before winter came early, so you will need to provide for yourselves. Contribute. Find what you can to help us all.’

      Stellan nodded eagerly. ‘And we will. Do not fear, my lady, we will.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘We have to keep going!’ Vik called, riding away from Reinar and Sigurd, down one side of their army, Ludo on the other. ‘We can’t stop! They have great cellars in Stornas! Wine and mead and ale enough to swim in!’

      ‘Hot fires!’ Ludo called opposite him, peering into the darkness. ‘Hot food too!’ He was ready to fall off his horse and sleep where he dropped, but they needed to spur their men on, especially those marching through the snow, who likely hadn’t felt their feet since they’d left Ottby. Ludo certainly hadn’t. It was becoming harder to want to keep pushing, but they had to. If they were to stand any chance of stopping Gudrum, they had to keep pushing all the way to Stornas.

      Ollo rode beside Ilene and Berger, tucked in just behind Sigurd and Reinar. He closed his eyes, thinking of Slussfall and his comfortable cottage, and the pleasant company he would generally find in the tavern. He missed the stink of sour ale, sweat and smoke, the always reliable salted pork stew. It all felt like so long ago. He’d done nothing but trek through the snow, starving and freezing and fearing for his life since Jonas and Vik had returned from wherever they’d been hiding all these years. Though he kept reminding himself that it would all be worth it... eventually. For the new King of Alekka was riding ahead of him, and if they could just get to Stornas in time, he was confident that king would be generous with his gold.

      Ollo’s head snapped to the right, hearing a chilling howl in the distance.

      Reinar swung around. ‘What was that?’

      Sigurd didn’t know. ‘Didn’t sound like a wolf. Did it?’

      Reinar frowned, shifting in the saddle, turning to the left.

      The howl echoed, moving around them now, the horses quickly becoming disturbed.

      ‘I hope it’s not more of those wolves,’ Ollo grumbled. ‘We don’t need more magical wolves!’

      No one knew what he meant.

      Except for Vik, who’d returned quickly, and he answered the quizzical look on Reinar’s face. ‘Up North, we encountered a band of wolves. Killed them all.’

      Ludo stopped beside Berger, nodding his head, still remembering the vicious claws raking his flesh. ‘We killed them once, but they came back to life, and then we ran!’

      They all turned to hear a loud noise as Eddeth flapped the reins, spurring Rofni up to join them.

      ‘Did they chase you?’ Reinar wanted to know.

      Ludo kept his eyes on Eddeth. ‘No, we had a little help. Eddeth and her staff kept them at bay.’

      Ollo remembered, and he looked at the wild-haired dreamer with a small measure of respect as she slowed her horse, breath smoke swirling around a panicked face.

      ‘D-d-danger!’ Eddeth shouted, struggling to get her words out. ‘I see... danger!’

      Reinar pulled Riga around until he was close to a snorting Rofni. ‘What is it? Where is it?’

      But Eddeth couldn’t say. She couldn’t breathe.

      A darkness had entered her body, and she couldn’t speak at all.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Stina was grateful to be invited into Katrine Hallen’s modest hall, though she felt self-conscious and was quiet as she followed Jonas, Alys, and Magnus to their table. Solveigh walked further back with Lotta, with Agnette and Bjarni behind them. The three Vilanders: Stellan, Gerda, and Elin had joined Katrine at the high table, where she had instructed her cooks to prepare a feast.

      Not a feast worthy of a celebration, but a meal large enough to generously feed her guests, for, despite first impressions, the new Lady of Tromsund was a hospitable woman.

      ‘I feel concerned about the boys,’ Gerda whispered to her husband as they took their seats at the long wooden table dressed with mistletoe and sprigs of fir; candles and lamps glowing before them. ‘I imagine they’re still out there in the dark, hoping to reach Stornas before that Gudrum.’

      ‘I would think so,’ Stellan whispered back. ‘Though you should worry less.’ His shoulders dropped as he reached for his cup, inhaling the welcome tang of ale. ‘Ake didn’t choose a man ill-prepared for adversity. He chose our son, who is more capable than he realises. I promise you, Gerda, Reinar won’t let Ake down.’
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        * * *

      

      Reinar didn’t know what Eddeth could see, but he could certainly hear strange sounds swimming around them now. And though they had stopped in the middle of the woods, tall pines fencing them in, it felt as though they were underwater.

      People were shouting, Ilene was pointing, Eddeth was leaning towards him, almost out of Rofni’s saddle, which had Aldo hurrying to grab her. But Eddeth was simply trying to pull her snow-packed boot out of the stirrup, wanting to get down and unstrap her staff. Aldo had helpfully secured it for her, tucked behind her saddlebags, though it was dark in the woods, no rays of moonlight shining through the tree canopy, and Eddeth was panicking, legs jerking as she fought the stirrup.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Ollo called behind her. ‘What can you see?’

      ‘Get off the horses!’ someone cried.

      ‘We can’t lose the horses!’ Vik growled, spinning back to face Reinar.

      Who drew his sword, wrapping the reins around his left hand. ‘What is it, Eddeth? What’s out there?’ He turned Riga in a circle, sensing that his horse could hear something too. The trees seemed to be swaying from side to side in a wash of noise and shadow.

      Eddeth felt her boots sink into the snow as she stumbled off Rofni. Everything slowed around her as she shifted between what had been, what was to come and now.

      Now!

      The vision came to her like bright moonlight, though the creatures it revealed were as dark as the depths of a cave.

      ‘The... it’s... Vasa! She’s sent her death collectors! Can you feel them?’ And then she was shivering, turning around with her staff, hitting Aldo in the chest.

      He stumbled back, sensing that everything was becoming darker. He couldn’t see Eddeth’s face. The trees seemed to be getting closer, moving like dark blades of grass.

      The death collectors were Vasa’s most vicious monsters, Eddeth knew; tormented spirits that the Goddess of Death employed to drag the most reluctant souls back to her cave.

      Dead or alive.

      Eddeth had never seen one, but her mother had often given her nightmares, warning that if her behaviour didn’t improve, Vasa would send her dark servants to take her in the night. As a little girl, Eddeth had believed her. As a woman, she had seen through her mother’s lies.

      But now?

      A roaring horse flew through the air, its rider still clinging to the reins, his full-throated cry cut off as he crashed into a tree.

      The darkness was almost complete, but Reinar caught glimpses of tall, thin shadows moving down either side of their column now. He thought he saw cloaks flapping. Hoods too. ‘Get off the horses!’ he bellowed, dismounting with speed. And slapping Riga on the rump, he sent him on his way. ‘Go! Go! Get off your horses! Swords out! Back to back! Protect your friends!’

      ‘What’s happening?’ Aldo panicked beside Eddeth, who was quickly pushed into a huddle as Ollo, Berger, Ludo, Ilene, and Vik formed a circle around her.

      ‘You stay there, Eddeth. We’ll try and stop them,’ Ludo promised, arms trembling.

      More horses were flung through the air, and Eddeth grabbed Aldo’s cloak, pulling him close. ‘Vasa must be helping Alari,’ she thought out loud. ‘Wanting to stop us reaching Stornas.’

      Eddeth was muttering, and Reinar was shouting orders, Sigurd beside him, and Ollo was barking at Ludo to watch his side of their tiny circle, and Aldo was shaking, sword in hand beside Eddeth, not knowing what was about to happen.

      Reinar backed up to Sigurd, both of them turning, looking for the threat, trying to find it before it found them. They heard odd noises in the distance, terrified screams, loud in the darkness, though what they could do, Reinar didn’t know. Then realising that he was the man Ake had chosen to lead an entire kingdom, he grabbed Sigurd’s arm. ‘You stay here, take the head of the line. I’ll get to the rear, see what I can do. Vik! Berger! With me! Ollo, you and Ilene keep Eddeth and the boy safe. Ludo, you’re with Sigurd!’

      Eddeth dropped low to the ground, cradling her staff, desperate to block out the noise and her own terrified thoughts.

      She had to think. She had to think!

      ‘Is there something you can do?’ Aldo wondered quietly, crouching down beside her. ‘Eddeth?’
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        * * *

      

      Though the meal Tromsund’s cook had served was generous, it turned Alys’ stomach. There was no fish, which Lotta was happy about, though the boiled meat reminded Alys of Arnon, for some reason, and she became distracted, quickly losing her appetite.

      And then, the odd feelings started.

      She caught Elin Vilander’s eye, immediately fearing for Reinar.

      She saw glimpses of his mailed chest, her hand upon it, his heart thudding beneath her palm. She felt panic and fear.

      He was afraid.

      Quickly excusing herself from the hall, Alys left the children under Stina’s watchful eye, heading to the cottage Katrine had found for her, Solveigh, Stina, and the children. She was grateful, for though it was a tiny shack, barely big enough to house them all, it had privacy and a door to keep the animals locked safely inside.

      She got lost initially, but hearing a familiar clucking bark, she found her way to the cottage and quickly opened the door.

      Turning around, she saw Lotta charging towards her.

      ‘How did you escape?’

      ‘I followed you!’ Lotta panted. ‘Stina was talking to Solveigh. They won’t miss me!’

      Alys grabbed her daughter’s cold hand. ‘Why are you here, Lotta? Did you sense something?’

      Lotta nodded, following her mother into the cottage, where Puddle and Winter sat on one of the small beds. Rigfuss was nowhere to be seen, but they soon heard him growling under the bed.

      ‘I think something’s happening,’ Alys murmured, breath smoke white in the cold cottage. The small firepit in the centre of the single room offered only embers, and there was no light, just a strong smell of lingering smoke.

      Lotta didn’t say anything, waiting while her mother worked to get the fire going. And when the flames were bright, she quickly lit three lamps, placing them on tree stumps circling the fire.

      Alys was surprised by her daughter’s silent patience, and then, turning around to see her troubled face, she frowned. ‘What is it, Lotta?’

      ‘I feel... worried.’ Lotta held onto Puddle, who was quiet, too, not even attempting to lick the little girl.

      ‘Worried? For Eddeth and Reinar?’

      Lotta shook her head. ‘No, Mama. For Sigurd.’
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      Alari hadn’t been surprised to see her sister return.

      She always did.

      And eager to smooth everything over, Vasa had offered her death collectors to Alari, confident that she would find them useful in her hunt for Sigurd Vilander.

      ‘Have you truly made up your mind, Sister?’ Vasa breathed as they stood in the courtyard, her ravens silent on either shoulder, her shaven head shining in the moonlight. ‘Are you certain you wish to cross this line? To take Thenor’s son?’

      ‘Line? There hasn’t been a line to cross since Thenor crossed it himself! And you think I should restrain myself? Now? But by defeating Thenor, we free ourselves from his rule!’ Seeing doubt in Vasa’s eyes, Alari pounced. ‘What? Do you think Eskvir is powerful enough to defeat his brother? If that were the case, why has he waited so long?’ Alari spun away, striding to the edge of her stone circle, bringing each symbol to life, a warm light quickly filling the dark courtyard. ‘No, Sister, Eskvir believes in warfare as the humans do. He seeks some ridiculous victory on a battlefield, hoping to claim the throne of the gods with his mighty blade.’ She laughed until the birds nesting in the tower scattered in a black cloud. ‘Eskvir waits and debates, delaying the inevitable, yet two thousand years have passed while he’s sat there doing nothing! Two thousand years! So, tell me, dearest Vasa, how much longer should I wait?’

      Vasa had spent so long by Alari’s side that it was easy to forget that she, too, was Thenor’s child. Though any loyalty she had once felt towards her father was long gone now. Their family had been wrenched apart, much like Thenor and his allies had wrenched Alekka in two, creating The Rift.

      And now?

      ‘If you take his son, you will put us all in danger. Know that,’ Vasa warned darkly. ‘Be prepared, Alari, for the journey you are about to embark upon may lead to The Gallagrim for us all.’

      The Goddess of Death was a solemn creature. There was little rage in Vasa, just a cold acceptance of her role. She claimed souls with no thought for the people they’d once belonged to. No thought and no care. It was a thankless task, for no one welcomed her, and no one thanked her.

      The humans feared her as much as she detested them.

      Vasa felt haunted and empty, doubting every decision she had made regarding her sister. But, she thought with the hint of a smile now, though Alari could be demanding, she was, at least, exciting.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar ran away from his brother, charging into the darkness, Corpse Splitter drawn, eyes peeled open, looking for clues that Eddeth was right about it being Vasa’s death collectors. His men were penned in by long rows of trees. The sky was a blanket of thick clouds above the canopy, any hint of moonlight long gone. Whatever was out there, it felt like an ambush, though he heard no weapons. No enemy army on the march.

      Reinar’s men dropped down from their horses, trying to shepherd them into the trees to lessen the tangle, to clear the path so they could fight whatever was coming to kill them.

      It started snowing, wet flakes in Reinar’s eyes and mouth. He blinked, his vision further hampered, shivering with cold as well as fear. He saw more unnatural shapes, hearing men calling out panicked orders, others running.

      The wind was a moan, or was it Vasa’s helpers, Reinar wondered, certain that he could see long, spidery arms reaching amongst the trees. He tripped, falling onto his knees, tightening his grip on his sword. He’d fallen over a body, he realised, hands touching skin.

      Still warm.

      Scrambling back to his feet, knees wet, he tried to focus on getting to the rear of his army, confident that that’s where he’d find the danger.

      ‘No! Stop!’

      Shouts rang around him, and Reinar was quickly disoriented. He stuck out a hand, feeling the rough bark of a tree.

      ‘My lord!’

      Now the cries were closer. He could smell death, driven towards him by that mean wind.

      Rumbles like thunder echoed around him.

      Then Alys’ voice in his ears, calling his name.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Is there anything we can do?’ Lotta asked, feeling scared. Her mother had her eyes closed. She hadn’t spoken in some time as she sat before the fire, holding Reinar’s arm ring in both hands. Eddeth had given it to her when they parted, though Alys hadn’t really understood why.

      Until now.

      She opened her eyes, turning to Lotta. ‘I...’ The fire spat, and she swallowed. ‘Eddeth’s there.’

      Though what Eddeth could do to help them, Alys didn’t know.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘Sigurd!’ Reinar shouted, his voice quickly drowned out by the screams of his frightened men. His men who he was leaving behind as he ran to protect his brother.

      Thenor’s son.

      Despite the explosion of panic and terror, Eddeth heard Reinar, and batting away Ollo Narp, she scampered out of the circle, Aldo quickly losing sight of her in the darkness.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Vik barked, spinning around. ‘Come back, woman!’

      The wind swirled around them as though they were standing in a whirlpool, and away from the circle of warriors, Eddeth struggled to stand, almost falling over.

      It wasn’t the wind, she realised. It wasn’t shadows.

      And screaming as an icy hand touched her, Eddeth stumbled backwards, striking out with her staff. She swung it around until she lost her balance entirely, falling into the snow, watching the dark shadows sweeping down the line.

      They didn’t appear interested in her at all.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Reinar screamed, nearly tumbling over his kneeling dreamer. ‘What are you doing?’ He dragged her back to her feet. ‘We have to save Sigurd!’

      Looking up, Reinar couldn’t see Sigurd.

      Glancing back at Eddeth, who was oddly quiet, he pulled her along, heart thudding. ‘Sigurd!’

      Sigurd thought he heard Reinar, though it sounded like his brother was running away from him, his voice grower fainter as the wind became louder.

      Was it the wind?

      He turned around, sword arm extended. He’d lost sight of Ludo, who’d been beside him. And now?

      It felt as though he was alone, surrounded by enemies.

      He squinted, trying to discern something in the darkness, though everything appeared as shadows. Sometimes, he thought he saw heads moving. Or was it the trees?

      He couldn’t hear anyone at all.

      Just that howling wind. It sounded like voices singing now, so high and sharp that he wanted to put his hands over his ears to shut them out. But Sigurd had a shield in one hand, his sword in the other as he kept turning in the darkness, trying to find his brother. ‘Reinar?’
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        * * *

      

      ‘And what will you do to him?’ Vasa wanted to know, hands hovering above the water. Her death collectors were close, but she wanted to be sure.

      Alari laughed at the hesitation in her sister’s voice. ‘I do wonder why Thenor made you the Goddess of Death. You are so squeamish, Sister. So timid!’ She stepped up to the well, leaning over the water, eye bright. ‘What do you think I will do with him? Entertain him as my guest? Of course! I will do exactly what you imagine, Vasa. Everything you imagine, and more!’
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        * * *

      

      Ollo was panicking.

      He felt things.

      Voices echoed around him, though he couldn’t see anyone. Stabbing at a tall shadow, he almost fell over.

      Nothing was there.

      But it was. He was certain it was.

      Ilene stood behind him, back touching his, sword in two hands, eyes alert. ‘What’s out there?’ she cried. ‘Where is everyone?’

      They kept moving, turning in unison, unable to get their bearings.

      Horses in the distance were whinnying loudly.

      And the dreamer had gone.

      ‘I don’t know!’ Ollo shouted, not wanting to believe it was Vasa’s death collectors; hoping Eddeth had been wrong. ‘I don’t know! Stay with me!’

      Berger heard a sound, and he spun left, then right, sensing something moving behind him. ‘Reinar?’

      Reinar ran past him with a panting Eddeth. ‘We have to get to Sigurd! Help me! Hurry!’

      Berger turned after them.

      The wind roared at them now, an angry sound as they ran, trying to push against it. Branches worked hard to stop them, raking their skin. Occasionally, they felt other textures, like cloth snapping, whipping their faces.

      ‘Keep going!’ Reinar screamed, holding onto Eddeth, who he could feel slowing down, struggling to stay on her feet.

      And then she ripped her hand out of his. ‘I must... stop! Reinar! Let me do something. Please! You go. I must... think!’

      Reinar didn’t want to leave her, but Berger was beside him now, so nodding, they disappeared into the darkness. ‘Stay safe, Eddeth!’

      Eddeth hoped she could. And lifting her staff, she slammed its tip into the snow, wanting to steady herself.

      First, she needed light. She needed to see.

      Suddenly there was a clarity to her thoughts, an order not usually present, and Eddeth embraced it, working quickly with her knife in the darkness. She tried to ignore the terrifying sounds swelling around her, the sharp branches like talons, poking her. She kept going, carving symbols into her staff with speed, barely able to see, working from memory alone. And then, stowing away her knife, she clasped the staff in both hands, pulling it to her chest, feeling those symbols come alive beneath her fingers. In the icy darkness, they glowed warmly like beams of sunshine. And thinking of sunshine, seeing herself bathed in light, Eddeth lifted the staff away from her body, pointing it into the darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Alari stiffened, turning to Vasa, whose eyes remained on the well, watching her death collectors nearing Sigurd. They were close, and he was alone, trapped, imprisoned by the noise they emitted. It was a way to disorient their target, to trap them in a cage of sound.

      ‘That idiot woman!’ Alari growled. ‘That foul, odious, pointless woman! Send your creatures to stop her, Sister. They must stop her before she ruins everything!’
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        * * *

      

      When the light came, it was no more than a tiny beam around Eddeth, as though the sun had filtered down a smoke hole. She was bathed in her own light, and everyone could see her as she stood there with her staff, blinking rapidly, desperately trying to make more. She saw Reinar and Berger running ahead of her, but soon, they would be lost in the darkness again.

      Ollo turned towards the light. ‘This way!’ he called to Ilene. ‘We need to get to Eddeth!’

      Aldo saw Eddeth, too, surprised that she was on her own. Surprised and then terrified as two cloaked figures swooped towards her, reaching out long arms, trying to grab her. ‘Eddeth, run!’

      The strange sounds were so immersive that Eddeth didn’t hear Aldo. She didn’t hear the creatures either, but she felt them. And ducking down suddenly, she flattened herself to the ground, rolling onto her back, staff in the air, shouting a chant. It was one she knew well, for her grandmother had always warned her about the threat evil posed and the many ways it could enter a person’s soul.

      Enter it. Claim power over it. Take it away.

      Eddeth knew that chant better than any other, and she bellowed it with anger in her voice, working hard to see the symbols on her staff, wanting to imbue them with whatever power she’d been granted by the gods. She thought of Valera and her blue walls, knowing that dreamers could ward off danger.

      If only she could hold her focus.

      But then she sneezed, and the light went out.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Aldo was there, almost falling over her, swinging his sword at the dark creatures, feeling something sharp tearing his face. He cried out, stumbling backwards, knocking into Ollo, who righted him, pushing him to one side, Ilene to the other.

      ‘What’s happening?’ Ollo shouted at Eddeth, who hurried back to her feet. ‘Eddeth?’

      ‘You watch out now. Let me think! Let me think!’ Her staff vibrated in her hands, and Eddeth’s teeth started chattering, the sound of the creatures suddenly distinct from the wind. They were calling to each other, she realised, and head cocked to one side, she felt a pull, as though her mind was being dragged through the darkness, into the light. And closing her eyes, Eddeth lifted up her staff again, spearing it through the huddle of Ollo, Ilene, and Aldo, light once again shooting from its tip, illuminating a bright path ahead.

      For Reinar to see Sigurd, who spun towards his running brother, not seeing the shadowy shapes behind him as they rushed out of the trees, enclosing him in darkness.
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        * * *

      

      Stina threw open the cottage door to find Alys and Lotta sitting by the fire with horror on their faces. ‘Lotta!’ she exclaimed. ‘I... why did you run away?’

      Alys turned to Stina, barely seeing her.

      ‘They took Sigurd!’ Lotta shrieked beside her, suddenly able to move again. ‘Mama! They took Sigurd!’

      Alys turned back to her, pulling Lotta to her feet, holding her head as she drew her close.

      Hearing Reinar’s screams.
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        * * *

      

      It had obviously been a distraction.

      Attack the army. Make them think they were all in danger. Scatter their attention.

      And then take Sigurd.

      Reinar was calling his brother’s name as he searched the trees, Ludo beside him. Eddeth thought she should go after them.

      But Vik held her back. ‘You need to go and sit down,’ he insisted, remembering what had helped her up North. ‘There are boulders around here, so come. Aldo will stay with you. You need to see with your mind, Eddeth. We can search the forest, though I doubt we’ll find Sigurd in the dark. It’s you who can help the most. You who can see the farthest.’

      Eddeth almost sobbed, thinking of poor Sigurd, though she still couldn’t understand what had happened.

      Vik wasn’t about to let her dwell on any mistakes she might have made, though. ‘You can help him now. Find out where he is and why he was taken. Why Sigurd? It makes no sense.’

      Reinar saw Vik leading Eddeth into the trees, and part of him wanted to go after her. The rest of him was driven by the powerful need to find his brother.

      Ludo kept shaking his head. ‘I don’t understand. Why would they take Sigurd? Do you think they did? Take him?’

      Reinar wondered how long Sigurd had. If Alari had snatched him, how long did he have until she killed him? ‘I don’t know,’ was all he could mutter as he turned around, peering into the darkness. Aldo had lit a fire to help them see, quickly making torches. Reinar had taken one with barely a nod, plunging further into the forest in the faint hope that Sigurd was there. That he had managed to escape. That he was alright.

      He thought of Stellan and how his father had only just returned, remembering how he’d always told him to watch over his brother.

      And Thenor.

      Reinar turned back, staring at Ludo with questions in his eyes.

      ‘What? What is it?’

      Shaking his head, Reinar didn’t answer, but his questions lingered.

      Where was Thenor?

      Why hadn’t he come?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Alys shooed Stina back to the hall with some excuse about Lotta not feeling well and Stina needing to go and make sure that Magnus wasn’t up to no good. Which didn’t sound like Magnus, Alys thought on reflection, seeing Stina’s puzzled face as she turned away. Though Alys needed to think, not answer questions. And when she’d shut the cottage door, she turned around to see Ragnahild sitting on one of the beds, glowering at her.

      ‘Well, that didn’t go to plan, did it? What use was that Eddeth? She’s barely on her feet most of the time. And what about that staff of hers? May as well be a twig! What was she doing? Not saving Sigurd, that’s for certain!’

      Alys watched the old woman, trying to piece it all together. ‘Eddeth’s never been trained as a dreamer. How would she know what to do? How would she even know what those creatures were?’ She frowned, having no idea what they were herself. At times they’d looked like the mostly shapeless vatyr, but at other times, they had taken form, and Alys was sure she’d seen cloaked bodies.

      Ragnahild didn’t speak, which was as much of a concession as Alys could hope for.

      ‘And where was Thenor?’ Alys went on, circling the fire, heart pounding. ‘He protected Sigurd in Orvala. He came to Reinar, urging him to save his brother. So why wasn’t he in the forest? Why didn’t he help?’

      Ragnahild sighed, folding her hands into her lap. Her cloak was plain, a dark grey colour. Her hood was down, her thinning grey hair just cresting her rounded shoulders. She wore a leather eye patch over her right eye and a deep scowl on her lined face. There was no hint of mischief about her now. ‘I was chosen as Thenor’s dreamer when I was your age, Alys. I was gifted, you see, as my grandmother had been. And when she died, I was chosen to lead Thenor’s Circle of Dreamers. We dreamed for him, saw for him, to help keep him alert to trouble. Though with Alari as our foe, it was never easy. Her knowledge of magic and symbols goes beyond almost anyone’s. Though we were not easily defeated. Oh no, we helped keep Thenor safe for decades, and then, when I finally died, I joined his spirit dreamers. We have our own circle now, Salma and I, with some others. It’s not as easy, though. We are reliant on our spirit animals, which can sometimes die or disappear.’

      Alys thought of Puddle falling into the sea with a shudder.

      ‘How can you be here at the same time as Puddle?’ Lotta wanted to know. ‘Are you Puddle?’

      Ragnahild smiled; she liked the little girl with all the questions. ‘My spirit is carried by the animal, but I control it, and I can shift it to whatever creature I like. To whatever creature is open to me. And in that way, I can move around. Sometimes, I am a bird, when I need to travel long distances, but otherwise, a four-legged creature will do. This one, in particular, got your attention, didn’t it? I thought he would be the perfect way to stay close to you all.’

      Alys was barely listening, feeling Reinar’s panic rising. ‘But Thenor? Where is he?’ she repeated, wanting an answer.

      ‘That I can’t say,’ Ragnahild admitted. ‘But hopefully, hidden. Hopefully, Valera convinced him that he needed to stay far away, no matter what trouble Alari conjures up, for we need him now more than ever. Hector Berras set Alekka on fire when he took Ottby. The North is another matter entirely, though there is no time to worry about your horrible mother now. The South is...’

      Alys didn’t wait for her to find the words. ‘But how can we get Sigurd back? We have to get him back!’

      ‘Back?’ Ragnahild cackled angrily. ‘My dear girl, once Alari is done with Sigurd Vilander, I doubt we’ll want him back at all!’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            35

          

        

      

    

    
      After seeing to the injured and laying out the dead, of which there was a handful, Reinar knew that they had to start moving again, though he couldn’t bring himself to even speak the words.

      Abandoning Sigurd?

      Leaving his brother behind?

      Eddeth squeezed his arm. ‘Sigurd’s not here anymore,’ she whispered. ‘We can’t think that he’ll return, so we must keep moving. We have to focus on Stornas and Gudrum now, and Ake’s family. We must...’ She took a deep breath, trying to keep her tears at bay. ‘We must get moving, Reinar.’

      Reinar wanted to ignore her, but instead, he drew Eddeth into the trees, seeking a moment alone.

      Eddeth was struggling to keep her eyes open as he led her to a snowy boulder, sitting her down.

      And crouching before her, body tense and aching, Reinar started whispering. ‘Thenor came to me when I left Slussfall. I knew about Sigurd being captured by Gudrum because Thenor came to me and told me that Sigurd is his son. He helped us escape Orvala because he wanted to keep Sigurd safe. To protect him. No one knew his secret until Alari found out. That’s what Alys told me. Alari knows about Sigurd. She wants to hurt him.’

      Eddeth gaped in shock, thoughts weaving and bobbing around her head. Images too. She remembered the way Alari had stared into Raf’s eyes, searching for secrets. And if Raf had seen Sigurd’s secret...

      Eddeth tried to focus, to help Reinar. She had been brought along to help Reinar, and so far, she’d done nothing. Nothing at all!

      ‘Will she kill him?’ Reinar wanted to know.

      ‘I... don’t know. But even if she tries, Sigurd can defend himself, can’t he? If he’s half-god, he must be able to do something.’ She picked her wart. ‘Is he half-god? Or all god?’

      Reinar wasn’t sure.

      ‘Well, either way, he’ll be able to do something,’ Eddeth promised, though there was little confidence in her voice.

      Reinar didn’t feel reassured, but realising that he couldn’t hide in the trees for much longer, he offered Eddeth a hand, helping her back to her horse.

      Sigurd.

      Dropping his head, he tried to remember what his father had instilled in him since he was a boy: leaders had to have hearts of stone.

      So, to save the queen and her children, to keep his men safe, to return to his family, and to help his brother – if he was alive – Reinar had to keep going to Stornas.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum slept beside Raf, his heavy arm keeping her close. His breath was warm in her ear, his belly rumbling – all of it a distraction.

      Raf was trying to focus.

      She’d been dreaming of Sigurd. She had seen him in the forest with his brother as the dark figures came.

      Vasa’s death collectors.

      Alari had made her sister send them after Sigurd because of her. Alari knew Sigurd’s secret because her mind hadn’t been strong enough to hold the goddess out. And now what would she do to him?

      Raf felt sick, remembering what Alari had promised: that she wouldn’t hurt Sigurd if she helped Gudrum. And Raf had been trying to help Gudrum.

      Couldn’t Alari see?

      Or perhaps the truth was that Alari could see everything?

      Even into her heart.

      Raf closed her eyes, seeing Mirella sitting opposite her in Orvala. Dreamers can lock people out of their minds, she’d insisted. Mirella had pointed to symbols in the red book, though Raf knew she’d been lying to her. She could see the page in her mind, the words coming to life. Those symbols were for preventing sickness. Snarling, almost losing the image, Raf leaned closer, reaching out a hand, and touching the book, she flipped through the vellum pages with urgency. Then, stopping suddenly, she pressed her palm against one particular page, feeling heat.

      Mirella was gone from her vision now, and Raf sat at the table alone, barely aware of the uncomfortable chair, or Gudrum, back on the ship, holding her too tightly. She was in a dream – her dream – where she was in charge.

      She could read the book. She could understand every word.

      Which surprised Raf, never having read a word in her life.

      She flicked through more pages, seeing symbols to ward off evil, to open doors to other realms, to contact spirits, to...

      ... lock your mind.

      And smiling now, Raf pulled the book closer, taking a deep breath.
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        * * *

      

      The cottage was cramped, the narrow beds positioned close to the central fire pit, yet it was so drafty that little warmth lingered, and despite holding a hand out to the flames, Alys shivered.

      Lotta was sound asleep behind her.

      Magnus was sleeping on the floor.

      Stina had one of the other beds; Solveigh too.

      Everyone was asleep but Alys.

      She felt Winter moving around by her feet, Puddle snuffling in Lotta’s arms, and in such a narrow bed, there was no room for Alys to even move.

      She closed her eyes, trying to force herself to fall asleep.

      Her mind was jumping, though, her legs twitching, and she desperately wanted to get up and walk outside. It felt as though she was descending down a dark tunnel, where death waited. Only death. Death and the destruction of Alekka, torn apart by vengeful gods and dangerous dreamers.

      Ake was dead, Sigurd was gone, Reinar was riding towards Gudrum with Hector Berras’ army chasing him...

      Alys’ heart started thumping loudly, and she took a quick breath, then another, slower one, trying to calm down.

      She needed to think; panic wouldn’t help her now.

      Thenor had warned that a war was coming, and he’d chosen her to be on his side.

      But where was he, for surely the war was already here?
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth wanted to stop and read the book Alys had given her, though it was dark and she could barely keep her eyes open. Aldo rode alongside her as he always did, ensuring that she remained awake.

      She smiled at him, and he turned his attention to Ollo, who was oddly quiet, not complaining at all. They were all silent as they rode through the night, stunned and frightened, worrying that the death collectors would return. For that’s what Eddeth had called those dark creatures.

      It chilled Aldo to the core.

      Ludo was more alert than most, trying to think of what they could do to save Sigurd.

      Reinar, though, feared that Sigurd was dead, knowing what Alari thought of Thenor. He tried to focus their minds on Stornas, hoping it would stop him thinking about his brother. ‘Gudrum will be there soon.’

      ‘What?’ Ludo blinked at Reinar, dragging himself back to the present.

      ‘Stornas. Gudrum will be there soon. Vito has to keep him out until we get there. Until we get inside.’

      ‘And then what? Do you think we can hold Stornas when we couldn’t hold Ottby? Against all those men?’

      ‘No, I doubt we can hold it by ourselves, but with help, we’ll have a chance. The messengers I sent will bring more men into the fight. And once we get to Stornas, we can send a ship to Oss, if the sea’s still flowing. That’s what Ake said. The Islanders are our allies, so they can bring their ships. Help us fight against Hector and Gudrum.’

      ‘Do you think they’re working together? Hector and Gudrum?’ Ludo was even more distracted now, mind whirring. ‘That they had it all planned? To take the North and the South at the same time? To unite Alekka?’

      ‘I don’t think unite is the right word. More like conquer, I imagine. Conquer and rule.’

      ‘Together?’

      Reinar wasn’t sure. ‘It didn’t work out for Gudrum in Orvala, so who knows? All we can worry about is what lies ahead of us now. We can’t let them take our land. A man like Gudrum? The man Hector’s become? That he would kill his friend, his king, and then try and claim the throne?’ Reinar shook his head, remembering Ake’s last words. ‘Whatever happens, Ludo, we have to save the queen and her daughters. We can’t let anything happen to them.’
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        * * *

      

      Vito Montagi was up before the sun, though at this time of year, the sun was reluctant to rise at all.

      He walked through the harbour gates, treading carefully as he went, a flaming torch in one hand. Making his way to the end of the longest pier, he stopped, surprised to see that the sea was still flowing. The snow was hard, packed in ice, yet the sea flowed as though it was spring. He couldn’t understand it. Though Adelborg had warned him that the threat they now faced wasn’t only one of warriors with weapons.

      He turned back to the city, eyes on the ancient stone ramparts where braziers glowed, their flames tossed about on a brisk wind. The gates had been closed and locked after him, and Vito knew that those gates were new, braced with iron panels, locked with an iron beam, so heavy that it took eight men to lift it into place.

      Though would it be enough?

      According to the dreamer, likely not.

      He’d tried to encourage his sister to leave with the girls, though Estrella remained stubborn, despite her grief. She had no intention of losing her home to Ake’s murderers. She wanted Vito to hold it, knowing that Reinar Vilander would come for his throne. He would come and defeat those men who had killed her husband. So Vito had to hold on for his crying nieces and his stoic sister.

      He had to hold the city until his new king arrived.

      Sighing, he turned away from the harbour, making his way back to the gates. He would eat quickly, wake his men, and talk to Estrella. He doubted he could convince her to leave, but he did need to come up with a plan for if it all went wrong.

      An arrow took him in the shoulder, and he skidded on the icy pier, tumbling forward, onto his knees. And then he was running in a crouch, head low, wishing he had a shield.

      The men on the ramparts had seen him fall, though, and the archers were quick to respond, firing a defensive volley into the darkness.

      They couldn’t see anything; didn’t know what they were aiming at.

      The second round was fire arrows, though, and it was immediately apparent that their enemy had finally arrived, the first ships surging into the harbour.

      ‘The gates!’ Vito shouted, almost slipping over again, the pain of his shoulder wound taking his breath away. ‘Open the gates!’
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        * * *

      

      Hector had never met a boy like Skoll Bearsu. Most eighteen-year-olds needed to be dragged out of bed, interested only in ale and women, but Skoll was awake before the servants, already stalking their hastily-made camp with a booming voice, demanding everyone get moving.

      Hector didn’t know how to respond, but he feared that soon his men would start listening to the big-mouthed boy instead of him. He tried to lift his own voice, encouraging everyone to dress and eat quickly, for they had to try and catch the Vilanders.

      Skoll stooped over a fire, draining a cup of icy ale. ‘Do you trust Gudrum, my lord?’ he wondered quietly, eyeing Hector. ‘My father didn’t. He said you could never trust a Brekkan. That no one from Osterland was ever our friend.’

      Hector snorted, though remembering that Skoll’s father had just died, he tempered his scorn. ‘Well, I don’t know about every Brekkan, but Gudrum and I have been allies for years now. We built this army together. I’m not sure why your father didn’t trust him. Gudrum’s always been on our side. He’s never let me down. Never given me reason to doubt him.’

      ‘Yet, according to your dreamer, he failed to hold Orvala, and now he’s trying to claim Stornas.’ Skoll picked at the remnants of a deer carcass, though its meat was cold and tough and his thick lips curled in distaste.

      Hector smiled. ‘I think you misheard her, my lord. He’s gone where he’s most use. We have forfeited the North for now, which, in the end, will help us claim Stornas. The gods are on our side, for if Gudrum was still in Orvala, the Vilanders would reach Stornas first. This way, we have a chance.’

      Skoll wasn’t inclined to be agreeable about anything. Hector Berras was an idiot, better suited as the advisor to some minor lord. He was no leader, no thinker, no strategist. That’s what Skoll’s father had believed and what Skoll could clearly see with his own eyes.

      Hector was too slow to act, too dulled in his thinking to see the traps lying ahead. For there were many. A small army could always defeat a larger one, especially one with a blithering dotard in command.

      Straightening up, Skoll peered down at Hector. ‘I’ll ready my men. We’ve a long day ahead, so we should start moving before we grow colder.’

      The boy was irritating, but not wrong, Hector knew. ‘We’ll ride together!’ he called after Skoll, who didn’t turn around. ‘And I can tell you more about why you should trust Gudrum. I promise you, he won’t let us down!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘It’s beautiful,’ Gudrum breathed, admiring Stornas’ tall stone walls. ‘An ancient place, fit for kings!’ He squeezed Raf tightly, then turning to her, he bent down, lowering his voice. ‘We’ll be within range shortly. The leading ships are taking the first assault, but soon we’ll be there, in the harbour with them. Ovi will look after you.’ He nodded at the long-faced man with the enormous wooden shield, painted in red and white stripes. ‘You’ll stay here, in the stern. Safe.’

      Raf liked the sound of that, though Ovi was mostly useless and entirely stupid. She doubted he would do much more than try to save himself.

      ‘You’ll only move if you see problems. Understood?’

      Raf nodded again. ‘I’ll crouch down. I won’t move.’

      Gudrum was pleased, having little patience for arguments. ‘But if you see something that would help us, call out. I’ll come to you!’ And then he was gone, shield up over his shoulder, striding towards the bow.

      Ovi stared at Raf without smiling. His face was covered in bruises and cuts, one eye swollen shut, two front teeth knocked out.

      He looked ready to fall down.

      Gudrum glanced back at the dreamer as she dropped to the deck, curling beneath her cloak, not wanting anything to happen to her. Though becoming reliant on a dreamer was never a good idea, he knew. It stopped you thinking, stopped you seeing with your own eyes.

      Gudrum Killi was a warrior of some thirty-five years of experience now.

      And that was going to help him take Stornas.
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        * * *

      

      As soon as Vito was safely behind Stornas’ walls, he sent men to find Estrella, the children, and Adelborg, wanting to usher them to safety.

      ‘We are under attack, my-my lady,’ the stuttering man announced, though he was such a nervous creature that his chin was permanently pushed down to his chest. It was hard to understand him.

      ‘Attack?’ Estrella had only just fallen asleep after a night of tears. The bleak emptiness of waking up a widow lingered, but she knew that she had to ignore her own pain to shield her daughters from whatever danger lurked outside the walls. ‘In the harbour?’

      The man nodded. ‘Yes, your... b-b-brother, he wants you to go to the catacombs. To hide there.’

      Adelborg entered Estrella’s chamber with the two girls, Ilyia and Maia, who looked as swollen eyed and miserable as their mother. ‘We must hurry, my lady.’

      ‘But our walls?’ Estrella looked more bemused than afraid. ‘Have they brought a hundred ships?’ she snorted derisively. ‘Ships with enormous catapults?’

      ‘No, my lady,’ Adelborg said calmly, hoping to focus her, knowing that Estrella’s temper often got the better of her. ‘But we are a city without our full army. Ake left with men and weapons. We will need reinforcements in order to hold on.’

      ‘And will they come?’ Estrella wanted to know, looking up as her servants came rushing in with clothes draped over their arms, and baskets of food and wine. ‘Adelborg? Will they come in time?’
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      They stopped because Eddeth had so much to say, and Reinar quickly realised that she couldn’t do two things at once. So, tugging Riga’s reins and grabbing hold of Rofni’s bridle, he motioned his men to come closer so they, too, could listen to what the dreamer had to say.

      Ollo chose to go for a piss instead, having been holding on for what felt like hours.

      ‘Gudrum has weapons!’ Eddeth blurted out, not wanting to forget a single piece of information. Sometimes her head was like a bucket full of holes. Well, most of the time, she supposed, picking her wart.

      ‘From where?’ Vik wanted to know.

      ‘He raided a village. Maybe more than one,’ Eddeth said. ‘I saw blood, people screaming. He definitely wasn’t invited!’

      Reinar felt a twinge of shame, not wanting to believe that he was anything like Gudrum, though he, too, had raided for what he needed. Images of Alys in her green dress flashed before his eyes, and he took a deep breath, trying not to become even more distracted. ‘So, he has arrows, shields, maybe spears, but to get into Stornas, he’ll need more than that.’

      Ludo stared at him, having nothing to say. His mind wasn’t on Stornas at all; he was still trying to think of how they were going to find Sigurd.

      Berger looked too tired to speak. Ilene was searching the trees, wondering what had happened to Ollo. Aldo rarely spoke, and Eddeth was flustered, looking to Vik.

      ‘Our biggest problem isn’t Gudrum,’ Vik sighed. ‘For all that we’re running towards Stornas, it won’t be long till we’re more concerned by what’s coming behind us.’

      ‘Hector,’ Reinar said.

      Vik nodded, gnawing a toothpick. ‘Hector’s not coming for us, not really. He’s heading for Stornas too. If we’re in his way, though, he’ll rip us apart, so we have to get into the city before he catches us. We have to get past Gudrum and get inside.’

      They all turned to Eddeth, who blinked. ‘I...’ She’d had so much more to say, though now her mind was full of Stornas. She had been there once, she remembered, with her second husband. He’d been one of Stellan’s men, though not one of his finest. In fact, when she thought of it now, she wondered what use Stellan had had for him at all. When he hadn’t been drunk, he’d been asleep, and when he hadn’t been drunk or asleep, he’d been moaning.

      Vik nudged her. ‘Eddeth? Are you listening?’

      ‘To what?’

      Ilene rolled her eyes, trying not to scream.

      ‘I asked if Ake’s dreamer could help us? She’s still there, isn’t she? Adelborg? She must be if she warned Ake about his death. Perhaps she knows a way to help us?’

      It was a useful idea, Eddeth thought, and she nodded along with some enthusiasm. Then, realising that she was the one who would have to get through to Adelborg, she started twitching. ‘I... I’ll see what I can do.’

      ‘Good.’ Reinar peered at her. ‘Anything else? Anything we need to know?’

      Eddeth stared at him blankly before tapping her head, wanting to knock everything back into place. ‘Perhaps.’

      Reinar waited as Eddeth’s recollection once again sharpened.

      ‘Alys!’

      That was unexpected, and everyone turned to Reinar, who looked annoyed.

      ‘Alys is at Tromsund, with your father. And your... wife. They are safe!’

      That was a relief.

      Vik smiled, thinking of Jonas, missing his old friend’s company, but relieved to know that they were safe at Tromsund. ‘It’s good news. One less thing for us to worry about!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Do you think we’re safe here?’ Agnette wondered as she changed Bjarni’s bandages in the chamber they were sharing with Elin. She’d been up early, having tossed and turned all night, uncomfortable in the poky bed, though it was better than sleeping in the snow.

      Bjarni was in a foul mood as he sat before her, irritated by how long Agnette was taking, just wanting to get moving. He hadn’t slept all night thanks to the wounds he’d collected in their futile attempt to save Ottby, and the meal Katrine Hallen’s cook had served up for breakfast had been no improvement on their supper the night before. Though he heard his daughter gurgling against Agnette’s chest, realising how lucky he was to have his family with him; to have found shelter inside Tromsund’s flimsy walls. Even luckier to have been given a chamber in the lady’s hall. Most were camping outside. Very few had been billeted in cottages, for Tromsund didn’t have many.

      ‘Safe?’ He peered at his equally tired wife. ‘I think nowhere in Alekka’s safe now, but we’re safer than we were yesterday. Walls help, don’t they? Being able to shut ourselves in here is preferable to sheltering in the forest, hoping for the best. You never know what’s lurking in a forest. Not these days at least.’

      Agnette shivered, tucking the end of the bandage inside the dressing. ‘Well, don’t say that around Gerda. She’s worried about Sigurd and Reinar heading for Stornas. What if they don’t make it? What if something happens?’

      Bjarni was worried about them, too, wishing he wasn’t always getting left behind. After the long-overdue demise of Torvig Aleksen, Bjarni had looked forward to resuming his place by Reinar’s side, but, for one reason or another, he’d been left behind twice now. Though seeing the fear in his wife’s eyes, he smiled, pleased to be with her. ‘Ragnahild One Eye saw Reinar as the high king,’ he reminded Agnette, pulling her down onto his knee with a groan. ‘So of course he’ll make it. Ake chose him, and Reinar was meant for this. He won’t fail. I know it. He won’t.’

      Agnette stroked Liara’s head, trying not to lean against Bjarni’s injured chest, hoping he was right.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum left Orvala in the past as he launched himself out of Blood Hunter, stomping down the icy pier. Ake’s men had retreated behind their walls, every single one of them. They’d been expected, it seemed, judging by the absence of ships moored along the piers. He saw enormous sheds to both his left and right, guessing they’d all been hidden out of sight. Locked away for winter.

      There were no merchant ships either.

      And no merchants.

      Gudrum had been to Stornas before, selling pelts and furs from The Murk. He’d walked through the bustling market square with gleaming eyes full of envy. The king’s walled city had looked prosperous, his harbour full of ships, his market brimming with affluent merchants, rich traders, and customers alike.

      Yet outside those walls?

      Gudrum had quickly learned that the Alekkan people weren’t as enamoured with their lives as those in Stornas. Not quite as grateful for their king or as appreciative of his leadership. He knew there were growing pockets of resentment where not everyone spoke well of the man who’d defeated Jorik Vettel and installed himself on the throne. Especially in the North. In and around Ennor too. So Gudrum had made friends with those men and their lords, eventually finding his way to Hector Berras, who had become his benefactor and closest ally. Finding that they had so much in common, they had plotted together, making plans to defeat Ake Bluefinn. Plans that would see both men getting everything they wanted.

      He wondered if Hector could see him now?

      If he still had that burned dreamer by his side?

      Gudrum ducked beneath his shield as the next wave of arrows swept into the sky. He waited, listening to the ominous whistle overhead, hearing one man cry out, speared in the face. Turning around, Gudrum winced, quickly looking away. ‘We draw their fire!’ he repeated, seeking to command any flares of panic. ‘Draw them out! Let them work hard to defeat us! Let them think it’s only us they need to defeat!’ Raf had seen that Hector was on his way. That the Vilanders were too.

      Soon everyone would be at Stornas, all trying to claim the throne.

      He thought again of Hector and of how loyal he’d been to him over the past few years. How loyal Hector had been in return.

      Wondering what he wanted to do...

      The arrows kept coming, and Gudrum kept smiling. Gripping his sword and firming up his hold on his shield, he edged forward, men flanking either side of him in a narrow wall as they worked their way to the end of the pier.

      Raf watched them go, popping up as Stornas’ archers left the ships alone, focusing instead on the moving shield walls.

      Ovi towered over her, occasionally grunting at her to stay down, though Raf didn’t need any encouragement. She was happy to keep still, but she needed him to be quiet so she could drift off, wanting to find her way back to that dream of Mirella’s red book. For if she could understand what Mirella knew about symbols and spells, about gods and goddesses, then she could become a very powerful dreamer indeed.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan watched Alys with interest, wanting to ask her questions, though he imagined everyone wanted to ask her questions.

      He’d been walking the ramparts with Katrine, and after she left to attend to her hall, he turned around, wondering what to do with himself, pleased to see an equally confused Jonas approaching. ‘Looking for something to do?’

      ‘Looking for them,’ Jonas grinned, pointing at Alys and the children, who were busy trying to catch Puddle, who was busy trying to catch a chicken. ‘Thought I’d show my great-grandson a few more knife skills, though I heard he carried himself quite well in Orvala. Apparently, he helped Alys kill a man.’

      Stellan looked surprised. ‘Alys?’

      ‘You knew I taught her as a girl, didn’t you? I remember telling you that.’

      ‘I suppose I did,’ Stellan said, falling in beside his friend, seeing Gerda emerge from the hall with one of those looks. He lowered his head, focusing on his hands. ‘I didn’t see you much, though. Or Alys. You kept to yourself.’

      Jonas looked uncomfortable. ‘After Eida died I... I was worried about exposing Alys. We were fighting to end the Vettels’ reign, yet Alys was one herself. I didn’t want anyone finding out. I certainly didn’t want the Vettels to know. I needed to protect her.’

      Stellan smiled. ‘Well, there were fewer dreamers around then, I think. Or, at least, out in the open. Now it seems everyone has one. Every lord has insight they never had before.’

      Jonas lunged forward, grabbing Puddle as his grandchildren came tearing towards them. And lifting up the puppy, he was surprised to get a tongue in the mouth. ‘Ew! No licking, thank you!’ He handed Puddle to Magnus, who turned around to his panting sister.

      ‘I thought we’d never catch him!’ Alys laughed, coming to a stop. She saw Stellan and quickly dropped her eyes, thinking of Sigurd. But not before both men had noticed her discomfort.

      ‘Something’s wrong,’ Stellan decided immediately. He glanced at Jonas, who looked concerned too. ‘Tell us.’

      Alys lifted her head, attempting to mask her worries. ‘I’m just tired. It was a disturbed night in the cottage with the children and the animals.’

      Neither man believed her.

      So leaving the children to fuss over the puppy, Stellan ushered Alys towards the training ring, where a handful of men were out in the snow and ice, red-cheeked and far from enthusiastic on such a cold morning.

      ‘I’m no boy, no child, Alys,’ Stellan said when he stopped. ‘Nor is Jonas. We need to know everything. Don’t keep anything from us. We’re in a battle for the entire kingdom. For our lives. We need to know everything.’

      Alys blinked, and then she simply blurted it out. ‘Sigurd’s gone!’

      Stellan froze, not even turning to look at Jonas, who had spun towards him in horror. ‘Sigurd? What do you mean gone?’
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd didn’t know where he was, but he felt scared enough that it almost didn’t matter. Something had taken him away from his brother and their men. Away from the forest they’d been marching through. Away from everyone and everything he knew.

      And now he was nowhere.

      The darkness was all-encompassing. He couldn’t see his hands as he brought them up to his face, blowing on them to warm them up. There was no fire, no warmth, just darkness that quickly ate away at his sanity. He kept hearing voices, noises, eventually deciding that they were in his own head.

      His thoughts. He could hear his thoughts.

      His fears.

      Was he dead?

      Perhaps he hadn’t been taken at all? Maybe he’d been killed?

      His arms ached, his body weak as he bent forward, unable to even see the floor beneath his feet. He crouched down, touching stone, and running his hand around, he felt indentations.

      Shapes?

      Symbols?

      Trying to take his mind off the cold and his fears of where he was, Sigurd followed the indentations with his finger, hoping to see the symbols come alive in his mind. Eventually, he realised that he was standing inside an entire circle of symbols. He was disoriented, but he felt confident that it was a circle.

      Weary now, he sat down, though the stone was cold, quickly seeping through his cloak and trousers, and he decided it was better to stand. So, standing again, he blinked, catching a glimpse of flames in the distance.

      And a figure coming towards him.
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        * * *

      

      It was such an important secret and not hers to share, but Stellan deserved to know, and Alys felt compelled to tell him.

      They moved to a table near a brazier, where two young women were cooking flatbreads and sausages. The smell would have had Stellan’s mouth watering if he hadn’t felt so worried.

      ‘Sigurd is Thenor’s son,’ Alys whispered, leaning across the table. ‘I... Thenor told Reinar. Reinar went searching for Sigurd in Orvala because Thenor asked him to. Because Thenor is his father.’

      It was hard to respond to that, so Stellan sat in total silence until he heard Gerda calling his name in the distance. He thought of how Ottby was gone, and Ake was gone, and they were imposing themselves on a reluctant hostess. He thought of Reinar, carrying the burden of the kingdom on his shoulders, and Agnette, who feared that someone was trying to kill her baby. And his wife, who had been against adopting Sigurd from the moment Stellan had brought him home. A tiny bundle, almost frozen solid.

      But not quite.

      The baby had been left safely in the forest, wrapped warmly, hidden beneath a little shelter.

      ‘Thenor?’

      Jonas couldn’t speak, but seeing the pain in Alys’ eyes, he leaned forward, touching her arm. ‘That’s not what’s troubling you, is it?’

      Alys shook her head. ‘No. Alari found out Thenor’s secret when we were in Orvala. She discovered the truth. And now...’ She swallowed, braving Stellan’s eyes. ‘Now, she’s taken Sigurd.’
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        * * *

      

      The cloaked figure moved slowly, a flaming torch in its hand, watched by Sigurd, whose back muscles twisted like ropes being tightened. He had nothing to defend himself with. His weapons were gone. His throat was so dry that he didn’t even think he could scream, and his arms were mostly useless, both now injured.

      He crouched low, wondering if it was Vasa, Goddess of Death.

      He saw little but the cloak, though, which revealed nothing.

      ‘Who are you? Why am I here?’ he bellowed.

      The figure stopped, flames sputtering from the torch. And then a hand, removing the hood, and Sigurd looked up, seeing...

      Thenor.
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      Sigurd knew it was Thenor.

      The god was famous for wearing a wide-brimmed hat that shielded his eyes, yet here he was, bare-headed, dressed in a simple black cloak. His long hair hung past his shoulders, white and straight. His beard reached his chest, a dark stripe running down its centre. He looked like an old servant, yet Sigurd had the strongest sense that this was Thenor, Father of the Gods.

      Thenor smiled, stepping forward. ‘And why is that, do you think, Sigurd? Why do you think you know me?’

      Sigurd suddenly heard water running, though it was still so dark that he had no real sense of where he was.

      Thenor lifted a hand across the flames of his torch, and soon there was light, a sky of deep blue emerging out of the darkness, and Sigurd saw that he was standing in a courtyard paved with stone.

      ‘You haven’t answered my question,’ Thenor said, walking to the nearest wall, where he placed the torch into an empty sconce. For though there was light in the sky now, it was a diffuse sort of light and still bitterly cold. ‘Why do you think you know me?’

      Sigurd was confused and annoyed and frightened all at the same time. ‘Because I’ve heard stories about you, I suppose. I don’t know. Why? I don’t know!’ He tried moving forward, though he found that he couldn’t, and looking down, he saw that the tip of a boot was almost touching the circle of symbols.

      He couldn’t move any further.

      He’d been right, he thought, turning around to see that he was imprisoned.

      Trapped.

      By Thenor?

      Thenor smiled. ‘I have not trapped you, Sigurd. Not at all. I have saved you from Alari, who is hunting you. Her and Vasa both. They sought to capture you in that forest and hold you prisoner, thinking they could hurt me or bribe me. I’m not sure which anymore. Likely both.’

      ‘Why?’ Sigurd’s head swam with voices, some he tried to ignore. It felt as though the answer was staring him in the face, and yet he didn’t want to see it.

      He wanted to close his eyes against it, to return to his brother and his friends.

      ‘You are my son, Sigurd.’ Thenor entered the circle now. ‘My son. And in here, Alari cannot see you, cannot find you. Here, you are safe, with me.’ Reaching Sigurd, Thenor placed a hand on his shoulder, staring into those blue eyes, so similar to his own, and Sigurd gasped, seeing everything.
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        * * *

      

      Alari was becoming used to the bitter taste of defeat.

      She hated it. Hated that her father continued to be one step ahead of her no matter how many times she thought she’d reclaimed her footing, finding new ways to beat him.

      And yet, as always, Thenor had outthought her again.

      Vasa may have sent her death collectors to capture Sigurd, but it was Thenor’s vatyr who had taken him in the end.

      Taken him, and now what?

      Alari didn’t know.

      Sigurd Vilander was no longer with his brother, that was obvious. Not with his parents either. Not anywhere she could find him.

      He was nowhere!

      Having listened to her sister’s explosive tantrums all night, Vasa had left, and now Alari had no one to complain to. No one to scream abuse at. She had slaves and attendants, though they mostly hid from her when they weren’t required, and she no longer took any pleasure in making their lives more miserable than they already were.

      Then, head snapping around, she remembered her prisoner.

      Ulfinnur.

      Her father’s oldest friend. The God of Winter.

      And smiling now, Alari unsheathed her knife, heading for the stairs.
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        * * *

      

      Estrella was unhappy about being forced under the castle, down into the freezing catacombs that ran beneath the city like rabbit burrows, though she knew it was what Ake would have wanted. They had discussed it before, on many occasions, when he had grown worried that his enemies would come for him by sea.

      Jorik’s sons had tried it once, losing most of their fleet. After that, the Vettels had focused on destroying Ottby, aiming to come to Stornas overland.

      Estrella had always expected an attack by the Vettels, though now they were gone, and she was faced with what?

      She didn’t understand.

      Adelborg tried to explain.

      The girls were busy exploring the tunnels with their servants, and for one moment, Estrella was too distracted to fuss over them. She felt nauseous, remembering the child she was carrying, and not wanting to become so upset that she put that child at risk, she sat still, listening.

      ‘Hector has an alliance with Gudrum, so they will work together to take the city. You must be prepared for that, my lady.’

      Estrella had refused to leave, not believing that this Gudrum had any chance of breaking in, but with Hector’s help? She swallowed. ‘What do you advise?’

      ‘Patience, for now, and then speed. Your brother will hold out Gudrum and his men as long as he can. We just have to hope that the Vilanders arrive before Hector. That they are not caught.’

      ‘And Stellan? You said Stellan has returned. Is he coming? Here?’ Estrella would have felt comforted if that were the case.

      Adelborg shook her head. ‘Stellan must keep his people safe now. They no longer have Ottby’s great walls protecting them. But do not fear, my lady, his son is more than capable.’

      The old dreamer’s words barely pierced Estrella’s consciousness. She saw Ake in her mind, waving goodbye to her and the girls. She felt his lips the last time he’d kissed her, the tickle of his moustache, which had grown far too long. She had seen him brushing it out of his mouth as he walked away. His smile, so sad and final.

      He had known, Estrella knew that now.

      He had known that they would never see each other again.

      ‘What has become of Hector? Tell me the truth, Adelborg,’ Estrella demanded, tears in her eyes. ‘Has he gone so mad that he would kill two small girls? A pregnant woman? I was friends with Cotilde. With Orla. I never hurt them, nor did Ake, yet he wanted my husband’s head. So now, will he try to hurt me?’

      Adelborg sat on a stone bench in an atrium of sorts. There were dark chambers they could go inside and lock the doors, places more secure to hide, but while Gudrum was still outside the city walls, it was better for the children to have more space.

      To feel free.

      And even though it felt as though the walls were closing in on them, the dust clogging their throats, it was better than being shut up in a tomb.

      ‘Grief drove Hector mad, yes. Whenever I see him in my dreams, he is no longer a man who feels what other men do. His soul has been corrupted by grief, his mind fixed only on vengeance.’

      ‘Which is complete, surely?’ Now Estrella was sobbing, not wanting to imagine her husband’s body and what foul cruelties Hector had inflicted in the pursuit of that vengeance. ‘Do you really believe he blames me? That he would hurt us?’

      Adelborg nodded. ‘I do, my dear. I most certainly do. You see, his true plan wasn’t to kill Ake. Not in Ottby. He wanted to take him prisoner and bring him here. He wanted to kill you and the girls in front of him so that Ake could feel the pain he felt when Orla and Cotilde died. He planned to kill you all to break Ake’s heart.’

      Estrella swallowed, rubbing her eyes as the girls rounded the corner with their servants. ‘Well, then,’ she hissed. ‘We had better hope that Reinar Vilander lives up to my husband’s high opinion of him. That he gets here in time!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Reinar had slowed his army down further by stopping in Nackka to avail himself of more weapons, pleased with how many arrows they had to hand. Nackka’s small fort was commanded by a lord of high standing, who had sent his men with Ake when he’d headed to Ottby. He had remained behind at Ake’s request, though, with a good-sized garrison to keep things secure.

      The Lord of Nackka had been unimpressed with his guests, reluctant to part with either his men or his arrows until Vik had intervened to tell him that Ake had chosen Reinar as his heir. And deciding that it was always better to be on the right side of his king and neighbour, the Lord of Nackka gave Reinar everything he needed.

      So now they had weapons enough to confront Gudrum, and if they could overcome him, they would get into Stornas. But what would happen then?

      That was becoming their main concern.

      ‘How are we going to hold Stornas once we get inside?’ Reinar whispered to Vik, who had taken over Sigurd’s place by his side. Ludo had dropped back to ride with Eddeth, wanting to know if she’d seen anything of Sigurd. He’d sent Ollo out with Ilene to back up the scouts, who were roaming the snowy countryside looking for problems. ‘Ottby was secure, but Ake was defeated. They got in. All the way in.’

      Vik tried not to let his mind wander to Ottby’s demise, for Ake had always been a dear friend and the finest of warriors. To know that he’d been killed by one of their own? It left a foul taste in Vik’s mouth. ‘Well, I’ve been thinking about that. About everything I’ve heard. It started with a dreamer, that first breach. She conjured up some magic, setting snakes upon Ottby. And how do you defend against magic?’

      ‘You kill the dreamer,’ Reinar decided, thinking of Mother Arnesson.

      ‘Exactly. Stornas is strong, so we get in, call for reinforcements and prepare for a siege. Ake’s always had a vast store of arrows to hand. He often talked about it. If that’s still the case, we can keep going for weeks. Maybe months.’

      ‘If we can kill Hector’s dreamer.’

      ‘Hector’s?’ Vik shook his head. ‘No, I was talking about Gudrum’s. Gudrum’s the one we need to worry about first. If we get through him, and so far it’s been some effort to get through him, then we’ll worry about Hector’s witch. But first, we have to kill that Raf. She’s loyal to Gudrum. She’s saved his life too many times for anyone to doubt that now. Even Sigurd. There’s no time for sentiment, not when it comes to losing Alekka. We do what we have to to save Stornas.’

      Reinar felt odd, thinking of his brother, but he nodded, knowing that Ake needed him to be the king.

      Heart of stone, he told himself.

      Heart of stone.
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd felt nothing and everything. He was numb and yet suddenly completely aware of how strange his life had been.

      How was it possible?

      To not have known?

      To have lived amongst men as the son of a god?

      ‘My mother?’ he asked Thenor, who remained standing inside the circle as they spoke. ‘You haven’t mentioned her. I... is she alive?’

      Thenor hesitated, giving Sigurd some hope, then working quickly to try and extinguish it, he shook his head. ‘Whether your mother is dead or alive is not something I plan to share while Alari lives. I won’t discuss her, what she was or is, I simply won’t.’ He dragged a hand down his face, becoming uncomfortable. ‘You were not born of love, if that is your question. More of need. My need for an heir.’

      ‘What?’

      Thenor smiled, seeing the shock distorting Sigurd’s handsome face. ‘You don’t think a god plans for the future? Perhaps you think I am as arrogant as the songs sung about me would have you believe?’ He shook his head. ‘For that to be so, I would have to be as foolish as my brother. No, I have always known that, immortal or not, my time will eventually end. My mother warned me when she sent me here. A challenge, she said. For you, my eldest son, I entrust you with a challenge.’ Now Thenor was moving again, hands clasped behind his back. ‘She was not wrong. And though I have faced my challenges adeptly at times, at other times, I have fumbled, and now the repercussions of those mistakes are rippling back to me like the tide. I cannot escape them. I always knew that, eventually, I would not be able to escape them.’

      ‘I... don’t want to be your heir,’ Sigurd admitted. ‘I want to be with my family. My brother.’

      Thenor snorted, amused by his son’s honesty. ‘Though your real family is here, in the realm of the gods. The immortals. Your destiny is not with the humans. Trust me, it is not. You will not age, Sigurd. You are nearly thirty, and yet you still have a youthful quality about you. Soon you will stop ageing altogether. It strikes us all at different times. For me, as you can see, it came much, much later.’ He ran his hands through his long white beard, self-consciously tidying it.

      Sigurd turned away, not wanting anything Thenor had said to be real, and yet he’d always desired to know who had left him in that forest and why.

      ‘To hide you where my enemies would never think of looking, for the moment you were conceived, you were in danger. Valera can keep herself safe from Eskvir and Alari and whichever enemies feel emboldened to strike. But you? While Alari is still breathing, you are in great danger.’

      ‘Why don’t you kill her then? If you’re so afraid of what she could do, why keep her alive?’

      ‘Because I have killed before, with far less thought, and I won’t do so again, for it is not only Alari I have to contend with. Eskvir wants a war of the gods, just as much as Hector Berras wants a war in Alekka. And my brother doesn’t wish to fight with magic but with weapons of death. So if I were to kill Alari, I would set in motion a chain of events that I am not ready to contend with. That Alekka is not ready to contend with. Not yet.’

      Sigurd didn’t understand.

      ‘I believe that soon I will die.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘It is nothing I have seen myself, more something I suspect. Something almost confirmed by that dreamer, Mirella Vettel. She says she has seen more than me, has knowledge greater than my own. I suspect that is true. She is as corrupt and evil as the rest of the power-hungry witches and demons circling my bones, though she is, I believe, no liar.’

      Sigurd didn’t know what to say. Then Thenor’s words echoed back to him. ‘And if you die, you want me to...’

      ‘Rule in my place? I do. It always seemed like the perfect solution to me, that Reinar would become the King of Alekka, and you would be the King of the Gods. If that were to happen, Alekka would be in safe hands.’

      Sigurd felt as though he couldn’t breathe. The air was so cold and dry. There was no moisture in his throat at all. ‘And you will keep me here? In this circle? Until you’re dead?’ Sigurd said it almost as a joke but seeing the intricate symbols carved into the stones, he wondered if this was perhaps some ancient prison of the gods? Perhaps this was The Gallagrim?

      Thenor laughed. ‘No. I needed to know that I could keep you safe first, here. And now I am certain Alari hasn’t followed you.’ He held out a hand. ‘Come into my hall, Sigurd, and we will drink together.’

      Sigurd stared at that hand with mistrust in his eyes. ‘I need to help my brother, my father. Stellan, I...’

      Thenor dropped his hand, heading for the stone steps that led through the gardens, up to his hall. ‘We will talk,’ he murmured. ‘Do not worry, Sigurd. There is time for us to talk about everything.’
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        * * *

      

      After Alys told Stellan about Sigurd, he hadn’t wanted to talk to anyone.

      It was both a wonderful surprise and a horrifying revelation. What he cared about most was what it meant for his son. Not Thenor’s son, but his. The man he’d raised since he was a newborn babe, in desperate need of a mother to suckle on. He felt anxious and worried, wanting to know if Sigurd was safe.

      Eventually, Gerda found him. ‘Where have you been?’

      Stellan stared at her with annoyance in his eyes, not speaking.

      ‘Is something wrong? Something else?’ Gerda panicked, seeing Katrine Hallen out of the corner of her eye, talking to two armed men, sometimes looking her way. ‘I don’t think that woman wants us here. She glowers at us as though we’re intruders, keeping her hostage. You can feel that, can’t you?’

      ‘Course I can,’ Stellan grumbled. ‘And why wouldn’t she? Tromsund’s hardly Ottby. Where is she supposed to put us all? Not to mention all these mouths to feed.’ He turned to Gerda with a scowl. ‘What did you want?’

      Gerda was surprised by her husband’s rudeness, but seeing the exhaustion in his eyes and the dark circles beneath them, she supposed she wasn’t that surprised. ‘I wanted to know what we will do, Stellan. We lost our home. Our boys are gone. Perhaps one will be the king? Or perhaps he’ll be killed trying to reach the throne And you... you have returned.’ Tears flooded her eyes as she stepped towards his broad chest, wanting to feel his arms around her again.

      He hadn’t touched her since his return; he’d barely looked her way.

      Stellan dropped his head, and with some reluctance, he wrapped his arms around his wife. Hearing her sobs, he held her with more affection, feeling his shoulders drop. ‘It will be alright, my dear. Whatever comes next, we’ll be together. I won’t let anything happen to you. You know that.’

      ‘But you were gone, Stellan!’ Gerda cried against his chest. ‘You left me. Left me with that corpse in a chair! I didn’t know what to do! I...’ Her nose quickly blocked as he stroked her hair, trying to calm her down.

      They were in a narrow alley between two rows of cottages, and Stellan saw a small boy with an open mouth looking at them from a doorway. ‘But I’m back, and just in time.’ He smiled, hoping that was true. ‘Now Reinar can focus on trying to save Stornas, and I can keep our people safe. With your help.’ Stepping back, Stellan peered down at his wife, lifting her chin. ‘It’s not always been easy, has it, being my wife? But you have a job to do now, Gerda. Whether Katrine Hallen is happy to have us here or not doesn’t matter. What matters is that we stay safe. Together. That we protect those Ake chose us to care for. We can’t let him down.’

      Gerda nodded, wiping her eyes, though despite anything Stellan might say to reassure her, she knew her husband better than anyone, and she could see how much danger they were in. All of them. She didn’t want to smile and think of blankets and bandages.

      She wanted to run and hide.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What do they think they can achieve out there?’ Vito wondered to his head archer. ‘Hiding behind a few shield walls on the piers?’

      Torvil Garthar, a man twice Vito’s years, had a quiet calm about him. Archers were generally the least aggressive of their warriors, Vito thought, studying him closely. No, not the least aggressive, he realised, for they wielded great power in those arms, working hard to eke out every last bit of strength, always striving to go faster, to be more accurate with their aim. But they were the calmest, the ones who needed to focus both mind and body on hitting their mark. They had to stay still. To be in control.

      And though Vito understood that, sometimes he wanted to see a spark of fire in the man’s grey eyes.

      ‘They want us to send all our arrows their way, I suspect, my lord,’ Torvil said dourly. ‘Waiting for reinforcements. Making us attack them.’

      ‘Then shall we stop?’ Vito watched the shield walls creeping up the piers with interest, seeing that they’d made little progress throughout the day. The clouds appeared to be sinking towards the sea, and though the wind was tearing through the ramparts, Vito saw little movement in that water. His breath snaked around him as he spun towards the silent archer. ‘What do you truly think, Torvil? Don’t be shy now. We have a city to defend. Lives to protect!’

      ‘We should stop, my lord. They can’t get in, so why waste our arrows? They can’t get in with a few shield walls.’

      Vito agreed. ‘Then stand down your men, but remain watchful. I doubt that man brought his ships into our harbour seeking a pointless death. He will have plans, so we can only hope that Adelborg uncovers them in time.’
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        * * *

      

      Raf had spent some time removed from herself.

      She wasn’t sure if she’d been in a dream, but she certainly hadn’t been on the ship with Ovi guarding her. She hadn’t been trapped in the cold, with the wind in her ears, snow blanketing her fur, listening to the grunts and shouts of Gudrum’s men in the distance, the creak of the ship as it butted the pier.

      She heard Ovi’s thoughts loudly. He wanted to leave her behind and join his friends. He wanted to get into the fort and see if they had any ale.

      ‘They’ve stopped firing,’ Raf said, lifting her cloak and struggling up to her feet. Her legs had gone numb after sitting for so long, and she stumbled against the lanky man, who righted her with a smile. ‘They won’t waste their arrows, though it took them far too long to realise it.’

      ‘You don’t know that.’ Ovi peered down at her through one long bushy eyebrow. He hesitated. ‘Do you?’

      ‘Of course! I’m a dreamer,’ Raf said sweetly. ‘I’m not in any danger at all. You can go and find Gudrum. Stay with him now. They won’t loose any more arrows today. Tell him that.’

      And seeing that as a reason to finally leave the ship, Ovi loped away.

      Leaving Raf entirely alone.

      She turned around, hands gripping the cold wood of the stern, knowing that she hadn’t been imagining it.

      The sea was freezing.
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      Eddeth was becoming so distracted by Ollo’s noise that she almost turned around and whacked him with her staff. Though the staff was a precious weapon, and she didn’t want to damage it.

      They had stopped for a drink, mainly for the horses, though it did let those who’d been riding stretch their legs, while those on foot enjoyed a moment to sit down.

      The snow had intensified during the day, and there was little pleasure in standing by the barely flowing stream, drinking water cold enough to freeze your innards.

      ‘We must get going,’ Eddeth sighed with some regret as she felt a deep need for sleep. ‘Hector Berras is snapping at our tails. He has to with all those lords watching him, waiting for their gold. A nest of hungry vipers, oh yes they are!’

      Sometimes, Reinar wondered who Eddeth was talking to as she jumped around, her eyes never resting on any one face. By the time she’d finished speaking, she was glaring at Ollo.

      Who scowled back at her. ‘What?’

      ‘Oh, nothing. Just those thoughts of yours. Loud as a bull crashing through a cottage, they are. I can’t think. Can’t think at all!’

      ‘What do you need to think about?’ Ollo snorted. ‘What have you done since we started out? Nothing that I can see. Nothing to help us! We lost Sigurd. Men died, horses... and what did you do? Sneeze and fall over?’ By the time he’d finished shouting, Ollo regretted losing his temper. He scrubbed his eyes, sighing loudly as he turned away.

      Eddeth stared after him.

      She felt the truth in his words like salt in a cut.

      He was right.

      ‘He’s wrong,’ Vik said. ‘We’re all just tired and cold. Ignore him, Eddeth. Ollo’s always got to have something to complain about. If things were going well, he wouldn’t know what to do with himself.’

      Eddeth turned away from Vik, seeing Aldo, who came towards her with a waterskin. She shook her head, wanting to get to the stream herself.

      Needing a moment alone.

      Vik watched her go before turning back to Reinar and Berger, who’d crouched down, clearing a patch of snow, attempting to draw a map of Stornas. Ludo stood over them, jiggling his frozen legs, eyes on the trees, wondering what would come for them next. He was struggling to think about moving forward, though he tried to follow Reinar’s lead. Reinar, who appeared solely focused on getting to Stornas.

      ‘What do we think?’ Vik murmured, bending down to see what Reinar was drawing.

      ‘I think all we seem to do is plan how to get into forts or think up ways to protect them,’ Reinar replied. ‘We should be getting better at it.’

      Vik grinned. ‘Well, no fort is the same, and Stornas has its problems. For Gudrum and us.’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Berger wanted to know.

      ‘Well, Gudrum will be faced with a wall the size of a mountain if he’s coming through the harbour, which we have to assume he will. A wall mounted with ramparts and thick crenellations. The archers will be rested and well supplied. Gudrum may have acquired some bows and arrows on his travels, but he won’t have nearly enough to cause Vito’s archers any problems. And he won’t have the men. Stornas’ garrison will be able to fire on him for days.’

      Reinar looked pleased about that.

      ‘So it makes no sense for Gudrum to try and get through the harbour gates. Those are the main gates. He’d be better to leave his ships behind and find a way in through the northern gates. The wall isn’t as tall there. The terrain’s more accommodating to an enemy army. It’s still not going to get you far without siege towers, but it’s better than attacking through the harbour.’

      ‘Is that how you got in?’ Reinar wondered. ‘To defeat Jorik?’

      ‘The northern gates?’ Vik nodded. ‘Ake worked hard over the years to strengthen them, I know. But still, that’s where we need to aim.’

      ‘If he’s attacking the harbour, we can slip inside,’ Berger decided. ‘Join forces with Ake’s garrison.’

      ‘Exactly,’ Vik said as Ludo dropped down to join them. ‘But remember, Gudrum has a dreamer, and if she wants to help him, she’ll show him every weak spot. Every way inside. We just have to stop her before she stops us.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘And you think you can stop Thenor?’ Ulfinnur hissed as Alari carved her knife into his chest.

      He was trapped inside a circle, tied to a chair as the Goddess of Magic worked to terrorise him. He hoped to keep her talking, wanting to distract her, knowing that nothing irritated Alari more than Thenor.

      Alari straightened up. ‘You have magic protecting you,’ she decided, yet to have discovered where it was lurking. ‘My sister is becoming skilled in the dark arts, I see.’

      Ulfinnur blinked, his mind immediately filling with images of Valera, though he felt confident that Alari couldn’t see inside his mind. Yet. ‘Vasa? I haven’t seen that bitch in years. I imagined she’d be here, hiding in a corner, doing your bidding like the dutiful sister she’s always been.’

      Alari swung back, slashing her knife across another symbol on Ulfinnur’s hairless chest. He grunted, head falling forward. He was thousands of years old, though he looked middle-aged, his hair mostly brown, his beard coppery, with only hints of grey. ‘That sister is none of your concern. But Valera? Oh, I think we both know how you feel about Valera. Do you want to save her, Ulfinnur? Save her from me? Then you will tell me the truth and save me some time. What magic has she done to keep you from me?’ Using her own magic, Alari had frozen Ottby’s harbour, and with Ulfinnur trapped in her circle, there had been nothing he could do to stop her.

      But now?

      Now she needed to bind him to her, controlling him completely.

      She couldn’t have Ake’s allies working with each other.

      She wanted to freeze Alekka in.

      Lowering her voice to a deep hum, she prowled the circle, dark cloak swishing around her legs. ‘I can do this for hours. Days. Weeks. I will cut you to ribbons, one sliver at a time. And when I’m done? Well,’ she smiled, ‘I shall wrap up your bloody remains and deliver them to Valera myself.’

      ‘If you can find her,’ Ulfinnur panted, angry at himself for getting caught. For putting both Thenor and Valera in danger with his carelessness.

      Valera. The sweetest, most gentle goddess of all.

      And if Alari found her?
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        * * *

      

      Stellan had put his warriors to work, helping the Tromsunders to further shore up their defenses.

      It almost evinced a smile from Katrine Hallen.

      Stellan studied her closely as they walked through the square. ‘You’re still concerned?’

      She nodded. ‘I fear I’ve made the wrong decision, letting you stay. There are so many of you. When the time comes, if it does, how will we all fit inside the fort?’ Tromsund’s simple wooden fort housed the hall and square, a fenced training ring and a number of cottages and outbuildings, though many of Katrine’s people lived outside its walls, farming their own holdings. They would come to the fort to celebrate festivals, to share in the feasting and games with their lord and lady, to trade and visit, but they did not live there. And the fort was generally quite empty.

      But now?

      ‘I wouldn’t worry yet,’ Stellan grinned, trying to keep Katrine on side. Her face was lined with concern, her frown never easing. She was a proud, strong woman, though no matter how hard he worked to assure her of their safety, he could never tease out a smile.

      Much like Gerda, he supposed, smiling himself.

      ‘Well, you are more experienced in these matters than I am,’ Katrine supposed. ‘Older.’

      Now Stellan laughed, loosening his tension further. ‘Older’s quite right. And yes, I am experienced, so when the time comes, I’ll take charge of the defenses.’ He saw her stiffen. ‘If that suits you, my lady?’

      ‘Of course. I just... this is not your fort, these are not your people. I don’t want you forgetting that, my lord. This is not your home.’

      When Stellan thought of Ottby, he felt wistful and sad, imagining the mess Hector had made of it; not wanting to imagine the mess he’d made of Ake. ‘My home is Ottby.’ He saw his men fighting in the training ring, and he lifted his head, surprised by how rapidly he’d gone from feeling energised to groaning about his old aches and pains. How quickly he’d forgotten the prisoner he’d once been and his new appreciation of life. ‘And Ottby is where we’ll return, as soon as my son takes Stornas, and we defeat Hector Berras. We won’t linger any longer than we have to, I promise.’
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        * * *

      

      After consulting his dreamer, Hector’s spirits rose.

      Beside him, Skoll simmered moodily. ‘It is brave of you to put your trust in that woman, my lord,’ he said eventually. The snow was falling heavily, and his hood was drawn down, masking most of his face.

      Though Hector could still hear his whiny voice. ‘Brave?’ He laughed. ‘That woman helped me choose the right time to attack Ottby. An attack I’d been planning for over a year. It wouldn’t have succeeded at another time, so no, I don’t think it’s brave to trust my dreamer, I think it’s logical, my lord. And soon we’ll hunt down the Vilanders’ army, and I will take my throne. So say what you will, but that woman has helped both of us reach our goals.’

      Skoll hid his reaction from Hector as he angled his face down further, seeking to protect it from the bitter wind and swirling snow. He shivered, dreaming of his sumptuous bed and his beautiful young wife, who he’d left back in Ennor. His young, pregnant wife who would deliver him a healthy son while he was away.

      And he would return to her triumphant. Soon.

      ‘Yet a victory is no victory unless it is complete,’ Skoll added, wanting to wipe the smile off Hector’s sagging old face. ‘And Stornas is a high mountain to climb.’ He looked up, hearing thunder. ‘A mountain we may be climbing for weeks if the gods aren’t with us.’

      Hector’s smile didn’t fade. ‘But you saw what Gysa helped us do in Ottby. She can help again, and she will. The gods are on our side. Those who favour a change. Those who’d had their fill of Ake. Gysa told me all about them. Alari and her sister, Vasa, they seek a change. A new Alekka with a new king.’ Hector tapped his boots against his horse’s flanks, worried that his old stallion had finally had enough of the weather. He didn’t blame him. It felt like they’d been pushing against a strong, cold current for days.

      The howl of the wind intensified, tearing at their cloaks, and Skoll didn’t reply as he fought to tuck everything under his legs, pulling his hood more tightly around his face, wishing he could tie it beneath his chin to stop the snow getting in. His white mare, almost lost in the blizzard, threw up her head, not enjoying the journey at all.

      ‘Ditches down there!’ Hector warned, blinking through the snow as Skoll’s horse skipped sideways. ‘Careful now!’

      Skoll nodded, though he was barely smiling, thinking of his dead father and his pregnant wife and his ambitions, which burned like a hot fire.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum’s joy remained untainted as the day wore on.

      Abandoning his shield walls, he’d sent a handful of men on scouting missions around the old city wall, into the hills and forests, and those men had returned to him through a determined blizzard, bearing rocks and boulders.

      The right sort of weapons to break into a fort.

      And now they made their way back to those ships where Reinar Vilander had kindly thought to install catapults. Perhaps that would encourage Stornas’ commanders to unleash more arrows?

      According to Raf, the city’s garrison was impressive – twice the size most lords or kings would leave behind. And those men were hiding behind high, thick walls. They had fires and food, warm beds and women.

      And, of course, they had Alekka’s throne.

      All of which was very motivating. Though Gudrum knew he had to be careful not to overplay his hand, reminded of how close he was to both victory and defeat. ‘Let’s check our range!’ he called when the boulders were loaded. ‘See how high these rocks will fly!’ He turned to Raf, though she was huddled in the stern, entirely hidden beneath her cloak. Whether hiding from the snow or trying to dream, Gudrum didn’t know, though he hoped for the latter. ‘Fire!’ He stood back, lifting his head as the boulders soared through the blizzard towards the city wall, taking off a corner of one of the stone crenellations.

      Gudrum turned back, nodding. ‘Seems about right to me. Again!’ He moved out of the catapult crew’s path, heading for Ahlen, who was gnawing his fingernails, struggling to stand still in the cold. ‘Head off with Logi. We need every boulder we can find.’ That would draw Stornas’ archers out, he thought, as finally another volley of arrows was launched from the walls. He threw up his shield, ducking down to protect his head.

      The catapults would keep Stornas’ archers busy as night fell.

      And when it was dark and hard to see, he would set his real plan in motion.
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        * * *

      

      Spurred on by Ollo’s harsh words, Eddeth had shut herself away from everyone. It was easy enough to do. She gave Rofni to Aldo and hopped into a sleigh, burying herself beneath a couple of furs, letting the mournful drone of the wind become her entire world. Soon she couldn’t hear the squeaking snow or the snorting horses or the moaning men around her.

      Just that noise.

      That terrible noise, taking her to another place.

      Wind. Icy wind. The sort of wind where you could stand on the edge of a cliff and feel it trying to bring you into its embrace. To lift you like a leaf, tossing you about, turning and dropping and floating.

      Like clouds. Tumbling clouds.

      Oh, to be a cloud, Eddeth thought with a yawn, seeing herself lying back now, arms extended, falling through the sky. She felt no fear, just freedom. Nothing was restraining her.

      She was lightness itself – as light as air.

      And closing her eyes, Eddeth felt the clouds beneath her body cushioning her fall, embracing her as she slid through them to land on her feet.

      Blinking, wide awake now, Eddeth glanced around, body vibrating.

      ‘You have come!’ Esta Nagel exclaimed gleefully. ‘Oh, Eddeth, some may have had their doubts, but I knew you would come to me. I did! Of course I did!’ And taking Eddeth’s hands, the old woman sneezed.
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        * * *

      

      Alys had barely spoken all day, but now, as they gathered in the hall, with Katrine presiding over another mushy spread, she realised that she had to show some interest in her surroundings. Some awareness of her company.

      And her children.

      Once again, Lotta was barely picking at her meal, puzzling Jonas, who’d run out of ideas to try and convince his tiny great-granddaughter to eat.

      It was fish, which Lotta hated above all things, and which Jonas loved most of all.

      Smoked trout.

      ‘This is delicious,’ he smiled, mouth full. ‘Almost as good as Vik’s!’

      Magnus usually didn’t enjoy fish, but he, too, appeared to be happy with his supper.

      But not Lotta. She hated the smell, the texture, the bones.

      The eyes.

      ‘What do you think Mirella is doing?’ she wondered suddenly, shocking Jonas into silence. ‘I keep trying to see her, but I can’t.’

      Alys was just as surprised. ‘I imagine the answer is everything she can.’ They had both seen that Mirella was alive, but nothing since then, which told Alys that Mirella was well enough to lock them out of her dreams.

      She didn’t know how to feel about that.

      On the one hand, she had no desire to go anywhere near Mirella, but on the other, she feared what her mother was up to with Tarl Brava.

      Jonas, for his part, felt the shame of having tried to kill his own daughter.

      And the regret of not having managed it.

      ‘Though Mirella is far away now. She won’t trouble us,’ Alys assured her daughter, seeing a look of panic in Magnus’ eyes.

      ‘Not yet,’ Lotta decided, bending down to check on Puddle, who had disappeared under the table, searching for crumbs. ‘But when she finds what she’s looking for, she’ll come for us. I’ve seen that. She isn’t done with us, Mama.’ And then she looked at Jonas with fear in her eyes. ‘Or you, Grandfather. You should do some training. Get stronger.’ And patting his arm, Lotta helped herself to Jonas’ last flatbread.

      Alys stared at her grandfather, wanting to see what Lotta could, though nothing came to her. Eventually, Jonas dropped his eyes to his plate, and Alys looked away from her family, seeing Elin Vilander watching her from across the hall.

      Elin took a deep breath, turning back to Stellan. ‘I’m sorry? I... it’s so loud in here. I can barely hear my own thoughts.’

      Stellan smiled sympathetically, having seen Elin watching the dreamer. Elin was always watching Alys, he’d noticed, though he didn’t blame her. Despite his son’s best efforts, it was obvious to everyone that Reinar was in love with the dreamer, and there was nothing Elin could do about that. He patted her hand. ‘You’ll be feeling nervous, I expect?’

      ‘Nervous?’ Now Stellan had Elin’s full attention as she turned her body towards her father-in-law.

      ‘About becoming a queen. You were thrown into being the Lady of Ottby, then suddenly, I returned, and you weren’t. And now, Reinar’s on his way to make himself the king.’ Stellan kept his voice firm, not wanting to reveal even a hint of the doubts he felt. He couldn’t think about Sigurd because what had happened to Sigurd was nothing he could control. But he worried about Reinar, who was leading their army towards Stornas without his father or his brother, and without his best friend, too, Stellan knew, seeing Bjarni looking bruised and miserable beside Agnette.

      Leading them towards one enemy while chased by another.

      It was hard to stay in Tromsund and not try to help his eldest son, but the men he had were needed here, to protect his people. And Katrine’s.

      He’d promised her that.

      Turning away from Elin, he stared at Alys, wondering what they could do to help Reinar.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Oh, the embers have been smouldering for centuries!’ Esta Nagel announced, turning in such a hurry that she nearly toppled over, which was some feat for such a wide, well-balanced woman. ‘And now? Now Alari has stuck her poker in the fire and given it a great stir!’

      Eddeth was too overwhelmed by her surroundings to listen. Too shocked to see her grandmother standing before her, talking to her. Not in a dream, but really here, with her. ‘You’re dead?’ she asked for the fourth time. ‘A spirit?’

      ‘I am! And you have slipped into the spirit realm, which takes some skill without any training. It’s that tiny corridor between life and death. It’s where useful dreamers take up residence. Where we do our thinking and planning before we get to work!’

      Eddeth thought she recognised where she was. She was suddenly warm, hearing the welcome crackle of a fire nearby. Lights glowed from copper bowls on tables, hanging from smoke-stained rafters. She saw that as she tilted back her head, feeling slightly dizzy. Eddeth could no longer hear the wind, but she felt herself swaying, as though there was no solid ground beneath her feet. Though when she looked down, she saw dressed stone. ‘I... why am I here?’

      Esta took her hands. ‘Because you need to learn, Eddeth, and quickly. I can’t hope to just find you in a dream here or there. I have been trying to draw you to me for some time. And now, finally, here you are!’ The old woman quickly became flustered. ‘Though we have little time for catching up and no time at all for chatting. You will come, come with me, and I will take you to my cottage, where we can start our lessons.’ Esta pulled her granddaughter along, gripping Eddeth’s hand like a vice.

      ‘But I...’ Turning her head, Eddeth looked over her shoulder. ‘I have to...’

      ‘Help,’ her grandmother said, an edge to her voice now. ‘You have to help, and we don’t have much time.’
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        * * *

      

      Estrella had called her brother down to the catacombs, where her daughters were crying, not for their dead father but in fear of the noises coming from above.

      ‘You must tell me, Vito. What is happening up there? How can you expect us to sit in this hole with no information? What? Do we just wait for the doors to burst open and our enemies to kill us all?’ Exhaustion and terror and grief had loosened every hold on her temper, and Estrella cried loudly, beseeching her brother.

      Adelborg remained seated on the stone bench. She had spent much of the day walking, not wanting to become stiff and sore, but now she sat and listened.

      The girls had been taken to one of the chambers, the doors closed as the servants tried to get them to sleep, though by the crying sounds in the distance, it didn’t appear to be working.

      Vito eyed Adelborg, who looked to be falling asleep. ‘I had thought the dreamer would see.’

      Adelborg blinked, staring up at the dark-haired man with regret in her tired eyes. ‘I wish my dreams were more helpful, my lord, but they do not always come when I call. My senses are alert, though, and they tell me that Gudrum is testing our stonemason’s skills.’

      ‘He is,’ Vito said shortly. ‘Though we have enough wall to keep him busy for weeks. He’s only got the two catapults and not that many boulders. My archers are making the most of his folly.’

      ‘Though do not underestimate the man,’ Adelborg warned. ‘He is favoured highly by Alari. He has a clever dreamer, too, and a snake-like quality about him. He’s slithered all this way from Brekka to claim fame and fortune, so I doubt he has revealed his true intentions yet.’

      Vito swallowed as the dreamer closed her eyes, saying nothing further. He turned again to his sister. ‘I will send word when I have some. For now, you must just stay here, Estrella. We have our eyes on this Gudrum. He can fling all the rocks he likes at us. Stornas will stay strong. For Ake, Stornas will stay strong.’

      Estrella’s heart ached with loss as she nodded curtly to her brother, turning away, knowing how empty his words were.

      The gods had taken her husband.

      And now they were coming for Alekka.
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      Gudrum kissed Raf goodbye.

      She was sleepy, blinking at him, unable to see more than a shadow.

      ‘Stay safe, little elf,’ he whispered. ‘I won’t be long.’

      Raf tried to sit up, but Gudrum pushed her back down onto the deck.

      ‘You’re safer here. Warmer too. I won’t be long. Ovi’s back. He’ll watch you. Have him send word if you see anything.’

      Raf nodded, not at all comforted by Ovi’s presence. ‘The sea’s frozen.’

      Gudrum’s grin had his cold face aching as he turned away from her without another word. The gods were on his side. Thenor had ruled for so long, yet his power appeared to be waning, for Gudrum could feel a change in the wind.

      Ake was dead, Hector was on his way, and Stornas was theirs for the taking.
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        * * *

      

      ‘When everything falls apart, what will you do?’ Ragnahild wondered bruskly. ‘Sit about, nibbling your nails, pining for a man who was never yours to begin with? Fussing over your children as though they were still toddlers? What will you do, Alys Bergstrom, dreamer? Hmmm?’

      Alys sat up with a start, glancing around the cottage, confused as to where she was for a moment. And then she saw Ragnahild standing by the fire, watching her over the low flames. ‘Am I dreaming?’

      ‘I would hope so, for there are many eavesdroppers in Alekka now. More and more lost souls emboldened to pursue a violent path. And we don’t want them hearing our plans, do we?’

      ‘Do we have plans?’ Alys whispered, slipping out of bed, padding towards the dreamer.

      Ragnahild snorted. ‘We have breath in our lungs, don’t we? Well,’ she considered, ‘you have breath in your lungs. And while you do, we will not quit. No, we will fight! For this battle is only one of many to come.’

      ‘Many?’ Alys sighed, her body heavy and weary as she held her hands to the flames.

      ‘Many!’ Ragnahild promised. ‘Most of us wish to live in peace, free from fear. Safe from the threat of violent lords and evil kings, whose only care is themselves. Not to mention those angry gods seeking vengeance. Though that has never been Alekka!’ And now Ragnahild was cackling again. ‘It has always been a troubled land. I imagine that’s why Daala sent Thenor here. Perhaps she knew that he was the only god strong enough to hold such a place together?’

      ‘And can he? Now? Can he hold Alekka together?’

      Ragnahild didn’t answer. ‘Trouble will come here, Alys. Can you feel it? Outside these walls?’

      Alys nodded. ‘It feels as though we’re being watched.’

      ‘You are. Most certainly, you are. News of Ake’s death will light signal fires up and down this land. From the tip of the North to the bottom of the South.’

      ‘And Mirella?’

      ‘Is waiting. Dismiss her at your peril! Though she will need to get in line, I would say, for there are more enemies to defeat before that comes your way. Those watching you now, they are ready to pounce!’

      Alys swallowed.

      ‘And they will. Don’t think you can escape it. Don’t think you can escape any of it.’

      Alys wanted to cry as fear rose like a wave. ‘That day on the beach, when Reinar came, all I could think about was keeping my children safe. And now? How do I do what I need to when I have to protect them? I have to protect them!’

      Ragnahild smiled with some sympathy. ‘I learned when I was young that a mother can only look after her child if she keeps herself safe first. So, Alys, it is time to learn about your cloak.’

      Alys blinked, resting a hand on the dark woollen fabric. The cottage was drafty, the bedding sparse, and she’d been sleeping in her cloak since they’d arrived. ‘Can it help me?’

      Ragnahild nodded. ‘It was Eida’s. When she died, Salma took it to Ottby, wanting to keep it safe for you.’

      Alys was stunned.

      ‘Oh, don’t you see? Everything happens for a reason. And here we both are on a stormy night, surrounded by dangerous enemies, with plenty of work to do.’ Adelborg pulled a small stool close to the fire, wishing there was something more suitable, but shaking that pointless irritation away, she smiled. ‘So take off that cloak now, and let us begin!’
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        * * *

      

      Skoll visited the dreamer.

      They had finally stopped marching around midnight, Hector guessed, having decided that a quick sleep would refresh them and give the horses a rest. For once, Skoll agreed, though he hadn’t been able to sleep much. He felt impatient, wanting to make more progress, though the weather had been atrocious, so cold he feared that if he stopped moving, he would simply die.

      The dreamer sat with her legs crossed before an enormous fire, removed from the men, and from Hector, whose snores could be heard through the walls of his luxurious tent in the distance.

      ‘What do you see?’ she asked, not looking up. ‘I expect that is your question, my lord. It is always the question for a woman like me.’

      Skoll crouched down, wanting to tear the hood away from her face. She was disrespectful. Arrogant. It made him wild. ‘Why do you hide away? How can anyone trust you when you don’t reveal your face?’

      Gysa wasn’t intimidated by the aggressive boy, though she didn’t want his company, and she tilted back her head, holding the hood down with ringed fingers. ‘My face belongs to me, my lord. I choose who sees it.’

      ‘You would deny a lord?’ Skoll was further incensed, hands trembling with rage.

      ‘I would ask a lord to respect a free woman’s right to wear her hood as she chooses. No more than that. I am happy to help as I can. To answer your questions.’

      Skoll didn’t feel comfortable talking to a dreamer, imagining what his father would think. Though his father was dead, taking his superstitions with him, and now Skoll was free to choose his own path. He glanced over his shoulder, lowering his voice as he turned back. ‘Will Hector be crowned king?’

      ‘Is that what you wish to happen, my lord?’

      Skoll looked surprised. ‘Me? I... wasn’t speaking of myself at all. My father was Hector’s ally. They made their alliance without me, but now... I want to know how things will go. I want to know what you see. Who you see on the throne.’

      Gysa was cautious. ‘I see many kings.’

      Skoll blinked, and the fire popped, sparks flying. ‘In Alekka?’

      Gysa nodded. ‘Though self-proclaimed kings are not true kings. No true king can appoint himself. Only the gods will choose the next King of Alekka. And that king will be crowned in Stornas.’

      Skoll had little faith in the gods to make the right choice.

      He frowned at the dreamer, who read his mind. ‘Do you want to know if you have a chance? A chance to be one of the contenders? Is that why you came to me, my lord?’

      Skoll watched her, knowing that she was Hector’s dreamer, loyal to that old buffoon. ‘You should rest, lady,’ he advised, standing with a jump. ‘For soon we’ll be on the road again.’ And bobbing his head, unable to stop wondering at the disfigurement hidden behind that hood, Skoll Bearsu turned away.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum was pleased by the continued absence of the moon and by the sound of his creaking catapults, occasionally firing at the city walls. It helped to keep Stornas’ garrison focused on the harbour while he siphoned off his men, bit by bit, until he was standing beneath the western wall, back flattened against icy stone, in command of some fifty men.

      It was no army, though when he’d arrived in Alekka after escaping Brekka nearly four years ago, he’d barely commanded half that many men, so it was certainly an improvement.

      And possible, he decided, throwing back his hood and glancing around.

      Wanting to keep their presence hidden, Gudrum used hand signals to shepherd his men ahead of him. He would watch their rear while Ahlen led from the front.

      The snow had ceased, though thick clouds clumped together above their heads, ensuring the night remained dark, and Gudrum’s confidence rose as he climbed the hill alongside the wall. Despite the absence of snow, the wind was powerful, a high pitched whine masking the noise of their boots. Still, they stepped lightly, not wanting to be discovered.

      Not yet.

      For in war, it was always better to be armed with the element of surprise.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth woke with a shadowy figure shaking her shoulder.

      She screamed in its face as though it was one of Vasa’s death collectors, and reaching for her staff, she stabbed hard.

      Not expecting that, Aldo tumbled back onto his arse.

      Which had Vik laughing and Ollo rolling his eyes.

      ‘Well, that’s one way to wake her up, I suppose,’ Ludo frowned at Reinar, who shook his tired head, wishing he could have joined Eddeth in the sleigh for a sleep.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Reinar came forward, trying to calm her down. ‘You were shouting. We thought we needed to stop and wake you.’

      ‘Oh.’ Eddeth saw Aldo pulling himself up on the sleigh, and realising that she was still wielding her staff, she laid it down, reaching out a hand to tap the boy. ‘Sorry, sorry, I am sorry. I was just... having the strangest dream.’

      ‘About?’ Ollo snapped irritably.

      Eddeth stared at him blankly. ‘No idea! Though I’m sure it was strange.’

      ‘Do you want to get back on your horse?’ Aldo asked.

      Eddeth nodded, her dream rushing back to her.

      Or had it been a dream, she wondered groggily?

      She took Aldo’s cold hand as he helped her down from the sleigh, smiling at the boy, thinking of her grandmother, who’d always had hands like lumps of ice.

      Had it been a dream?

      Looking down at her staff, she lifted it up, hoping to catch a glimmer of moonlight. Turning it this way and that, she let everyone walk ahead of her, back to the horses. And then she saw the symbols running the length of the staff, most of them new, some she’d never seen before. No, she had. She knew that now.

      Her grandmother had shown them to her.

      And smiling giddily, Eddeth clasped the staff to her chest, hurrying after Reinar.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Am I your prisoner?’ Sigurd wanted to know. They had eaten alone in Thenor’s hall, a magnificent wooden structure, some five times larger than Ottby’s; its ceilings so high that Sigurd was sure not even ice giants would hit their heads on its rafters. He thought of Ottby with sadness then, wondering what Hector Berras had done to it. ‘If I’m trapped here, how can I help my brother? I need to help Reinar. He needs me!’

      Thenor didn’t turn his head to look at his son, who had been fidgeting beside him since he’d sat down at the high table. ‘You are safer here, with me. Alari can hurt you if you’re with Reinar.’

      ‘And you can’t protect me? You can’t keep me safe?’

      Thenor took the wine jug, filling Sigurd’s goblet and then his own. ‘I can do many things, of course, but will I? For every decision has consequences, Sigurd. To intervene now? To let you go? I’m certain I would regret it.’

      Sigurd only became more impatient to leave. He ignored the full goblet, though the wine was welcome after what had felt like days in the cold, fleeing Orvala and fighting for Ottby. ‘So you’ll hide me here? Hide me away for what? Alekka is in trouble now. Now! If you leave me here, where I can’t help, how does that make anything better? How do you beat Alari by hiding?’

      ‘Is that what you think I’m doing, Sigurd? Hiding?’

      Sigurd glanced around the hall, seeing well-dressed servants bustling about with industry, carrying trays and buckets, some armed with firewood. He saw Thenor’s chair, commanding a circular stone dais, a great waterfall flowing behind it. Blinking, Sigurd tried to focus. ‘Well, I don’t see you helping Reinar. It’s Reinar who you chose to be my brother, who Ake chose to rule after his death. Now Alekka has no king, and all those lords are rushing to claim the empty throne!’ Sigurd stood, his voice straining. ‘I have to get back there. Just tell me what to do to keep myself safe from Alari. Please. We’ll have no Alekka if Reinar falls! With Hector or Gudrum on the throne? No! Is that what you want?’

      Now Thenor stood, seeking to calm his son. ‘Alekka has withstood many challenges, as I, more than anyone, am well aware. Kings have come and gone, as have lords. Men do not live forever. They are the temporary stewards of our land, but we are its eternal guardians.’

      Sigurd shook his head, long hair tumbling out of its topknot, though he barely noticed. ‘So the answer is yes? I am your prisoner? You’ll make me stay here and watch my brother die? Or my father? Stellan? Is that what will happen?’ Sigurd no longer felt the pain of his injuries, though his heart ached. He dreaded to think of what was coming for his family. ‘Is that what you truly want?’

      But Thenor didn’t answer as he turned away, heading out of the hall.

      He stopped at the open doors, looking over his shoulder.

      ‘Come, and I will show you exactly what I want, Sigurd, son of Thenor, Father of the Gods.’
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum waited until his ships launched another round of boulders from the harbour. And hearing voices raised in anger on the ramparts, he knew that those men were distracted. Glancing up, still seeing no sign of rain or snow, he signalled to the men he’d sent into a copse of fir trees to the west, watching as they sparked flint into tinder, hoping the wood was dry enough to catch quickly.

      Moving again, Gudrum headed to the front of his small band of men, joining a grinning Ahlen. ‘So now we go.’

      Ahlen nodded, heart thumping. ‘But stay close to the wall, my lord.’

      Gudrum smiled, pleased that they were of the same mind. ‘Hurry now, and follow me. I’ve been this way before.’
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        * * *

      

      Vito Montagi was cold and tired, his mind wandering to his chamber and the naked body of the woman he’d been thinking of making his wife. Estrella didn’t approve, of course, being his older sister and overly critical, but Flora had woven a spell around him. He thought of little else when he was away from her and when he was with her...

      Turning for the guard tower, a smiling Vito wondered if Flora was asleep in his bed. He’d asked her to be waiting for him, though she’d been hesitant, concerned about his sister finding them together again. ‘I won’t be long!’ he called to Torvil, who shivered over a brazier, occasionally dropping down as another boulder struck the wall. There were fewer now, though, and they appeared to be smaller in size, causing less damage. ‘Send someone to find me if anything changes!’ And raising a hand, he turned, catching a glimpse of something in the distance.

      He blinked, staring into the darkness.

      Surprised to see fire.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum left the signal fire burning in the forest on the western side of the city, leading his men east, towards the postern gate.

      The weakest part of Stornas’ defenses, he remembered Hector saying.

      Thanks to Hector’s insight and his own visits, Gudrum knew all about Stornas.

      And now, he just had to get inside.
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        * * *

      

      Despite the lateness of the hour, Eddeth rode between Reinar and Vik feeling oddly alert.

      Her visit to her grandmother had refreshed her, and she was clear-eyed as they rode down a challenging stretch of road, clinging to Rofni’s reins with a determination that had Reinar puzzled.

      ‘Are you alright, Eddeth?’

      ‘We just need to hurry!’ she warned him, leaning back as Rofni trod carefully down the snow-covered slope.

      ‘Hard to hurry,’ Vik muttered. ‘Not the best place to hurry.’ He felt himself sliding in the saddle, worried about Eddeth. ‘Hold on tight now.’

      Eddeth didn’t answer, though she did nod.

      Ludo followed with Ollo. ‘What do we do if we can’t get into Stornas in time? If Hector’s army catches us?’

      ‘We don’t want to get trapped between Gudrum and Hector,’ Ollo decided. ‘There’s not enough of us. They’d crush us for sure.’

      Reinar could hear them revealing his own fears. He glanced at Vik, seeing little in the darkness.

      ‘We’ve got a small window!’ Vik insisted, not wanting Ollo to start sowing seeds of doubt. ‘To get into the city and lock it down. A small window. I imagine we’ve got a few days for Hector to catch us, so our main problem is what trouble Gudrum might cause in the meantime.’

      ‘Stornas has walls like mountains, and Gudrum went there with a few ships. He won’t be able to get in,’ Reinar tried reassuring them, and himself, remembering how he’d let Gudrum escape.

      ‘Though he’s got a dreamer!’ Eddeth reminded him. ‘And a dreamer is the most powerful weapon a lord can have, so we can’t underestimate what that Gudrum can do. Oh no, we can’t!’
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        * * *

      

      Raf stood in Blood Hunter’s bow, hands on the frozen wooden dragon, hearing Alari’s voice in her ears.

      Once, she’d felt honoured that the goddess had chosen to help her, to seek her help in return. Now she felt trapped. If she didn’t help Gudrum, Alari would kill Sigurd.

      It was all Raf could think about.

      Helping Gudrum, helping Alari.

      Saving Sigurd.

      Valera had tried to stop Alari, but she couldn’t. Thenor, despite his power as the Father of the Gods, hadn’t stopped her either. So who could?

      Raf turned as Ovi trudged towards her.

      ‘Gudrum wants you to come,’ he said, unsure how he felt about that. Two of his friends had died, skewered by Stornas’ archers, though getting closer to the city wasn’t likely to make him any safer. ‘You’d better hurry. He’s waiting.’ Now Ovi became anxious, knowing how intolerant his smiling lord could be.

      Raf nodded, hitching up her cloak, eager to leave the ship behind, knowing that if she was with Gudrum, she had a greater chance of doing what Alari wanted. Though in the back of her mind, she feared that it was already too late.
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      Morning dawned, and Alys left the cottage early, reassured that Stina and Solveigh were watching the children and the cats. She yawned as she walked, heading to the barn where Agnette had deposited her precious chickens. Stina was making hotcakes and needed eggs. And wanting to clear her head, Alys offered to get them for her. Puddle came along, which, Alys belatedly realised, glancing down at the bouncing puppy, wasn’t the best idea.

      Still, no one liked being cooped up inside.

      She saw Tromsund’s walls and frowned, not feeling safe at all. The sky was still a deep, sleepy blue, only a hint of sun rising over the tips of the wooden palings, but Alys saw that some of Stellan’s men were already in the training ring, breath smoke trailing behind them as they fought with swords and staffs. Others she recognised were chopping wood and carrying buckets of water.

      It felt like the calm before the storm.

      Alys smiled at Stellan’s steward, Martyn, who was lugging a bucket of water back to the hall. It sloshed over his boots, and he shuddered, lifting it higher, stepping with care, though Puddle ran up to him, barking loudly, and Martyn cried out in surprise, spilling more water.

      ‘Sorry!’ Alys called. ‘Puddle, come here!’ She tried whistling, but no sound came, though the puppy happily ran back to her as Alys lifted a hand to Martyn and turned into the barn. She had a basket in one hand, and she scooped Puddle up in the other, softly telling him off. ‘Oh!’ Alys pulled up in surprise, seeing Elin Vilander standing before the chickens.

      Swinging around, Elin looked just as surprised. She didn’t say anything, though she glowered at Alys with venom in her hazel eyes.

      They were pretty eyes, Alys thought distractedly, and Elin was a pretty woman with a curvaceous figure and a full, round face. Her features were soft and generous, though her eyes were sharp, like her brother’s had been, and Alys stepped back, immediately wanting to leave.

      Puddle barked.

      Elin blinked at the puppy. ‘I doubt the chickens want a dog in here. They need peace and quiet to lay. Though perhaps you don’t know that? Perhaps your grandfather only taught you about swords and bows, not chickens?’

      Her voice was like ice, and Alys shivered as she shook her head. ‘No, he taught me about chickens too.’ She made to step around Elin, wanting to get the eggs and leave, though she’d quickly stopped caring about eggs at all.

      Elin held her ground. ‘You killed my brother and tried to take my husband, yet you still have the nerve to show your face here? To be here? Around me?’

      Alys dropped Puddle into the damp straw, reaching into the coop, searching for eggs. ‘I... I won’t be long.’

      Elin wanted to rip out her hair, to slap her face and knock her down.

      She was seething.

      ‘I know what you did, Alys. Ilene told me all about how you were while I was gone.’

      Alys spun around with eggs in her hand, listening to Puddle growling by her leg. ‘Ilene?’ Nothing got her madder than thinking about Ilene Gislar. ‘Ilene?’ she repeated. ‘She’s a liar, so I wouldn’t go around listening to her.’ She placed the eggs into the basket, and trying to control her rising anger, she turned back to find a few more.

      ‘You think Ilene is the one I shouldn’t trust?’ Elin laughed. ‘She’s not the only one who saw you taking my clothes and my horse and my husband. Do you really think this is about Ilene?’

      Alys placed two more eggs into the basket and patted her leg for Puddle to follow her. ‘What happened when you ran away...’ she began, anger and guilt mingling in a swirl of emotions as she lifted her eyes to face Elin. ‘Yes, I wore your clothes, and I rode your horse because you were gone, and no one knew if you would ever return.’

      ‘And my husband? What did you do with him?’

      Alys wanted to leave, though the temptation to redeem her reputation was strong; the need to defend Reinar too. ‘He was broken-hearted. He wanted me to help find you.’

      Elin didn’t care. ‘Ha! And then?’

      ‘I...’ Tears sprang in Alys’ eyes. She wanted to rage at Elin Vilander, but in her heart, she knew that she was no better than Ilene.

      No better than that lying husband thief.

      There was nothing she could say.

      ‘Yes, run away, dreamer,’ Elin sneered, sensing that Alys had abandoned the fight. ‘Run away, murderess.’

      Alys saw herself stabbing Torvig, killing the man in the alley, taking off Arnon’s head, and Elin’s words cut deep. ‘Your brother tried to kill me! He raped my friend. He tried to kill Tulia.’ Now she was crying, remembering the terror of the moment when Tulia had died. ‘I imagine you would have done the same when forced to choose between life or death. I imagine you would’ve picked up that sword and tried to defend yourself. Though likely you wouldn’t have been able to. You would have died. But I knew what to do. Your brother died because my grandfather taught me about swords and knives and bows and chickens. And I’m glad he did. Glad I’m still here to keep my children safe. To try and keep us all safe.’ And chest aching, legs shaking, Alys almost ran out of the barn, basket banging against her leg.

      She didn’t see Agnette, who was on her way to check on the chickens, though Agnette watched the dreamer go with a puzzled look on her face, wondering if she should go after her. Then she saw Elin emerge from the barn with a wild look in her eyes. ‘What did you say to Alys?’

      Elin looked annoyed. ‘Me? Say to her? What did you imagine I would say, Agnette? After what she did? What she’s trying to do? Do you think I should hold my tongue? Sit back and say nothing? Allow her to try and take my place?’

      ‘What?’ Agnette shook her head, listening to the clucking cacophony coming from the barn. ‘You’re not thinking clearly, Elin. Alys isn’t trying to do anything of the sort.’

      ‘Ha! You’re far more perceptive than you’re pretending to be, Agnette,’ Elin snorted. Her cheeks were heated, her body vibrating as she pulled in her cloak. ‘You know exactly what she’s doing, what she’s done to Reinar. What she did to Torvig. But don’t think I’ll sit back and let it happen, for if Reinar is crowned king, I’ll be his queen. And a queen has power. The power to make things right. I’ll not be made a fool of, Agnette, and I’ll not allow some dreamer to take away my husband. So stand with her, if you wish, but know that I will not be stopped. Judgement will be served on that woman, and I’ll be the one to see to it!’

      Agnette blinked, turning as a seething Elin stalked away from the barn, heading for the hall.
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        * * *

      

      Stornas was a big city. And in a big city, it was easy to hide.

      Though it hadn’t been his plan to arrive at the city in such a weakened state, Gudrum still had plenty of weapons. Hector had been paying a growing number of men for their loyalty since he’d broken with Ake, knowing that a time would come when their presence would help him get into the walled city. For Stornas was almost impossible to penetrate. Its stone walls may have been ancient, crumbling in weak spots, but he knew that Ake worked on them constantly, desperate to hold onto his throne.

      Though Ake should have cared as much about the loyalty of his men as he cared for his walls, Gudrum thought with a smirk. For now, he was hidden in the city, from where he was perfectly positioned to let Hector and his army inside.

      Three guards loyal to Hector had hurried Gudrum and his men through the small postern gate while Vito Montagi kept the rest of his garrison busy, monitoring the ships in the harbour, responding to the threat of the fire. The fire had torn through the copse, and with no sign of snow or rain, the garrison had had to work quickly to put it out.

      Now, as the sun rose, the garrison’s attention remained divided, wondering where their enemy would come at them next.

      Not realising that their enemy was already inside.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar’s men drove their horses through the snow, frozen clods of white powder flicking into the air. One hit Aldo in the face, amusing Ollo, who burst out laughing on his other side.

      Eddeth had dropped back to ride with them, and she scowled at Ollo. ‘You should spend less time laughing at everyone else and more time worrying about yourself!’ she grumbled, smiling sympathetically at a dripping Aldo.

      Ilene sniggered behind them, winking at Berger, who was quiet beside her. ‘What? Still asleep?’ she wondered, nudging him. ‘You haven’t said a word since the sun rose. Thought you’d be awake by now.’

      Berger shrugged. ‘Just trying to keep going. It’s been a long time of going up and down in the snow. Guess I’m trying not to think at all.’

      He was cold, Ilene could tell, seeing the ice in his auburn beard, the discomfort in his eyes. She felt it herself. She kept licking her lips, which only made them burn more. Touching them, she felt scabs, longing to feel warm water on her skin or a salve of some kind to soften them, though she was hesitant to ask Eddeth, knowing how close the dreamer was to Alys. ‘Think of what’s waiting for us in Stornas. Maybe baths?’

      ‘Oh, they have baths,’ Vik promised, his voice hoarse. ‘Hot baths and soft towels. Beds with pillows and furs, and mattresses stuffed with wool.’ He thought of Jonas, remembering the last time they were all in Stornas together, with Stellan and Ake. It felt like a lifetime ago. Shaking his head, he couldn’t believe that there was no Ake Bluefinn, King of Alekka, anymore. He turned to Reinar, who was eyeing him seriously, looking just like Stellan.

      ‘We need to find water,’ Reinar sighed, breath smoke streaming from tight lips. ‘Take a quick break, go over things again. We won’t have time to think when we arrive if Gudrum’s there.’

      That was true, and Vik agreed. ‘Should be coming to the river soon. We can stop there, finalise our plans.’

      Reinar nodded, though he was thinking of Sigurd, his heart heavy with dread.

      Wondering what had happened to his brother.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Time moves at a different pace here,’ Thenor promised his son, who was growing impatient before him. ‘You needn’t fear. Reinar will barely notice you’ve gone.’

      Sigurd had slept for what felt like days. He hadn’t wanted to, though now he felt more alert than he could remember feeling in his life. Awake, alert, and strong. His wounds had healed completely; not even a scar remained. Though that had irritated him more than it had pleased him, for he didn’t want to be different than anyone else. He didn’t want to be a god.

      When Thenor had taken him to a bedchamber, he’d decided to leave. To find a way out of Gallabrok, back to wherever Reinar was. Though one step out onto his balcony quickly revealed how impossible that was going to be. Thenor’s hall appeared to be clinging to the side of a mountain range, though they were like no mountains Sigurd had ever seen. He’d seen only clouds when he’d leaned over the stone railing, searching for hope. And not finding any, he’d returned to his chamber, barely caring how comfortable the bed looked or how warm the fire was. Though he tried to feel some gratitude, imagining how his brother and their friends would be sleeping.

      How cold they would all be.

      The fire blazed in a giant stone hearth, heating the room as though it was summer. Though Sigurd didn’t feel hot, just as he didn’t feel cold. He felt just right, which made him even more uptight.

      He didn’t want to be here at all!

      And now he was once again sitting beside Thenor, a bounteous spread of hot food arrayed before them in oval-shaped silver platters.

      Thenor stared at his son, not eating. And nor was Sigurd, who insisted he had no appetite, despite his empty belly protesting his lies.

      ‘My brother will be worrying, wondering where I’ve gone,’ Sigurd muttered darkly, running his fingers over the intricate carvings on a silver knife. ‘Which won’t help him with what he must do. How do you expect him to think of anything else? To fix his mind on Gudrum before him and Hector behind him, when he’ll be worrying about me? Imagining I’m dead!’

      Thenor reached for a goblet, though he had little interest in wine. He had spent a restless night stalking the hall, although he wasn’t sure that he’d experienced any revelations or seen any light illuminated on the path ahead. Every decision was a step in one direction or the other. Most could not be undone. Actions, when implemented, could be as permanent as symbols carved into stone. But looking up, Thenor smiled. ‘I propose a toast.’ He lifted his goblet towards a surprised Sigurd, who didn’t reach for his own, though Thenor remained undeterred. ‘To family. And to protecting it at all costs.’ He raised his goblet even higher, seeing confusion in his son’s eyes.

      So blue, he thought, gulping down his wine, eager to begin.
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        * * *

      

      Alys was quiet, sitting on a stool as Stina made hotcakes. The children were thrilled to be back with Stina again, barely able to contain their excitement as they chased Puddle around the cottage, bellies growling in anticipation.

      ‘Did something happen?’ Stina wondered as Alys handed her a wooden trencher. ‘When you got the eggs? I’m not sure you’ve spoken since you came back.’

      Solveigh was curious, too, combing her long, tangled hair beside her.

      Alys shook her head, avoiding their eyes, which was easy, the cottage being windowless and the day being gloomy. ‘No, I just feel...’ She couldn’t think of a word that made sense.

      ‘Afraid?’ Solveigh wondered.

      Alys smiled. ‘Yes, I think so.’ Her voice was low, not wanting the children to hear, which was mostly impossible in such a small cottage, though Magnus and Lotta were talking over each other, both wanting to be heard at the same time. She saw that Lotta’s hair was a knotted mess and that Magnus was growing too big for his trousers.

      They both needed new boots.

      ‘Well, you being afraid is not the news I needed this morning,’ Stina sighed, flipping a hotcake. ‘I had such terrible nightmares last night. I kept waking up, shaking all over.’

      Alys looked up, meeting Stina’s eyes, seeing images of what her friend had been dreaming about, which took her straight back to her run-in with Elin Vilander. ‘If I wasn’t afraid, you’d be more worried,’ she tried. ‘For I would’ve gone mad!

      Solveigh stopped combing her hair as a wave of nausea washed over her. She swallowed, trying to calm her panic, letting it pass. ‘Alys is right. Being here feels like we’re sitting in the middle of a forest, hungry wolves prowling all around us. This is no Orvala, and even though Orvala only had one wall, it felt different. Safer, somehow.’

      ‘Mmmm, and Tromsund’s no Slussfall or Ottby either,’ Alys added.

      ‘But our enemies are heading for Stornas now, aren’t they?’ Before Stina could place a trencher down, a starving Magnus swooped in and hurried away with it. And smiling, Stina held out her hand for another.

      Alys gave it to her. ‘Hector’s army is, yes, but those men Katrine Hallen mentioned? They’re out there somewhere, maybe watching.’

      ‘But is there anything we can do to keep ourselves safe?’ Solveigh wondered. ‘Anything you can do, Alys?’

      Alys nodded, and standing, she decided to forgo breakfast and forget hiding away in the cottage, trying to avoid Elin Vilander and whatever enemies had Tromsund in mind. As Ragnahild had insisted, now was the time to fight, and she could hardly fight if she was too scared to even go outside. ‘I’m going to find Stellan. Children, you stay with Stina and Solveigh until you’ve finished your breakfast, then you can take Puddle and the cats for a walk. Get some fresh air.’

      Magnus and Lotta mumbled at her in the way that said they were only half-listening – the hotcakes and the animals having their full attention.

      But Stina nodded at Alys as she pulled up her hood, preparing for the cold. ‘Don’t worry, you do what you can to help. Looking after them gives us something to do.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Alys said, squeezing her friend’s arm. ‘I don’t know what I’d do without you, Stina.’

      ‘Well, thanks to you saving my life, you don’t have to find out!’

      Alys smiled, and though Elin’s snarling words came at her like knives again, she held her head high, leaving the cottage behind, ready to get to work.
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        * * *

      

      Adelborg grew concerned as the morning wore on. She had been struggling with her dreams for some time. Since Ake had died, she’d seen nothing that would help Stornas. Nothing that would help Estrella and the children. Or herself.

      Sleeping in the catacombs hadn’t helped. The children often woke from nightmares, missing their father, refusing to go back to sleep. Adelborg herself, once woken, had never been able to fall back to sleep. Her mind was always too busy, too full of problems to relax for long.

      She was seventy-six-years-old, though she felt one hundred.

      Eventually, Estrella came to sit beside her, touching the old woman’s arm. ‘Tell me what you see, Adelborg. How long must we be prisoners down here? Maybe we can leave? Go back to the castle? Hiding like this feels weak, and Ake wouldn’t like to think we’re being weak.’

      Adelborg smiled. ‘I agree, of course, he wouldn’t. But I... I am struggling to see the danger. I feel it, my lady, though it is no clearer to me than fog. I feel it, although I am yet to see it. But trust me, it is there.’

      Estrella threw up her hands, annoyed with that answer, though imagining what Ake would say, she remained seated. ‘Where is Vito? He’s sent no word for hours! How do we even know what’s happening? Perhaps he’s dead? Perhaps they all are, and we’re just sitting here with our enemies waiting outside those doors!’ Her voice rose, and she turned to see her two daughters watching her with open mouths.

      Ilyia burst into tears, and Estrella rushed to her feet, enclosing both girls in her arms. ‘Ssshhh, there, there, I didn’t mean that. Of course, I didn’t!’ She tried to get through to the girls, both crying now, though they didn’t hear her over their tears.

      Adelborg couldn’t think at all, and finally, seeing no end in sight to the noise, she stood, shuffling away. ‘I shall find a place to think, my lady!’ she called over her shoulder. ‘I won’t be long!’

      Estrella nodded distractedly, heart broken, body aching, hoping the dreamer could find some answers.
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        * * *

      

      Something had been on Hector’s mind since they’d left Ottby, though he hadn’t wanted to give voice to it. Skoll Bearsu was no ally, and though they’d been thrown into an alliance with one another, he didn’t trust the boy. And riding towards an enemy with an untrustworthy ally beside him made him feel less certain of the future.

      His future.

      Hector’s attention wandered, seeking out danger amongst the dense trees bordering the narrow road. He heard little but the hum of his thoughts and the squeak of snow as they plodded along.

      ‘My lord?’ Skoll wondered sweetly beside him. ‘You’ve been quiet this morning. Is something wrong? Something your dreamer said, perhaps?’ He hadn’t been able to stop thinking about the hooded woman since he’d gone to bed. He wanted to know everything she saw. He wanted to see inside her mind, to know what the Goddesses of Fate had planned for him. His father hadn’t seen his own death coming. If he had, he might have made different choices, worn different armour, taken himself away from the danger before it found him.

      Skoll shook his head, trying to concentrate. He couldn’t allow himself to become as fixated on dreamers as Hector Berras, taking his eyes off what lay before him. Which would hopefully soon be a village and a chance to rest their horses and their men and find some warmth, food, and weapons.

      ‘I’m thinking about,’ Hector began with great hesitation. ‘About... Tromsund,’ he admitted after some internal debate. ‘Stellan Vilander is a shrewd man. I hate to think what trouble he’s making for us, plotting behind Tromsund’s walls. He’ll be sending out messengers all over the South, looking for allies, seeking support. Perhaps even further?’ he mused darkly. ‘Ake always worked hard to keep his allies on side.’

      Skoll was surprised. ‘You think we should’ve gone to Tromsund? Finished him off first?’ His horse stumbled into a hole, and for a moment, all other thoughts left his mind.

      Hector glanced over his shoulder at Gysa, her face hidden from view, though he imagined she was busy reading his thoughts. ‘I think no lord should leave enemies still breathing behind him, for while there is life, there is hope. Hope that they can rise again, come at you again. And knowing how Stellan felt about Ake...’

      Skoll could see how uptight the old lord was becoming. ‘Why not go, then? Take a few hundred men and head to Tromsund? Defeat the Vilanders and meet us at Stornas? We can wait for you.’

      The wind was a terror, blowing Skoll’s hood around his face, though Hector didn’t need to see the boy’s eyes to know what was in his mind. ‘I don’t think that makes sense, no. I need to lead our army, to show our intention. To arrive in Stornas as the man ready to claim the kingdom.’

      ‘Though what will you do about the man you left behind? Ake’s best friend?’

      That irritated Hector further, having always believed that he had been Ake’s best friend. Once.

      ‘I could go?’ Skoll offered, thinking that ripping through a fort with hundreds of warriors sounded a far better way to spend his time than listening to Hector Berras fart out his old mouth.

      ‘You?’ Hector stared at the boy, seeing nothing in Skoll’s odd eyes but the certainty that he would betray him. Someday. Somehow. Though if he were to dispose of Stellan, or Stellan were to dispose of him...

      ‘We could ride fast, my lord. The best warriors, on horseback. No marching men to concern ourselves with.’

      Hector mulled it over. ‘I’d have to send some of my men with you. Men who know Tromsund.’

      ‘Of course. They would ride with me. I would take their advice.’

      Skoll Bearsu, Lord of Ennor, was suddenly eager to be of service. Hector didn’t trust him at all, though he did want to rid himself of Stellan Vilander, and he couldn’t afford to leave Skoll in charge of his army while he took care of things himself. ‘Then go,’ he decided quickly. ‘Yes, you go. Take five hundred men. Burn Tromsund’s fort to the ground, and then return to me, for I will need you and your men for our assault on Stornas. Speak to the dreamer before you go, though. See if she has any insight.’

      Skoll’s tiny eyes glistened. ‘I will. Thank you, my lord, I will.’ He turned his horse’s head away, spurring him down the line of warriors, wanting to find his father’s most trusted advisor, who would help him quickly round up the right men to take.

      This would be his first opportunity to show what he could do as the Lord of Ennor.

      He couldn’t wait.
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      Fifty men were waiting with Gudrum, hidden in the catacombs.

      Fifty men and a dreamer.

      It stunk of shit. There was no food, little light and certainly no warmth or comfort of any kind.

      No one was happy.

      ‘How long till Reinar Vilander arrives?’ Gudrum wanted to know, stiff and sore in the cold tunnel hidden beneath the city. They’d been hurried down into the catacombs as soon as they were inside the city walls. Not wanting their visitors to be discovered, Hector’s spies had quickly separated – half locking the postern gate, the other half leading Raf, Gudrum, and his men down into the ancient tunnels.

      Raf sighed. ‘Soon,’ she insisted, hearing water dripping. The monotonous sound had her feeling sleepy. She wanted to escape back to her dark corner, away from the men and their torches and their grumbles. ‘I think soon. But if you keep asking me questions, how can I try and see?’ She’d had so many dreams lately, returning often to Mirella’s chamber, looking through that red book. It was odd that she could do it so easily, Raf thought, wondering if Mirella had laid a trap.

      It would be just like that woman to try it, she thought with a scowl.

      ‘Go, then!’ Gudrum hissed, hungry, tired and hoping that one of Hector’s spies would pop down soon with some ale. Although he didn’t want those men or his men being discovered. It was better that they all remained hidden, ready to help Hector when he arrived.

      Gudrum had considered launching an attack on the city himself, but one of Hector’s spies had confirmed the size of Ake’s garrison at eight hundred, and after the losses Gudrum had suffered in Orvala, Furkat, and at sea, that left him outnumbered by at least three hundred men.

      He watched Raf disappear into the darkness, relieved when Ahlen returned. ‘Where have you been?’

      ‘Looking around,’ Ahlen said with a yawn. ‘Nothing much else to do.’

      ‘I told everyone to stay here,’ Gudrum snarled, his good mood long gone and showing no sign of coming back. ‘Here! These tunnels are like rabbit warrens. They go everywhere! You don’t know who might be down here with us!’ And realising that, Gudrum lowered his voice.

      ‘I found someone,’ Ahlen grinned cockily. ‘More than one. A fair walk away, but no mistaking that someone’s there.’

      Gudrum grabbed Ahlen’s cloak, yanking the man forward, which was no small feat, Ahlen being built like a statue. ‘You want to be my second in command? Then you’d better start acting like it. No secrets. No games. No disappearing without my say so,’ he growled. ‘Now tell me plainly. Who’s here?’
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        * * *

      

      Adelborg rushed back from her nap in a fluster, lips quivering, eyes full of terror. Her dreams had returned like a flood, and she was struggling to even speak, consumed by the demanding noises in her head. Grabbing Estrella’s hand, she drew the queen away from her daughters. ‘You must leave, my lady!’

      ‘What?’ Estrella shook her head, grief weighing upon her like a mountain; she could barely keep her aching eyes open. ‘Leave the catacombs?’

      ‘Yes. Take the girls now. Go! I fear we are about to be discovered. There are men here. In the tunnels!’

      ‘What men?’ Estrella’s heart started racing now, panic like a flock of birds fluttering in her chest. ‘Where?’

      Adelborg didn’t know. ‘Coming,’ is all she could say. ‘They know you’re here. They will kill you. And the girls. You must go!’ She saw the servants, the guards, and the children, and wanting to speak privately, Adelborg pulled the queen closer, whispering in her ear.

      Eventually, Estrella nodded, eyes full of worry now.

      ‘Who’s here?’ one of the guards wanted to know as he approached the women. ‘Where are they?’

      ‘I can’t tell where they are,’ Adelborg fretted. ‘I’m sorry. The tunnels all look the same to me, but one of them came spying. He overheard the queen and the girls. He knows we’re in here.’

      The guard wasn’t satisfied. ‘Who? Who are they?’

      ‘Gudrum’s men,’ Adelborg declared. ‘One of Ake’s enemies. One of the men seeking his throne.’

      ‘Inside the city?’ Another guard approached, worry furrowing a heavily lined brow.

      Adelborg nodded. ‘He slipped inside with some of his men. Let in by those still loyal to Hector Berras. Traitors.’

      Estrella was furious, grabbing the guard’s arm. ‘You must send word to Vito. Hurry!’

      ‘No time for that, my lady,’ Adelborg insisted. ‘They are coming. Now!’
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        * * *

      

      Raf had been dragged out of her dream by Gudrum’s sharp voice, ordering everyone about. She looked up at him groggily, her dream immediately slipping out of reach. She felt a sense of frustration, sensing that it had been important, but the flurry of activity in the catacombs had her confused. ‘What’s happening?’

      ‘We’re going,’ Gudrum declared. ‘Best you come. We mightn’t be able to find our way back to you. Especially if the torches go out.’

      ‘What?’ Raf scrambled onto her feet, shifting her cloak around, blinking up at him. ‘Where are we going?’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan remembered his promise to Ake: that he would care for his wife and children. He thought of Reinar, certain that his son would do everything in his power to keep that oath. Though would he reach Stornas in time?

      That question had kept Stellan awake for much of the night, wishing he’d gone with Reinar. He tried not to think of Sigurd, praying to Thenor that the god had saved his son. Their son.

      But as for Estrella and her daughters?

      Alys stood in front of him, talking to Jonas about using symbols to protect Tromsund, though there was little confidence in her voice. Katrine was there, handing out cups of ale, looking decidedly unconvinced. Stellan was trying to listen, though he continued to feel distracted, his eyes wandering to the gates.

      Hoping Stornas could hold on.

      Hoping the queen would stay safe.
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        * * *

      

      Adelborg held her ground.

      ‘You must come!’ Estrella hissed as she turned around, seeing that the old woman wasn’t following her. ‘Adelborg!’ And then realising that Adelborg didn’t intend to come at all, her shoulders slumped. ‘No!’

      ‘You must go,’ Adelborg smiled, her eyes wet with tears. ‘Go and know that Ake loved you with all his heart. And your son. I can feel them with me now. They will always be with you, Estrella, as will I. But you need to go. I will hold them here. Delay them as long as I can.’

      The head guard saw the dreamer’s resolve, and glancing around, he chose two men, heart sinking, knowing he was sealing their fate. ‘Gent, Vilar, you stay with her. The rest of us need to get the queen to safety now.’

      ‘Do not trust every man you see,’ Adelborg warned. ‘For some are loyal to Hector. The man with the limp?’ She couldn’t remember his name. ‘Do you know him?’

      The guard nodded. ‘Godi Olvass.’

      ‘He commands a group of men. Maybe thirty? Forty? All of them paid with Hector’s gold. Though they’re not planning to overthrow Vito yet. They’re... hoping to hold on until Hector Berras arrives with his army.’ Adelborg was breathless now. ‘Go, and don’t let them find you. Help is coming! I believe that. Go to the chamber of tombs. To the king’s tomb. Close the door and wait there. Please. Symbols will protect you. Hurry now! Hurry! Help will come, I promise!’ Adelborg turned away, keeping hold of her last glimpse of Estrella’s drawn face, seeing panic in the queen’s rich brown eyes as she hurried for her daughters.

      She would give birth to Ake’s son, Adelborg knew.

      If only she could get out of the catacombs alive.
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        * * *

      

      Raf stumbled after Gudrum, dust in her throat. She kept coughing, and he kept turning around with a hiss and a grumble, demanding that she shut up.

      Raf tried, though he was walking in front of her, kicking up even more dust as he hurried down the tunnel.

      Her coughing continued.

      Gudrum gave up caring. ‘Ovi, wait here with Raf. Keep an eye on her. The rest of you, with me.’ And moving faster now, he disappeared around the corner.

      Raf watched for a moment before her dream returned with a jolt. And grabbing Ovi’s arm, she urged him forward. ‘We have to go after them!’ she cried. ‘I... hurry!’
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth yanked hard on the reins, pulling Rofni to a stop. He whinnied in annoyance, unhappy about that, but not in time to prevent Ollo from running his horse into his rump. And then Ludo’s horse butted into Ollo’s, and soon all the horses were skittering in the snow, tails flicking, and Reinar was forced to turn around, unhappy with the lot of them.

      ‘What?’ he sighed moodily, not surprised to see Eddeth in the middle of it all. ‘What now?’

      ‘I saw something!’ Eddeth announced. She held up a hand, almost holding her breath, waiting for a sneeze to come before she could go on.

      It didn’t come.

      ‘Eddeth?’ Reinar walked Riga back to her. ‘What did you see?’

      ‘A boy. Tiny eyes, red hair. A horrible boy! The sort of boy who needs a good slap!’

      Reinar rubbed his eyes, waiting.

      ‘He’s heading for Tromsund!’

      Now Reinar was alert, sitting taller in the saddle. ‘What? Why? Who is this boy?’

      ‘The Lord of Ennor!’ Eddeth exclaimed dramatically, eyes rounding like full moons. ‘The new Lord of Ennor! The Butcher’s dead, oh yes he is, and now the fox is in charge of all those men. Hector Berras’ ally! But is he really?’ She looked from Reinar to Vik, to Berger and Ludo, who’d joined them.

      Vik waited, though Eddeth’s mouth was shut tight. ‘Why is he going to Tromsund?’ His guts twisted, already knowing the answer.

      ‘To kill Stellan!’ Now Eddeth swung around to Reinar, who looked caught in no man’s land, his emotions stuck somewhere between terror and fury.

      He chose terror, thinking of his father, his mother and Elin. Alys too. ‘We have to go. Back to Tromsund! How many men is he taking?’

      Eddeth shrugged. ‘Lots?’ she guessed unhelpfully, seeing thick rows of armoured men riding at pace. ‘A lot!’

      ‘He won’t be heading there with less than five hundred,’ Berger guessed.

      ‘No, he won’t,’ Vik agreed. ‘If Hector’s sent him to Tromsund, he’ll know exactly how many it will take to overcome that bunch of sticks.’ He regretted leaving Jonas, Alys, and the children, though when he turned his head, he knew that they couldn’t abandon Stornas and the oath they’d made to Ake.

      ‘But is Hector still going to Stornas?’ Ludo wanted to know as Ollo and Ilene joined them. Aldo had jumped down to stretch his legs, taking the opportunity to give the horses a few handfuls of grain.

      Eddeth nodded, though she had no real idea. ‘They parted. The fox boy took his men and rode off. Hector’s still coming, though I don’t think he trusts what the boy will do. He had a look in his eyes, as though he regretted letting him go off on his own.’

      No one spoke. All eyes shifted to Reinar.

      ‘Anything else?’ Reinar asked Eddeth, trying to think. He wanted to leave, to head straight to Tromsund, but he knew it wasn’t as simple as that.

      Eddeth closed her eyes, trying to pull on every thread, and then, eyes bursting open, she blinked at Reinar. ‘He’s the one! The fox boy! The one who killed the king!’
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        * * *

      

      Adelborg kept Ake’s face in her mind as she watched the entrance to the atrium.

      Two armed guards flanked either side of her.

      Against all those men?

      Just a chance, she thought, knees knocking together beneath her thick woollen cloak. She just needed to give Estrella and the children a chance.

      Gudrum burst into the stone atrium, boots stuttering to a stop at the sight of the old woman, who most certainly wasn’t Ake Bluefinn’s wife. ‘Who are you?’ he demanded. ‘Not the queen?’

      Adelborg laughed, though her insides were quaking as she stood with her head high, calmly motioning for the guards to hold their ground. ‘Well, I think that may be an insult to our recently departed king, for I am old enough to be his mother!’ She kept laughing, glancing from the scarred man to his hulking warriors. Every one of them had a menacing look in their eyes that threatened to undo her entirely.

      ‘She’s a dreamer!’ Raf panted, coming to a stop behind Gudrum. She tried to force her way through, wanting to command his attention. ‘Ake’s dreamer. A valuable woman indeed.’ She eyed the old woman, whose terrified thoughts blared at her like a horn from the ramparts. ‘I saw a vision of her, hiding here.’

      Gudrum ignored Raf, turning instead to Ahlen. ‘You said his wife was here. What made you think that?’

      ‘I heard them talking. I heard children!’ Ahlen insisted, his forehead wrinkling into a puzzled frown.

      Adelborg clasped her hands against her stomach, trying to stop shaking. ‘Well, it is a long time since I sounded like a child, I’m sure, though I was having a dream. Perhaps I cried out?’ She turned to her guards, who had the look of men about to die. ‘There are no children here,’ Adelborg added, looking confused. ‘In the catacombs? Why would there be?’

      ‘And what are you doing here?’ Gudrum wondered, stepping forward with his sword drawn, pointing it at Adelborg’s chest. ‘An old dreamer wandering around these stinking old tunnels? Why are you here?’

      Adelborg laughed some more. ‘For the peace and the darkness. The castle is too noisy, and my dreams wouldn’t come. Though the queen insisted I have company, what with our enemies in the harbour. She wouldn’t let me out of her sight otherwise!’

      ‘You’re a dreamer, then? The girl’s right?’ Gudrum inclined his head to Raf.

      ‘Oh, yes. Here.’ And reaching to Gudrum’s left, Adelborg clasped Raf’s hands. ‘If you close your eyes, my dear, you can read my mind and see the truth in it. You can tell your lord what he really wants to know.’

      Raf wanted to pull her hands out of the old woman’s determined grip, but she didn’t. And suddenly compelled to close her eyes, Raf did as she was bid.

      Gudrum looked on, his men silent around him.

      Eventually, he grew impatient, waiting while the two women stood there, eyes closed, neither uttering a word. He nudged Raf. ‘Well? What did you see?’

      Raf’s eyes sprang open, and she turned to Gudrum in panic, gripping his arm. ‘She’s telling the truth. She’s alone. Ahlen must have heard the guards talking or the old woman having a nightmare. She’s telling the truth!’ Raf felt Gudrum pull away, though she clung on until he shook her loose. ‘You can’t hurt her! Gudrum! She’s a dreamer, Ake’s dreamer. You need to keep her. She’ll help you!’ Raf turned desperately to the old woman, who smiled sadly at her as Gudrum drove his sword into her chest.

      Adelborg’s mouth opened with a gasp as the pain and shock intensified; heart stuttering as she tried to take a breath; body trembling as she blinked at Raf, once, twice, and on the third blink, she collapsed backwards, hitting the floor with a thud.

      ‘No!’ Raf screamed, rushing forward as Gudrum pulled out his bloody blade. ‘Why?’ She turned to stare up at him. ‘Why would you do that? She was an old woman. A dreamer! Why?’

      Gudrum pushed her away, stepping around the dead body as his men finished off Adelborg’s guards. And when their bodies had joined the dreamer’s, he strode off in search of Ake’s queen, not looking back to see if Raf was following.
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        * * *

      

      ‘We have to go to Tromsund,’ Reinar repeated, feeling torn, though his heart had most certainly made up its mind.

      ‘But Stornas? What about our promise to Ake?’ Vik knew how Reinar felt about his family and Alys, but he wasn’t about to let him off that hook.

      ‘I can’t be a king who abandons his family, but I won’t abandon Ake’s either. You need to go to Stornas, Vik. Take a handful of men, slip in and out. Get the queen and the children. Bring them to Tromsund. We’re going to save it.’

      ‘I’ll go with Vik!’ Eddeth declared immediately, seeing the surprise on everyone’s faces. ‘You’ll need me! Oh, yes, you will.’

      ‘I have to go with Eddeth,’ Aldo mumbled, mainly looking at his hands.

      Vik wasn’t sure how he felt about either volunteer, but he couldn’t deny that a dreamer’s insight would be useful, and Aldo was good at keeping an eye on Eddeth.

      ‘I know Stornas,’ Ollo decided, puffing out his chest. ‘You’ll need me.’

      ‘Take whoever you want, but leave me Ludo,’ Reinar said, turning his horse away. He’d seen a boulder, wanting to spread word of what was happening quickly. ‘We can’t delay. Who knows how much time they have on us.’ He looked back at Eddeth, wondering if perhaps she did.

      But Eddeth only shrugged.

      So dismounting quickly, Reinar strode away from her.

      Vik grabbed Aldo’s arm. ‘Keep Eddeth here. We have to move fast. Ollo, you head down the right flank, I’ll head down the left. Pick out ten men. Make sure they’ve got fast horses, weapons too. Meet me back here quickly.’

      Ollo nodded, swinging his horse around, eyes on Ilene, already knowing who his first pick would be.

      ‘Be careful, Eddeth,’ Ludo said as Reinar mounted the boulder, preparing to speak to his army. ‘I don’t trust that Gudrum. He’s always smiling, but I think it’s just a mask. I think the man beneath it is a real killer.’
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        * * *

      

      Raf had stayed behind for the briefest of moments with the old dreamer, despite knowing that she was dead. She didn’t know what she’d hoped to find, but she clung to Adelborg’s hand, and leaning forward, she whispered in her ear. ‘Thank you.’

      And then she felt a tug on her cloak as Ovi pulled her to her feet, scowling. ‘We should go after Gudrum. Leave the old bitch. She already stinks!’

      ‘I...’ Raf didn’t want to go, but seeing that there was no choice, she dropped her head and picked up her feet, hurrying after Ovi, the visions Adelborg had shown her echoing in her mind.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gudrum was moving so quickly that he was almost running like a dog onto a scent. He knew the old dreamer had been lying, that she’d tried to trick Raf.

      She’d held them up, letting the queen escape.

      He was sure of it.

      But not for long. And if he could just catch up with the queen, everything would change.
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        * * *

      

      Estrella hoped that the girls would stay quiet. They had to run fast, down dark tunnels, so she’d given her daughters to two men with strong arms, who ran with their weapons sheathed and the little girls clinging on, staring over the guards’ shoulders at their mother.

      Who was running for her life.

      She hoped Vito’s men knew where they were going.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth, Vik, and his men rode away from Reinar and the army as they turned back for Tromsund. Vik watched them go with an occasional glance over his shoulder, fearing for Jonas and his family. For Stellan and his.

      Stornas lay ahead of him now, but he couldn’t conquer it with twenty-odd men. They had to let Stornas go to save Tromsund, which was no easy decision for a king, but Vik realised that it made sense. For if a king left his people to die and his family to his enemies, no Alekkan would respect him.

      Hector wanted to conquer Stornas, by all accounts, and he had the men to do it. He wanted to claim the city, not raze it to the ground. For now, those in Stornas were safer than anyone in Tromsund.

      It made sense.

      But still, Vik remained on edge as he spurred his horse on through the snow, hoping Eddeth could keep up with them. She’d have to, even if he had to throw her onto his own horse and pull Rofni behind.

      They had to get to Stornas in haste.
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        * * *

      

      They heard footsteps in the distance.

      Gudrum ran faster, following two men carrying torches.

      Turning to check that the dreamer was still with him, he saw nothing but a black hole. He spun back around, not wanting to lose the light.

      Raf heard his thoughts, and glancing over her own shoulder, she saw how endlessly dark it was. So, stopping, closing her eyes, she let the men run ahead, taking herself back to Mirella’s book, seeing the page she sought appear before her. She traced the contours of the symbol with her mind, whispering the words of the chant with smoky breath.

      No one realised that Raf wasn’t with them.

      ‘I hear children!’ Gudrum shouted, running towards a dead end. He looked left, then right, trying to hear which way they’d turned, but the voices were echoing from either side of the tunnel now. He couldn’t tell where they were coming from, but once he reached the dead end, they’d be able to use the torches. ‘Come on! Faster!’

      They pushed on, hearing a sudden cry.

      And footsteps.

      Then the torches went out.
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      Stellan walked Alys back to her children, who looked utterly miserable. After spending all their time chasing Puddle and having fun, they’d been given chores by Katrine Hallen, who had no patience for anyone not contributing something useful to Tromsund’s survival. And now, a sullen Magnus and Lotta were loading baskets with freshly chopped firewood, looking as though they’d been asked to dig out the latrines.

      Alys couldn’t help but smile, knowing what an effort it was to make them do anything other than play with each other. Puddle had given up trying to get their attention, and he’d run back to Alys, prancing behind her.

      ‘You look worried,’ Stellan said. ‘Though perhaps I don’t know you well enough to suggest such a thing?’

      Alys glanced at the tall man with the deep frown, seeing hints of Reinar. They had similar eyes, the same defined cheekbones and moody scowl. But thinking of Reinar reminded Alys of her conversation with Elin, and she looked away. ‘I’m a mother, so I feel worried every time I wake up. It never stops.’ She shook her head as Puddle raced out in front of them, scattering a couple of ducks into the air.

      ‘Sounds as though being a mother is similar to being a lord,’ Stellan decided. ‘Though I fancy it’s much more than that.’

      Alys supposed it was. ‘I must keep us safe, though I sense that we’re not. I can’t see who’s there, but I feel eyes on us. As though someone’s watching.’

      ‘Perhaps a dreamer has us in her sights?’

      Alys jerked to a stop, feeling as though every locked door before her had suddenly swung open. ‘Hector Berras has a dreamer. That’s who’s watching us!’ She saw a glimpse of that burned woman from her dream of Ottby, shivering all over.

      Stellan turned back to her. ‘So his dreamer told him where we are?’

      Alys nodded, suddenly terrified, knowing that was true.

      ‘Well, Hector knows Tromsund, so he won’t hesitate to send men here. Or come himself. But when? How long do we have?’

      Alys couldn’t say, though her fears were intensifying. ‘Not long. It’s a guess, but I fear not long.’ She lifted her eyes, once again feeling unsettled by Tromsund’s wooden walls, sensing that they wouldn’t hold anyone out for long.

      ‘Well, then,’ Stellan grinned, for despite his fears, he was looking forward to coming face to face with Hector again. ‘We’d better get to work.’
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        * * *

      

      Hector had ordered the dreamer to ride beside him, eager for her company. ‘Tell me about the Vilanders,’ he murmured, eyes on the horizon. The sun had reached its peak somewhere behind the mountain of grey clouds, he was certain, though there was no warmth in the air. He shivered, his mind wandering to Stornas and Ake’s huge bedchamber, with a hearth so high it could fit a tall man inside. A tall man, and perhaps even his horse. ‘What do you see?’

      Gysa was quiet for a moment, listening to the wind as it billowed her cloak, threatening the hood she held over her face. Her thoughts blew away from her and then returned, and she smiled. ‘The Vilanders are apart, fearing for each other now. Reinar, Sigurd, Stellan. Your greatest enemies have been separated.’

      Hector frowned, musing on that. He longed for a cup of ale and somewhere warm to sit and drink it. ‘And will Skoll Bearsu end Stellan? Can he do that? Perhaps I should have gone?’ Hector had done nothing but second guess his decision since the boy had ridden away.

      ‘He will,’ Gysa breathed. ‘Yes. The old man’s reprieve will be short-lived, I promise.’

      Her certainty had Hector sitting back in the saddle with more confidence now. ‘And what of Stornas? Can Reinar take it? Will Gudrum take it?’ It was hard to be so far away, unable to affect what would happen. He glanced over his shoulder, and though comforted by the imposing columns of men and horses trudging behind him, he knew they couldn’t move with speed.

      Gysa turned to Hector, her flapping hood revealing rivers of burned skin, which she hurried to conceal. ‘He is inside, my lord. Gudrum is already inside Stornas.’
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        * * *

      

      The darkness enclosed them like a cloak, and no one could see a thing.

      They couldn’t move.

      Gudrum was furious. ‘We need to get these fucking torches going! Someone? Anyone? Get some flint! Raf? Where’s Raf?’

      Raf wove her way through the men, inhaling the stench of unwashed bodies, mingled with hints of fear. ‘I’m here!’ she called, unable to see anything, banging into a bony hip, standing on a boot. ‘Where are you?’

      ‘Here!’ Gudrum stuck out a hand, swinging it around until he touched her. And gripping a handful of Raf’s cloak, he pulled her forward, almost off her feet. ‘What can you see? Where did they go? The queen and her children?’

      Raf shrugged, though Gudrum couldn’t see that, so she hurried to answer him. ‘I see nothing. Nothing.’

      He shook her violently, hearing her teeth slam together. ‘Don’t lie to me, Raf! What did that old bitch tell you? What did she show you?’

      Raf tried to catch her breath, working hard to ignore the pain in her teeth, which were aching. ‘She... she showed me the queen. I imagine it was the queen. A dark-haired woman in her chamber. A big chamber, with two little girls playing on the bed.’

      Gudrum growled. ‘She was tricking you! Why can’t you ever see, Raf?’ And furious, Gudrum threw her away, hearing her fall to the ground with a grunt of surprise. ‘What use are you to me if you can’t even see through lies?’ He ignored his own mistakes with Mirella, instead turning away to snarl at his men, who were struggling to get the torches lit again.

      Raf stayed on the ground, tears in her eyes, Gudrum’s words ringing in her ears. She had been foolish, believing his lies, and Alari’s. But now, thanks to the old dreamer, she’d finally seen the truth.

      The truth about where Sigurd really was.

      And it was nowhere Alari could touch him.

      Raf looked up as one of Gudrum’s men finally reignited his torch, and turning around, touching it to the others, they set off again, leaving Raf to scramble to her feet, not wanting to be left behind.
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd had stalked Thenor’s hall for what felt like days, though he had no real sense of time. He was growing bored with its now-familiar walls and tapestries, with its stone floors and statues. He’d even tired of the taste of Thenor’s delicious mead.

      ‘Do you wish to explore more of Gallabrok?’ Thenor said beside him.

      Sigurd jumped, biting his tongue. ‘Where did you...?’

      Thenor smiled. ‘I tend to move much like time. I can be anywhere I want, whenever I want. It is just a matter of controlling my mind.’

      Sigurd didn’t understand, tasting blood. ‘I don’t want to see more of Gallabrok. No. I need to leave. Reinar needs me.’

      ‘He does,’ Thenor agreed. ‘Though I am hesitant to return you to him with Alari on the hunt.’

      Sigurd stopped beneath a stone archway, feeling a cool breeze on his face. It was pleasant and refreshing, as everything had been in Thenor’s hall. When he felt hungry, he would immediately see a tray of sliced meats and cheeses. If he was thirsty, jugs of mead and wine would appear. Ale too.

      Yet none of it pleased Sigurd. All of it made him more uncomfortable.

      He felt guilty for being here, away from those suffering and fighting for Alekka.

      ‘I have to help Reinar. I don’t know what I am. A god?’ He threw up his hands, not feeling like anything but himself, the man he’d always known. ‘And even if I am, what does it mean? What can I do?’

      ‘More than you know,’ Thenor promised gruffly. ‘Though it will take time. Time to teach you. To educate you about our ways. About what I will expect from you.’

      Sigurd felt worse by the moment, sensing the walls closing in on him, not hearing any indication that Thenor was ready to let him go. ‘But I don’t want to be a god! God of what?’

      ‘God of War,’ Thenor sighed heavily. ‘For two thousand years, I have known that I would have to kill my brother if I wanted to heal my broken Alekka. To balance it again. And when Eskvir is gone? You, Sigurd, will be my new God of War.’

      Despite his irritation, Sigurd didn’t dislike the sound of that.

      ‘So you will need a weapon. We can go and choose. You need to pick what feels right for you. Eskvir has his sword, that hideous Voldur. I am known for my spear, though I don’t use it unless I have to. I prefer my cloak and hat.’

      Sigurd eyed him curiously. ‘They’re weapons?’

      Thenor grinned, pleased to finally have claimed his son’s attention. ‘Walk with me. I will take you to the armoury, and we can discuss your brother on the way.’

      ‘Will you tell me what’s happening? Whether he’s safe? And my father and mother? Our people?’ Sigurd tried to stop thinking about Raf, who had made her feelings clear at every turn, but it was impossible not to see her face.

      He thought about her constantly.

      Thenor nodded as they walked beneath the arch, hurrying down a handful of steps, over a sunken garden and up more steps. ‘I will tell you everything, don’t worry. I will show you too.’

      ‘Show me?’

      ‘Of course. For how would we gods know what was going on if we couldn’t see?’

      Sigurd was distracted by an enormous stone relief of a ghoulish-looking creature. He couldn’t tell if it was half-wolf, half-bear, half-dog...

      It was so real, he thought, as though at any moment it would burst out of the wall and take off his head. Blinking, he turned around, realising that Thenor had gone. So leaving the creature behind, Sigurd hurried to catch him, thoughts of his brother rushing to the forefront of his mind.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar rode in silence, though Ludo had returned to his side after hurrying the stragglers along. He’d tried starting a conversation, but Reinar had only replied in brief mutters, and eventually, he kept his thoughts to himself.

      Reinar felt bad for ignoring his friend, but he had so much on his mind.

      He wasn’t the king.

      Ake had made him his heir, but he was no king.

      Alekka’s kings were crowned in Stornas, and Reinar was riding far away from Stornas, knowing he was risking everything. Risking Alekka itself. But for his family and the people of Ottby – his people – he had no choice. Up until a few days ago, he had been the Lord of Ottby.

      He couldn’t abandon them.

      He wouldn’t.

      Stornas would have to wait.

      He only hoped that Vik could find a way to get the queen and the children out safely. He would, Reinar was sure. Vik Lofgren wouldn’t let Ake down.

      ‘Snow’s coming,’ Ludo said, feeling miserable about that.

      But Reinar didn’t even look his way.
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        * * *

      

      ‘We can’t stop!’ Vik warned Eddeth, who looked ready to burst beside him.

      ‘We can’t!’ she agreed, having seen the most horrific images. ‘Though, though... it’s... awful!’

      Speaking while riding as the wind whistled and the snow whirled was proving difficult, both struggling to hear.

      ‘What?’ Vik called, just wanting to keep his head down and his cloth mask over his face.

      ‘I... I’ve seen things! Ake’s dreamer!’

      Vik tried nudging his horse closer to a wild-eyed Rofni, who was growing just as upset as his panting rider. ‘What’s happened?’

      ‘Stabbed!’ Eddeth exclaimed. ‘Gudrum stabbed poor Adelborg! And that Raf was there. I saw it. Oh, I saw it all!’

      Sometimes, Vik had to fight his doubts about what Eddeth blurted out, though in all his time with her, she’d never let him down. He stared at her with horror in his grainy eyes. ‘Surely not? Adelborg? She must be eighty. And you’re saying Gudrum killed her? With the girl? She helped him?’

      Eddeth didn’t think so. ‘I... he killed her!’ And then the trees above them moved with the wind, dumping more snow on their heads, and Eddeth was shivering, nudging Rofni forward, wanting to hurry out of the woods.

      Vik followed her, shoulders hunched around aching ears, and turning around, he motioned for Ollo to catch up.

      ‘What? You’ve found a village? One with a steam house?’ Ollo called when he arrived, squinting through the snow.

      Vik laughed. ‘I have. Women too! All naked! Waiting for you.’ He winked at Ollo, who looked like a man who’d finally had enough. ‘Don’t give up yet. Come on, this is your chance to be a hero. To save the queen? Imagine what Thenor will think of you then? Every slug-like thing you did helping the Vettels would be forgotten in a heartbeat. Your reputation restored. Better than ever!’ Vik turned back to see Aldo chasing after Eddeth, whose horse had had a burst of energy, bolting out of the trees.

      Ollo’s braids flapped against his frozen red cheeks, and though he looked more miserable than ever, he lifted his head. ‘Well, if anyone knows the ins and outs of Stornas, it’s me.’

      ‘Exactly. That’s why I brought you. You’re the only man I know familiar with all those alleys and tunnels, so you’ll know exactly how to get around once we’re inside.’

      That was true, Ollo thought, remembering his childhood. He’d raised himself in Stornas’ catacombs with his friends, the rats. He knew every place as though it was tattooed into his memory. ‘If we can get inside.’

      Vik smiled, squeezing his hands around the reins. ‘That, my friend, is where I come in. But only if we get there in time, so come on! Let’s catch up to Eddeth!’

      Ollo looked back at Ilene, riding behind him with Berger, who he glared at, and turning back around, he kicked his horse, imagining the reward the new King of Alekka would give him for saving Ake’s wife.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Where’s Adelborg?’ Maia wanted to know in a plaintive voice.

      ‘Ssshhh,’ one of the guards hissed, growing impatient with the talkative little girls. ‘You listen here. To me.’ His voice was quieter than a whisper, so quiet that the two children had to lean forward for their telling off. ‘You keep talking, and they’ll find us in here. And then.’ He drew a hand across his throat, though it was too dark for it to have any effect, so he just growled instead, sending them back to their servants.

      Estrella said nothing, though she felt her way to the girls, kissing their icy cheeks. It was hard not to speak or to cry, though she very much wanted to cry.

      The men Adelborg had seen coming had chased them for some time, which meant that they had either gone around or through the old dreamer. Estrella feared it was the latter, suspecting that she was dead.

      And who else?

      Who would be next?

      Ake had said goodbye, knowing that he would die. Adelborg, perhaps the same. And now, would she have to let her children go? Sacrifice herself to save them?

      She would. In a heartbeat, she would.

      Swallowing, Estrella forced back tears, not wanting to make a sound. She tried to stop thinking at all. Adelborg had sent them to this tomb. It was small and dark, and with three men, two children and two servants, it was a tight squeeze. Though if it saved their lives, it was worth all the discomfort in the world.

      Estrella heard noises for the first time since they’d shut the tomb door. And holding her breath, she realised that it was the sound of footsteps coming closer. She wondered again where Vito was and why he hadn’t come for them.

      Why he hadn’t sent men to find them.

      ‘Here!’ came a shout. ‘Come here!’

      Panicking, Estrella reached for her daughters as the servants’ hands slammed over the girls’ mouths.
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        * * *

      

      Raf looked angry in the torchlight, and Gudrum regretted being so rough with her. It would hardly encourage the dreamer to help him now.

      ‘What is it?’ he wondered, pulling her towards the light, where Ahlen stood with half of Gudrum’s men. They had taken the eastern tunnel, leaving Gudrum, Raf, and the rest to head west, which had revealed nothing but rats. So hearing Ahlen’s shout, they’d returned, hoping for better news. And though there were even more rats, Ahlen insisted that he’d heard a voice.

      ‘Where?’ Gudrum was hungry and tired, wild with impatience. ‘Where are they?’

      At first certain, Ahlen had become increasingly hesitant, finding no evidence of anyone nearby; hearing no further noises either. He shrugged. ‘I heard something...’ His voice faded away as he tucked his bearded chin down to his chest.

      ‘What?’ Gudrum was incensed. ‘Why did you call us back? You must have found something!’

      ‘There was a voice, my lord,’ one of the other men offered. ‘But we’ve heard nothing since.’

      ‘And where did it come from?’ Gudrum wanted to know. More than anything, he wanted to know where Ake’s queen was hiding. ‘Where?’
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        * * *

      

      The girls were silent, desperate not to cough or sneeze or even twitch, feeling sweat on the servants’ hands clamped over their mouths. They didn’t care. They could hear the angry man ranting and raving outside the door, fearing that soon he would burst inside.

      Two of the guards had torches, though they’d kept them unlit, not wanting to draw attention to themselves, fearing that the light would be seen under the door or the smell of burning oil would waft down the tunnels. And though the darkness was unbearable, it felt safer to hide in it.

      Estrella held her breath, hoping there was a reason Adelborg had sent them to this particular tomb.

      Hoping the dreamer would get the last laugh.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum wasn’t prepared to give up easily, though he could hear his men becoming impatient, tired of running up and down the foul-smelling tunnels. They were ready for food and warmth and light, most of all.

      ‘Why care about the queen now?’ Raf asked, hoping to distract him, fearing what he would do to the queen and her daughters if he found them. ‘If you make a noise down here, you’ll draw attention to yourself. If she was down here, people would know. They would come to her with food and wine. They would find her gone and search for her.’

      Gudrum swung around, back breaking. The cold was seeping into his bones, and everything was starting to ache in a way that made him want to scream, though he heard the sense in Raf’s words. ‘We’ll leave it then. We’ve no choice but to leave it,’ he sighed. ‘Let’s get back to the chamber. Godi knows we’ll be waiting. He’ll see to some food and ale. Maybe a few more torches. That way, we’ll stay out of anyone’s way. Anyone who might be searching for Ake’s bitch.’

      Raf felt a great sense of relief wash over her, hoping it was too dark for Gudrum to notice. She had no sense that the queen and her children were nearby at all, hoping they’d run far, far away from Gudrum and his men.
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        * * *

      

      It was hours after they heard the last footsteps and voices that the guards finally lit the torches. Estrella had wanted to ensure that the men were truly gone. The men and a woman, she remembered distractedly as Ilyia wriggled onto her lap, watching the flames burst into life.

      It was good to see something, Estrella thought, squinting at the brightness as the men straightened up, lifting the torches around the tiny chamber.

      Revealing the symbols etched all over the stone walls.

      And closing her eyes, feeling tears coming, Estrella Bluefinn pulled her daughters close.
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      ‘My sister!’ Vito Montagi screamed over the dreamer’s body. ‘Where is my sister?’ He saw the bloody mess of Adelborg’s chest. She was cold, faintly blue-tinged, likely lying for hours in the pool of near-frozen blood. She was dead and gone and no help to him now. Now when he needed to see more than ever.

      He swung around with pain in his eyes, staring up at one of his men, who held a torch in one hand and a sword in the other. ‘Who did this? Who was here?’

      The man crouched down beside him. ‘An enemy, my lord. An enemy of the king, and the queen. The queen wouldn’t have left her behind.’ He shook his head, feeling that to be true. ‘Not Adelborg. She was precious to Ake. Like family.’

      Vito agreed. He felt sad, frightened for his sister and the girls. ‘An enemy to Ake...’ He mulled it over, trying to tease answers out of a dark void, though he was no dreamer. ‘I want more men down here.’ Now he stood. ‘Search the catacombs, every part of them. Find my sister and the girls. And find who else is down here. Perhaps hiding? Trying to hurt us from the inside.’ Vito ran his eyes over his men, wondering who he could trust now. He’d thought they would be safe while the walls held, but now it appeared that their enemy was already here.

      But where?
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        * * *

      

      By mid-afternoon, Lotta had decided that the only way to escape the mean Lady of Tromsund was to hide. Though taking a noisy Puddle with her had been a mistake, and it didn’t take her mother long to find them both.

      ‘Why are you hiding back here?’ Alys wondered, holding her nose as she came across her daughter. The stink of the tanner’s shed had her eyes watering. ‘It’s awful!’

      Lotta agreed, though she’d thought it would make it harder for anyone to discover her. But Puddle hadn’t liked the smell, and he’d kept barking and growling, trying to escape her hold. And now, her mother was here, and she had no choice but to return to the square and that mean Katrine. ‘I don’t want to do any more chores!’ she huffed with a frown. ‘My arms hurt. And Puddle’s tired. I need to take him for a nap. He needs me to take him!’

      Eager to get away from the stink and the men who were staring at her daughter and the puppy with annoyance in their eyes, Alys tugged a reluctant Lotta down the alley. ‘You can have a quick rest with Puddle,’ she promised. ‘See if your arms don’t feel better after a little lie-down.’

      ‘How little?’ Lotta wanted to know. ‘Puddle’s very tired.’

      Alys laughed. ‘But Puddle’s a puppy, and he won’t sleep for long. There are too many ducks and chickens to chase while it’s still light. And there’s too much for everyone to do if we’re going to stay safe.’

      ‘From who?’ Lotta wanted to know with a scowl. ‘Who wants to hurt us now?’

      Alys sighed as they entered the small square, so full of people that she couldn’t see a clear path to the other side. ‘Hold my hand, Lotta. You’ll get lost in here.’

      Lotta couldn’t hold Puddle in one hand, so she dropped him to the ground, watching him dart away, quickly lost amongst the cloaked legs. ‘Who? Who’s coming to hurt us?’ she called up to her mother, still wanting her answer.

      ‘The men who were in Ottby. Those who hurt the king.’ Alys pushed herself onto her tiptoes, looking for the best route to their cottage, thinking of Reinar.

      She blinked, not wanting to think of Reinar, and then she saw a glimpse of him, riding with a scowl.

      Certain he had turned around.
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        * * *

      

      Thenor wasn’t surprised that Sigurd chose a sword from the armoury, though he didn’t look impressed as they walked back into the hall. ‘She’s called Fire Song.’

      Sigurd hadn’t been listening, his mind wandering to Ottby, remembering a time when he’d spent nearly every moment with Tulia. He felt so odd without her, at times, as though he no longer recognised himself. ‘The sword?’

      Thenor nodded as he led Sigurd towards the fire pits.

      Past the fire pits.

      Sigurd looked over his shoulder, glancing at the tables, once again brimming with bounteous platters of food and jugs of wine. ‘We’re not stopping here?’

      Thenor shook his head, long legs striding ahead with purpose.

      ‘But you said you’d show me what was happening with Reinar. And my... father.’ He felt odd saying that, not wanting to upset a god as powerful as Thenor.

      But Thenor laughed, turning to his son. ‘Stellan is a far better man than I would have been. A better father too. I’ve no doubt about that.’ He turned back. ‘No, there is time for you to see what is happening, but first, I must ensure that you are protected. Your new sword can do much damage, more than most, for Sappa crafted it himself. For my son.’ And now, Thenor was smiling. ‘He forged all those weapons for you, giving each one a magical name. Though he did warn me that, being raised by humans, you would likely pick the sword above every other.’ Thenor shook his head. ‘I bet Sappa that my son would think differently. Choose more wisely.’

      Sigurd looked horrified. ‘Well, I...’

      Laughing some more, Thenor rounded the corner into a cavernous hallway lit by hundreds of tiny lamps tucked into stone crevices, the sound of his deep voice echoing around them like a hum. ‘In here,’ he said, pointing Sigurd through a carved wooden door. And when his son had reluctantly trudged through it, Thenor shut the door and started unpinning his cloak.

      Sigurd stepped back in surprise. ‘What are you doing?’

      Removing his hat, Thenor left it on a bench by a crackling fire. And then he took off his cloak, and finally, his dark woollen tunic, trimmed in silver thread.

      And when he was standing before his son, naked from the waist up, he held out his arms and slowly turned around.

      And Sigurd gasped.
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        * * *

      

      Vito’s men took Adelborg’s body back to the dreamer’s chamber while Vito hurried up to the ramparts, wanting to see what was happening. Though he quickly realised that the ships in Stornas’ harbour were no longer his biggest problem.

      Someone had killed the dreamer, likely because she’d tried to protect Estrella and the girls. She would have, Vito knew. Adelborg had loved them like family. She would have seen the danger coming and sent them away.

      To where?

      He wanted to see some sign of her killers, fearing that whoever had hurt Adelborg had found them.

      The sun slid out from behind layers of leaden clouds, brightening the harbour, and Vito squinted down at the ships, sharpening his vision. He lifted a hand to shield his eyes, chewing his bottom lip.

      ‘Where are all their men?’ he asked, almost to himself. Then, turning to his friend, Omar, standing beside him, he drew him close. ‘When they arrived, I’m certain they had more men. Look, but don’t make it obvious. I don’t know who to trust.’ He hoped he could trust Omar.

      The surprise in his friend’s eyes gave him some confidence, and Vito went on. ‘The fire. They must have left to set the fire in the forest. And then what? Where have they gone?’

      Omar hesitated to say, then looking around, he almost pressed his lips to Vito’s ear. ‘In here?’

      Vito stepped back, staring at his friend. Running a hand over his beard, he turned back to the harbour as the men on board one of the ships shouted for the catapults to unleash another round of boulders.

      It was half-hearted, he thought.

      A distraction.
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        * * *

      

      Bjarni was trying to take his mind off their impending doom by doing what he could to help Stellan. Mainly it involved running from one end of Tromsund’s wooden fortress to the other, carrying messages.

      ‘You look as warm as fresh bread!’ Agnette grinned, finding him at last. ‘And ready to sit down.’

      ‘Why? Is supper ready?’ Bjarni wondered, too hungry to feel concerned about Tromsund’s heavy-handed cook. ‘Hope it’s chicken.’

      ‘I doubt that Katrine will be happy to have us as guests if your appetite gets any bigger. We should probably be on gruel or whatever we can catch ourselves. It’s not up to her to feed us. All of us?’ Agnette shook her head, pushing her finger into Bjarni’s deep frown, attempting to smooth away his tension. ‘You need to come and sit down. You do. Come on.’

      ‘I...’ Bjarni took a deep breath, unable to argue. He let Agnette pull him towards the hall, hoping he’d find a cup of ale waiting inside.

      Stellan watched them go, realising that he’d pushed Bjarni too hard. It was cold, but Bjarni was red-faced, shuffling after Agnette like an old woman.

      Katrine was muttering beside him, growing increasingly unsettled by his presence. She felt the need to feed Stellan Vilander and his family, to keep them comfortable in her hall and attend to their needs. She prided herself on her reputation as a hospitable woman, and as the Lady of Tromsund, it was what was expected of her. Though the sheer number of strangers milling around now, tramping through the snow, making a mess of her fort, felt chaotic. Untenable.

      She was struggling to think clearly.

      Which Stellan could tell.

      ‘I wish that it were different, my lady,’ he began.

      ‘You must call me Katrine,’ she said irritably, not sounding as though she wanted him to call her Katrine at all. And realising that, she attempted a smile, hearing children’s laughter behind her. Once she’d felt happy and carefree, she thought, remembering her wedding day.

      It hadn’t been so long ago.

      ‘Well, then, you must call me Stellan. I know this isn’t ideal, but I will do all I can to protect your fort and your people. I promise.’

      Katrine sighed. ‘I used to feel safe here, but when Tomas was murdered...’ She swallowed. ‘I haven’t slept much since. I have men guarding the hall. More than before but –’

      ‘The only way to stay safe now is to fight, I’m afraid,’ Stellan warned her. ‘If we shut our gates and try to hide from what’s out there, from what’s coming, it will only grow stronger. Bigger. We have to show ourselves and defeat it now. Now, before it consumes the whole of Alekka.’

      ‘But can we?’ Katrine swept her arm around the heaving fort. ‘I see weavers and tanners and potters. Mostly farmers and their families. I don’t see many warriors besides yours. My people can drop their hoes and pick up axes, but they’re no warriors. Just those who will try their best with whatever strength they have, but little skill.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’m not sure it will be enough.’

      Stellan smiled broadly, hoping to give her some confidence. ‘I find a man becomes more skilled than he ever thought possible when everything he loves is on the line. Man or woman. When what we love is under threat, we all rise to the challenge. Don’t worry now, I’ll get everyone ready. We’ll be ready. We’ll be enough.’ Stellan was working hard to convince himself, worried about how many men Hector had sent his way.

      A lot, Alys had warned.

      He had sent a lot.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What will you do?’ Vasa wondered, watching her sister, who was on her knees inside the great stone circle. Vasa came and went, knowing that Alari hadn’t charged it yet. The symbols on the ancient stones weren’t glowing.

      ‘Do?’ Alari muttered, not looking up. The tiny bones she was grinding with her granite pestle made a crunching sound. It was satisfying beyond words, as she first imagined that they were Thenor’s, then Valera’s, and finally, Mirella’s. ‘Do about what?’ she snapped.

      ‘Stornas. Tromsund. Trouble is brewing.’

      Alari glanced over her shoulder. ‘What? Should I grab a horse and spear and join the battle?’

      Vasa was surprised, knowing how keen her sister had been to intervene of late. ‘You don’t want a say in the outcome?’

      ‘I have my own warriors,’ Alari assured her, returning her attention to the bowl. ‘So I have complete confidence in how things will go, Sister. It is kind of you to worry, of course, but do not think I am unaware of what is happening, that I am not involved. No, my attention is exactly where it should be, on defeating our father. Everything else is just a distraction, as he intends it to be. I have my own plans now, and I shall keep them very close to my chest.’

      Vasa exhaled slowly before turning away, wondering why she spent so much time worrying about her sister.

      Or helping her.

      Alari’s attention was always fixed on whatever her newest obsession was. It was impossible to keep track of who she was hunting. Vasa was starting to wonder if she should even care.

      And hearing her thoughts, Alari stiffened. ‘You should remind our friend Gysa of what fate awaits her if she doesn’t keep helping us. That is something you could do, Vasa dear. I need to focus now, for this spell requires a very complex chant, so be on your way and find that half-dead witch. Remind her of what is at stake if she fails me!’
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        * * *

      

      The myriad of tattoos across Thenor’s back had mesmerised and intrigued Sigurd for some time. Staring from a distance, at first, his father had invited him to come closer, wanting Sigurd to see each symbol, to know what they meant.

      ‘It is armour,’ Thenor grinned, enjoying Sigurd’s reaction. ‘I had it made not long after I created The Rift. Well, after I had it created for me. I could hardly produce such an effort on my own.’

      Sigurd raised an eyebrow, wanting to ask more, though he had the immediate sense that that road led to a tight-lipped dead end. ‘Armour?’ he asked instead.

      ‘The symbols protect me from dreamers, from gods, from whoever wants to find me and hurt me. And, of course, now it seems there are many who seek to do just that. No longer just my vengeful brother and my needy daughter.’ He turned around, and Sigurd saw that Thenor’s entire torso was covered in the symbols too.

      ‘But?’

      ‘They are hidden,’ Thenor explained. ‘All over me. The ink used is magical, of course. Invisible. Though I can bring them to life when necessary.’ He took his tunic from the back of the chair, slipping it over his head.

      Sigurd studied him closely for the first time, seeing him as similar in age to his father; equally as tall and imposing, muscular and lean. His face, no longer hidden by his hat, revealed sharp cheekbones lightly covered in white hair, leading down to a beard, which touched his collarbones in a sharp point. ‘Am I human?’ he wondered, his voice faint. ‘Am I human at all?’

      Thenor smiled, though there was some sympathy in his eyes. ‘You’re saying that being a god doesn’t interest you?’

      ‘No, it doesn’t,’ Sigurd admitted. ‘I want to be with my family, my friends. Maybe have my own family one day.’ He thought of Raf, and then, quickly dismissing Raf, his mind wandered to Tulia.

      ‘You are thinking about one in particular, perhaps? The woman? Tulia Saari? A fine, fine warrior, but a dead one now. Though what about your little dreamer with the big eyes? That was a love match, I thought. Valera suggested as much.’

      ‘What?’ Sigurd grew uncomfortable. ‘Raf? No, that was a mistake. She was a liar. Dishonest. I loved Tulia.’

      Thenor shook his head. ‘I think you wanted to love Tulia. To be in love with her the way your brother had always been in love with his woman. But we can’t force love. It comes when it’s ready. When it’s right.’

      Sigurd wanted ale. He looked around the chamber, immediately finding a jug and goblets waiting for him.

      Thenor watched his son, sensing his discomfort growing. ‘We have other matters to discuss,’ he decided. ‘Other things to do.

      Sigurd turned around with a goblet in his hand, taking a quick sip. ‘Do?’

      ‘Of course.’ And saying nothing further, Thenor grabbed his cloak and hat, heading for the door. ‘Bring your ale. I have a feeling that it will take some time.’

      Frowning, Sigurd followed after him, not liking the sound of that.
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        * * *

      

      It was taking too long for the children to settle down to sleep, and Alys found herself becoming irritable, just wanting them to be quiet. Though just as they finally both stopped talking, Puddle decided that he needed to go outside.

      ‘I’ll take him,’ Stina offered quietly, seeing how keen Alys was to get into bed, likely wanting to dream.

      Alys shook her head. ‘No, you’ve done enough all day, looking after everyone. I’ll take him. You stay warm in here. Hopefully, he won’t be long.’ And not wanting Stina to argue, which Alys knew her kind friend would, she pulled her hood down over her hair and opened the door.

      Puddle took off into the snow like a bird launching off a branch, surprising Alys, who hoped he hadn’t just wanted to chase cats. Though she immediately heard cats wailing in the distance, and turning her head, she saw faint threads of smoke trailing into the air.

      When she turned back around, Puddle was far ahead of her, heading to the gates.

      Tromsund had only one set of gates, which made Alys even more nervous.

      It felt as though they were enclosed in a prison. A prison with only one escape.

      The square was still busy, despite the darkness; men hunched over braziers, trying to stay warm. She saw a few faces she recognised, receiving the odd nod and smile. Others looked her way with suspicion.

      ‘Puddle!’ she called, sensing that the puppy wasn’t slowing down. ‘Puddle!’

      He didn’t hear her or want to hear her as he charged onwards, half-buried in the snow. Though, knowing that the gates were shut, Alys let him run, hoping it would tire him out. She passed a brazier, hearing her name, and turning around, she saw Jonas.

      ‘Thought you’d be tucked up in bed!’ he smiled, happy to see his granddaughter hidden beneath her long black cloak. He’d been staring at the cloak for days now, sensing that it was familiar. He could almost see Eida wearing it.

      ‘Well, I would’ve been if it wasn’t for Puddle. He’s off exploring. Or more likely, looking for something to eat.’

      Jonas was hungry himself, having eaten little for supper. He’d been distracted, worrying about Vik, thinking about Eddeth and Reinar. ‘I’ll walk with you,’ he decided, nodding at the men around the brazier as he headed after his granddaughter. Then he stopped. ‘Unless you’d rather be alone?’

      ‘No, of course not.’

      Pleased about that, Jonas took Alys’ arm, slipping it through his. ‘What’s worrying you, then?’

      Alys laughed. ‘It’s dark, I’m mostly buried beneath this hood, and I haven’t said a word! What makes you think something’s worrying me?’

      ‘Because I know you. We may have been apart all those years, Alys Bergstrom, but I know you better than anyone. I can hear it in your voice.’

      Alys dropped her hood, turning to stare at him. ‘I just want to find the answers before it’s too late. I keep thinking they’ll come to me. I see images, but there’s no clear answer. I don’t understand them all,’ she admitted. ‘It’s like a puzzle with all the wrong pieces. Or many puzzles!’

      ‘Well, if that’s the case, you need to clear your mind so the puzzle can solve itself. You don’t need to help it, just open the space. If the gods are trying to help you, the good ones... well, then you have to be open to letting them.’

      Alys knew he was right. She kept trying to force herself to think. To see. To find that missing piece; something that would help them stay safe. But her desperation was only making it worse.

      Seeing how tense his granddaughter was becoming, Jonas stopped, slipping her arm out of his. ‘As much as I’m enjoying having you all to myself again, you should go and walk alone. Let me find that puppy. He’ll be up to no good, I’m sure. You keep walking. I’ll take him back to your cottage when he’s had his fun.’

      Alys nodded, kissing her grandfather’s hairy cheek. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘My pleasure,’ Jonas smiled, turning away from her. ‘Walk and let it all go now. Let it go!’

      Alys grinned, ducking her head as she turned away, heading for a dark alley. She almost stopped, remembering Torvig accosting her in one of Ottby’s alleys, but she kept going, knowing that the answers were within reach.

      She just had to let them come to her.
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        * * *

      

      Ahlen returned to Gudrum with the news that there was still no sign of the queen and her children.

      It infuriated Gudrum, who turned to Raf with sharp eyes. ‘Do you think the old bitch was right? That the queen wasn’t here? That we’re just hearing rats? Ghosts?’

      Raf shrugged. ‘Who knows what’s down here? Ovi said he saw some beggar children living in one of the chambers. It’s somewhere to shelter for those who have no home. Perhaps that explains the voices?’

      Gudrum had a sinking feeling that she was right, annoyed that he’d wasted an entire day chasing shadows. He sensed his men’s irritation about that too. About waiting in the dark and dank tunnels for Hector Berras to arrive.

      After all these years?

      Gudrum was tired of waiting.

      ‘The element of surprise is worth a good few hundred men, I’d say,’ he mused, cat-like eyes shifting from Raf to Ahlen. ‘So why wait down here, freezing our balls off? Why leave the rest of our men out on the ships playing games? Why wait for Hector at all?’

      He heard Raf’s sharp intake of breath, he saw Ahlen’s teeth glowing white above the torch, and turning towards the door, Gudrum raised his arm, encouraging everyone to follow him to the stairs.
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      Vik watched Stornas’ walls from high on a hill, hidden amongst a knot of trees, the night air freezing his face. He’d taken down his cloth mask, wanting to talk to Eddeth and Ollo.

      Eddeth hadn’t spoken in hours, though that was probably tiredness, he decided, catching a glimpse of her face in the moonlight. For though her eyes were wide open, blinking rapidly, she looked ready to fall down.

      ‘We can wait –’ he started.

      ‘Oh no, we can’t wait!’ Eddeth spluttered immediately.

      ‘Well, I guess that answers that!’ Vik laughed. ‘Here I thought we’d debate it, go back and forth, share our ideas on the best way to get in.’

      ‘We can’t wait!’ Eddeth repeated, her lips so cold that words wouldn’t form properly. ‘Gudrum... he’s...’ She closed her eyes. Her feelings of terror had been building for hours, though she’d seen nothing useful.

      Until now.

      ‘Inside!’ she finished, eyes springing open. ‘He’s inside Stornas! In a tunnel!’

      Vik glanced at Ollo, who’d gone oddly still.

      ‘The catacombs,’ Ollo breathed.

      Eddeth nodded until she sneezed. ‘That’s where he killed Adelborg. It’s like a tomb down there! With rats! So many rats!’

      Ollo remembered it well. ‘If Gudrum’s in the catacombs, he’s hiding. No reason to be down there otherwise. If he killed Ake’s dreamer, they must have been hiding down there too.’

      Vik frowned. ‘But how did he find a way in?’

      ‘Hector’s men were Stornas men first,’ Ollo reminded him. ‘They know the city better than most. Likely not everyone was happy with what happened between him and Ake. Could be that he still has allies inside the city. Spies.’

      ‘It’d make sense,’ Vik agreed. ‘So we can’t trust anyone.’

      ‘No,’ Ollo said, Eddeth nodding vigorously beside him. ‘We can’t let anyone know we’re here.’

      ‘Though Gudrum’s dreamer,’ Eddeth warned. ‘She’ll see us. She will! Oh yes, she will!’

      There were twenty men on horses, surrounding Vik, Ollo, and a panicking Eddeth. Berger and Ilene nudged their horses forward, wanting to hear what was happening. Aldo was taking the opportunity to find a waterskin, wanting to encourage Eddeth to drink. Her voice sounded so hoarse that he didn’t imagine she could go on speaking for long.

      Everyone was frozen solid. No one spoke, anxious to know how they would get into the city, including Vik, who needed to come up with a different plan now that their enemy was inside.

      ‘I can hide us!’ Eddeth announced suddenly, remembering her grandmother. ‘I can hide us from the dreamer. Quick! Quick!’ And looking to untangle herself from the saddle in a hurry, Eddeth became wrapped in her cloak, hood tangling around her face.

      ‘Here, Eddeth,’ Vik laughed, dropping his reins as he tried to help her. ‘Let me.’

      She smiled at him as he pulled back her hood, then panicking again, she plopped down into the snow. ‘Symbols!’ she bellowed into the night, scratching her chin. ‘I’ll carve them on armour! But I must hurry. We have to get into the city tonight!’
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        * * *

      

      Alys had walked the entire fort, trying to let her mind wander. She’d forced herself to stop thinking at all, allowing herself to simply be led.

      And now, here she was, at the gates.

      The guards seemed intrigued by her presence, and though she felt odd, Alys asked them for a moment alone, wanting to touch the gates.

      Knowing she was a dreamer, they left her to it, stepping away.

      ‘Fight,’ she breathed, pressing her hands against the icy wood. ‘How do we fight, Ragnahild? What will this man try? How will he attack us?’ Alys was whispering, not wanting to be heard, knowing there was no Ragnahild and no Puddle. Though these days, she felt that the spirit dreamer was always with her, guiding her, whether Puddle was there or not.

      Alys smiled, closing her eyes.

      And suddenly, feeling her hands burning, she stumbled away from the gates, eyes open now, seeing flames.

      ‘Are you alright?’ one of the guards asked, coming forward.

      Alys didn’t hear him. She was staring at Tromsund’s gates.

      Seeing them on fire.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      They made a torch, and Aldo held it while Eddeth worked quickly, scratching symbols on every man’s armour.

      ‘And yourself, Eddeth,’ Aldo reminded her. ‘You have to protect yourself too.’

      She squinted at the boy, so used to seeing him now, always where she needed him to be. ‘Yes, indeed! I most certainly do, for who will keep you all safe if something happens to me?’

      ‘Do you think the girl will have already seen us?’ Vik wondered, yanking his frozen boots out of the stirrups, dropping down into the snow. His ankle was throbbing in the cold, and he had fleeting thoughts of a warm tavern. ‘Gudrum’s dreamer?’

      Eddeth shrugged. ‘Perhaps. Though hopefully, she’s too busy running around after Gudrum!’ She remembered sitting on the log with Raf, seeing how keen the girl was to hear about Sigurd. There was something there, Eddeth had been certain. Something between Raf and Sigurd.

      But if Raf was in love with Sigurd Vilander, why was she helping Gudrum?
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        * * *

      

      Raf waited in the shadows while Gudrum sent two men up the steps to take a look around.

      Gudrum came back to her, muttering. ‘Can you see the leader of the garrison? The man in charge? He’s the queen’s brother. I saw him once when I was here. Stocky, swarthy looking, black curls. Overdressed. Find him for me.’

      Raf’s mouth dropped open. ‘I can’t just –’

      ‘But you will,’ Gudrum hissed, yanking her forward, all patience gone now. ‘Otherwise, why keep you? Hector has his own dreamer, you know that. A woman, not a girl. A woman who knows what she’s doing. She’ll be helping Hector. And what’s he going to think when he gets here to find me in a muddle and you by my side? Why would our new king want to keep a useless girl like you around?’

      Raf felt a jolt of terror, memories of her lonely childhood flooding her mind.

      She shook her head, closing her eyes. ‘I’ll try!’ She immediately saw a glimpse of the strange dreamer who knew Sigurd. The dreamer who had tried to help Valera stop Alari, just as she had tried to stop Alari.

      Eddeth.

      Confused by that, Raf took a deep breath, slipping further into the darkness, looking for answers to Gudrum’s questions.

      And her own.
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        * * *

      

      Red, hot, burning flames.

      Devouring Tromsund.

      Eating the walls.

      ‘We have to leave,’ Stellan decided calmly, having heard everything Alys had seen.

      Gerda had woken with her husband, coming into the hall to join the conversation, ignoring a scowling Katrine, who hadn’t come close to smiling at her since they’d arrived.

      Elin was there with Bjarni, though he’d left Agnette and Liara sleeping soundly in their chamber.

      Jonas was standing by Katrine and her two closest advisors, both of whom looked concerned.

      Katrine just looked angry.

      ‘They would come either way,’ Stellan promised her. ‘If not now, then in weeks or months. They would come here, and unless you bent to their will, to Hector and his allies’ will, then you’d be killed. You and your men and your people. I know we’ve brought this trouble to your door now, but it would come either way, Katrine.’

      Katrine missed her husband. She missed him sitting in his chair, making all the decisions. And though she’d enjoyed advising him during their brief time together, the weight of responsibility a lord bore alone had surprised her. It was like a secret only shared by those who assumed the role.

      The role which was now hers alone.

      She swallowed, staring at Stellan Vilander, seeing no point in anything other than action now. ‘We leave,’ she agreed. ‘As fast as we can.’

      ‘Is there anything you can do?’ Stellan wondered, turning to Alys, seeking her insight. ‘Any way to shield us?’

      Alys nodded, thinking of her cloak and what Ragnahild had taught her. ‘There are symbols that can hide us.’ She couldn’t imagine how to make that work for so many people, though there was time, she realised, turning around to the doors, seeing a glimpse of the Lord of Ennor’s odd eyes.

      There was a little time.
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        * * *

      

      Gysa felt her cheeks.

      They were smooth, and her body sighed with happiness. She lifted up a hand to touch her left eye, feeling eyelashes. She could open and close it, touch her eyelid.

      Excited and joyful, she moved her hand over her nose, feeling a familiar bump. And then, down to her lips, full and unblemished.

      ‘Is that how you wish to be again?’ Vasa purred behind her.

      Gysa jumped.

      ‘Whole?’

      Gysa shook her head, embarrassed to have been caught in such an act of vanity. ‘I have no need to be anything other than what I am. The fire burned my flesh, though it gave me greater vision and purpose.’

      Vasa laughed. ‘You are a strange creature, Gysa, Daughter of Flames. I raised you from my cave because I saw how you died. I saw how it was when you were tipped into the flames by Ake’s men. They took everything from you, even your life. I thought it would be... motivating.’

      ‘And it is,’ Gysa insisted, eyes glistening. Both eyes, she knew, for in this dream, she had no hood concealing the truth of her appearance. In this dream, her vision wasn’t impaired at all. ‘I seek vengeance.’

      ‘Ake is dead,’ Vasa reminded her. ‘Your vengeance is complete. Perhaps?’ Alari had feared that Gysa might become less motivated now that the king was dead, so it was Vasa’s job to ensure that she remained compliant.

      ‘My vengeance won’t be complete until I find those men who killed me. Who killed my children and my husband. Ake may be dead, though that was more Hector’s revenge than mine. I seek the men who burned my family, and they are still in Stornas. I see them on the ramparts, smiling and laughing, enjoying ale with their friends.’ She took a deep breath, still hearing the screams as her husband was cut down before her while she was being raped. ‘I will see them killed. I will not stop until they are.’

      Vasa felt reassured. ‘Good, see that you don’t, Gysa. For one hint of disloyalty, and I will send you back to my cave.’

      Gysa turned to the goddess with anger in her eyes. ‘You gave me a gift. The chance to kill those who murdered my family. And I promise you, I will take it.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘How are we going to get into the city?’ Aldo wanted to know as they tied up the horses, leaving them hidden in the trees overlooking Stornas’ eastern wall.

      Eddeth didn’t know.

      She looked at Ilene, who shrugged, turning to Ollo.

      Who knew exactly how they were going to get inside. And winking at her, Ollo lifted a finger to his lips, motioning for everyone to follow him down the hill.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar was plagued by doubts.

      He heard an owl hooting in the distance, and it had his heart racing, suddenly aware that they were once again riding through a forest, hoping not to attract Alari’s attention. He glanced over his shoulder at Ludo, who looked alert, nodding back at him.

      Reinar was riding alone, trying to focus on Tromsund and the danger they would face as soon as they arrived. He missed Eddeth mumbling and sneezing behind him, wanting to ask her what else she could see. Turning back to Ludo, he motioned him forward. ‘We have to pick up our pace. Can we? You’ve been up and down all night. What do you think? Have they got it in them?’

      Ludo shrugged. ‘If you give them reason enough. And for those with families in Tromsund, yes, they’ve got it in them. But whether the horses do?’

      Reinar didn’t want to think about that. ‘Then tell them. Get down the line. We’re going to abandon the sleighs here and ride hard.’

      Ludo was shattered, needing to stretch out his cramping legs, though he nodded, eager to get his hands on the man who’d killed the king.
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        * * *

      

      The king’s guards were everywhere, though Gudrum didn’t have the men to do anything about it.

      Yet.

      He’d divided his fifty men into four groups, not wanting to be caught in large numbers; not wanting to attract any attention as they left the catacombs behind, scattering into alleys, hoods low, armour hidden beneath cloaks, slinking in the shadows.

      Gudrum kept Raf with him, kissing the tip of her nose in a rare show of affection, and Ahlen, who he planned to send out of the city to alert those on the ships that it was time to attack. ‘We can’t move until Godi and his men take the second watch,’ Gudrum warned him. ‘And when he does, he’ll open the postern gate and let you out.’

      ‘Men are coming,’ Raf whispered, hearing boots crunching snow.

      ‘Hopefully,’ Gudrum breathed, shaking with cold. He’d thought that the catacombs had felt colder than being outside, quickly realising how wrong he’d been. He couldn’t feel any part of his body, watching as the snow fell silently before them. Grabbing an impatient Ahlen, he placed a hand on his arm. ‘Steady now. Steady.’

      The men on the ramparts directly above the postern gate were suddenly loud in the darkness, relieved to see the second watch appear. There were shouts and insults and a general barracking that took too long, though eventually, the men from the first watch headed away from the gates, back to their homes.

      A foolish move, Gudrum thought.

      Better to house your men in a guard tower, where they were always close by, able to respond quickly to whatever trouble was being cooked up.

      And now Gudrum grinned, shoving Ahlen forward, ready to cook up some trouble.
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        * * *

      

      Lotta had been sound asleep. So deeply asleep that she cried as Alys tried to pry her away from the bed.

      ‘Why?’ Lotta wailed, and then quickly. ‘I want Puddle!’ Her eyes were still closed, but as she was torn away from the warmth of the bed and the fur, she reached out for her puppy.

      ‘Open your eyes, Lotta,’ Magnus grumbled. He hadn’t been asleep at all. Rigfuss’ snoring and growling had kept him awake, and he was standing by the fire, fully dressed, ready to get going.

      Lotta glared at him with one irritable eye.

      ‘We have to secure the animals,’ Stina realised. ‘Especially Puddle.’

      Lotta agreed. ‘I can hold him!’

      ‘No,’ Alys said. ‘No, Lotta. We need the animals to be safe, and I need you to be safe. Those two don’t go together. Stina and Solveigh will look after the cats, and Magnus will tie a rope around Puddle. A rope with a very good knot.’

      Magnus nodded, feeling confident that he could do that.

      Lotta didn’t argue, though she stuck out her bottom lip.

      ‘I’ll take Rigfuss,’ Stina offered with some reluctance.

      ‘Good.’ Alys grabbed Lotta’s hand. ‘And I’ll take you.’

      Lotta looked unimpressed, saying nothing.

      ‘But where are we going?’ Solveigh wondered as she tried to stuff a squirming Winter into an old satchel, hoping he would stay put. ‘Where can we possibly go now?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘We’re heading into the woods,’ Bjarni told a sleepy Agnette and Elin.

      Both women blinked back at him in confusion.

      ‘Now?’ Elin asked. ‘It’s the middle of the night. Surely?’

      ‘I imagine it is,’ Bjarni yawned. ‘And there’s no time to waste. Hector’s men could be here any moment, and you know how fond our enemies are of attacking us before the sun rises.’

      That was true, Agnette realised, starting to panic.

      She turned back to find the reliable figures of Martyn and Rienne behind her, helping to gather bedding and food.

      Agnette jiggled Liara in her arms, sensing that her daughter was about to start screaming. ‘Can you help me, Elin? I... can you hold Liara for me? Just for a moment so I can get everything ready.’ She felt reluctant to let the baby out of her arms, but Elin nodded, and Agnette held out her squirming daughter with fear in her eyes. ‘I won’t be long.’

      Katrine’s stern voice rang throughout the hall, urging the servants to hurry. They were loading wagons with supplies, with every sack of grain, with firewood and lamps, bedding and weapons, for if Tromsund was set on fire, as Alys predicted, everything they didn’t take would be lost to the flames.

      Gerda grabbed Bjarni’s arm. ‘Where’s Stellan?’ She had prepared for the cold forest by taking one of her bed furs and wrapping it around her shoulders, securing it around her waist with a belt.

      ‘Out with Jonas, sorting the horses. When you’re ready, you need to head outside.’

      Gerda nodded, and with a glance back at Rienne, whose arms were loaded with furs, and Martyn, carrying a barrel of ale, she turned towards the open doors.

      Katrine saw her go as she made her way over to Bjarni and Elin, doubts flaring in her mind. She’d never put much faith in what dreamers had to say, and with so much on the line, she wanted to be sure she was making the right decision. ‘Tell me about this Alys woman,’ she said, looking from Bjarni to Elin. ‘Does she know what she’s talking about? Do you trust her?’

      Bjarni saw Elin stiffen, and that had him squirming, thinking of Reinar. Though quickly realising that there was no time for navigating hurt feelings, he rose to Alys’ defense. ‘Yes, I do. She’s helped us a lot, so you must believe her. If Alys has seen the fort on fire, then it will happen.’ He turned to Elin, catching a glimpse of fury in her eyes.

      Which wasn’t lost on Katrine either, but seeing the urgency with which the rest of the Vilanders were racing about, preparing to depart, she felt a strong sense that they all trusted the dreamer. So, taking a quick look around the hall, seeing the two simple wooden chairs sitting side by side beneath rows of mistletoe strung from the rafters, she closed her eyes, trying to prepare herself for what would come next.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Keep going,’ Ollo hissed, leading the line of men, two women and one boy towards the postern gate. They had hurried down the hill, shrouded by the night, avoiding any attention from the men patrolling Stornas’ ramparts. And now they crept across a gravel path, hidden beneath thick snow, flattening themselves against Stornas’ eastern wall.

      Then Ollo saw something.

      Someone.

      ‘Back,’ he breathed, turning to Vik, who whispered to Berger to pass the message down the line. Hand signals were more useful when trying to hide your presence, though in the dark, they were likely to be missed or misunderstood altogether.

      They started shuffling backwards, having crept towards the wall on Ollo’s commands alone. Eddeth felt oddly confident having him in charge. She saw glimpses of Ollo in the city as a young boy and then returning as one of Ake’s men. She wondered what had happened for him to have turned his back on his friends? And then, mind wandering again, she suddenly felt the urge to sneeze.

      Quickly rubbing her tongue over the roof of her mouth, Eddeth started twitching, which everyone around her sensed.

      Ollo grabbed her arm, glaring at her, and Eddeth nodded, finally feeling the sneeze pass. He lowered his head, hissing in her ear. ‘Can you see anything? I saw a man. I can hear more. Outside the gate.’

      ‘Gudrum’s!’ Eddeth whispered back, so loudly that Ollo clamped a hand over her mouth.

      ‘Whisper, woman. Whisper.’

      She nodded again as he released his hand. ‘Gudrum’s trying to get the rest of his men into the city.’

      That had Ollo backing away further, encouraging everyone to follow him, until they were far, far away from the gate they’d spent hours creeping towards. ‘We need another way in,’ he decided, barely able to catch his breath. ‘We can’t get through that gate if Eddeth’s right. And once we get inside, we have to stay away from Gudrum’s men. Of which there’ll now be many.’

      Eddeth nodded. ‘We have to get to the queen. She’s in the catacombs. I know she is!’

      ‘Ssshhh,’ Ilene hissed behind her, hand twitching, ready to slap the dreamer.

      Eddeth turned around to glare at her, though they were in so much danger that she was struggling to stay quiet. And then she blinked, staring into Ilene’s beady eyes, but seeing an old woman.

      Adelborg, the dreamer.

      She was leaning forward, whispering into a pretty dark-haired woman’s ear.

      Eddeth heard the cries of children, and closing her eyes, she tried to listen to what Adelborg was saying.

      ‘Go and don’t let them find you. Help is coming! I believe that. Go to the chamber of tombs. To the king’s tomb. Close the door and wait there. Please. Symbols will protect you. Hurry now! Hurry! Help will come. I promise!’

      And unable to contain her delight, Eddeth sneezed.
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      Fog came to hide the harbour, and Vito grew even more concerned.

      He returned to his chamber to change his wet clothes, taking a moment to warm himself by the fire. Flora was sleeping, and he didn’t want to wake her.

      Sitting in a chair, annoyed to hear it creak loudly, he dropped his head to his hands. No one had been able to find his sister and the girls, nor the men he’d sent to watch over them.

      They had simply disappeared.

      Someone had killed Ake’s dreamer, and now the harbour was hidden from them by thick fog. The harbour and the forest and wherever else those men were hiding.

      Vito didn’t know who to trust. He’d changed the guards on the gates, mixing up the shifts, reorganising his men, but was it too late? Had the enemy been let inside already? Or had Ake’s enemies been here all along?

      He didn’t know, but turning to glance at the door, he realised that he had to get back to the ramparts to see what he could do before it was too late.
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        * * *

      

      No one came for them.

      Despite Eddeth’s explosive sneeze, no one came to investigate the noise, and they all breathed silent sighs of relief about that while Eddeth studied her hands closely, trying to shut out the angry thoughts swirling around her.

      It was important to focus.

      ‘They’re hiding inside a tomb inside the catacombs,’ she whispered eventually.

      ‘What?’ Ollo frowned. ‘A real tomb? A coffin?’

      Eddeth didn’t think that was true. ‘A standing up tomb, not a lying down one. A special one. A king’s tomb! The Vettels must have had those, mustn’t they? Show offs that they were.’

      Ollo nodded, memories sparking. ‘More than one.’ He was quiet, walking through the catacombs in his mind.

      ‘Can you find it?’ Vik wanted to know.

      ‘Yes,’ Ollo said with confidence.

      ‘No,’ Eddeth countered. ‘You can’t. It’s hidden! Masked by dreamer symbols. You won’t see it at all. But I can!’ She wasn’t sure that was true, once again becoming loud. Aldo was there now, tapping her shoulder, and she quietened down without anyone needing to grumble at her.

      ‘Which is all well and good, but we’re standing outside the city,’ Berger pointed out as the fog crept closer. ‘And unless you’ve got another way to get inside, there’s nothing we can do from out here.’
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum’s men had quickly killed six Stornas guards, dragging their bodies towards the entrance to the catacombs, tossing them down the stairs.

      It wasn’t the only entrance to the underground tunnels, Gudrum knew, though there was no one about at this time of night. He stationed four men nearby, concealed in dense shadows, ready to deal with anyone who might raise the alarm, for now it was important to be like smoke drifting through the city. Until they had enough men inside the walls to take the fight to Ake’s garrison, they couldn’t be discovered.

      Raf knew that.

      Gudrum had been so busy trying to get his men inside that he’d barely noticed her. She had given him the information he needed, so he’d abandoned her in the dark. And left alone, Raf was finally able to shut everyone out, finding somewhere quiet to sit, where she could see what was happening and decide what she wanted to do.
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        * * *

      

      Estrella couldn’t sleep. The girls were curled up together, Vito’s men had extinguished the torch, needing to get some sleep themselves, the servants were snoring softly, but Estrella couldn’t relax at all.

      The tomb smelled of decay. She’d been down to the catacombs once before, as a newlywed, curious about what lurked beneath the city. But having been repelled by the rats and the smell and the miserable, cloying darkness, she’d felt no need to return.

      Help, Adelborg had promised her. Help would come.

      But when?

      Estrella tried to breathe slowly, to calm her anxious mind, though the dust caught in her throat, and she had to stifle a cough. She’d seen the symbols carved around the walls of the tomb, and though they might help them stay hidden, she didn’t imagine it would stop anyone hearing her.

      Closing her eyes, she could almost feel Adelborg’s cold hands in hers.

      ‘Help,’ she whispered into the darkness. ‘Please, help me.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Vito strode across Stornas’ large square, preparing to head to the harbour ramparts. He couldn’t see them through the fog, though, wondering what god had had a hand in that.

      It was only getting worse.

      A group of sixty-odd men marched behind him, boots thumping across the newly formed snow. Archers. Well-rested men with quivers full of arrows – many of them fire arrows – for despite the fog, Vito was determined to see what was happening.

      ‘I want more braziers!’ he shouted at the men coming towards him.

      They nodded, turning to their right, heading for the buildings bordering the narrow walk that led to the postern gate. Braziers were stored there; buckets, firewood, everything needed to maintain the ramparts.

      Vito’s attention was already back on that fog, fearing what was hiding behind it. So, unsheathing his sword, he stopped. ‘Hold!’ he cried, turning around. ‘Draw your weapons now and open your eyes! Our enemy isn’t only in the harbour! It’s in our city! So stay alert, men! With me!’ And turning back, Vito plunged into the fog, deciding to circle the city’s perimeter before heading back to the wall.

      Those men he’d sent out searching for problems hadn’t returned, so it was time to seek them out himself.
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        * * *

      

      Memories of leaving Ottby were fresh in Gerda’s mind as she followed Bjarni, who was leading the horses away from the fort, across a vast stretch of open pasture submerged in snow. The terrain undulated gently, rising as it led away from the fort, and though Katrine had a few sleighs, they were being used to transport the injured and old, so she was forced to employ wagons to carry their supplies.

      It wasn’t the greatest distance to cover, though moving at such a slow pace, it would take some time to get to the woods where they planned to hide.

      Gerda peered over her shoulder, seeing Elin in one wagon, helping to keep the injured calm. Agnette rode in another, packed in with sleepy children, confused animals, and her chickens, who were surprisingly quiet.

      ‘Gerda.’ Bjarni had turned around when she hadn’t answered him. ‘This way.’ He inclined his head to the right, blinking snow from his eyes. Looking up, he hoped to see signs that a blizzard was on its way, but the sky felt as though it was lightening, and he saw only gentle flurries now.

      Gerda followed after him, glancing over her shoulder at Stellan. As usual, he was fussing over that Katrine woman, begging and scraping to her as though she was an important lady, rather than just the woman in charge of a tiny fort of little value. Not like Ottby.

      Thinking of Ottby had Gerda distracted again, her tired mind wandering as eventually, Bjarni rode back to her.

      ‘Think I’ll ride here,’ he decided. ‘Keep you company.’

      She sighed, grateful for that, hoping that Stellan would hurry.

      ‘We’re going to make a lot of noise,’ Stellan realised, thinking of the pigs and chickens and children and every noisy creature they were taking out of the fort.

      ‘Well, they are,’ Jonas corrected him, mounting his black mare. She had waited patiently while he’d sorted out his grandchildren, who were riding in a sleigh with Stina, Solveigh, and the animals. They were a rowdy bunch, and Jonas had had to return to the sleigh often to reprimand them all. ‘Once we get them safely into the woods, we’ll be back here making our own plans.’

      Stellan couldn’t wait. ‘Let’s get moving then.’ He saw Katrine emerge from the hall again, looking hesitant. She’d been back and forth countless times, constantly remembering something else she needed to bring. ‘We can’t delay, my lady! They won’t be waiting for dawn, I promise. If they’re nearby, they won’t stop.’

      Katrine nodded, moving with speed now, refusing to look over her shoulder at the hall, determined to leave her memories, both good and bad, behind.

      Alys watched her, hearing a voice in her head. ‘Five hundred,’ she whispered, mostly to herself. Then, clearing her throat, she spoke louder. ‘Hector Berras sent five hundred men to Tromsund. I heard him.’

      Katrine stumbled in horror. Stellan Vilander had brought two hundred warriors with him, and, at most, she had one hundred men and a handful of women capable of wielding weapons.

      It wasn’t enough.

      Stellan turned to raise an eyebrow at Jonas, feeling his heart race.

      ‘Let’s get moving,’ Jonas urged, catching a glimpse of the Lady of Tromsund’s anxious face. ‘Don’t worry now, Alys will help you. Once you’re in the woods, she’ll work to keep you all safe.’

      Alys saw her children watching her, listening to their great-grandfather. ‘Yes, I will. I’ll certainly try.’ Puddle barked suddenly, and she wondered what that meant.

      ‘You’ll need to keep that puppy quiet,’ Stellan warned gruffly, eyeing both children. ‘Quiet now. Promise?’

      Magnus nodded, pulling Puddle close. ‘He’s just scared. He doesn’t know what’s happening.’

      The boy reminded him of Reinar, and Stellan smiled, thinking of his son.

      Both his sons.

      Wondering where they were.
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        * * *

      

      ‘They have dreamers,’ Skoll said to the man riding beside him. Ormunder had been one of his father’s oldest friends and advisors. He had survived longer than any other, owing, Skoll believed, to having a wise head on his shoulders. He was just the man he needed by his side, listening, pushing back when he was making poor choices. Well, perhaps not pushing back, Skoll thought with a tired grin, for he was the lord, and no one should feel free to push back against him. ‘They will expect us. And what does that mean?’ he asked, his thoughts meandering in the darkness. He needed sleep, though his mind wanted to race ahead, desperate to make it to Tromsund before dawn. ‘The Vilanders are there,’ Skoll went on, filling the silence as Ormunder mulled everything over. ‘With how many men? That burned dreamer couldn’t say. Perhaps she didn’t know?’

      ‘Less than us, my lord,’ Ormunder said, confident in that answer. ‘They’d not give many men to Tromsund. Not when they’re trying to capture Stornas.’

      Skoll was pleased to hear it. ‘And knowing all of that, what would you do, Ormunder?’ He was genuinely interested in what the man thought, which he could see, surprised him.

      Ormunder tripped over his words, having spent decades advising a lord who barked and bellowed if he ever dared voice an opinion contrary to his own. ‘Well, my lord, it depends on their confidence in their defenses. If they don’t have any, they’ll run, find the next fort willing to take them in, though there’s not many with Ottby’s strengths, or even Tromsund’s. It’s hard to say, but if they’ve been warned in time, then we may find an empty fort.’

      Skoll narrowed his eyes, thinking things through, remembering what the dreamer had said. ‘I need two men! Men who know Tromsund! Men who can find it in the dark!’

      Four men quickly spurred their horses forward, two slipping back, half relieved not to be needed.

      When the volunteers reached their lord, they pulled their horses to a stop, awaiting Skoll’s orders.

      ‘You will race to Tromsund as fast as you can. Don’t be seen, but see them. See what they’re doing, where they’re going. Then come back and tell me! Go! And be fast!’

      Both men felt ready for their beds, though they were well aware that there were many lords to impress, and the Lord of Ennor was quickly emerging as one of the frontrunners.

      ‘They will ride ahead of us!’ Skoll roared, standing in his stirrups. ‘But we won’t be far behind! Will we?’ He heard a ripple of what sounded like yawns and grumbles, and quickly angered, he lifted his voice higher, shattering the night. ‘Those at the back will be left to the wolves! My wolves! So eyes up and let’s go!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Wait!’

      Ollo spun back, ready to slam his hand over Eddeth’s big mouth, but he heard the noises himself, from up on the ramparts, from inside the city.

      It was no longer quiet.

      Something was happening.

      ‘We need to find another way in,’ he hissed. ‘Unless you’ve got one?’

      ‘No!’ Eddeth was being loud again, her delight brimming over. ‘No! And we don’t need to! Listen!’

      Berger rolled his eyes at Ilene. ‘We should’ve tied her to a tree. Stuffed one of my wet socks in her mouth.’

      Ilene sniggered, getting a sour look from Aldo, who moved forward to join Eddeth, Ollo, and Vik.

      ‘I thought we were moving?’ Vik whispered, eyes darting around in the dark.

      ‘Apparently, Eddeth thinks we can still get in the gate,’ Ollo grumbled. ‘Us and Gudrum’s men. Just going to slip in beside them, are we? With you and the boy?’ Now he’d started speaking too loudly, and clamping his lips together, he tugged on his beard.

      ‘Not yet, we’re not,’ Eddeth huffed. ‘But hold your tongue long enough, and your ears might start working! Listen!’
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        * * *

      

      The first shout was almost imperceptible.

      Vito didn’t think he’d heard a man. He wondered if it had been a dog barking? Some animal? A door creaking? One of the ships in the harbour?

      But the man whose shout had been smothered, dropped his sword to the cleared cobblestones as he died, a loud clattering sound echoing in the silence.

      Garnering the attention of those men nearby.

      Who cried out in unison, brandishing weapons.

      Shouting some more.

      Vito swung left. ‘To the postern gate!’ he bellowed, quickly glancing over his shoulder, barely seeing anyone through the dense fog. ‘Hurry! Ring the signal bell! Now!’
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum killed the man who’d made the mistake.

      And then he ran.

      Stopping quickly, he realised that he hadn’t grabbed Raf, but when he looked into the dark corner where he’d left her, he couldn’t find her.

      ‘Gudrum!’

      The warning in that voice had him spinning on his right foot, just in time to see the blade coming for his neck. Stornas’ garrison was alert to the danger aiming at them from all angles now.

      He hoped Ahlen had managed to get down to the harbour without being discovered. That he was bringing the rest of their men into the fort with speed.

      Through the postern gate.

      The fog shifted, and he realised that he couldn’t see the gate now. So ducking back into the shadows, Gudrum slipped down the walk, feeling men all around him, but not knowing who they belonged to.

      Fighting intensified as more of the garrison arrived, and Gudrum crouched down, hoping to avoid detection. He recognised one of his own men, and hissing his name, he encouraged him to drop low and follow him. ‘We have to get that gate open. We need our men inside. Come with me!’

      The man nodded, turning to his right, motioning a handful of familiar faces to follow him. Gudrum did the same, every man working hard not to draw attention to themselves as they slipped through the melee, ducking and twisting out of reach, avoiding rather than engaging. Until they were at the gate, where those Stornas men loyal to Hector were waiting. Gudrum ran forward now. ‘Godi! Get the gate open! Throw away the locking bar. We have to keep it open now. My men are coming!’ He glimpsed fear in blinking eyes. Those men who had kept their true allegiance hidden were now afraid that their betrayal would be exposed. ‘What? You think I won’t point a finger? You think I won’t take you down with me? That my men won’t?’ Gudrum growled. ‘But we can take the entire city! Tonight! Just get my men inside!’
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        * * *

      

      Vik was struggling to hear Eddeth’s whisperings, for now, when there was noise above them and in front of them, she had decided to whisper properly. Quietly.

      So quietly that no one could hear her.

      Ollo gave up and crept down to see what was happening for himself, pinned against the eastern wall, entirely hidden in shadow. The fog helped too. He was able to stay there for some time, just listening. And when he’d heard enough, he hurried back, breathless. ‘Gudrum’s men are inside. Under attack. Now he’s taken over the gate, bringing men from his ships. They think they can defeat the garrison.’

      Vik was surprised. ‘You heard all of that?’

      ‘Well, sounds like that’s what they’re doing,’ Ollo insisted. ‘It means we can slip inside.’

      Vik looked back at Eddeth. ‘It will be dangerous. Fighting the moment we get inside. I don’t think you can come. You or Aldo.’

      ‘But, but...’ Eddeth began. ‘I have to find them! You won’t find the queen! You can’t see!’

      Vik guessed that was true. He glanced at Ollo, knowing he had no patience for the dreamer. But seeing Aldo, he looked at the boy with a smile.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Close the gates!’ Vito screamed as he finally reached the walk, though he couldn’t break through the shadowy mass of seething bodies, weapons flashing.

      He was quickly pushed off his feet, moved along as though on a wave, unable to bring up his sword arm. He tried sheathing his sword, realising that his knife was a smarter choice in such a crush, but he couldn’t move. And then he felt a sharp pain in his lower back. ‘Aarrghh!’

      Gudrum couldn’t hear anything more than ringing in his ears, but he knew he had to push out of the walk quickly. He had to overwhelm the garrison and take the entire city with speed. He couldn’t draw them all down into this poky corner. He needed to flood the city with his men before the garrison realised what was happening. ‘Follow me!’ he urged, knife in one hand, sword in the other.

      He started stabbing, using his weapons as hands to part the crowd of warriors before him. He heard shouts of pain and anger, and, spurred on by that, he kept going, hoping that the majority of men he was hurting and killing were his enemies.

      It was impossible to tell.

      Vito, trapped between his men, back burning where he’d been stabbed, wanted to hear the signal bell tolling in the distance.

      Why couldn’t he hear the bell?

      ‘We have to stop them!’ he cried breathlessly, pain stripping his voice of any power. ‘Ring the bell! Warn everyone! Stop –’

      And then a knife to the forehead.

      Gudrum dropped his arm, regretting the loss of his knife, though it had shut that man up. And relieved about that, he pushed forward again. ‘Into the square!’ he shouted. ‘Up to the wall! Move! Move!’
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      Sigurd felt odd in the new clothes Thenor had gifted him.

      He wore a pair of dark blue trousers made of thick, soft wool. They felt warm against his skin, not itchy or rough. Over those hung a long tunic in bright blue linen, trimmed with silver thread, swirling patterns decorating his cuffs, glittering in the flames of the nearest lamp. His leather boots were new, too, reaching taller than his old ones, almost up to his knees, secured with elaborately decorated silver buckles.

      He didn’t really like them, though they were comfortable. Dry too.

      Everything was comfortable in Gallabrok, he realised, feeling uncomfortable.

      He twisted his new mail shirt around, adjusting his new belt, from which hung his new scabbard, encasing his new sword.

      Fire Song, he remembered, feeling odd about that too.

      Sigurd had almost forgotten that Thenor was walking beside him. He didn’t know where they were going, though he hoped it was somewhere that would reveal what was happening with his family; that Thenor knew what was happening with his family. He’d spent all this time preparing him, and if not to fight, what was the point of it all?

      Sigurd stopped suddenly, realising that they’d left the hall behind and were now walking through the gardens into what looked like a training ring. Despite exploring Thenor’s hall and its extensive grounds since his arrival, he hadn’t seen even a hint of it before. ‘What?’

      The ring was full of men. Armoured men with weapons.

      Fighting.

      ‘Training,’ Thenor corrected him. ‘My warriors. My army.’

      ‘You have an army?’

      Thenor smiled. ‘Surely you’ve grown up hearing about my famous army, Sigurd? Your father was always a great follower of mine, I know. And you were raised hearing all about me, despite Gerda’s best efforts to poison your mind. You know I collect Alekka’s greatest warriors for my army.’

      ‘An army of the dead?’

      ‘You could look at it that way, I suppose. Though death is simply another form of existence, much like life is. A more limited one, granted, but another form nonetheless.’

      Sigurd nodded, not quite understanding. ‘I thought Eskvir chose the best warriors for his army?’

      ‘Eskvir tries to, of course, but my warriors are chosen for more than just their battle victories. I look for character. The ones with heart.’

      Sigurd thought about that for a moment. ‘Do you know who will die? Before they’re killed?’

      ‘Sometimes. The Goddesses of Fate do not speak to me, but I have dreamers. I have my own visions too. So yes, sometimes I get warnings.’

      ‘And do you ever do anything? To stop it happening? To save anyone? Or do you just sit here, wherever here is, and watch?’ Sigurd felt angry, not wanting to be any kind of god. Not wanting to be any sort of creature who would sit back and do nothing.

      ‘The world doesn’t work that way, Sigurd, for life and death flow in tandem with one another. I cannot stop that eternal cycle. I cannot place my will above all others. It is about balance. About the flow of life and death. It all flows in the most perfect rhythm.’

      ‘I have to go!’ Sigurd raised his voice, unable to contain his impatience one moment longer. ‘If you won’t help Reinar, if you won’t help my father... I have to leave here. I have to help them! Show me how to go, where to go. I have to help them!’

      ‘Why?’ Thenor grabbed his arm. ‘Why are you panicking? When I took you, your brother was riding for Stornas, and Stellan was likely in Tromsund. So why do you feel so panicked, Sigurd? So desperate to leave and save them?’

      ‘They’re in danger! I feel it. They’re both in danger!’

      Thenor smiled. ‘You sense that, don’t you? Not know it, but sense it?’

      Sigurd nodded. ‘I do. I feel it. Something’s wrong.’

      ‘Yes, it is, but we have time. Remember what I said now, there is plenty of time. And besides, there’s someone I’d like you to meet. Someone you may have missed.’

      Sigurd spun around, staring at the field of fighting men.

      Seeing a woman.
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        * * *

      

      Ollo had crept back and forth from the postern gate, returning to Vik and their men with regular updates, making everyone sigh with impatience, until finally, he returned with good news.

      ‘Gate’s clear. Still open. Looks like the fighting’s spreading into the rest of the city.’

      Vik could certainly hear blades clanging above their heads as they sheltered in the shadow of the eastern wall. ‘Can you get us into the catacombs quickly? Once we slip inside?’

      Ollo nodded. ‘With my eyes closed.’ Reaching inside his cloak, he tugged up his swordbelt, pulling back his shoulders, and with a sharp look at Eddeth, he turned back around. ‘Let’s go. And no sneezing!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Gudrum pushed through the city streets, heading for the ramparts, urging his men on. They were outnumbered, but not by much, and unlike Stornas’ garrison, they mostly knew what was happening.

      There was no opposing leader that he could see. No one man shouting orders, directing his warriors into any kind of formation.

      But Gudrum was.

      He’d sent Godi and Ahlen to either flank and now he was driving the bulk of his men forward in a wedge, half-hidden by the fog. His attackers were hesitant, many not understanding who their enemy was or what was even happening.

      He saw heads swivelling, flashes of panic as the occasional hint of flame flickered nearby. Braziers were spitting, some lanterns swinging outside closed doors. And from the ramparts, fire bloomed as archers stood with arrows nocked, though they couldn’t see who to hit. In the darkness and the fog, it was anybody’s guess who was who.

      Gudrum held fire, waiting.

      Wanting to see what the Stornas men would do.
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        * * *

      

      The woman waited until he was standing behind her before turning around.

      ‘Tulia!’ Sigurd threw himself forward, pulling her into his arms. ‘Tulia!’ It was the greatest gift to see her again, to touch and feel and hold her. She didn’t respond, though, and he pulled back, staring into those familiar brown eyes, searching for clues. ‘Are you alright? Are you...’ He didn’t know, but he feared that she was different. Not who he remembered.

      ‘Well, I’m dead,’ she said sharply. ‘So not exactly alright.’ And then she was smiling, kissing him. ‘With all those injuries, I knew it wouldn’t be long till I saw you again.’ She saw Thenor standing beside Sigurd and frowned, though Thenor’s hat was firmly back on his head, and she couldn’t see his eyes.

      She saw no resemblance at all.

      Remembering how many wounds he’d gotten since he last saw her, Sigurd shrugged. ‘True, though that’s not why I’m here.’ He turned to stare at Thenor, who placed a hand on his shoulder.

      ‘You have some time, but only some. I will need you again soon. There is much to show you, much for you to learn.’ And then he was gone, cloak whirling around.

      Sigurd sighed impatiently, irritated to hear it. He felt his urgency growing, a throbbing need to leave this place.

      Tulia sensed it. ‘What’s wrong? Why are you here, Sigurd?’ She took his hand, squeezing it. ‘Tell me.’

      Sigurd felt warmth in her hand, surprised by that, though he had no idea what he’d been expecting. ‘You’re dead but alive.’

      Tulia shrugged. ‘I suppose I am. Though there’s little joy in this existence and no freedom. Just a reprieve from the Underworld, I expect. The honour of being one of Thenor’s chosen warriors.’ She tried to sound honoured, though she felt miserable.

      ‘I’ve missed you,’ Sigurd said, tears in his eyes. ‘I... there was so much I wanted to say. How we left things... how I did. I...’ He embraced her again until his nose was touching hers. ‘I did everything wrong. Said it all wrong.’

      She kissed him. ‘Do you really think I thought about that when I was dying? No, I was only thinking about my own mistakes. I should have taken out those arrows. I should have...’ She was immediately back in the barn with Torvig, in the stinking wet straw, feeling the pain in her arm. She looked down at it, then up at Sigurd. ‘But now you’re here, so it doesn’t matter, does it?’

      ‘Not for long,’ he whispered. ‘I’m not dead, Tulia. That’s not why I’m here.’

      Tulia didn’t understand, and stepping back, she stared into the intense blue eyes she remembered so well. ‘Tell me, then. Why have you come?’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘In here! Quick!’ Ollo hissed, motioning for everyone to follow him.

      The crush at the postern gate had eased. In fact, it was now empty, apart from the dead and injured, so they were able to slip into the city with speed, undetected.

      Once through the archway, it was a quick turn right, then left, and after a fast run down a narrow alley, they were standing above an entrance to the catacombs.

      Ollo felt odd, memories tugging at his heart; the pain of a childhood lived on the streets, mostly starving and cold. Hearing shouts in the distance, he quickly blinked away every distraction, turning around to see Berger behind him. ‘Be prepared. They might still have men down there. And watch the rats.’

      Berger didn’t care about rats, but he passed the message on, smiling as Ilene grimaced. ‘I can carry you on my back, if you like?’

      She shoved him, moving past him, after Ollo.
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        * * *

      

      Ilyia had woken from a nightmare, crying. And panicking that it was so dark, her crying intensified, waking her sister, who became just as scared and loud.

      One of the guards quickly lit a torch, showing the girls that they were safe.

      Safe in their special hiding place.

      He was a kind man, with a soft voice, and he calmed the girls down, leaving Estrella to lean back against the tomb wall, fighting the voices in her head, which warned that they would die here.

      Without food? Water? Warmth?

      It was cold, and she was struggling to breathe. Perhaps that was panic, she thought distractedly? Ake had always had to work to calm her down. Her temper was quick to ignite and hard to cool. Tears stung her aching eyes as she thought of her patient husband, but she rubbed them away, turning her head until her ear was pressed against the tomb door, wanting to hear if someone was coming.
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        * * *

      

      Vik took the rear, head permanently twisted over his shoulder. He turned back around as his ankle gave way, weakening for a moment. Grimacing, he tightened his grip on his sword, wishing they had more men. Knowing they should have brought more horses.

      Hoping Ollo knew where he was going.

      Aldo had helped Ollo light a torch as soon as they’d descended into the tunnels, allowing Ollo to move quickly, confident with where he was going.

      Behind him, Berger had pushed Eddeth forward, with Aldo beside her, holding her arm. ‘You need to tell him where they are. Hurry.’

      Eddeth could hear rats squeaking as she splashed through the odd puddle, not liking the smell, which seemed to intensify with every step. Her senses sharpened quickly in the darkness, though, as she worked to concentrate, trying to bring Adelborg’s voice back into her mind. ‘The chamber of tombs!’ she announced loudly, earning a hiss from Ollo. ‘Once we’re at the tombs, tell me. I’ll see what I can find then.’

      Ollo nodded, hurrying away, torchlight dancing off the dripping walls.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum took to the ramparts, and not wasting time with swords, he merely tipped every man he encountered over the wall. He’d picked up a shield, using it to batter anyone standing in his way. Occasionally, he was forced to whip his blade around, threatening and then slicing his enemies, but mostly, thanks to the fog, he had the element of surprise. And soon, he was standing overlooking the harbour gates. He turned away, eyes down on the square, watching the battle, half masked by fog, wondering if he had miscalculated. Wondering if Hector’s spy, Godi, had known what he was talking about.

      He wished he knew where Raf was, hoping the dreamer was smart enough to hide out of sight until victory was assured.

      He didn’t want any Stornas man touching her.

      Hurting her.

      Killing her.

      Distracted now, Gudrum didn’t notice the man who’d slipped out of the guard tower, sword by his side. Seeing Gudrum, dressed like a Northerner in his long bear fur, he quickly lifted his blade, nicking his arm.

      Gudrum wheeled around in surprise, bringing his left arm up to support his right, hacking at the man’s neck with such force that his head flew over the rampart wall like a boulder launched from a catapult. ‘Keep going!’ he yelled down to his men, some of whom were stupid enough to look his way. ‘Heads down and keep going!’

      He lifted his eyes, thinking about the old dreamer lying dead in the catacombs, wondering if she’d been telling the truth after all.

      Perhaps the queen and her daughters were still in the castle?

      ‘Asa!’ he shouted, seeing a man of some use. ‘Take ten men! Get into the castle. I want the queen and her children. Find them, and we’ll stop this fighting soon enough. They won’t lay a hand on us if we’re holding their queen!’ Turning around, he saw a bloody-faced Ahlen. ‘Get back down to the tunnels! See if you can sniff out the bitch! Wherever she’s hiding, I want her found!’
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        * * *

      

      The catacombs had a way of fooling you.

      Voices echoed as though someone was standing behind you, and yet, no one was there.

      Aldo swallowed as he moved Eddeth forward, keeping a firm grip on her arm, sensing her desire to run off now that they were in the long chamber of tombs. ‘Don’t run, Eddeth.’

      ‘I won’t,’ she promised, trying very hard not to simply shake him off. And as Ollo swept his torch over the various stone tombs, her eyes lit up, and she started twitching.

      Aldo clung on, and behind them, Berger hissed for Eddeth to be quiet, anticipating what was coming.

      He had a close eye on Aldo, knowing how fond the boy was of charging after the dreamer. ‘Stay still,’ he warned. ‘Both of you. And quiet. We don’t know who’s down here.’

      Which was true, Vik thought, moving up to join them. ‘Eddeth, do you recognise anything? Anything at all?’

      She shook her head. ‘I need the torch!’ she whispered loudly.

      Vik nodded, taking her towards Ollo. ‘She needs to see up close.’

      Ollo drew a dirty finger towards his lips. Then taking it away from his mouth, he pointed to where they’d entered the chamber of tombs.

      Vik turned his head, listening.

      Hearing footsteps.
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        * * *

      

      Two of the guards quickly took the children, clamping hands over their mouths. They couldn’t trust the servants with something so important. Not this time. They could hear many voices directly outside the tomb now.

      Estrella had her ear to the door, knowing that no one could find them in here if they kept silent and still.

      No one.

      She closed her eyes, trying to remember Adelborg’s last words.

      ‘Help will come. I promise!’

      But how would she know when, if she couldn’t see who was there?

      And who would bring that help? Vito?

      Pressing her ear against the cold stone, Estrella desperately tried to recognise any of the voices.
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        * * *

      

      Ahlen held up a hand, and turning around, he brought a finger to his lips.

      He’d heard voices.

      He pointed to the right, towards where they’d searched for the queen earlier in the day.

      In the chamber of tombs.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth picked her wart, which helped her stop sneezing. The thoughts multiplying in her mind were like a flooding river, though, and she was struggling to clear a space big enough to think.

      Ollo had led them here.

      Now she had to do her part.

      She could hear his thoughts loudly, everyone else’s too; all grumbling to themselves, all doubting her. But blinking at Aldo, she saw that he wasn’t doubting her at all. He was quietly urging her on, knowing that she could do it. She took his hands in hers, and feeling tears coming, she closed her eyes.

      ‘There!’ came the shout as eleven men ran into the chamber.

      Immediately realising that they were outnumbered, one of them attempted to flee, but drawing out his knife, Berger flung it into the back of his head.

      Eddeth squealed, eyes open, pulling Aldo away, towards one of the tombs.

      ‘Take the torch, boy,’ Ollo growled, handing over the flaming torch and drawing his sword. ‘Keep looking, Eddeth! The moment you find it, tell us!’ And turning back, he hurried to join Vik.

      Eddeth’s attention was further scattered by the sudden battle. She heard Ilene’s high-pitched scream as she gutted one man; Berger’s deep-throated roar as he headbutted another.

      ‘You have to close your eyes again,’ Aldo urged. ‘It will help, Eddeth. Try not to be here. You can find a way through the symbols.’

      And that was when Eddeth realised how stupid she’d been. ‘No! I can’t. I can’t! I doubt even my grandmother could. But we don’t need to. Of course we don’t!’ And spinning away from Aldo, Eddeth ran up to the biggest tomb. ‘My lady! My lady!’ she called in her loudest voice. ‘We are here to rescue you!’

      There was no one to scowl at her now. No reason to try and be quiet any longer. The fighting was loud enough to be heard by the gods, Eddeth was certain, raising her voice even higher. ‘My lady! We have been sent to help you! Adelborg...’ Eddeth ran out of breath. ‘It’s...’

      Vik realised what she was doing, knowing the queen better than any of them. ‘Estrella!’ he bellowed. ‘Ake wanted us to save you. You must come out now! Hurry! It’s Vik! I’ve... come to save you!’ And just as he said it, he was pushed over, skidding onto his forearms, grunting in pain. Back on his feet quickly, he kept calling. ‘Estrella!’

      And turning around at the sound of a creak, Eddeth was relieved to see three men emerge from behind a thick stone door, and following them, a dark-haired woman and two terrified little girls.
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      Dawn would come soon, Alys realised, sensing that the sky was lightening ever so slightly. Once a deep black, it now appeared a dark indigo. She blinked, fearing that it was merely her sleep-deprived eyes not seeing things clearly.

      Hoping that was the case.

      Since they’d swapped Tromsund for the woods, Alys hadn’t stopped moving. With Jonas’ help, they’d moved boulders to mark out the contours of their camp, instructing everyone to stay within the confines of that space. And remembering everything Ragnahild had taught her, Alys had worked quickly to carve a row of symbols across the entrance to the woods on boulders and rocks.

      Though would it be enough?

      Would they work?

      Stellan placed a hand on her shoulder, not having had any response to his question, and she spun around, almost falling over in surprise. ‘I...’

      ‘Didn’t hear me?’

      Alys shook her head, trying to catch her breath. ‘No, sorry. What did you say?’

      Stellan felt bad for asking. ‘I wondered if you’d seen anything of Sigurd? Or Reinar? I can’t help worrying about them. Though I’m sure you have more important things on your mind. More important things to do.’ He straightened up, pushing back aching shoulders, tight with knots that never loosened.

      Alys sheathed her knife, wringing her hand. ‘I could use a break,’ she admitted, taking a seat on one of the boulders she’d been working on. ‘And yes, I’ve seen Reinar. I wasn’t sure if I should say anything, but I think he’s turned back.’

      ‘What?’ Stellan shook his head. ‘For us?’

      Alys nodded.

      Stellan was quickly furious, remembering the last words he’d spoken to Ake; the promise he’d made. ‘But why would he do that? What about Stornas?’

      ‘I imagine Eddeth told him that something was wrong here. Likely she warned him that we were in danger, in the same way I warned you.’

      ‘But I made a promise to Ake, for his family. For the kingdom. What is Reinar doing?’ Stellan scratched his beard, irritated with his son. How could he hope to be a king if he broke the first oath he took? The first promise he made?

      Alys rushed to Reinar’s defense. ‘You wouldn’t do the same?’

      Looking down at her, Stellan saw defiance in those pretty eyes. She was a gentle woman, he’d found, in their brief time together, but those fiery eyes reminded him of Jonas.

      He sighed. He didn’t know.

      ‘It’s not easy, is it? So don’t blame Reinar for whatever choice he’s made. Just trust that he’s made the best one he could have. You know him, better than I do.’ Alys felt uncomfortable saying that, memories of kissing Reinar at the forefront of her tortured mind. ‘You know how seriously he takes things. He won’t have taken the decision lightly.’

      Stellan knew that to be true. ‘So he’s coming here? To Tromsund?’

      Alys guessed so. And then she realised that she always had a sense of when Reinar was coming to her. She’d never been wrong yet. ‘Yes, he is.’

      ‘And Sigurd?’

      Alys shook her head. ‘I’m sorry.’

      She didn’t know what had happened to Sigurd.
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        * * *

      

      Tulia didn’t say anything for a long time after Sigurd explained how he’d ended up here with her. ‘You’re not staying,’ she said at last. ‘Are you?’ And now she rose to her feet, wanting to go and rejoin training, with men she mostly despised.

      It was a death sentence better than most, yet it was still a death sentence.

      ‘I can’t,’ Sigurd tried.

      ‘But if you’re Thenor’s son, then you’re a god, Sigurd. You belong here, with him. He’s often here. And when he’s not, you could be here, couldn’t you?’

      Sigurd took her hand, wanting that too.

      Part of him did, at least.

      The other part...

      He turned his head, thinking of his family. ‘I have to go back now. I have to convince Thenor to let me go back. Reinar needs me. My father too. I can’t let them die.’ He kissed Tulia, seeing a glimpse of Raf’s face and feeling guilty for it. ‘I’m sorry,’ he said, letting go of her hand and turning away. ‘I have to go back.’

      Tulia wanted to go with Sigurd, but she sensed a deep reluctance in him. As though now that he’d unburdened himself, he was happy to never see her again.

      But then, surprising them both, Sigurd reached back and took her hand again. ‘Come with me,’ he smiled. ‘No doubt Thenor isn’t letting me out of his grasp yet. We still have some time.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘There’s no fucking time!’ Ollo screeched in a voice drained of any power, like his arms, which felt as though they were barely hanging onto his shoulders. He wanted to drop to the ground. And, hands on his knees, he turned around, urging everyone forward. ‘No time for reunions. Not now!’

      Vik heard the sense in Ollo’s panting grumbles, and he urged Estrella and her children to stay quiet, to stay with Eddeth and Aldo, behind him. They would only get out of the city if they remained undiscovered.

      Estrella nodded, sharp eyes on her terrified girls.

      Eddeth nodded, too, barely looking Vik’s way. She was busy trying to find the problems awaiting them on their way out of Stornas.

      And there appeared to be many.

      ‘Last man’s gone,’ Berger called, coming back into the chamber. ‘Escaped. Knife in his back, but he’s gone.’

      That was bad news.

      ‘Hurry!’ Eddeth urged, wanting Ollo to get everyone moving.

      And straightening up, Ollo took the torch back from Aldo, swinging around and heading out of the chamber of tombs. ‘Follow me! Fast as you can!’ They couldn’t leave Estrella’s guards behind, he knew, but it was going to be tough on the horses.

      They’d lost one man in the chamber, and glancing over his shoulder as he turned into the tunnel, Ollo wished him well on his journey to the Underworld, hoping that, perhaps, Thenor would pick him to be one of his chosen instead.

      ‘Hurry,’ Ilene hissed, limping behind him, having twisted her ankle.

      Berger was right behind her, eyes moving up and down the dark tunnel, ears open to whatever danger the escaped man would bring down upon them.

      Regretting that he’d lost him in the darkness.

      ‘As soon as we’re out of the catacombs, we’re heading out of the city,’ Vik warned one of Estrella’s guards. ‘Gudrum’s attacking from the inside, so you need to make a choice. You’re either with us or staying behind with them.’

      The dark-eyed man looked torn for a moment, but remembering Vito’s instructions, he straightened his shoulders, lifting his head. ‘We’re with you. We keep the queen and her daughters safe, no matter what.’

      Vik nodded, and turning back around, he ran after Ollo.
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        * * *

      

      Raf sat in the dark, back against the wall of whatever shed she’d stumbled into, hearing screams of pain, blades scraping against blades. She heard men calling for wives and mothers. Calling for help. The night air was freezing, growing colder by the moment, she thought, wrapping trembling arms around shaking legs. Sometimes, she heard Gudrum’s familiar voice, loudest of all. It sounded as though he was above her, like a god in the sky. She shivered, not wanting him to be victorious but knowing he would be.

      She had seen that.

      And more.

      She waited for some time as the noises around the shed lessened, the fighting shifting away from it, and then she stood, hood over her face, moving towards the doorway. Looking out quickly, she saw the postern gate, still open, bodies lying strewn in its wake, the smell of bowels and blood fouling the air.

      The fog was dense, and stepping one foot out of the shed, Raf wondered if she could slip out of the city without being seen. She glanced at the gate again, and when she turned back around, a man had her by the cloak, lifting her into the air.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth couldn’t catch her breath. She could barely see where to put her feet as she stumbled along behind a puffing Ollo.

      ‘Nearly there,’ he panted in her direction.

      She could only nod, gripping Aldo’s hand. He was nervous, she could tell, his fears rising, worried what they would find when they emerged from the catacombs.

      So was Vik. He turned back to one of Estrella’s guards. ‘You go up first, find out what’s happening. You’ll draw less attention than one of us, depending on who’s up there.’ He thought of Gudrum but didn’t want to say, though it was his growing fear that Gudrum would have the last laugh.

      Blinking that thought away, Vik ploughed on, wanting Ollo to pick up his pace.

      Ollo disappeared around a corner, taking the torch with him, and the tunnel was plunged into darkness. Berger stumbled, bumping into Aldo, who pushed him upright, getting a grateful grunt in return.

      ‘Faster,’ Berger urged, shoving Ilene, whose boots he’d already stood on twice. ‘Move faster.’

      She wanted to turn around and punch him, though she nodded, hurrying after Eddeth and Ludo.

      ‘Here!’ Ollo whispered as they found the stone steps. He saw one of the guards coming through. ‘What?’

      ‘I’m to go up first. To check things.’

      Liking the sound of that, Ollo moved out of his path. ‘We head to the postern gate as soon as we’re up. I know the quickest way.’

      The guard looked at him in surprise, though he didn’t argue, mounting the steps with pace. ‘Put out your torch,’ he whispered, disappearing quickly.

      Ollo dropped it to the ground, turning back to issue orders. ‘Don’t look at anyone, don’t speak, and don’t sneeze. We have to get through the gate, up that hill and onto the horses quick as we can. If that man tells anyone we’re down here. He saw the queen. If he tells anyone...’
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum was becoming confident now. ‘Find my dreamer!’ he yelled to one of his men, wanting to ensure Raf’s safety. ‘Bring her to me!’ He turned around, seeing more of Stornas’ garrison mounting the ramparts now. ‘Archers!’ he cried, thrilled to suddenly have so many arrows to hand. ‘Kill them!’ He blinked, recognising a figure running across the square, hand in the air. The sky was lightening, the fog dispersing now, and Gudrum had a clearer picture of where things stood. ‘Ahlen!’ he shouted, though Ahlen was immediately cut down by a Stornas man, his hand still in the air as he fell, buried beneath a rush of shield-bearing warriors.

      Gudrum frowned, irritated, and then he was dropping to the rampart walk, hearing the hiss of arrows as they flew over the wall. He kept down, quickly aware of a new threat: Stornas archers, firing from the castle balconies. ‘My archers!’ he bellowed, not wanting to be undone by a shift in things. ‘Fire on the castle!’
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        * * *

      

      Estrella’s guard motioned for everyone to follow him.

      Eddeth tripped over her boots as she mounted the stairs.

      They had the queen and her daughters, and there was some relief in that.

      But she wouldn’t feel right until they got everyone safely out of the city.

      And that meant everyone.
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        * * *

      

      Raf shrieked, legs swinging helplessly beneath her, imagining what Sigurd would do to the man threatening her. In her desperation, she would’ve even been happy to see Gudrum. There was so little she could do herself. She couldn’t even find a way under her cloak to grab her knife.

      The big man laughed at her. ‘A prize indeed!’ he grinned toothlessly.

      He was one of Gudrum’s men, which infuriated Raf. ‘You’re supposed to be helping Gudrum!’ she spat. ‘What are you doing with me? Put me down, you fat prick, before he kills you!’

      Toothless laughed, lowering her to the ground, hand around her throat now. Squeezing. ‘Who says Gudrum will ever find out? Battles are a messy business. Doubt he’ll ever know what happened to you, little dreamer.’ And ignoring Raf’s screams, barely discernible over the crashing noise of the battle raging in the distance, Toothless pushed Raf back inside the shed, already fiddling with his swordbelt.
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        * * *

      

      They crept down the alley, trying not to be seen.

      Ollo straightened up, turning back to the guard. ‘Can you find the gate from here?’

      The man nodded.

      ‘Then you should take the queen. Move ahead. There’s too many of us now. We need to separate into smaller groups.’

      The guard agreed, and nodding, he moved back to Estrella, who was mostly hidden beneath Eddeth’s cloak. The two girls were being held by the other two guards, big cloaks covering their little heads. ‘We go now. Quietly.’ He turned back, leading his men ahead of Ollo.

      ‘What are we doing?’ Vik wanted to know, back pressed against a wall, head in the shadows.

      ‘Less chance of getting caught if we’re not a large group,’ Ollo snapped, having thought that was obvious.

      Vik supposed he agreed, though he didn’t like Estrella being out of sight. ‘Come on then, get us moving again.’

      ‘No!’ Eddeth yelled at the top of her lungs.

      Everyone turned to her in horror as she clamped her hands over her mouth.

      Then taking one away, she dragged Vik close, whispering in his ear.

      ‘What? No. No. Eddeth, no!’ Vik shook his head, staring into Eddeth’s eyes, and he sighed. ‘Well, come on then. Hurry!’
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        * * *

      

      Raf couldn’t breathe.

      Toothless was crushing her. He was like a boulder on legs, his breath rancid as he grunted, ferreting under his cloak and hers, trying to work quickly to expose her flesh. Though his hands were slick with blood, slippery, and he fumbled, getting angrier by the moment, annoyed with Raf’s wriggling and screaming.

      ‘Shut up!’ he yelled, slapping her across the face.

      Raf was momentarily stunned, feeling one eye closing up, ears ringing, though she was quickly screaming again. ‘Help! Help me! Gudrum! Get Gudrum! Help!’ And then she saw a glimpse of a familiar face, and she screamed louder. ‘Eddeth! Eddeth!’
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        * * *

      

      Ollo froze.

      ‘Told you,’ Eddeth grinned. ‘That dreamer knows we’re here. Listen to the poor thing. We have to help her!’ And she prodded him forward. ‘Now!’

      ‘But...’

      ‘Come on,’ Vik urged. ‘What sort of hero leaves a woman behind getting raped?’

      That hurried Ollo along; Berger too.

      The rest of the men remained with Eddeth and Aldo, pinned back against the walk, eyes on the postern gate, hoping they’d hurry back.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum was on his haunches, an arrow protruding from his arm, as Asa came back to him.

      ‘No sign of the queen in the castle, my lord,’ he said, breath like thick clouds around his face.

      ‘And what about Torgen? Have you seen him?’

      Asa shook his head.

      Gudrum remembered seeing Ahlen running into the square. ‘Take your men down to the catacombs, see what’s happening. And if you find Raf, send her to me. I don’t know what’s happened to everybody. Am I here alone?’ He was angry and anxious, not wanting this to be another Orvala.

      And suddenly reminded of Orvala, he realised that, more than anything, he had to stop thinking about women.
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        * * *

      

      Toothless had slapped Raf so hard that her head had snapped back onto the ground, and she’d gone limp, eyes closed.

      Enjoying a moment’s peace, he finally managed to pull up the girl’s cloak, rushing his hands under her dress.

      So intent was he on exploring Raf’s body that he didn’t hear the creak of the shed door as Ollo leaned on it. Nor did he hear Vik’s boots scuffing dirt as he lunged forward, driving his sword through the big man’s back.

      Vik had hoped to aim somewhere near his neck, but the man was a hulking mass in the darkness, and he had no idea where he’d hit.

      Toothless roared in agony, turning as he rose to his feet, meeting Berger’s sword, which he rammed through the man’s gullet, cutting off his cries immediately.

      Ollo looked down at the girl, thinking of his poor arms and Vik’s useless ankle. ‘Berger, you carry her.’

      Berger didn’t hesitate. And sheathing his sword, he swept a lifeless Raf into his arms, throwing her over his shoulder like a sack of barley. ‘Hurry. We have to hurry!’

      Both men agreed with that, and swords out, they turned after him, heading out of the shed, making their way to the gate.
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      Reinar was almost asleep, but as his head dropped forward, he woke up with a gasp.

      ‘Maybe we should slow down?’ Ludo wondered beside him, overcome with tiredness himself. ‘Take a short break?’

      ‘What we need is some cold water. Something to wake us up,’ Reinar insisted, shaking his head.

      Ludo didn’t think so. They were riding across what he guessed was a meadow, so exposed that he felt entirely naked, as though the evil wind was slowly sloughing off all his skin, leaving him with nothing but bones.

      Bones knocking together in the cold, he thought, mind wandering.

      ‘Are you asleep?’

      Ludo had hunched over so that he appeared much smaller. He sighed. ‘I’m mostly frozen but awake.’

      ‘Guess there’s only one thing for it then. Speed!’ And clicking his tongue, Reinar gave Riga a sharp slap with his boots, spurring him ahead of Ludo, who sighed again.

      But forcing up his head, he kicked his own horse, dutifully following after him.
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        * * *

      

      ‘What’s happened to her? Oh dear, what has happened?’ Eddeth kept exclaiming as they exited the gate, her eyes on the lifeless creature Berger had slung over his shoulder.

      ‘Shut up!’ Ollo warned, pointing above them. Every pair of eyes turned skyward. ‘Night’s going, fog’s gone. Soon our luck will go with it if you don’t close that trap of yours, Eddeth Nagel!’

      That had Eddeth as silent as a mouse as she crept along behind Berger, though she still wanted to make him stop so she could check on the poor little dreamer.

      ‘Do you think she wants us to rescue her?’ Aldo wondered quietly into Eddeth’s ear. ‘What if she wakes up and shouts out?’

      Eddeth thought that through. ‘She wants us to,’ she decided, eventually. ‘Oh yes, she most certainly does.’ Though she swallowed nervously, hoping she was right.

      ‘We have to leave the wall behind now. Head up the hill,’ Vik said, looking at the extra bodies they’d be taking to Tromsund. ‘You’ll have to share horses. No way around it. Eddeth, Ilene, you’ll ride with one of these men. The girls will go in front of two of my men. Estrella, you’re with me.’

      Estrella nodded. She felt in safe hands with Vik, though she was still terrified.

      ‘Hurry now,’ Ollo urged. ‘We need to leave in small groups. We can’t draw attention to ourselves.’

      Vik agreed. ‘You first, unless you’ve forgotten where we left the horses?’

      Ollo didn’t reply, lifting his head to the ramparts, praying to Thenor that those men on the wall would keep their attention fixed on the battle for the city. And turning his own attention to the climb before him, he took a deep breath. ‘Let’s go.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘You can see everything? Anything you want to see?’ Sigurd asked in awe, standing beside Thenor, who had brought images to life in the waterfall running behind his chair.

      The soothing sound of that water had calmed Sigurd as he’d sat in his father’s hall. His eyes had kept returning to it, lifting to the rafters where a hole twice as wide as a smoke hole allowed water to rush down into a great stone bowl. The bowl never seemed to flood, and the torrent of water remained steady, teeming down over a decorative wall.

      Now Sigurd saw the waterfall in an entirely different light, his eyes fixed on the images Thenor had revealed – so clear, despite the dark night. He saw Ollo struggling up a hill, shadows of men all around him. He saw Vik, waiting by Stornas’ wall with a woman and two children.

      The queen, he guessed. It had to be.

      His heart raced, his chest tightening.

      Thenor ran a hand over the water, and it changed to Tromsund.

      Sigurd was certain it was Tromsund.

      ‘It’s empty,’ he breathed, looking at the small wooden fort with interest. ‘Where is everyone? My father? Where are they?’

      Thenor manipulated the water again. ‘Here. Hiding.’

      Now Sigurd saw dense woodland, faces peering out behind twisting trunks and branches. There were no leaves to shield them, just bare poles of bark reaching up to dark clouds. ‘Why?’

      ‘That panic you’ve felt since you arrived here? This is it.’

      Sigurd shivered. ‘Who’s coming?’

      ‘Hector Berras has sent his new friend to finish off Stellan. He wanted to do it himself, of course, though his ambition is far too great. He knows the boy is dangerous, so he doesn’t want him reaching Stornas without him. It’s a scramble for the throne, and Hector’s worked too hard to lose his chance now.’

      Sigurd didn’t understand. After spending some time with Tulia, he’d been called away by Thenor. And though he felt relieved to receive more information, none of it made him want to stay. All of it demanded he leave.

      Immediately.

      ‘Why won’t you intervene?’ he wanted to know. ‘If you can see everything, why won’t you go? Or let me go? Do you want Gudrum to take the throne? Or Hector Berras? I don’t understand!’

      Thenor ran his hand over the waterfall again, and it was still.

      Just water now.

      Though Sigurd could see enormous fish swimming in the bowl, their scales glittering like polished silver.

      ‘We are not human.’

      Sigurd spun around in surprise.

      ‘Well, I am not. You...’

      ‘You still won’t tell me about my mother?’

      ‘No. It serves no purpose. But you must understand, Sigurd, that as a god, I cannot intervene every time I disagree with what is happening amongst the humans. To choose to help this one or save that one? Like a parent taking sides?’

      ‘But the pain and suffering? The cruelty?’

      ‘Are part of the human experience,’ Thenor said calmly, seeing his son’s face slowly turning red with anger. ‘Eutresia tried to control the human experience. She sought to make her kings happy. They worshipped her, sacrificing to her in ever greater numbers, and, she, in turn, showered them with gifts and luck, intervening to change those things she should have left alone.’ He sighed, unpleasant memories pricking him again. ‘At first, it was her goodness. That’s what I told myself, for she was good of heart in the beginning. It grew into an obsession, though, for once that line is crossed, it is impossible to go back. So Eutresia had to do more and more, as did her kings. She caused so many problems, saving this person, killing that one, honouring the sacrifices in her name, which became more prolific. More extreme. And finally, endeavouring to reward her generous kings with the greatest of gifts, she had the Sun Torc made. And that was the end of everything.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘There will be time to talk of that later, but now, come, for I must show you what your sword can do.’

      Thenor left the hall like a gust of wind, and Sigurd had to run to catch up with him, seeing the image of Tromsund in his mind, and Vik and Eddeth in Stornas.

      Desperately wanting to help them all.
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        * * *

      

      Ollo reached the horses, panting like he’d been running for days, watching as one by one, the rest of their men joined them, quickly trying to organise who would ride on which horse. Ollo wasn’t offering to share, and he hurried to mount his brown stallion, who he’d named Arvor, after the God of Fire, still missing Destroyer.

      Berger reached him with Raf. ‘Here,’ he puffed, throwing the unconscious dreamer over Ollo’s lap. ‘Hold onto her. I...’ He had to work to catch his breath as he ran to his horse, frozen hands fumbling as he tried to untie him from a branch, unable to remember when he’d been able to do anything calmly. ‘I need to get on my horse, then I’ll... take her back.’

      ‘Where’s Vik?’ Ollo wondered impatiently, squinting through the trees. ‘He’s taking his time!’

      Berger glanced over his shoulder, thinking the same, though despite the approach of dawn, he saw little but shadows.

      Vik’s ankle had gone, and he was struggling up the hill. Two of their men were helping him, Ilene leading from the front, with Eddeth bringing up the rear, gripping hold of Aldo. Estrella, her daughters, and their servants were in the middle, the two children crying now, not understanding what was happening, no matter how many times it was explained to them.

      ‘Won’t be long now,’ Eddeth soothed, trying to keep the girls calm, though they were frightened, curling away from her, which Eddeth didn’t understand at all. Children had always loved her, she thought, mind wandering, and then Aldo was tugging her hand, trying to hurry her along.

      ‘Eddeth, we can’t be left behind!’

      That was true, and Eddeth doubled her hill-climbing efforts for a few breaths before spinning around, certain that someone was watching her.

      Vik looked over his shoulder. ‘What?’

      ‘I... are they looking our way?’ Eddeth wondered, pointing to the city wall.

      The first arrow struck one of Estrella’s guards in the back of the head.

      ‘Yes!’ Vik shouted. ‘Yes! Run!’

      They’d left bows and arrows on their horses, and now, just as he’d managed to get on his horse with an unconscious Raf flopped over his lap, Berger was forced to dismount, laying her down on the ground. Then, seeing his skittering horse kicking up his hooves, he thought better of it, slapping the girl instead. ‘Wake up!’

      She did.

      And jerking upright, Raf started screaming.
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum didn’t know who was escaping the city, but he yelled down to his men, demanding they shut every gate. ‘Every gate, you...’ The rest was said under his breath as he had two arrows in his arm now and was struggling to breathe, let alone speak.

      He turned away from the hill, focusing on the square, leaving his archers to pick off the escapees.
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        * * *

      

      Ilene went down, an arrow in her shoulder, screaming in anger as she fell.

      Berger was running towards them with Ollo, both men having left their horses behind. Six men with bows ran with them.

      Past them.

      And stopping abruptly, they drew back bowstrings, providing cover for Vik to get the queen and her children onto the horses.

      ‘Hurry!’ Vik panted. ‘Quick!’ He cursed his ankle, unable to put any weight on it.

      One of Estrella’s guards screamed out, shot through the thigh.

      ‘Ollo! Come on! At least try to kill one of them!’ Vik roared, hearing a grumble in return.

      Eventually, they got to the horses, Aldo running to untie them. He came back for a grimacing Vik, boosting him up into the saddle before rushing to lift the queen up in front of him.

      Estrella looked hesitant.

      ‘I’ll get your girls on the horses quickly, my lady,’ Aldo said nervously, lifting the woman up onto Vik’s lap. Vik groaned, pushing his ankle deep into the stirrup, needing to stay balanced with his passenger on board.

      Aldo ran back to the horses, untying a mare, moving her towards one of Estrella’s guards, who handed Ilyia to Aldo. And throwing himself into the saddle, the guard reached out for the little girl.

      Berger and Ollo managed to hit a few of Gudrum’s archers, nearly getting hit in return. But, quickly out of arrows, they had to rejoin the rest of the men running back up the hill.

      ‘We ride as fast as we can!’ Vik bellowed. ‘Until we’re sure we’re not being followed! And then we’ll stop! But only then! Come on, Ollo Narp! You didn’t come all this way to get left behind with an arrow in your arse!’

      Ollo couldn’t even lift an eyebrow in response. He’d never run so much in his life. He saw Ilene struggling to reach the reins, unable to lift her right arm.

      ‘Aarrghh!’

      ‘Ilene!’ he called, finding a breath. ‘Here. Ride with me!’

      She turned to him with a nod, unable to help herself at all.

      And then Aldo was there as Ollo dragged his horse towards the injured woman, quickly throwing his aching body into the saddle. Aldo helped Ilene up behind Ollo, who kicked his horse off after Vik.

      And finally, glancing around, relieved to see that nearly everyone was underway, Aldo Varnass turned back to Eddeth, who was waiting patiently by a very impatient Rofni, who hated being left behind.

      ‘I thought you’d never come,’ Eddeth grinned wearily. ‘I’m not sure I have the strength to lift myself into the saddle!’

      ‘It’s alright,’ Aldo smiled. ‘I’m here now.’

      He didn’t see the arrow coming.

      He didn’t hear the whistle as it shot from Stornas’ wall.

      Taking him in the side of the head.
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        * * *

      

      Alys squeezed Stina’s hand, wanting to reassure her friend that they were safe, though Stina was no fool, and despite Alys’ hard work throughout the night, drawing symbols around the perimeter of their camp, she felt terrified.

      ‘When we were escaping Orvala,’ Alys whispered, realising that having penned themselves into a limited space, there was little privacy. ‘I drew a line of symbols that Alari couldn’t cross. She wanted to hurt Thenor, and Sigurd, I imagine, but when she got to that line, she couldn’t cross it.’

      Stina wasn’t sure whether she felt confident about that. ‘Maybe it just kept a goddess out? Not humans?’

      ‘Maybe,’ Alys said, trying not to let that thought unsettle them both. ‘But don’t worry, Stellan and Jonas are out there. They’ve got two hundred men, and Katrine Hallen’s given them a hundred of hers. They’ll keep our enemies busy for a while.’

      They sat on a log, shivering. There were no fires, and most were keeping quiet as the sun rose, talking in murmurs and whispers. There was a sense of terrified expectation in the air. Alys knew that Stellan had sent out scouts, looking for the approaching army.

      She wanted to be wrong.

      She wanted to be yelled at or laughed at for being completely wrong.

      For being no dreamer at all.

      But, just like in Orvala, Alys was certain that she could hear hooves pounding in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Eddeth was too shocked to cry out. She couldn’t make a sound, standing by Rofni, watching as Aldo fell to the ground.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Vik called, peering over his shoulder, surprised that she wasn’t following them. He didn’t understand.

      ‘Eddeth!’ Ollo shouted impatiently. He turned, seeing Aldo lying on the ground and Eddeth frozen in place. Quickly jumping down from Arvor, he handed the reins to Ilene. ‘Go! Get after Vik. I’ll bring Eddeth!’ And hurrying to untie his shield from his horse, he ran down the hill towards the dreamer.

      ‘Come on!’ he growled at Eddeth, immediately under assault from the city wall. He hefted his shield up higher as the arrows speared the ground, trying to protect them both.

      ‘I can’t leave him,’ Eddeth sobbed. ‘Please, Ollo. I don’t want to leave him here.’

      Ollo’s eyes were on the dead boy. ‘I’ll bring him, I promise, but you get going now. You’re not dying here, Eddeth! You’re the king’s dreamer now. Reinar needs you and Aldo...’ Tears threatened Ollo’s eyes as he boosted a crying Eddeth into Rofni’s saddle. ‘The boy would want you to be safe. So go! Please.’ He grabbed Aldo’s hand, trying to drag his body out of the line of fire.

      Eddeth nodded, reluctantly turning Rofni’s head, spurring him up the hill.

      Ollo pulled Aldo’s arm, feeling the dead weight of him, remembering the boy’s older brother. He’d known their father – a true bastard. Nothing like his son, he thought, and bending down, he scooped Aldo Varnass up into his arms, climbing the hill with every bit of strength left in his legs. He saw that one of their men had dismounted, leading his horse forward.

      ‘Take her. I’ll go with Horm.’

      Ollo nodded, unable to speak.

      ‘I’ll help.’

      He nodded again as the man helped him get Aldo’s body onto the horse, laying him before the saddle, which Ollo hurried into, dropping his head as he sped away.

      After Eddeth.

      Raf felt odd. She kept glancing at Eddeth, seeing tears on the dreamer’s ruddy cheeks, feeling her pain.

      She turned back around, the man sitting behind her growling in her ear.

      ‘No more noise from you,’ Berger warned.

      And though Raf hated being told what to do, she felt his pain, too, and she nodded, slipping down inside her cloak as Berger kicked his horse up the hill, tears blurring his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You’re very quiet,’ Hector noted as he fell back to ride with his dreamer. ‘I had hoped to hear about your dreams this morning. I thought you might come to me.’

      ‘I was still having them, my lord,’ Gysa admitted. ‘For dreamers do not only see things while they’re asleep.’

      ‘And what have you seen, then?’

      Gysa had wanted to wait until she was certain, but her lord was breathing in her face, his strong morning breath wafting over her. ‘Victory,’ she smiled. ‘I saw victory.’
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        * * *

      

      Gudrum thought of Orvala as he strode through the square, Ake’s men on their knees before him – those still able to move.

      His own men were victorious around him.

      The bloody battle had lasted for hours. Hours of blades and arrows and death and screaming.

      Gudrum had three arrows sticking out of him, though that was nothing new, he thought with a pained grin. He’d declared victory. With the help of those Stornas men who had turned on their king, they had overcome twenty years of Ake Bluefinn rule.

      They had taken Stornas for Hector Berras.

      Gudrum thought about that, wondering what Raf had seen of his future.

      He was loyal to Hector because Hector had trusted him, put his faith in him, given him gold and men and opportunities.

      And though he may have failed to secure Orvala, Gudrum had now delivered Ake’s city and Ake’s throne to Hector.

      ‘Bring Raf to the castle!’ he called to Asa, who limped towards him with a bandaged head. ‘And find me that bitch queen!’

      The castle.

      He looked up at the majestic building as though seeing a palace of the gods, letting his mind wander to the possibilities.

      Though knowing that Hector had a dreamer, he didn’t let it linger there for long.
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      Skoll had stopped his men some time ago, as dawn was breaking, aware of how close they were to Tromsund. He’d hoped to reach it before the sun rose, though the sun hadn’t waited on him and his tired men. So now, in the grey light of dawn, he had to choose whether to wait through the day and attack under cover of night or launch an assault immediately.

      Ormunder had tried to counsel caution. Though realising what a timid old fool he truly was, Skoll quickly chose another advisor – someone who said exactly what he wanted to hear. And that man proposed a daylight attack, knowing they had enough men to overcome whatever defenses Stellan Vilander had put in place.

      Skoll smiled, glancing at his new advisor, Mikhil, who rode on his right shoulder, spear in hand. ‘We don’t stop!’ he roared, seeing Tromsund’s fort taking shape in the distance. ‘We burn them to the ground!’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Are we being followed?’ Vik asked when Berger joined him on a blowing horse. After leaving the city far in the distance, he’d pulled up, wanting to ensure that everyone was with them. He needed to decide what to do next.

      To see to Eddeth too.

      Berger shook his head. ‘Likely too busy celebrating their victory. Or still fighting for it.’ He glanced at Raf, who quickly turned her big eyes away from him, looking instead at Eddeth. She didn’t feel unsafe in the way she’d felt unsafe around Toothless, but she didn’t think anyone wanted her here.

      She was Gudrum’s dreamer. She doubted they trusted her.

      ‘I want to dig a grave,’ Eddeth decided, sniffing back tears. ‘Not just sprinkle some dirt on his head, but a proper grave, with stones. I want that for Aldo.’

      And knowing they weren’t being followed, no one could argue with that.

      Vik quickly set everyone to work, taking the queen away for a talk when he was done. ‘Are you well?’ he asked, looking her over. ‘Did anyone hurt you?’

      Estrella felt terrible. Her eyes were swollen, her hair thick with dust, her clothes ripped and torn. ‘No, but Vito? Adelborg?’

      ‘I don’t know about Vito,’ Vik admitted, though he feared the worst for Estrella’s brother. ‘As for Adelborg, Eddeth said she was killed. That she was trying to save you, as Ake would have wanted her to.’

      Estrella dropped her head, eyes drifting to a sobbing Eddeth. ‘The sneezing woman? She’s a dreamer?’

      Vik nodded.

      ‘And the boy?’

      ‘An orphan. He helped us get you out of the city.’

      Estrella felt terrible. ‘This Gudrum... he’s taken Stornas?’

      ‘Trying to, at least.’

      ‘So where are we going then? What now?’ She brushed hair out of her eyes, then rubbed them, wanting to scream. ‘Without Ake, what are we going to do?’ Estrella saw her daughters being tended to by their servants, and she felt relief that they were all together. Safe for now.

      But for how long?

      ‘He wanted to find us, that Gudrum,’ Estrella hissed, turning to Vik. ‘Why? To kill us? That’s what Adelborg said.’

      ‘I’d say so, then. Perhaps his dreamer could tell us?’ Vik wasn’t sure about bringing Raf along, though they’d caught the girl being raped. He doubted she wanted to stay behind with Gudrum’s men after that.

      Estrella sighed deeply, laying a hand on Vik’s arm. ‘You’re injured.’

      He smiled. ‘I’m always injured. Isn’t that what you used to say? Isn’t that why you left me?’

      She looked away, not wanting to think about Vik or what they’d had all those years ago.

      Before Ake.

      ‘We need more horses,’ she decided. ‘Nackka is close. Perhaps we go there?’ And head down, fearing she might vomit, Estrella Bluefinn strode away.

      Vik had been married three times – every one of them a failure.

      And now he watched the reason for those failures walking away from him, knowing that none of those women had ever measured up to Estrella Montagi, the love of his life.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan thought of Ake as the horses thundered towards them.

      Ake, who’d been killed by this boy, who was now trying to kill them. He felt sick when he thought of it, then not wanting to think about it, he lifted his head, turning to Jonas. ‘If anything happens to me, look after Gerda. I never got to say anything last time. I was just on the floor, unable to speak again. I couldn’t tell anyone what I wanted. But this time...’ He stopped, tightening his hand around his sword, which was no Corpse Splitter, he thought with some regret. Reinar had tried to return his old sword, but Stellan had insisted he keep it – his gift to the new king. He thought of Ake again, remembering his friend’s last words. ‘This time, I want to make sure my family is taken care of. By whoever’s left.’

      Jonas nodded.

      ‘And I’ll do the same for yours,’ Stellan promised. ‘They’ll be under my protection and my sons’, for the rest of my life.’

      Now Jonas laughed. ‘Your sons? The ones who kidnapped Alys? Thought about selling her off as a slave? Sent her to Hakon Vettel? Those sons?’

      Stellan didn’t shy away from his friend’s gentle ribbing. ‘Not everyone makes the best decisions at every moment in their lives,’ he suggested, thinking about Reinar’s decision to come to Tromsund instead of Stornas; still seeing that as a mistake. ‘But things turned out alright in the end. And Alys doesn’t seem too scarred by it. In fact, from what I’ve seen, it’s quite the opposite.’

      That had Jonas scowling, though the sound of hooves striking the earth was quickly joined by a loud whooping, which grew until it sounded like the storm of ravens in Furkat’s cove.

      The ground was undulating beneath them now, and Jonas quickly focused his mind back on the situation before him.

      Tromsund’s fort was small, its wooden walls not nearly high enough.

      He thought of Ottby, Slussfall, or even Orvala; each fort’s defenses offering better protection than Tromsund.

      It was a worry.

      ‘Let them come,’ Stellan said quietly from where they were positioned in the trees opposite the western wall. ‘We’re ready.’
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        * * *

      

      Alys kissed her children. ‘You need to stay here,’ she warned. ‘Stay here and stay quiet. I can’t be worrying about where you are. Solveigh and Stina have promised to watch you, so you must stay close.’

      Lotta rolled her eyes, bored to hear the same instructions repeated again.

      Alys ignored her, focusing on Magnus. ‘Don’t let go of Puddle, and please don’t go searching for arrows this time.’ She had two quivers crossed over her back, a bow in hand. Stellan had left some of his best archers with her, hoping it wouldn’t come to that. But she’d heard his thoughts, fearing that it would. ‘Be safe,’ she whispered as Lotta and Magnus squeezed her tightly. ‘And quieter than mice.’

      ‘Mice aren’t very quiet,’ Lotta grumped. ‘I always hear them rustling about under my bed. Sometimes, they’re on top of my bed, running over the furs. I hear them!’

      Alys wrinkled her nose, not wanting to get distracted by Lotta’s ramblings. She bent down to kiss Puddle, aiming for the top of his fluffy head, though he managed to lick her lips with his impossibly long tongue. And standing up with a groan, Alys took a deep breath. ‘I’ll be back soon.’ She nodded at Solveigh and Stina, knowing that each woman feared being raped again. ‘They won’t get near us,’ she promised, gripping her bow with determination. ‘I won’t let them. I promise. I won’t let them.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’ll do whatever you want, whatever you say. I’ll do it all,’ Sigurd promised, seeing how far away Reinar was from Tromsund and how close the Lord of Ennor was getting.

      It was torture to watch.

      ‘But please take me back, however you have to do it. Please let me go back and help my father. There’s too many of them!’

      ‘And you think that you could make a difference?’ Thenor said coldly, stepping forward until he towered over his tall son. ‘That anyone would welcome your sudden arrival?’

      ‘I’ll do anything,’ Sigurd pleaded. ‘That’s my mother, my cousin. Her baby. My friends. My father. Please.’

      But Thenor turned away from the waterfall without speaking, heading out of the hall, down the long path that led to the training ring.
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        * * *

      

      Skoll drew his sword. He’d left his father’s sword back in Ottby, planning to bury it with whatever bones survived his pyre. He hadn’t wanted it. This blade had been crafted for him alone. And only those men who’d died by his hand had bled on it.

      He smiled, thinking of how many more lives waited in that flimsy looking fort for the taking.

      The men behind him rode with banners, proudly showing the swooping red eagle of Ennor. Others carried bows, many had spears. And those men riding just behind him had flaming torches in their hands.

      Skoll spurred his horse down the path to the fort, seeing no men on those wooden walls. It was mid-morning, and the sky had yet to shake off its sleepy shroud. There wasn’t a hint of snow, though, he was pleased to see, sensing that the gods were truly on his side.

      And then a row of men popped up just before the fort gates, launching spears at the riders. They disappeared quickly, though, dropping down into a trough.

      Men fell around Skoll, spears falling from their hands, trampled by horses who couldn’t stop.

      ‘Kill them!’ he roared, not caring for those he’d lost. ‘Ride them down!’

      But those men had more to say. They were Tromsund men, and this was their home. They’d volunteered for the trough, wanting to take first blood.

      Stellan watched as some of them died, spears being returned in kind now, the Lord of Ennor’s horses running over them, crushing their bones.

      Other horses were falling, impaled on spears that broke as they slammed into the snow-covered ground.

      Arm in the air, Stellan signalled to his archers. And now those mounted Ennorians had to contend with an attack on two flanks as the arrows whipped through the air, assaulting their left.

      Skoll divided his forces quickly, prepared for the onslaught. One third he moved to the right, sending them around the eastern side of the wooden fort. The second third, he pushed out onto the left, having his archers deal with those men hidden in the trees. And commanding the third group, Skoll led them right up the middle. ‘Throw the torches over the walls! Set it alight!’ he shouted joyously, eyes aglow.

      Stellan heard him, marking the loudmouthed boy as the leader.

      The boy who’d killed Ake.

      He clung to that like an amulet around his neck, eager to end his young life. But not with a bow. He wanted to drive his blade through the boy’s throat and look in his eyes as he died. ‘Again!’ he cried, knowing there was no point in being quiet. The Lord of Ennor’s horsemen were circling the fort, those men in the trough under full assault now.

      Alys watched from where she was hidden, far away in the woods, Bjarni on her left. She wanted to move, to do something – they both did – though they couldn’t announce their presence.

      They couldn’t let the Lord of Ennor get a whiff of where they were hiding.
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        * * *

      

      ‘That boy killed the king!’ Lotta announced, seeing glimpses of what was happening in her mind. He had a thin face, like a fox, she thought, with his red hair and his strange eyes. She squirmed, not liking the look of him at all. ‘And now he wants to kill everyone in here!’

      Solveigh was nauseous beside her, holding her hand. ‘Everyone? Even the children?’

      ‘And the animals,’ Lotta said breathlessly, as though she was inside the boy’s mind. ‘He’s cruel. He likes hurting. It’s what he wants to do. To hurt us!’

      Solveigh glanced up at Stina.

      ‘Well, luckily we have so many warriors out there working to protect us,’ Stina insisted, forcing a smile. She put an arm around Lotta’s shoulder, giving her a squeeze. ‘That’s what you need to try and see. How many of Stellan Vilander’s men are out there, fighting for us.’

      ‘But there’s not enough,’ Lotta said, blinking up at Stina. ‘Can’t you see?’

      Magnus couldn’t, though he wished he could peer into his sister’s mind. ‘I doubt they even have as many men as we thought.’ He tried to sound confident, wanting to make Stina and Solveigh feel better.

      Lotta stared at her brother as though he was stupid. ‘But that’s only half of them. The rest are hiding! They are. I’ve seen them!’

      ‘What?’ Stina’s smile was gone in a flash. ‘Hiding? Where are they, Lotta? Can you see? Can you see where they are?’
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        * * *

      

      Without Eddeth nattering in his ear, telling him what was happening, Reinar was blind. His thoughts flitted through his mind like birds. Mostly fears. He feared that Tromsund was already under attack and that the Lord of Ennor was busy collecting heads like Tarl Brava. Magnus had told him that, he remembered, on their journey down from Orvala. Tarl Brava had talked to his enemies’ heads as they sat on his high table like guests at a feast. Reinar shivered. ‘We have to go faster!’ he called. ‘They need us!’

      Ludo passed the message on, arse numb, eyes stinging from the searing wind, ice-tipped and unforgiving. He wanted to stop and pass out until everything stopped hurting, but imagining Stina’s worried face, he pushed on.
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        * * *

      

      Lotta had been surprised to discover that no one else knew about the hiding men, and it took a while for Magnus to draw their exact location out of her.

      ‘I have to tell Mother!’ he insisted, looking from a terrified Solveigh to an indecisive Stina. ‘I know where she is, Stina. I can run to her. Trust me.’

      ‘No,’ Stina decided slowly. ‘I’ll find someone else.’ Looking around, though, she saw only old men and families; those who were injured. They were hiding in the woods, protected by symbols, not warriors. ‘I...’ Alys would kill her, she thought, but Magnus had always been a fast runner. ‘Yes. Go, Magnus. Go and tell your mother!’

      Lotta threw her arms around her brother, tears in her eyes. ‘You’re going to die!’ she sobbed.

      ‘What?’ Stina, Solveigh, and Magnus all said at once.

      ‘I mean, please don’t die!’ Lotta clarified quickly. ‘You’d better run fast!’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan had no choice but to lead his men out of their hiding place. The Lord of Ennor had dismounted, his attention consumed by the men in the troughs, slaughtering them without mercy.

      ‘You!’ Stellan roared, wanting the boy’s attention as his men formed a shield wall before him, their archers firing from behind. ‘It’s me you came for, isn’t it? Now that you’ve killed Ake? Isn’t that why Hector sent you here? Doing his work for him? Knowing he couldn’t kill me himself!’

      Skoll inhaled the smoke from the smouldering torches. His men had thrown them against the fort, though he could see that Tromsund’s walls had been freshly watered.

      The fire wasn’t catching.

      He ignored the old man he guessed was Stellan Vilander, turning away from his archers, sauntering towards Mikhil.

      ‘Fire at the fool!’ Jonas bellowed, fury rising at the boy’s insolence. His arrogance. His stupidity. He wanted to kill him himself, though he knew Stellan had first shot at the man who’d murdered his best friend. Though it was going to be hard to stop himself if the boy carried on like that.

      Stellan agreed, wanting to hurdle the shield wall and take his sword to Skoll’s throat. But he couldn’t. Unlike the new Lord of Ennor, he took responsibility for his warriors. For his people.

      Eventually, Skoll turned around, throwing up his shield to save himself from an arrow. Though everything he did appeared slow, as though he was bored.

      Not afraid of whatever his enemies intended to do.

      ‘I’m here for myself!’ he smiled as his men formed a hasty shield wall in front of their lord. ‘I intend to burn down your new home, and then I’ll kill your people.’ He turned away from the fort, eyes on the woods in the distance. ‘What? You thought you could just hide them away in there? Hoping I wouldn’t notice?’

      Stellan’s heart thumped in his chest.

      ‘Ha! But surely you don’t imagine that you’re the only lord with a dreamer?’ Skoll ducked down behind his shield now, whispering to one of his men.

      Who blew a horn.

      He stood up again, turning to smile at Stellan. ‘Hector might want you dead, but I could care less about you. I don’t even know who you are. I just want to wipe you off the map. Every last one of you.’
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        * * *

      

      Magnus ran as fast as his legs would carry him, towards where he knew his mother and the archers were waiting, watching the fort. He fell, more than once, Lotta’s words ringing in his ears. But, back on his feet quickly, he was racing through the bracken.

      And then the sound of a horn.

      Magnus panicked, caught between wanting to go back to protect his sister and Stina and Solveigh and...

      But he had to tell his mother. He had to get help.

      And then he heard people crashing through the trees, and he saw his mother running up to him, past him, bow in hand.

      ‘Run, Magnus! Run with me!’ Alys cried, hurrying ahead of her son. ‘Come!’ She heard the rest of the archers behind her. There weren’t many.

      There weren’t many...

      She hadn’t seen the Ennorians coming from the north.

      Tears blurred her eyes. Why hadn’t she seen them?

      And then Ragnahild’s voice rang in her ears. ‘Not every enemy wields a sword, Alys, so keep thinking now. And keep fighting!’

      Alys ran, breath pumping in her chest. ‘Stina!’ she screamed as Magnus caught her. ‘Run! Run as fast as you can, Magnus! Warn them!’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sigurd felt odd.

      He wasn’t sure what had happened or how he’d gotten here.

      Or where here even was.

      He didn’t see a fort.

      Spinning around, he only saw a wood.

      He thought he heard thunder, though looking up, the early morning sky was clear, just a hint of cloud in the distance.

      And then Tulia was by his side.

      ‘What?’ He blinked, confused.

      ‘Thenor sent me to help you. A gift, apparently.’ Tulia drew her sword, feeling something, though she wasn’t sure what. Taking a deep breath, she stared at a frowning Sigurd. ‘Lucky me, helping you again.’ And unable to stop smiling now, she watched as the rest of Skoll Bearsu’s army emerged from their hiding place in the distance, weapons glinting in the cold sunshine, flames burning from torches as they started across the field.
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      Stellan couldn’t go. He couldn’t abandon the men around him who needed their lord to get them out of this mess.

      Jonas had no choice but to go.

      He took fifty men, slicing his way to the Ennorians’ horses, knowing that he needed to be fast, for even if Alys had seen the trap, she still had no hope of stopping an army of...

      Jonas didn’t know.

      He thought there were some two hundred men fighting around him, and if she’d been right that Hector had sent five hundred men with the boy lord, she was likely facing three hundred warriors.

      Hardened men with weapons.

      Trying not to let fear unbalance him entirely, Jonas threw himself onto a horse, shield on his back, and slapping the reins, he flew away from Tromsund towards the woods, hoping his men could keep up.
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        * * *

      

      ‘They don’t have any archers,’ Tulia noted, shaking the snow from her boots as Skoll Bearsu’s men ran towards them. She hadn’t seen snow since she’d been in Ottby. She scowled at that miserable white powder, though she didn’t feel cold. ‘Lucky for you.’

      Sigurd thought he might vomit. Last thing he remembered, he’d been in the hall, standing before Thenor’s waterfall, listening to him chanting, hands on his arms. He glanced at Tulia, whose armour gleamed beside him, revealing a myriad of symbols glowing beneath the rising sun. ‘What’s it like being dead?’

      ‘I don’t know. What’s it like being a god?’

      Sigurd shrugged, trying to remember anything Thenor had shown him about the sword, one eye on the approaching army, trying to count how many men they were facing.

      He wished his father hadn’t sent him here with only Tulia for help.

      Though he was grateful not to be entirely alone.

      ‘I can kill, but I can’t die again,’ she promised, rolling back her shoulders. ‘So do whatever you need to, Sigurd. I’ll be fine.’

      And trying to focus as the first line of torch-bearing warriors edged closer, Sigurd drew back Fire Song, sweeping her sharp blade from one side of the field to the other, relieved to see flames shooting from her tip.

      Thenor had shown him what to do, though he’d struggled to master the sword in the short amount of time he’d practiced. Now, though, he wished he’d used his time more wisely, and listened more carefully. He was only just managing to generate tiny bursts of flame. So, breathing slowly in an attempt to calm his panic, Sigurd embraced the heat of the unfamiliar sword in his hand, trying to feel part of it; as though they were working together.

      Slowly the flames lengthened, until eventually, they flowed from Fire Song’s blade like rivers of fire, sweeping through the air.

      Hot, seething flames incinerating everything in their path.

      Tulia turned to him with an open mouth. ‘You stay out front where I can see you,’ she ordered as those Ennorians in the front ranks started howling, turning, trying to outrun the flames. ‘I don’t want that thing near me!’
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        * * *

      

      Alys screamed until her voice left her, though she still tried to make herself heard.

      Magnus was running ahead of her, bellowing into the forest, sending his warning out like a bird’s cry. But Stina and Solveigh had already alerted the camp to what Lotta had seen, and the villagers were being ushered through the trees by Katrine Hallen, who had quickly taken charge. For though she wanted to trust in Alys’ symbols, the idea of men with weapons coming to trap and burn them out of the woods wasn’t something she could risk.

      ‘Alys!’ Bjarni shouted, stumbling to a stop behind her. ‘We have to keep going!’

      ‘We? What do you mean we?’ Agnette cried, rushing up to her husband, Liara mewling against her chest. Elin and Gerda were there, too, both women looking terrified.

      ‘Why did you bring us in here if it was a trap?’ Gerda snarled at Alys. ‘Why didn’t you see?’

      ‘That won’t help now, Gerda,’ Bjarni snapped. ‘You take Agnette and Elin. I have to go with Alys.’

      Who wasn’t waiting for him.

      ‘Bjarni!’ Agnette shouted as he ran after Alys.

      ‘I love you!’ he called over his shoulder, sword out now. ‘I love you both!’

      Agnette watched him go, mouth open, barely hearing her daughter’s urgent cries.

      And then Katrine was there with a firm arm around her shoulder. ‘We must move away now, into the centre of the woods. It’s denser there. We have to stay as safe as we can.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Reinar’s bringing the army!’ Sigurd called, sweeping Fire Song across the field of Ennorians again, Tulia beside him.

      She’d sheathed her sword and drawn her bow over her head, nocking arrow after arrow, not replying. Sigurd could only sweep his sword in one direction at a time, so she was working hard to keep the pressure on, not wanting the Ennorian army to think that there was any way through.

      ‘We just have to hold them back till then!’

      ‘You think he’s close? Do you feel that?’

      Sigurd nodded. ‘He is. Close.’ And attention wandering, Fire Song’s flame went out. He stared down at the smoking blade in shock, then looking up, he saw that the Ennorians were once again surging forward.
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        * * *

      

      Stellan could see that the Lord of Ennor had no interest in fighting him. The boy cared little for old warhorses, he realised, as Skoll Bearsu slid away. ‘We will defeat you!’ he taunted, trying to provoke a reaction.

      ‘Head for the woods!’ Skoll ordered, guessing that Stellan’s men had run out of arrows now. Bows were being dropped, replaced with swords. ‘They’re hiding in there! Head for the woods! Burn them! Kill every last one of them!’

      Stellan wanted to squeeze the life out of the little bastard, as behind him, Tromsund’s fort finally caught fire, smouldering wet wood suddenly blazing.

      And Skoll laughed. ‘After I burn your people and their homes, I’ll come back for you, old man. Take you back to Hector as a prize! What? You think you matter to me? That your life is worth my trouble?’ And spinning away, Skoll ran for his horse, his men trailing after him.
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        * * *

      

      There were so many Ennorians in front of them, moving to the flanks, too, that everything quickly became a blur, and Tulia started wishing that Sigurd’s magical sword was still working. She’d been knocked to the ground, almost trampled on, but remembering how that useless fool Torvig Aleksen had ruined her reputation and taken her life, she swept her legs around, jumping back to her feet, taking off an arm.

      Angry now.

      Sigurd was working hard not to lose his head, trying to remember that he was immortal. That’s what Thenor had said.

      He hoped it was true. He needed to stay alive.

      Tulia drew a second sword, dropping to a crouch as more and more Ennorians joined the melee. Sigurd finally got his sword working again, flames surging from Fire Song’s blade, sending men running and burning away from him, giving both of them a chance to breathe.

      ‘Where’s everyone else?’ Tulia wondered. ‘Your father? His men?’

      Sigurd shrugged, lunging forward, drawing his flaming sword up and down now, enjoying the power he had over his enemy, feeling more alive than he could remember. Though in the back of his mind he knew that they couldn’t hold the Ennorians out for long.
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        * * *

      

      They heard the noise of battle before they saw it, and Bjarni stopped everyone at the treeline, not wanting to announce their presence. A surprise attack was always more effective, he heard Stellan barking in his ears. So, motioning with one hand, he encouraged the archers to stop, turning back to move slightly forward himself, wanting to survey the situation.

      But what he saw had him dumbfounded.

      Alys came up beside him, mouth dropping open. ‘Sigurd,’ she breathed, recognising that tall figure.

      But it was the woman beside him that had taken Bjarni’s breath away.

      And now Alys’.

      ‘Tulia?’
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        * * *

      

      Jonas swung his horse around the eastern side of the woods, hearing more and more hooves pounding behind him.

      Eventually, he glanced over his shoulder, seeing the Ennorian lord snapping at the heels of his men, laughing and shouting and threatening death.

      Jonas was surprised, though not disappointed, for the idea of ripping out the boy’s throat was motivating. Though not quite as motivating as his need to save his family.
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        * * *

      

      Alys hit Bjarni, who still had nothing to say. And realising that he was in shock, she spun around to the archers. ‘Fire at will!’ she cried, deciding that there was no point in anything else now.

      Drawing her bowstring back to her ear, Alys hit a man in the throat, quickly pulling an arrow from one of her quivers, searching for another target. The Ennorians were moving in chaotic waves now, many burning and screaming as they sought to escape, causing chaos. Alys couldn’t see properly, trying not to think at all as she picked the enemy off.

      One, two, three...

      She was killing, but there was no guilt this time. Not a drop of it.

      Those men – and there were hundreds of them – were going to crash into the woods and kill everyone she loved. She heard the Lord of Ennor barking orders as he’d told them where to lie in wait. She heard Hector Berras’ dreamer whispering about their hiding place as though she was smiling, and Alys knew that their enemies wanted them dead. Man, woman, and child, they intended to kill them all. If they got through, they would set the woods alight. And Alys feared that her symbols wouldn’t stop the flames.

      She thought of Lotta and Magnus and Stina and Agnette, grabbing arrow after arrow, dreading the moment she’d reach back to find that there were none left.

      Sigurd crouched down beside Tulia as the archers got to work behind them. ‘Reinar’s nearly here.’ He could feel his brother, almost seeing him riding a blowing Riga, Ludo beside him.

      Tulia was relieved to hear it, doubting that the handful of archers hidden in the trees would be able to keep firing for long. They were helping, though, striking the heart of the Ennorians’ front ranks, causing their lines to break, and standing up, Tulia turned to the left. ‘I don’t think that’s Reinar,’ she said, seeing a grey-haired old warrior ride into the battle, followed by Ottby men on horses. She saw a few familiar faces, and buoyed by that, she turned back to Sigurd. ‘Let’s go!’
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        * * *

      

      Stellan’s men had few horses between them. Unlike the Ennorians, who quickly followed after their lord, leaving Tromsund burning behind them.

      Eventually, Stellan found Beggi Bellig. ‘Take charge! Do what you can to save the fort! Keep a few men here! Send the rest on foot! After me!’ And then he was away, throwing himself onto a horse, and roaring in anger, Stellan Vilander set off after the boy who’d killed his best friend.
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        * * *

      

      Jonas worked quickly from his horse, carving into those Ennorians on foot. He had a shield and a sword, using both to good effect.

      Alys saw him from the trees. ‘Our men are coming!’ she shouted at Bjarni, who turned to see Jonas on horseback.

      ‘Aim left!’ Bjarni warned. He couldn’t aim at anything. He could barely lift his arms, but he gripped his sword tightly, not about to let even one man past him. ‘Kill them!’

      Jonas was pleased by the support of those archers in the trees, though he knew that there weren’t many of them and their arrows wouldn’t last long. Glimpsing flames, he spun around, mouth dropping open at the sight of Sigurd Vilander swinging around his... fire sword?

      But seeing Jonas leading Ottby men into the fray, Sigurd extinguished Fire Song’s flame, charging forward, hot blade swinging. He felt disoriented, not knowing who he was anymore, though the desire to kill was overwhelming. He knew that every man he put down was one less man to fight.

      One less man to threaten his family.

      More Ennorians were coming; he could hear horses and shouting in the distance.

      Enemies.

      He had to kill everyone in his path.

      Jonas heard the sharp, high voice of that boy lord again, surprised that he’d left Tromsund’s fort behind. He felt a moment of panic, worried for Stellan. Though just as quickly, he was ducking a flying knife, then batting off a hacking blade. He nudged his reluctant horse forward, working hard with his knees, arm jarring as an axe hit his shield boss. Four men had quickly surrounded him, and Jonas started hoping that Sigurd Vilander would aim his fire sword in his direction.

      Then a whistle and the first man was down.

      Jonas remained as still as possible, squeezing his horse with his knees as the second man threw up a shield, but not high enough. That arrow took him in the top of the skull.

      Jonas waited as the next arrow missed, flying between him and his two remaining attackers. The fourth struck a neck, though, and the last man wheeled his horse around, looking to escape the archer’s range.

      Jonas swung his own horse around, certain he could see blonde hair in the trees.

      The sun was up now, glaring off the snow, and more than one warrior was squinting, struggling to see.

      ‘Grandfather!’ Alys yelled in warning, but she was too late as an Ennorian cut Jonas’ horse’s throat, sending him tumbling out of sight, lost in the battle. ‘No!’ She made to go forward, but Bjarni held her back.

      ‘Alys, you can’t! Look!’

      And panicking, Alys turned to see that the Ennorians were charging around Sigurd and Tulia now. They had quickly regrouped, moving to the flanks.

      Heading for the trees.
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        * * *

      

      Ludo heard something.

      Reinar doubted it. ‘You’re tired. Bad sign if you start hearing things.’

      ‘We’re nearly there,’ Ludo tried again. ‘Sounds like battle.’

      That had Reinar frowning, trying to hear something himself. Though he still couldn’t. ‘Nothing!’ he cried over the noise of pounding hooves and weapons clattering behind him. ‘Nothing!’ And then he turned to Ludo, a hint of doubt in his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      Sigurd and Tulia separated.

      He ran left, she ran right, trying to hold back the tide, but they were two against too many, and despite the fire breath flowing from Sigurd’s sword again, they were quickly overcome as the Ennorian lord urged his men into the trees, knowing that that was where the real prize lay.

      ‘Fire the woods!’ Skoll shouted to the horror of everyone who wasn’t an Ennorian. ‘Fire the woods!’
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        * * *

      

      Alys was out of arrows. She wanted to launch herself at the screaming boy with the gleeful look on his face, but she had to do something to stop his men.

      They couldn’t get into the woods.

      She heard a puppy barking, terrified by what that meant, and then Puddle was there, pawing her trembling leg. ‘No!’ Alys cried, not wanting him in any more danger.

      Bjarni turned around in surprise. ‘What?’

      And then Puddle, still yapping wildly, bounded away.

      ‘You see what you believe, Alys,’ Ragnahild’s voice echoed after him. ‘Dead or alive makes little difference. You see what you believe, so make those murderous bastards believe there’s no way through.’ And then Puddle was gone, lost in the trees. ‘Use your cloak, Alys! Use your cloak!’

      Alys didn’t know what that meant, but she heard Puddle barking again, and waking up her terrified mind, she threw away her empty quivers. Dropping to her knees, Alys tore off her cloak, laying it on the ground, confusing Bjarni, who was shouting at his archers to advance, urging them to draw their swords. Alys let his voice drift away; the sounds of battle too. And though she’d felt certain she would find a clue, she saw nothing on the cloak. The symbols she knew were there appeared to have vanished entirely.

      But then the solitary cloud in the sky shifted, revealing the full sun, which shone its rays into the wood, raising the contours of one spidery symbol.

      And throwing her cloak back around her shoulders, Alys ran out of the trees.
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      Stellan entered the fray, seeing no sign of Reinar, wondering if his son had done the right thing and gone to Stornas instead. And though he wished for the men and feared for his family, he knew that Alekka would have no hope if Hector took the throne.

      He grumbled crossly to himself, fighting his own thoughts, sword arcing through the sunshine as his horse whinnied beneath him, growing restless. There were too many bodies in the way for either of them to do much, though, and Stellan wondered if he’d be better on the ground.

      He saw flames in the distance, and looking up, he almost fell out of the saddle, seeing the familiar figure of his son. He fought the urge to call out, not wanting to bring attention to either himself or Sigurd, but he was momentarily confused. Static. And then he heard a woman’s voice, calling his name, and further confused, he turned to see Tulia chopping into an Ennorian warrior.

      ‘Stellan!’ she shouted, swinging her sword up to block a strike. ‘Move!’

      Jolted into action, Stellan dropped to the ground, though the sight of Tulia Saari was simply too shocking to ignore. ‘But...’

      Then she was gone, blood splashing through the air, and Stellan was ducking a flying axe, wishing he had a shield. He stood on a hand, stumbling, realising there was no owner attached. And moving now, pushing all distractions out of his mind, he tried to make his way through to the Ennorian lord, who was urging his men into the woods.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hold on.’

      Alys heard Reinar’s voice in her ears. It was a desperate plea, but she didn’t think they could hold on. Not without more help.

      She didn’t know if she could provide it. She didn’t know if she believed in herself at all. She could shoot an arrow, hit a target. She could take off a head.

      But this?

      ‘One day, you will have to defeat your mother,’ Ragnahild had warned her. ‘So I need you to learn, Alys. I need you to stop being afraid of how powerful you are. Dreamers are visionaries, but they are also warriors in their own right. And Mirella and Alari and every dark witch out there will come for you. Not with swords but with magic. So you must rise now. Rise and claim your true power.’

      Alys stood before the woods, closing her eyes, seeing Magnus and Lotta.

      She felt a pang of fear before pushing away their faces, imagining Eddeth beside her, tapping a drum.

      Someone was calling her name, but she held her ground, bringing the symbol from her cloak into the dark void before her. She shut out the horses and the blades, the stench of death sweeping the snowy field.

      And closing a door on her fears and doubts, she drew that symbol in her mind as Ragnahild had taught her, following each line, turning and twisting and tracing its glowing path, over and over again.

      Now she opened her eyes, arms outstretched, listening to the beat of her heart, the beat of the drum, the thunder of hooves.

      Hooves.

      Reinar was coming.

      So she had to keep those men out of the woods until he arrived. She saw fire. Not Sigurd’s fire, but flaming torches – Ennorians running on her right now. She couldn’t call out, though, couldn’t warn anyone. She needed to focus solely on drawing the symbol.

      ‘There’s a chant. There’s always a chant.’

      Alys blinked, suddenly remembering what Ragnahild had told her about that.

      ‘Be open to the words, Alys. We may write them down, but the symbol will speak to you when it is time, so open your mind and hear its song.’

      Watching from the trees, Magnus glanced at his sister in fear. ‘What’s she doing?’

      ‘Saving us,’ Lotta breathed, closing her eyes, urging her mother on.

      The words came as though Alys was merely breathing. She had no control over them, but they burst from her mouth with force, and then she was vibrating all over, arms shaking, the symbol growing before her like a rising sun.

      Sigurd turned to see Alys with her arms outstretched, hoping she was doing something, his attention quickly drawn to his bellowing father, whose height saw him standing taller than most men on the field. Sigurd felt relief, though he couldn’t move towards Stellan. He had to keep Fire Song flaming. Most of the Ennorians on the left flank appeared too worried by her flames to approach. He’d killed many, burning more, the screams of his victims as much of a warning to those following them as the flames themselves.

      He stayed where he was, turning to see the Ennorians charging up the middle towards Alys, many with torches in their hands.

      ‘No!’

      Sigurd heard voices raised in panic.

      ‘Alys!’

      Sigurd didn’t move to help her because he could feel her power, and turning, he could now see the wall she was building. He could see the symbol she was weaving.

      Skoll’s men couldn’t.

      They ran at her, poised to strike.

      ‘Mama!’ Magnus screamed, his sister silent beside him.

      And then the first Ennorian was down, falling as though he’d run into stone. Alys swallowed, though she didn’t break the rhythm of her chanting or lose her hold on the symbol.

      ‘Please,’ she heard Reinar breathing. ‘Please hold on, Alys.’

      Alys blinked, hoping she could, as more and more Ennorians tried to run into the woods.

      ‘What is wrong with you?’ Skoll raged at those men who remained down, and those who had pulled up on either side of him, not understanding what was happening. ‘What are you doing? Get into the woods! Now!’ Skoll made to move his own horse forward, but at the last moment, he caught a wink of light, seeing Stellan Vilander coming for him, sword raised.

      Stellan wasn’t a man comfortable with killing a horse, but this murderer had to be silenced before he killed hundreds – women and children, his people, and Katrine’s. So driving down with his sword, Stellan aimed for the horse, taking it in the cheek with a cruel blow.

      Skoll flung himself from the saddle as his horse collapsed beneath him, wild with fury. But quickly on his feet, he brought both hands up to his sword and launched it at Stellan Vilander.
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        * * *

      

      Reinar’s horse was as fast as lightning. And even after the demanding journey, ridden at a demanding pace, Riga kept going, sensing Reinar’s panic.

      ‘There!’ Ludo shouted as they came up the rise.

      ‘Shit!’ Reinar hadn’t been expecting to see a fully-fledged battle here, well away from the fort. Then realising that the huge plumes of smoke in the distance was likely Tromsund up in flames, he focused on a plan. ‘Ludo! Peel off!’ They’d divided up their men earlier so everyone would know who to follow at a moment’s notice. ‘Head west!’

      Ludo nodded, wondering what had happened to everyone in the fort.

      If it was on fire, where had they all gone?
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        * * *

      

      No one could get through Alys’ wall, though she was struggling to keep it going. Her trembling arms wanted to drop, but she heard Lotta’s voice in her ears.

      ‘Hold on, Mama. I’ll help you. I am helping you!’

      Alys didn’t know if that was true, but her resolve strengthened, reminded of what waited behind her, just as much as what lay before her.

      And then Sigurd was there with a flash of blue eyes, his flaming sword sweeping all those threatening her away. ‘Keep going, Alys! Reinar’s coming!’

      ‘No!’ Alys shouted, eyes watering. ‘He’s here! Reinar’s here!’

      And though that lifted Sigurd, he couldn’t move now. He had to keep Alys safe. He glanced to his right, seeing Tulia working hard, wheeling around with a blade that rippled with blood.

      She was dead. It still surprised him.

      He shook his head, not understanding anything.

      After a lifetime of denying even the existence of magic, here he was, surrounded by it.

      ‘Aarrghh!’ Stellan cried as Skoll Bearsu slashed his face, drawing blood. He staggered backwards, angrier than ever, ready to lift up his sword, but someone hit his elbow with a shield boss, and he dropped his blade, arm falling helplessly to his side. Numb. He couldn’t feel a thing, fearing it was broken. And now the boy lord was laughing and coming at him, ready to claim the scalp of another old has-been.

      Skoll swept his sword around, aiming for Stellan’s throat, seeing that the fool was pinned in, weaponless, unable to move. But he didn’t see Jonas Bergstrom, who’d been pushed towards him on the tide of warriors, trying to reach Alys. And having lost his own sword but gaining a knife, Jonas threw himself at the boy who’d killed Ake, stabbing his neck. They fell, though Skoll, speared and bleeding, still gripped his sword. He held on tightly, screaming in pain, clinging to that sword as though it could bring him a reprieve, another chance, a way into Thenor’s Hall of the Chosen. He tried to get up as Jonas staggered back to his feet, but Jonas quickly stuck a boot on the boy’s chest, and Stellan kicked away his sword.

      ‘You thought you could kill our king? Our friend? The best man we ever knew? The man we chose to lead us? To rule over us? Well, there’s only one way that’s going to end, you little bastard!’ Stellan hissed, bending down to snatch up the boy’s sword, and with a roar of anger, he drove it through Skoll’s throat, pushing it deep into the snow. And body heaving, Stellan spat on the dying lord. ‘Now you will die, defeated, failed, and I will ensure that no one remembers your fucking name!’ He left the sword behind, choking back tears as he turned away, looking for his sons.

      Jonas left the dead boy behind, too, spitting blood as he pushed through the warriors, feeling a change in the air. The sky had darkened, more clouds joining that lone cloud now, working to block out the sun’s harsh glare, and he could see without squinting as he wove his way through warriors, searching for another weapon.

      Spotting an axe, he bent down quickly, straightening up with a swing, taking a man in the nose. He blinked, splattered in blood and gore, but not caring. He heard Alys shouting out now, and then another voice he recognised, and the sound of horses.

      ‘Ludo!’ someone cried; Ottby men turning in relief to see that their army had arrived.

      Alys’ arms dropped, and then she dropped to the ground, unable to stand any longer, trembling like a newborn foal. Bjarni hurried out of the trees, seeing Jonas emerge from the tangle of warriors, running towards them. And together, they helped Alys back into the woods.

      Stina watched from a distance, forcing the children to stay beside her. ‘Your mother doesn’t need you getting in trouble out there, does she?’

      ‘That’s Ludo!’ Magnus shouted, peering up at Stina, who looked as though she was crying. ‘Do you see, Stina? That’s Ludo!’

      ‘I see,’ Stina smiled, heart thudding as she clung to Lotta. ‘I see.’

      Magnus turned back around, eyes shifting from Ludo on his horse, watching as he quickly tried to take command, to the Ottby men swelling around him, surging to the front now.

      Defending the woods.

      He’d heard Stellan barking that as he’d passed his lord, and raising his own voice, Ludo sent his men ahead, fanning out on either side as he spurred forward into the heart of them.

      To where Sigurd stood, sword flaming.

      Ludo spluttered, mid shout, mouth open.

      ‘Ludo!’ Sigurd’s face broke into a smile of relief so wide that he could barely see. ‘You’re here!’

      ‘What?’ Ludo spun around, hearing a familiar voice. And seeing Tulia’s sleek braids flying through the air, he shook his head, wondering whether he was dreaming.

      ‘Come on,’ Sigurd grinned. ‘Finish these bastards, and I’ll tell you everything!’

      Reinar saw Ludo through the bloody knots of warriors and horses, pleased that he’d made it to the front, not seeing anyone leading either side.

      So he took charge.

      ‘You want to fight Ottby’s army? Again? Because we’re here! All of us! Looks like you don’t have as many men as you need! Not many at all!’ He kept shouting, wanting to sow doubts in the minds of his bloodied and battered enemy. Wanting them looking over their shoulders, fearing who was coming for them next.

      Stellan lifted his head, seeing his son astride his mighty Riga, and he pushed forward, elbowing and stabbing, trying to navigate a path, joining Reinar’s bellowing. ‘Your lord is dead! That little shit! Dead! Go see for yourselves! So who are you going to follow now?’ He spun, sensing someone behind him, raking his sword across a mail-less chest. And turning back around, Stellan kept going until he reached Reinar. ‘You should be in Stornas!’ he roared furiously, grabbing hold of Riga’s bridle. ‘You promised Ake! I promised Ake that I’d save Estrella! I swore it on my life!’

      ‘Vik’s gone to Stornas! Vik and Ollo! They’ll save her, don’t worry. They will!’

      Stellan swallowed, body vibrating, stepping back from the skittering horse. ‘Go, then! Finish them off! Their lord’s dead! Remind them of that! The man who killed Ake is no more!’
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        * * *

      

      After taking the time to bury Aldo properly, they’d ridden with haste, wanting to put some distance between themselves and Stornas. But as the sun passed its peak, Vik stopped everyone by a river, sensing the need to take a proper break. The children had become hungry and thirsty and loud with their demands, reaching out for their mother, who felt ready for a break herself, desperate for some water.

      After kicking a hole in the frozen river so the horses could drink, Vik left them all to it, heading for a log under the trees, where he tried to think.

      He worried that Gudrum would eventually guess who’d stolen his dreamer and send men after them, wanting to retrieve her. Though seeing a bruised and bloodied Raf being tended to by Estrella’s servants, he knew they hadn’t stolen her at all.

      They had saved her.

      ‘Do you trust the dreamer?’ he asked a somber Eddeth, who’d been sitting beside him for some time in total silence.

      She hadn’t even twitched.

      ‘Can we trust her?’

      Eventually, Eddeth answered in a voice he didn’t recognise. ‘Yes.’

      Vik slipped an arm around her back, wanting to comfort her, though she remained frozen in place. ‘You gave that boy an adventure, Eddeth Nagel. A lifetime of adventure in a short amount of time. That’s more than most can hope for. More than most ever get.’

      Tears ran down Eddeth’s face, though she didn’t attempt to wipe them away. They dripped from her nose, falling onto her cloak, but she didn’t move. ‘He was a helpful boy,’ she said, at last. ‘He died trying to help me.’ And then she was sobbing, falling against Vik, who held her tightly. ‘It’s my fault, you see. When I... love someone... and then they... I... I thought I... when we got back to Ottby... one day... I thought... he... there would’ve been enough room... yes... I...’ She couldn’t go on. She couldn’t breathe.

      And then Estrella was there, bending down with a handkerchief. ‘Use this,’ she said in that strong accent of hers; still the same after all these years, Vik thought.

      Eddeth was so surprised to see the queen that she immediately stopped crying, and taking the handkerchief, she loudly blew her nose.

      ‘The boy, your friend, he was very brave, very kind. He helped save my girls’ lives. He helped them get to safety.’ And then Estrella was crying herself, thinking of Adelborg and Ake. Both gone now. Both sacrificing their lives. Vik held out a hand, and taking it, Estrella joined them on the log. ‘What are we going to do, Vik? What is Alekka going to do? Everything you all fought for? Everything Ake tried to hold onto... all gone.’

      Vik saw Ollo looking after Ilene, and Berger, trying to entertain the little girls, and Raf, sitting with her head in her hands, looking as though she wanted to disappear. ‘I don’t know,’ he admitted. ‘But I know what Ake would say. When it all looks hopeless, when we’re climbing up a hill of shit, snow pounding us, backs breaking, legs gone... we just keep going. What choice do we have?’ He squeezed Estrella’s hand and Eddeth’s shoulder, remembering when Dagger had sunk, and he’d had Aldo in his arms, working hard to get the boy to shore. The boy who’d done so much to help them. Who’d been so brave.

      He felt tears, warm on his cheeks, as he closed his eyes.
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        * * *

      

      The Ennorians scattered without their leader.

      Many surrendered, offering themselves to Reinar Vilander. Others fled, and Reinar let them, wanting word of what had happened taken back to Stornas. Back to Hector Berras and Gudrum Killi, the two men he’d have to kill if he was going to take the throne.

      The wave of warriors parted, eventually, bodies left in its wake.

      And he saw Sigurd.

      At first blinking, Reinar wondered if it was truly his brother, not recognising his armour or his clothing. But then, realising that it was, he ran forward, throwing his arms around a smiling Sigurd. ‘You!’ he cried, squeezing hard. ‘What happened to you? Where...?’ He stepped back, seeing so much in Sigurd’s eyes that he didn’t understand. ‘Where have you been?’

      ‘I think you know,’ Sigurd said quietly, stepping closer with a hint of a smile now. ‘I knew you were keeping something from me.’

      Reinar was staggered. ‘Thenor? He took you?’

      Sigurd nodded, and then his smile was gone. ‘I can’t stay.’

      ‘What? What do you mean?’

      ‘I promised that if he let me come back to help, that I’d return.’

      ‘To where?’ Reinar looked Sigurd up and down, seeing the strange sword in his hand, noting his new boots, his new tunic and mail. ‘To where?’

      Sigurd sighed. ‘To Gallabrok. I promised I’d return.’

      ‘As Thenor’s prisoner?’

      Sigurd shook his head. ‘No, as his son.’

      Stellan had heard everything, and he approached with resignation in his eyes. ‘He’ll claim you then? Now? Take you away from us? Give you a fire breathing sword and some new clothes, and then you’re his?’

      Sigurd frowned, shaking his head. ‘I have to learn how to be who I am,’ he said, knowing that to be true. ‘I have to find out how to help. Alekka’s on fire, and soon, the gods will join the fight. I have to learn what to do to help save us all.’

      Stellan wrapped an aching arm around Sigurd’s back. ‘For how long?’

      ‘I don’t know.’

      Reinar dropped his head.

      ‘You’re going to be the king, Reinar,’ Sigurd promised. ‘And I’m going to do everything I can to help you. Everything.’

      Reinar looked up, unable to speak.

      ‘You’ll come and say goodbye,’ Stellan insisted, wondering where Tulia had gone. ‘To your mother. Your cousin. To Ludo.’

      Sigurd nodded, not looking forward to that. ‘I can’t stay long, though.’

      ‘Well, you’d better hurry up then,’ Stellan huffed, pushing him towards Ludo, who was shouting orders, still on his horse. ‘And what about you then, my eldest son? My stubborn, strong-headed boy.’

      ‘Just like my father,’ Reinar said, jutting out his chin. ‘Stubborn till the end.’

      ‘Ha!’ Stellan laughed. ‘What? You think this is the end of me? That that’s all I’ve got?’

      Reinar shook his head, smiling. ‘I had to come. I can’t be a king who leaves his people to die. Or his family. I won’t be. I was the Lord of Ottby only a few days ago, and they’re my people as much as they’re yours. I couldn’t leave them to die. I wouldn’t. Not for Stornas. Not for Alekka. Not for anything.’

      Stellan took Reinar in his arms. ‘Well, you’re sounding a bit like a king there. Ake would approve, I’m sure. Perhaps he’ll be with Thenor, waiting for that brother of yours to return to his hall?’ His heart hurt at the thought of it, but Stellan kept smiling because he was a father before he was a lord, and he wanted his son to feel better. His son, who would one day be his king. ‘Here’s hoping Sigurd learns how to do more than sweep that sword around. If he’s going to be a god, he’ll need to do something more useful than that!’ He slapped Reinar on the back, moving him forward, towards where he could see Sigurd and Ludo embracing.

      Reinar closed his eyes, heart aching at the thought of losing his brother, but relieved more than anything that Sigurd was still alive.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I don’t even have the strength to lift Puddle,’ Alys decided as her grandfather hurried her a cup of ale. She’d never felt so grateful for a drink in her life, though she couldn’t move an arm towards the cup.

      ‘How did you know what to do, Mama?’ Lotta wondered. ‘I saw your symbol, shining in the sun. I saw it! You stopped those men! You made a wall!’

      Alys smiled. ‘Well, I tried to.’

      ‘You did,’ Magnus insisted, though he hadn’t seen it himself. He was stroking Winter, who perched on his lap, purring happily. They’d gathered around the boulder Jonas had led Alys to. She hadn’t been able to move since he’d sat her down. ‘You really did. You’re a real dreamer now!’

      Alys laughed, happy when her grandfather held the cup to her lips, encouraging her to drink. She pulled away suddenly, seeing a familiar figure in the distance, and then a shout as Elin Vilander ran forward, throwing herself into Reinar’s arms.

      ‘Reinar!’ Elin held him close, heart thudding against his mail. ‘I... you’re alive!’

      Reinar clung to her, relieved that he was. That they all were. ‘You’re alright? Not hurt?’ He stepped back, looking her over.

      ‘I am. I’m alright,’ she breathed. ‘Now that you’re here, everything’s alright. Everything’s alright again!’ And pulling him back into her arms, Elin didn’t let go.

      Alys watched them, not hearing her children’s questions, not seeing the sympathy in her grandfather’s eyes, but feeling her heart beat with both sadness and happiness, for Reinar was still alive.

      And that meant the world to her.

      Reinar looked over Elin’s shoulder, seeing Alys sitting there, slumped on the boulder, surrounded by children and animals and Jonas, her beautiful blonde hair loose around her shoulders, her sea-green eyes fixed on his.

      And he smiled.
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      It had been three and a half years since her last dream.

      So what was this?

      The field was vast, buried in snow.

      Her feet were cold.

      The sun glinted off the white surface into her eyes as she turned around, seeing nothing. Not a tree, a log, a cloud.

      Nothing but bright sunshine.

      She kept walking, hearing the familiar crunch of snow beneath her boots.

      Looking down, she saw her empty scabbard, her old fur cloak.

      If this was the return of her dreams, it was rather underwhelming.

      Stopping abruptly, she bent down, touching what looked like blood. One drop. Deep, dark red. Lifting up her finger, she stood, touching it to her lips.

      And now she saw that the field was covered in bodies.

      Everywhere she turned, dead warriors lay in unnatural poses, their blood bleeding into the snow, turning it all shades of red; weapons in hands, scattered around.

      ‘You have to come back,’ said a voice behind her.

      She jolted forward as though struck by lightning, though she didn’t turn around.

      ‘You can’t hide forever. Not from me. Not from them. They need you.’

      Now she started walking forward, away from that voice.

      It was just a trick.

      ‘Jael!’

      Eventually, Jael stopped, tears running down cold cheeks, and shivering, she finally turned around.

      ‘You have to listen to me, please.’ He held out a hand, dark eyes pleading.

      She swallowed.

      Three and a half years.

      ‘You didn’t come to me,’ she breathed. ‘After the Vale. After everything that happened... you didn’t come to me.’

      He smiled, walking closer. ‘You shut me out. Your dreams... you did that, Jael. Don’t you realise? You shut them off. You shut me out.’

      Jael didn’t think that was true. ‘But here you are.’ She wanted to throw herself into those familiar arms. To beg his forgiveness. To...

      ‘There’s no time, Jael, please. I came to warn you about what’s coming, about who is coming. Please. You must listen to me.’

      He touched her hand, and everything exploded like a blizzard, and Jael jerked upright, panting, back in her bed.

      ‘What?’ grumbled a familiar voice beside her, reaching out a hand. ‘What is it? Jael?’

      But Jael stayed where she was, not answering as she stared into the darkness.
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