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CHAPTER ONE


The goddess of beauty stood at the edge of the realm of the gods and watched for decay.

The goddess of fertility stood on an outer branch of the world-tree and saw its tapered leaves shiver and crumble as ash turned to ash.

The goddess of prophecy stood at the edge of the world and feared for the future.

Freya the Giver, Freya Flaxen-Haired, Freya Sow-Queen picked up her pole and flicked the feathered lure across the ears of Bygul and Trjegul.

“Up, darlings.” The goddess rolled her tongue. “We’ve a brisk walk ahead.”

The two great cats, each as big as a stallion, lifted their heads and blinked their yellow eyes. The chariot rumbled beneath Freya’s feet as they shook off the last of their nap and stretched their spines.

“’Tis a long run to Hlidskjalf, my pets.” She flicked the pole again, making Bygul’s head jerk into the pouch and take one of the sweets.
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“Forgive me for not having anything better to offer you,” Leif stated wretchedly. “Technically, we’re not supposed to bring any food or drink into the library.”

“Be at peace, Leif Freyason. I’d have come to visit you at your apartment if I wanted a sample of your cooking.”

Leif tried not to look horrified. He could not remember the last time he had cleaned out his living quarters above the butcher’s shop. Also, he knew to his bones that if Freya Njörðrsdatter came a-knocking on the door unannounced, his roommate Sven would trip over himself trying to ascertain the goddess’ opinion on the new cycling fad sweeping across Asgard.

Freya glanced down and sat in the empty chair on the other side of the librarian’s desk. Leif hastily swept his notes and rubbish into one of the drawers and settled in across from her. “You honor me, Godmother. I, uh, didn’t realize you knew where I lived.” Or worked.

Freya arched one shapely eyebrow. “I will admit I do not keep close tabs on all my great-grandchildren, Leif. Then again, few of them forsake our tradition by claiming mine for a surname instead of that of their own father.”

“Great-great-great-great-great-great grandchild,” Leif clarified before stopping to think the goddess might not take kindly to the correction. He blushed. “Most of the others are fools. You are the root and foundation of our family line, Godmother. They say I’m arrogant for calling myself Freyason, but I say they’re all disrespecting your legacy by choosing any other surname. At any rate, tradition would style me Leif Knudson.” He shifted his weight, suddenly surly with memory. The smashed mead bottles. The black eyes and bruises. Mother, crying into her knitting.

“And Knud was a right bastard,” Leif grumbled. He saw the goddess watching him. He knew that look of slightly strained patience.

“Never mind all that,” he declared, whipping the mostly-empty bottle of bourbon from his desk. “You are a balm for sore eyes, Mistress. I haven’t seen you since the feast of the Hunt two years back. To what do I owe the honor of your visit?”

Belatedly, Leif realized he had no cups. One did not smuggle a bottle of gnomish rotgut into the workplace with the intention of sharing it.

Freya watched as Leif cast about for something in which to serve the liquor. Amusement flickered across her thick lips. “This afternoon, I fancied a visit to the city and the halls of Hlidskjalf. The queen invited me to supper. I thought I might check in on some of my family while her servants prepare the meal.”

She reached forward, brushing her fingertips against two of the half-dozen runestones scattered across Leif’s desk. At a whispered word from the goddess, the pebbles shifted and grew, transforming into thumb-sized cups.

Leif watched the magic with undisguised envy. Despite his family heritage, he had never developed a knack for spellwork. He offered his matriarch a sheepish smile as he split the bottle dregs between the two cups. “It is a bad brew,” he confessed. “I should be ashamed to offer it to you.”

“You should be more ashamed not to offer it. I am a war goddess, too, boy. I know the taste of swill.”

Leif grinned crookedly. “So be it. Which would you rather, Godmother? Sun or wild ox?”

Freya took the cup, which had until a moment ago been the rune for wild ox. She lifted it to her lips but paused, watching as Leif threw back his drink. “I will confess,” she remarked as Leif shuddered. “I was disappointed to find Odin gone from his hall when I arrived.”

Leif nodded and thumbed a tear from the corner of his watering eye. “Oh, yes. Of course. We living here in Hlidskjalf’s shadow have grown used to watching the queen hold court and preside over all the ceremonies, but it must be unsettling to the folk who live on the fringes of the realm. The Allfather has been abroad for some time now. He departed for distant lands…” He pursed his lips, thinking back. “Oh, it would have been shortly after the feast where I last saw you.”

Freya shook her head with a sigh. “How very like him,” she muttered. “To fly off on a secret quest and leave the rest of us awaiting his pleasure.”

“Not utterly secret, I don’t think,” Leif pondered.

A sly look spread across the goddess’ face. “You’ve heard rumors?”

Leif leaned forward. His belly suddenly warmed with courage. He wasn’t often invited to share gossip. Great Freya was here, sitting at his desk. “Norðri and Suðri wander into the library every now and then,” he told her. “They bring word of their travels through Midgard. If I had to bet on where the Allfather is wandering these days, I would say it’s there. They told me they’ve smelled his magic on the wind for the first time in nearly a thousand years.”

“In Midgard?” Freya lifted one perfectly-shaped eyebrow. She sipped from her little cup and evidently decided the rest wasn’t worth savoring. She tossed back the shot and snapped the empty cup onto the desk.

Leif beamed. “I know, right? Odin hasn’t walked the realm of Midgard since Olaf Tryggvason revolted and burned down his temple in Njardarheimr.”

“That spat left a sour taste in the Allfather’s mouth if I recall.” Freya folded her arms, her expression turning thoughtful as she pondered history from a time before Leif’s birth. “It was a long time coming. Mortals had been burning our shrines and outlawing our worship for generations, favoring their new god from the south.”

“And as the Vikings of Midgard turned their back on Odin, Odin turned his back on them,” Leif agreed. “Withdrawing to turn his eye on the other realms.”

“But the northern and southern winds say he has returned to Midgard. Do they say why?”

Leif sat back, grinning from ear to ear. He knew now why he had kept this bit of gossip to himself, though the dour old dwarves had first mentioned it to him months ago. He was saving it for this moment. He wanted to be the one to shock the goddess with something new, and so he was. “They’ve smelled a Valkyrie on the wind.”

Freya slapped her palm against the table, bolting upright as if she had heard the rough bray of Fenrir coming to sack the city of the gods. “A Valkyrie riding the winds of Midgard once more? You’re certain?”

Leif shrugged. “I’m certain that’s what they told me, Godmother. They came to visit the library at different times, of course. Norðri and Suðri still won’t be caught dead in the same room since that spat during the Hunt of 1803. They both said it independently, though. Suðri claimed he caught the scent of ash and brimstone and Odin’s blood in a region of Midgard called Mexico nearly half a year back.

“Norðri was even more certain. He swore up and down that Odin called a Valkyrie out of the firmament to spite him personally.” Leif smirked. He didn’t know of a bad history between Norðri and any particular Valkyrie, but the bad blood wouldn’t have surprised him. The old dwarf’s list of enemies was longer than his list of friends.

Freya’s eyes danced with keen interest as she took this in. Leif felt the warm glow of pride and whiskey reach all the way to his cheeks.

“He calls a Valkyrie into Midgard.” Slowly, the goddess picked up Leif’s bottle and sloshed the last of the liquor into her cup.

“The first one to awaken in a thousand years,” Leif agreed, giddy. “Oh, I’ve heard stories about the hell they raised when Odin called them out of Midgard for the last time. It was a period of relative peace with Jötunheim, and so without giants to fight or mortal warriors to cull, they turned on one another.”

Freya tilted her hand in a so-so gesture. “They were…rowdy,” she admitted dryly. “And restless. I believe they meant no harm, but there’s nothing more dangerous to a city, even this city, than a flock of bored Valkyrie.

“The fourth time their carousing brought down Valhalla’s rooftop, Queen Frigg, Baldur, and I put our foot down. We convinced the Allfather he needed to put his goddaughters on a leash.” She tossed back the last dregs of the liquor and snapped her cup upside-down against the desk. “His solution was to send them to sleep in the firmament until their services were required once more, though I believe it pained him. He was always fond of those girls.”

She tapped her chin thoughtfully. “As far as I am aware, the ranks of the Einherjar have remained steady ever since, for there have been no Valkyrie to harvest the souls of the slain.”

“Meanwhile, the mortals in Midgard have multiplied like maggots on rotting meat. It’s been a few years since anybody took a census over at Valhalla.” Leif scrounged around his desk for a spare sheet of vellum and a pen. “If you will it, Godmother, I would be happy to go over there and count heads. See if Odin has been slipping a few extra soldiers into the barracks. Say the word, and I would be honored to be of service.”

Perhaps it was the excitement of the moment or the liquor getting to his head, but the thought never occurred to Leif to wonder why the Allfather might want to bolster his army of warrior souls.

“Perhaps.” Freya folded her hands in front of her. “But not yet. Godson, fetch me an obsidian bowl and a ewer of sweet water.”

Leif rose to his feet. “A bowl and water?” His mind churned slowly. “Old Birger the senior librarian keeps a cask of fresh water from the Bauldr’s well in the cellar for emergencies, but I’m not sure where I’d find obsidian at this hour. I can nip down to the Emporium—”

“A mirror will suffice.” Freya sighed. “That little one hanging by the front door should be good enough.”

Leif’s eyes widened as he made the mental connections. Mirrors and obsidian were both common foci for spellwork, and they shared one major function. “Do you mean to scry, mistress? On the Allfather?”

Freya looked bemused at the suggestion. “If Odin does not wish to be found, I doubt I’d be able to hone in on him with a mirror from the lobby of a public library. Yet the Valkyrie never were great students of magic. I should be able to locate the woman, and from her, perhaps I can glean more clues about Odin’s whereabouts.” A little smile touched her lips. “Would you like to catch a glimpse of Odin’s secret protégé?” She glanced at the empty hourglass at the edge of his desk. “Or do you have somewhere else to be?”

Technically Leif had a kind-of-but-not-really-date-like-appointment to go stargazing with Olga Tyrsdatter that evening. It would mark their third attempt to get together outside Thorsday’s flying club, and Leif had the vague sense Olga was growing tired of being stood up every time he had to nurse his roommate out of a hangover.

On the other hand, Olga was a sweet and sensible girl. She understood that when Freya came knocking, you hit pause on the rest of the world.

At least, Leif hoped she did.

“There’s nowhere else in the world I’d rather be, Godmother.” Leif bowed and ran to fetch the water.

Freya watched the water pool across the mirror’s surface and lamented the fact that the one descendant in generations to claim her patronage had all the magical aptitude of a ball of wet twine.

The old goddess did not meddle overmuch in the early lives of her great-great-et-cetera grandchildren, but she recalled young Leif being a sweet and clever boy. Rather long-winded, but appropriately stubborn and with a subtle courage appropriate for a scion of her name. His was the strength not of the sea but of the mountain. Still and quiet and implacable.

He got that from his mother’s side of the family.

Freya was vaguely aware that, as a child, Leif had fought mightily to learn magic at his mothers’ knee. Though all the great tutors and teachers in Asgard agreed that Leif had a sharp mind, whichever cruel Norn had spun his fate had woven within him a love for magic, but not the spark. Such frustration often drove men to madness and cruelty. Freya was glad to see that, rather than scheme to steal power beyond his capabilities, her godson had contented himself in the role of scholar and librarian.

Though she would always find it passing strange that this skinny, single, distinctly unmagical academic had chosen the goddess of magic, war, and fertility for his patron.

Perhaps he would grow into it.

After Leif had brought Freya the supplies she required, locked the library doors, and snuffed out the lamps, he came to sit cross-legged beside her on a cleared section of the floor. The wall mirror lay flat on the floorboards between them, shimmering by the light of the one candle burning at Freya’s side.

“Will the water suffice?” Leif asked, nervously eying the ewer beside the mirror. “It was still sealed when I pulled it from storage, but I have no idea how long Birger has kept it there. I’m sure the florist up the street must have something better. I can run up there—”

“Peace, Leif.” Freya touched her finger to the mirror and swirled the beads of moisture across the glass. “Valkyrie are not known for their subtlety. If there is one moving in Midgard, this will suffice to locate her. Now be still and watch.”

She stared into the hazy reflection and allowed her vision to fall out of focus. Under her breath, she whispered the words of scrying magic she had devised eons ago from the movement of the stars and the flow of the rivers.

Show me what I seek, she silently commanded of the water and the mirror. Show me the mortal woman worthy of a great god’s favor.

The mirror’s reflection faded and blurred. Across from Freya, Leif drew in a sharp breath. He leaned over the glass, betraying the wide-eyed awe all ungifted displayed when given a glimpse of the arcane.

Swirling gray clouds formed within the glass, obscuring all light. The clouds parted, and Freya saw a crash of boulders crusting the rim of a glacier beneath a bright midday sky. In the distance, made hazy through scrying, a network of poles stood planted into the ice beside an exposed cliff face. Small flags of all different colors flapped atop the poles. Beside one was a four-wheeled vehicle not unlike the dwarven steam contraption she had passed in the market earlier. Scattered mortals dressed in long, fur-lined coats passed between different cave mouths sunk into the rock, carrying sacks and shovels and long, fine-bristled brooms.

“Oh!” Leif bounced with excitement. “Oh, I recognize those tools. It’s an archaeological dig, Godmother. These Midgardians are on a quest for historical secrets. Judging by the ice and the trees, it does look like the land of the Vikings.”

Freya frowned. Her gut told her this was indeed some valley in Iceland, though she had not set foot in Midgard in a thousand years. “These are all scholars, then? You are certain?”

Leif stared into the glass, taking in the hazy images of men and women as they moved through the ice caves, consulting their books and electronic tablets. “Yes, I’m certain. Those are ancient Nordic runes carved into the rock there. They are looking for the lost history of their ancestors.”

“We will not find our quarry here, then. Midgard is a busy, violent place. I have never met the Valkyrie who would spend her time dusting off relics when there are boars to hunt and wars to fight.”

“But this is what the glass showed you.” Leif looked up, his face full of earnest curiosity. “What does it mean?”

“It is possible Odin has shrouded his champion.” Freya nibbled her lip. “If that is the case, I will need to work something more powerful in order to find her.”

“Shall I hunt down an obsidian bowl for you?”

“Not yet. I will attempt the spell one more time.” Freya swept her fingertips across the wet glass, causing the image to shatter and fade. She focused all her considerable will on the mirror and repeated the words.

Now show me, she thought ferociously, the mortal woman worthy of a great Asgardian’s favor!

The clouds swirled and crashed like waves against a rocky shore. When they parted once more, they revealed the same sea of blue-green ice swaddling a rocky cliff.

Leif groaned like he was watching his preferred Stickball team fail the final pitch of a tied match. “Travesty and disappointment!”

“Hush,” Freya ordered crossly. “This is magic, not some dwarf’s clockwork tool. It has a mind of its own.” She squinted at the image, trying to pick significance out of the jagged horizon above the cliffs or the sea of ice as blue as a giant’s eye. Clearly, this mirror was not sufficient to track down their Valkyrie, but it was showing her something.

Something.

She floated a finger above one corner of the mirror, where a tiny human figure sat huddled on a log beside a dark cave mouth. At the goddess’ silent command, that corner of the image expanded, filling the entire mirror until Freya recognized the markings carved into the stone above the tunnel.

Understanding dawned, and she gasped.

“What?” Leif jumped from where he had been sitting. He scrambled around to lean over Freya’s shoulder and study the carving.

“Oh, what are the odds?” He laughed. “If magic has a mind of its own, Godmother, it is a sassy thing.”

Freya could not help but agree. Long ago, back at the dawn of mankind, Odin had gifted some mortal skald a look at the true runes. From that brief glimpse of divinity, the written language of the Vikings had been born. Their runic symbols were crude, simplified things. A child’s understanding of the language of the gods. But they tried, and Odin had loved them for it.

The angular symbols carved into the stone in this nameless Iceland valley were not those of men. They were Asgardian.

“To the Lady of prophecy, bring insight,” Leif recited. “To the Lady of war, bring valor. To the Lady of love, bring passion.”

They were the very words carved over the entrance to Freya’s palace in Fólkvangr.

“You, ah, had a summer home in Midgard?” Leif ventured a guess.

A rueful smile touched Freya’s lips. “The shape of the glacier has changed over the centuries,” she murmured. “When I last laid eyes on my shrine in Vatnajökul, the ice walls were taller than a giant’s shoulders. Now the rocky walls are green with moss. That is why I did not recognize it right away.”

“You didn’t recognize it, but the spell did.” Leif peered at the scrying mirror. “I’m afraid the spell components I provided for you are inferior, Godmother. Perhaps they were only able to make a connection to the part of Midgard where your magic still lingers the strongest.”

Freya was not so certain. As she watched the vision from another world, she found herself staring not at the ancient and familiar carvings in the stone or the shrunken girth of the once-mighty glacier but at the single mortal sitting by the cavern mouth.

The woman was young, no more than twenty-five, fair-skinned, and slender beneath the bulk of her fur-lined parka. A braided rope of black hair hung down her back, terminating with a sharp white feather from a fish-eagle’s tail. That feather danced and spun in the wind as the young woman leaned forward to squint at the thick tome open across her knees. She ate an apple as she read.

She was not one of the Valkyrie. Though Freya had not been bosom friends with all of Odin’s wayward daughters, she could tell that much at a glance. This young mortal did not have within her the spark of Odin’s potent magic.

But then, Freya had not asked to see a Valkyrie, had she?

Show me the mortal woman worthy of a great god’s favor.

Leif stood and dug through the drawers of his librarian’s desk. “The Emporium doesn’t close for another hour,” he blathered as he stuffed fistfuls of loose change into his pockets. “Astrid will give me a proper piece of obsidian on credit. She knows I’m good for it. And I’ll be able to pick up some fresh water if that elvish fellow is still—”

Freya silenced the boy with a snap of her fingers. While Leif cupped his hands over his mouth and tried to reconcile the unnatural silence between his lips and his ears, Freya leaned forward and stared intently at the mirror.

The young woman with the feather in her braid snapped her book shut and slipped it into a bag at her side. She stood, placed one hand on the small of her back, and stretched her spine. She took a final bite of her apple and tossed the core into the trees, where it would become rich food for the mice and insects.

Then the mortal woman walked into Freya’s shrine.


CHAPTER TWO


Villon dig site, Vatnajökul National Park, Eastern Iceland, Tuesday morning

Terra Olson could only read the turnover procedures for active dig sites section of the World Archaeology Federation handbook so many times before losing her mind. She snapped the book shut, slipped it into her bag, tossed her apple aside, and strode into the dig site.

She had to admit the Villon Institute ran a tight ship. Flood lamps powered by portable generators brightly lit the ice caves of the Vatnajökul National Park. Every potential carving and artifact of note was neatly flagged, and most of the roped-off sections of the cavern had at least one intern squatting over some patch of ancient dirt, carefully brushing at the dust in a grid pattern. Hell, from what she saw, all of them wore the proper hard hats and steel-toed boots the Federation required for cave digs. It was better than she could say of most private dig companies.

So why on earth were they giving her the runaround?

Terra spotted a woman in a bright yellow vest standing beside a tunnel mouth, reading emails off a tablet computer. She strode over with her chin held high. “Excuse me! Hi. Yes.” She fumbled at the neck of her parka and produced her World Archaeology Federation badge. “I’m with the Federation. I’m looking for the site manager.”

The woman in the foreman’s vest blinked, shook her head, and pointed her stylus back in the direction of the cave entrance. “Ma’am, you’ll have to wait outside the cave. This is a restricted area. Authorized personnel only.” She had an interesting eastern American accent. Two parts Boston patois and one part Winn Dixie.

Terra tucked her badge beneath her coat but continued walking forward. “I’m fully dig-certified,” she assured the woman. “The man I spoke to earlier also told me to wait for your manager outside the cave. That was almost two hours ago. I think my arrival must have gotten lost in the shuffle. I’m supposed to be meeting with Mr. Goodwin this morning.”

The forewoman scratched the side of her head and looked back at her tablet. “Mr. Goodwin is a very busy man. He’ll be with you as soon as he’s able.”

Terra felt it was safe to put her smile away. Clearly, it wasn’t doing her any good here, anyway. She planted her feet in front of the woman. “Storms have washed out most of the roads between here and my hotel in Reykjavík. It was a three-hour drive out, and it will be a three-hour drive back. I appreciate that Mr. Goodwin himself might be busy. But if the Villon Institute wants to stay in good standing with the WAF and continue to enjoy its liability protections, you’ll introduce me to someone who can show me around the dig and sign off on the correct paperwork. Right now.”

The woman puffed out her cheeks. “I will send him a message,” she stated crisply. “You need to wait right here—”

“Call off the attack dogs, Velma. I’m coming.”

Terra and the forewoman, Velma, turned to see a broad-shouldered man in a knee-length coat walking toward them from one of the abutting tunnels. He wore a small headlamp and a pair of incongruously delicate glasses perched at the end of his dirty, sweat-smeared nose. He combed thick fingers through his short salt-and-pepper hair before coming to a halt and holding a hand out to Terra.

“Samuel Goodwin.” He gave her a smile that was all professional insincerity. “Sorry to keep you waiting, Miss…”

“Olson.” Terra shook his hand. He had a strong Midwestern accent and grip like a hydraulic press. “Good to finally meet you, Dr. Goodwin.”

“Dr. Goodwin was my father. Call me Sam.” Sam made a dismissive gesture. Taking her cue, the woman in the yellow vest rolled her eyes and hustled off to yell at some intern for misappropriation of a company jackhammer.

Sam went on. “As for the long wait, I apologize again. I was down deep in the caves, and there was a miscommunication. I was expecting to meet Mr. Brenner here for our WAF accreditation. Nobody thought to mention the Federation had sent you in his place.”

Terra bit back a snort. This wasn’t the Villon Institute’s world headquarters in Amsterdam. They were at a dig in the ass end of Iceland. Had Goodwin and all his employees heard about the strange woman hanging around the site and assumed she was some lost hiker?

“I know Eustace Brenner is your usual point-man with the Federation,” she told Sam. “Unfortunately, he couldn’t make it out on this job. There was a last-minute complication.”

Sam’s caveman brow furrowed. “Nothing serious, I hope?”

Terra shrugged. “I’m not sure. How seriously do the Icelandic police usually take someone’s third drunk and disorderly offense?”

Goodwin winced and scrubbed some grit from his forehead with his spade-like fingernails. “I knew Mr. Brenner enjoyed his drink, but I didn’t realize the problem was that bad.”

“According to the report I read, he was sloshed before he stepped foot outside the airport two nights ago. This isn’t the first time he’s had a run-in with local law enforcement on a WAF assignment.”

Some people can’t hold their liquor, Terra thought. Amateurs. “I…wouldn’t count on Mr. Brenner being back out in the field any time soon.”

A frown of irritation flickered across Sam’s lips. Like her two-hour wait out in the woods, Terra tried not to take it personally. Brenner had been the WAF’s liaison with the Villon Institute for almost fifteen years. That was a lot of rapport and good will she’d have to make up for lickety-split.

“I’ll have to see if I can pull any strings with the local police,” Sam muttered. Then he gave one of those what-can-you-do shrugs and jerked his head in the direction of another cross-tunnel. “Well, Miss Olson, welcome to your first V.I. dig. Let me show you around.”

Terra grinned and slung her backpack over her shoulder. She’d been waiting all morning to hear those words.
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Terra clipped her pen light behind her left ear and tapped the device. A beam of warm white light filled the tunnel ahead of her, outshining the line of lamps wired up from the main cavern. The tunnel around them was jagged and irregular, at times so narrow that Sam had to squeeze through sideways and at others opening up to four or five yards for long stretches. Stalactites and stalagmites formed jagged teeth in the darkness, glistening with condensation dripping from the damp stone overhead.

“I saw you had a portable toilet set up on the edge of the base camp off the main road,” she amiably remarked as she paused to crouch beside a flag planted at the edge of the tunnel. She squinted, studying the striations of stone layers for any indication of what the spotter had flagged. “How many people do you have stationed at this site?”

“Twenty-four.” Sam grunted. As soon as Terra paused her tour, he whipped out his tablet and started scrolling. Terra couldn’t imagine what was so damned important on that thing. No way was he getting any kind of wireless signal down here beneath a million tons of rock and ice. “I’m having another three hauled in from the city, as well as two ice fishing shanties for emergency warming areas in case any of the crew start to display signs of hypothermia.”

“You know your regulations.” Terra shot a friendly smile over her shoulder to no avail. He stared at his screen.

“I’ve been managing dig sites for the Institute for twenty years. Twelve sites, all across the world. I’ve ensured every one of them has been in compliance with WAF regulations. That should be in your records.”

“Right. Of course.” So much for the soft touch. He was polite enough to her face, but he didn’t want her here. He wanted her to sign the accreditation paperwork and jet back off to Cincinnati.

That might get tricky. If she was being honest, there was nowhere else in the world Terra would rather be than right here, exploring the ice caves of Vatnajökul.

She nibbled her thumbnail as she studied the little pile of scree. Villon had registered these caves as temporary sheltering sites for the transient Vikings who had explored the eastern coast of Iceland before establishing permanent residence around 840 C.E. The white flag planted over this rubble meant someone thought they’d find something significant here, but the crew hadn’t gotten around to excavating it.

The beam of her flashlight fell across something dull and white among the gravel. She whooped in excitement and fumbled in her bag for a pair of gloves.

“It’s bone,” she reported as she brushed gravel aside with the tip of her finger. “About eight inches long. Looks like…a femur. Pretty hefty, too. There are some markings along the shaft.”

Sam dropped his computer into a pocket, frowned, and knelt beside Terra. He followed her example and slipped on a pair of gloves before reaching forward and gently picking the bone out of its cairn.

“Definitely not human,” he muttered. “But too big for a fox.”

“Foxes are the only mammals native to Iceland.” Terra glanced at the tunnel around them. “I read up on Vatnajökul on the flight over here. Geologists agree that this cave network was first formed by ancient magma flows but has been swallowed up and spit out by glaciers a dozen times since then. If the bone isn’t fox or human, we’re looking at either a livestock animal or something from all the way back in the pre-Holocene era.”

“It’s calcified enough to be that old.” Sam shook his head as he turned the femur over in his hands.

“Livestock it is, then,” Terra suggested. “A sheep or goat that the Vikings brought over with them from Europe. It suggests they intended to establish a more permanent settlement, or at least stay a while.”

“Maybe. We’ll test for DNA.” Sam started to slip the bone into a preservation bag, but Terra grabbed his wrist to stop him.

“You see that?” She frowned and pointed at the markings etched along the bone shaft. “Look at those slashes. They almost look like runes, don’t they?”

Sam followed her finger and stiffened. “Not at all.” Before Terra could lean in for a better look, he slipped the bone into his sample bag and placed it in his carrying case. “They’re tool markings. Notches created by someone trying to slice meat off the bone with a crude knife. We see them all the time.”

Terra wasn’t so sure. Though she had glimpsed the notches only briefly, she was sure they had been too regular and evenly-spaced to be predator marks. On the other hand, she had a modest familiarity with ancient Nordic runes. None of the markings on that bone had jumped out as meaning road or dawn or family.

Now that she thought about it, she was sure she had seen that pattern of slashes and harsh angles or something like it somewhere else recently. Not runes. At least, not as the Vikings had used them. The marks were too swift, confident, and natural looking.

It tickled at the back of her mind as she rose and followed Sam farther down the tunnel. Those markings had meant something. Maybe they were an obscure proto-runic dialect? But why would Sam brush the idea off so quickly? As the project manager for the organization running this operation, he was massively incentivized to discover significant human artifacts in these caves.

She pushed the mystery aside and focused on her job. She was here to make sure Villon was conducting its dig in accordance with all WAF safety and scientific integrity standards. Among many other things, that meant pausing at random intervals to make sure the lamps lighting the tunnels were properly wired and not sitting in puddles of ancient condensation, that the two-way radios used by the diggers could still connect them back to base camp, that Villon and its people were treating any potential artifacts and remains with the proper care, et cetera.

Guided by the digital layout map on his tablet, Sam gave her the grand tour of the cave system they had so far explored. He showed her a long-abandoned campsite where a team of excavators sifted through a midden heap for coprolites and bits of broken Viking pottery. As they navigated through the spaces, textures on the cave walls jumped out at Terra. Cracks and crevasses that straddled the line between natural and intentional. It was a crackling pattern she had never seen in digs or textbooks before, and the fact that the other laborers at the site passed them by without a second glance drove her nuts.

Maybe they were some novel geological feature left behind by the long-cooled magma. Maybe they were nothing more than that.

They passed a section of smoothed cave wall where a pair of interns was meticulously photographing a stretch of classic runes carved into the stone.

“See,” Sam told her with a hint of smugness. “We have identified some real runes at the site. Note the clean lines and severe angles on othala and uruz.”

“Uh-huh.” Terra chomped down on her thumbnail. “Yep. I see what you mean.” She bent down, picked a hardhat off the ground, and tapped one of the photographers on the shoulder. “Safety gear,” she reminded the man. “You’re in a tunnel of unverified integrity.”

The photographer slapped the helmet over his pate with a nod of acknowledgment and returned to his work.

Unsurprisingly, Sam had taken this brief pause as an opportunity to check his tablet again.

“I’ve noticed a couple of people playing fast and loose with the hardhats.” Terra would be lying if she said she took no satisfaction in her next words. “Overall, your safety compliance is pretty good, but I want to schedule a brief meeting with your entire crew to go over the basics again. We’ll need to do that before I sign off on the dig.”

“Pardon?” Sam looked up, but before Terra could repeat herself, the forewoman Velma approached them from a cross-corridor.

“Mr. Goodwin. Sorry to interrupt, but there’s an urgent message from base camp. They have Madam Villon on the satellite phone. She wants to speak to you right away.”

Apparently, Mr. Goodwin was very capable of dropping everything and answering a summons so long as it was the correct woman demanding his attention. Sam cursed under his breath and set down his collection case.

“Jenkins,” he called to the photographer. “And Harvey. Give Miss Olson an overview of what you’re doing in here. Answer whatever questions she has until I get back.”

Terra prickled. He may as well have said babysit the bureaucrat. Before she could say anything about it, Sam had already dashed down the tunnel, leaving her alone with the two photographers.

She looked at them.

They looked at her.

“You know what?” She sat on a damp stone. “You guys continue about your business. I’ll wait here and fill out some paperwork.”

And so they did. Terra waited until they were back up to their eyebrows in runic documentation before reaching for Sam’s collection case. She wanted another look at that bone.

As she was opening the case, her finger brushed Sam’s tablet. The device flared to life, and Terra froze, staring at the screen. Before, she’d caught only sideways glimpses of the schematic. Now she saw the cave system was far more extensively mapped than Sam had implied and what the Villon Institute had disclosed on the initial WAF paperwork. According to the tablet, kilometers of tunnels snaked through the stone and glaciers in this corner of the national park.

Terra wasn’t so interested in the deep tunnels that ran far underground. Viking explorers would have had no reason to venture that far into the belly of the earth, especially since they had no more reliable light than burning torches. The upper, more accessible caves provided plenty of shelter as well.

What intrigued her was the map of caves and tunnels that skirted the surface of the Vatnajökul valley. Like the one she was currently in, these tunnels would have provided easy and accessible shelter to ancient settlers. If those caves were as richly populated with archaeological artifacts as this one, Villon was sitting on top of a find of monumental proportions.

Unease crept down the back of Terra’s skull. A discovery that extensive would attract the attention of not only the Icelandic government but of the great global community of historians and archaeologists. It would jeopardize Villon’s exclusive claim to the site.

If. If those outer caves held anything of note. If Goodwin and his people were intentionally under-reporting their findings in order to maintain a monopoly.

And if they were, then Terra’s job had gotten really, really messy. It would be her moral and academic duty to disclose the true nature of the site to the WAF. Villon was a powerful name in the world of privatized archaeological exploration. Upsetting a man like Goodwin with baseless accusations, if that’s what they were, could easily get her blacklisted, tanking any hope she might have of a career beyond an NPO.

She groaned and slipped Sam’s tablet into her gear bag. Her first major solo assignment, and here she was, already staring down the barrel of a massive ethical dilemma. Before she ran around getting herself worked up, she supposed she ought to make sure Villon wasn’t actually trying to hide anything in all those unreported caves.

“I’m going to walk back to base camp,” she told the two photographers as she slung her bag over her shoulder. “Hit the john. Grab some coffee. I’ll be back in a few minutes.”

With that, she turned away from the string of wired lamps and struck out down a darkened tunnel.


CHAPTER THREE


Terra knew she was breaking just about every dig site safety and integrity regulation in the handbook. Striking out into tunnels that had not officially been cleared by structural engineers? Check. Doing it without informing anybody where she was going? Check. Doing it with the express intention of investigating a site management company without informing WAF or expressing her concerns to said management company? Check.

She told herself she wouldn’t be long. She told herself she’d pop down a few of these unofficial tunnels, make sure Villon wasn’t hiding anything, and be back where Sam had left her before anyone could say boo. No one ever needed to know she’d been gone.

Then the beam of her headlight flashed across a bouquet of glittering, salt-crusted stalactites, and she was lost. Not literally lost, but figuratively. The air down here smelled ancient and damp, somehow sacred. She passed more of that strange not-quite-writing etched into the rough walls and paused to snap pictures with her phone. Without Sam lurking over her shoulder and sweeping her onward, she could take the time to really study what she was looking at.

She found patterns in those markings, the same jagged symbols repeated. The more she looked at it, the more confused she became. It had the unmistakable regularity of language. One that was similar to but far more complex than old runic. The identifiable runes scattered throughout the complex had been hacked into the rock with brutal iron tools.

These other symbols looked natural. As if time and erosion simply happened to spell out some long-forgotten version of the Prose Edda. If she squinted, she could see which symbols, when pared down and simplified, mirrored the runes for torch and day and stone.

Following Sam’s map, Terra looped around the outer edge of the established dig site. She ducked away whenever she glimpsed the movement of some laborer or lantern in the distance. Aside from the odd writing, she found nothing to suggest Villon was willfully hiding or covering up significant physical discoveries. If the script did turn out to be an intentional language, it would be a discovery of interest to universities and governments. Not a private organization that specialized in the procurement and trade of physical artifacts.

She was about to retrace her steps back to where Sam had left her when a glimmer of light in an abutting tunnel caught her eye. At first, she thought it was the flash of her headlamp reflecting off a slick bit of stone, but the light kept moving even when she went still. Someone else was down there in the darkness.

Terra cocked her ear back toward the dig site. She heard the constant low rumble of the generators and intermittent hollering as the men and women called out to one another. She did not hear anyone calling on a bullhorn about how the little girl from the WAF had gone missing. They hadn’t noted her absence yet. A few more minutes of exploring couldn’t hurt.

She tapped her light off as she approached the glow. Her eyes adjusted quickly to the dimness, but she still moved carefully, holding her arms out ahead of her to feel for any jagged rocks. She reached a bend in the tunnel and paused. She heard a blurt of two-way radio static, then Velma’s hybrid Winn Dixie accent.

“She says to try pressing all the levers at the same time.”

“I’ve tried that already.” The second voice belonged to Sam. His voice was a growl, and he sounded strained like he was trying to move a heavy object. “It won’t budge.”

Another blurt of radio static. Terra leaned in closer, but she couldn’t make out the words of the person at the other end of the line. She supposed Velma was playing the middle man in a game of telephone. Someone up at base camp had an Institute bigwig on the sat phone and was relaying their conversation into the caves via radio. Which meant they’d found something down here that couldn’t easily be moved outside.

Something with levers. Terra’s mind raced for some obvious explanation, but she couldn’t fathom what it might be.

“She says to hang on,” Velma relayed. “She’s checking the design against some of her sources.”

Sam groaned. “This is killing me. I’ve got a truck coming in from the city and a WAF pencil-neck crawling up my ass about safety regulations. Tell her to hurry up.”

“Uh, no. I am not going to tell the woman who signs my paychecks to hurry up. If you want to go spit on the devil, honey, be my guest.”

Terra bit her tongue and crept forward. She peeked around a jagged rocky outcropping and saw Sam and Velma clustered around a battery-powered flood light. Velma stood with her hard hat cocked high and back on her sweaty forehead. Her safety vest glittered an eye-searing yellow-orange in the dim light. She held a two-way radio in one hand and glared at a tablet computer in the crook of her other arm.

Sam Goodwin faced an unnaturally flat section of a cave wall approximately the size and shape of an arched doorway. The man’s bulk obscured most of the wall, but Terra saw a border of deep, angular grooves carved into the stone. They were not the unusual proto-runic script that had been teasing her all morning but classic Nordic runes, though not like scattered carvings she had seen graffitied along the tunnels.

They were stamped deeply into the stone, carved with the precision and gravitas one would expect to find in a well-tended temple or mead hall. Not in a long-abandoned cave deep beneath the Iceland glaciers.

Sam’s broad shoulders rolled as he massaged his knuckles. Sweat glimmered on the back of his neck, though down here in the barrows, it was only a few degrees above freezing. “I can’t believe I forgot my computer,” he muttered as Velma fiddled with the dial on her radio. “How much longer is this going to be?”

“How should I know?” The tip of Velma’s tongue appeared between her teeth as she stabbed at her screen. “She said to hang on. Could be a few minutes, could be an hour. All I know is that you don’t want to be somewhere else when Beatrice Villon gets back on the line.”

Sam grunted and stepped aside to look at the screen over Velma’s shoulder, revealing the full tableau on the cave wall behind him.

It was a raised bas-relief carving unlike any Terra had seen before. A larger-than-life woman, nearly seven feet tall, stood proudly against the wall with her chin held high and her arms spread before her in a gesture that could be seen as either welcoming or challenging. She wore a flowing gown and a shaggy cape of exquisitely carved feathers. A rope of a necklace hung between her lightly defined collarbones. A wire-haired wild pig stood at her side, nuzzling close to her thigh like a loyal dog.

A pair of broad, chunky bracelets graced her long, slender arms. Like the feathers in her cape and the coarse hair of the woman’s pig companion, the bracelets contained an impossibly fine texture. The same mysterious symbols Terra had passed in the cave adorned the jewelry. Here they were, clearly defined and purposefully recreated by some forgotten master of a craftsman.

The carving was a miracle. It was Michelangelo’s David plopped into a junkyard. It was impossible.

Terra gasped and realized her mistake too late.

Sam and Velma’s heads whipped around. Sam’s headlight was on, and the light swept across Terra’s face, blinding her.

She was screwed. She knew it instantly, entirely, and without a doubt. The look on Velma’s face, surprise mixed with annoyance and white-skinned dismay, was bad enough. The expressionless mask that fell over Sam’s face made her blood run cold.

Thoughts zipped through her mind like tape ripped through an old-fashioned VHS, coming and going in a blur. She should run. No, not in the dark tunnels. That was stupid. They had already seen her and identified her. She should pretend she’d gotten lost in the dig site and…what, pretend she hadn’t seen the immaculate, impossible carving?

“Miss Olson.” Sam cleared his throat and reached up to flick off his headlamp. Terra blinked away the stars behind her eyes. “What are you doing here?”

Terra swallowed a lump. Wing it, she thought crazily, remembering that motivational wall poster of one lonely and puzzled-looking duck wandering through a pack of husky dogs. Act like you belong!

“Hey!” Her voice cracked. She stumbled only a little as she stepped out from around the corner. “Mr. Goodwin. I mean, Sam.” She smiled sheepishly. “Gods, am I glad to see you. I had to step away to use the little girls’ room, and I kind of got turned around in the tunnels. I was about to start screaming my head off.”

Velma watched Terra with a look of undisguised suspicion on her face. Sam combed his fingers through his short hair in that hangdog way of his. “I’d have thought a woman as safety-conscious as you would have known better than to wander away from the dig site. The boundaries are pretty clearly marked.” He started walking toward her.

So the name of the game was, let’s all pretend the impossible artwork on the wall behind you isn’t really there. Got it. Terra could play that game.

“Actually, not as well-marked as you’d think,” she replied. “There’s an entire tunnel section between dig areas that’s unlit and unmarked. We’ll have to talk about that. Why don’t you come over here, and I’ll show you?”

“Sounds good.” Sam held out his hand, gesturing for her to lead the way back down the tunnel she’d come from. His bulk blocked out most of the lamplight, turning the tunnel into a shifting mass of shadows. “Why don’t you—”

A blurt of radio static came from behind him, followed by the muffled sounds of a voice transmitted through several meters of stone and ice.

“I’ve got it,” the woman on the other end of the line announced. She had a deep, sophisticated voice, like some grand dam from an Edwardian period novel. “I’ve got it! There’s an obscure reference to this scene in one of the lesser-known Edda translations. Quit trying to brute force your way into the thing. You’re likely to jam up the mechanisms. No, I want you to send me more pictures of the textures on the cloak, boar, and bracelets. Grab one of the professional cameras if you must, Goodwin. The images I’m seeing here are terribly out of focus.”

Sam froze. Silence rang through the cavern.

Velma clicked her radio toggle. “Uh, copy that.”

Terra had done her best, but she couldn’t hold her tongue any longer. The whole carving discovery was too big, beautiful, and bizarre to ignore. It would have been like trying to ignore a fire creeping up the cuffs of her jeans. Quick as an eel, she slipped past Sam and moved into the light.

“God,” she whispered. From farther back, the carving had been beautiful. Up here, close enough to touch, she saw it was inhuman. Like something crafted by a machine. Eerily perfect, with the woman’s skin polished as smooth and soft as silk and every filament of every feather in her cloak sliced with absolute precision.

“A cloak of feathers, a golden torc, a wild pig…” It was a sort of sacrilege, but Terra couldn’t stop herself from reaching out and touching the boar’s bristling fur with the tips of her bare fingertips. “It’s the Norse goddess Freya. The Vikings loved their lady of love and magic and war, but the craftsmanship here is like nothing I’ve ever seen. It’s impossible.” She swallowed and snatched her hand as if afraid the oil on her skin would make all that remarkable sculpture crumble and decay. The gears in her mind started turning again.

“This is an astonishing find, Sam,” she commented carefully. “Yes, I’m sure the Icelandic government will want to catalog the discovery. But if we file the right paperwork, you and I can ensure the Villon Institute maintains control over the dig site and everything that’s discovered within it. You’ll get all credit. I can make sure of it.”

She tried not to sound desperate. She tried to sound confident and important. Like a person Sam Goodwin definitely shouldn’t gank and dump down some glacial crevasse in order to preserve his company’s investment.

When she finally turned away from the tableau, she was not even the tiniest bit surprised to see Sam standing with one hand splayed on his hip and the other wrapped around the hilt of a big ol’ revolver.

Velma’s radio blurted. “Goodwin?” asked the woman in the box. “Are you there? Did we lose contact—”

Sam reached over and snatched the radio from Velma. “Still here,” he confirmed into the speaker, never taking his eyes off Terra. “Standby, please. There’s something I’ve got to clear up.” He thumbed the toggle, and the radio powered off.

Terra started to speak, but he silenced her with a shake of his head. “How long were you eavesdropping on us, Miss Olson?”

“I wasn’t eavesdropping,” she responded tightly. “I was checking out the area, and I saw your light. Look, Sam, I don’t get paid enough for trouble. Clearly, you’re very protective of whatever you’ve found here. I want no part of it.” A lie, but she wanted to keep that gun pointed away from her more than she wanted to learn more about the impossible artifact.

Barely more, though.

She set her jaw. “So, how about we mosey back upstairs and sign off on all that WAF paperwork?”

Sam’s lower lip jutted out thoughtfully. He scratched the side of his cheek with the muzzle of his revolver.

Terra added, “If I don’t check back in with headquarters soon, the Foundation is going to wonder what happened to their field agent. They’ll send people to look for me.”

Sam nodded, seeing the logic. “Yeah,” he drawled. “Yeah. Sure. That sounds like a plan. We don’t want the WAF worrying about you, do we?” He waggled his gun back down the tunnel in a lead-the-way gesture. “Let’s get you packed up and back home.”

Terra gulped. She did not like the idea of walking through those empty tunnels with a gun digging into her spine, but she didn’t see any other options. She tried casting a panicked help a girl out look at Velma, but the forewoman only stared at her with flat-faced indifference.

“You weren’t wandering around down here totally blind, were you?” Sam asked in an all-too-friendly voice as Terra crept forward.

She shook her head and reached into her parka pocket. “No. No, I had a map. Here.”

She started to pass the tablet to him and realized her mistake. As she turned, she saw the flicker of recognition on Sam’s broad face. She was handing his computer back to him. Which meant she’d spent the last half-hour or so with unfettered access to his complex maps, his inventory lists, all his secret texts, emails, and files. Sure, she’d been too interested in the tunnel to explore his dirty laundry, but he didn’t know that.

He only knew she would be trouble.

He lifted his gun.

Terra screamed and threw the tablet in front of her like a tiny shield. She flung her body to the side of the tunnel. Sam squeezed the trigger, and a boom rang out like the cracking of the world. The space inside Terra’s head turned white with overload as she slammed against a jagged rock. Her feet slipped on the uneven floor, and she tumbled, head spinning and vision flashing madly. Pebbles rained down on her from above, biting into her cheeks and forehead. There was a flash of light and rain of sparks as the battery-operated lantern vanished beneath a pile of scree.

Then Terra’s world went dark.
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Terra awoke to the sensation of a herd of angry elephants stomping around inside her head, and that wasn’t the worst part.

The worst part was the darkness. She woke up and thought she was still asleep. She woke up and thought she was dead. She woke up and thought Oh, so this is death. Blackness and silence and me, forever.

Somehow, she didn’t start screaming and never stop. Somehow, her hands managed to move on their own, confirming to her that, yes, she still had hands. She still had a body, even if she couldn’t see it. Even if a dull, throbbing pain coursed through it. Her hardhat was gone, but her fingers found the button of the pen light behind her ear and hesitated.

What if she tapped that button, and nothing happened? The battery was dead, the device broken or crushed? She’d have tangible proof she was here and real and alive, yet she’d also have to face the dawning possibility she was trapped in permanent darkness until starvation, asphyxia, dehydration, or panic killed her.

Or worse, what if the light worked but showed her something terrible? The ceiling of the cave pressed inches from her nose, trapping her in a rocky tomb the size of a coffin without room to move or bash her skull against a rock to give herself a quicker death?

Gods, she thought. Gods, that’s maudlin.

She tapped the button.

A circle of warm yellow light appeared in the darkness above her, illuminating the dripping fangs of stalactites. A fine haze of dust particles kicked up by the cave-in drifted in the still air. The sight activated some instinctual memory of a dust allergy, and Terra sneezed.

“Ahhh-cheOUCH!” She groaned and flopped onto her belly with a cough. When the world stopped spinning, she drew in a deep, wavering breath and carefully pushed herself upright to evaluate her surroundings. It took her a moment to recognize the tunnel in which she sat was the same section where Samuel Goodwin had shot at her, missed, and created a cave-in. The same section, only rearranged and filled with piles of rubble, scree, and deep, dark crevasses.

Freya’s stone tableau still stood over her, so that was nice. If she died down here, it would be in the company of the world’s most anachronistic life-sized carving of a Norse goddess.

Terra laughed weakly. “Goodwin, you dummy. You were supposed to kill the girl and keep the goddess. Instead, you lost them both!”

It reminded her that Goodwin was still out there somewhere. She didn’t see any bloody hands sticking out from the collapsed sections of the cave, so she had to assume he and Velma had survived on the other side and made it back to base camp.

They’d be back. They’d tried to kill someone to keep their discovery a secret. They wouldn’t let this carving go without a fight. They’d come down here with jackhammers and earth movers. If they cleared the rubble and found Terra alive and well, would they dust her off, pat her on the back, and send her on her way?

She rather doubted it.

Slowly, trembling, she climbed to her feet and took stock of her body. Arms, check. Legs still there and accounted for. Fingers, wiggling. Toes, kind of tingly and numb but still in her boots.

She found her gear bag half-buried in some gravel nearby. After determining it wasn’t holding up some vital boulder, she pulled it free. She downed half the water from her canteen before forcing herself to put it away to conserve resources. No aspirin. She’d forgotten to restock her travel kit after tossing back her last painkiller on the flight over from Cinci.

She found Sam’s computer tablet in a heap of rubble off to the side of the cave-in. The case was badly cracked. After she powered up the screen, it flickered like a dying fish before stabilizing. The battery power stood at ten percent, and when she tried to navigate through the files, the system seized up and spat her back to the main screen.

At least she could still get a look at his map of the cave system. No telling how extensively this little cave-in had rearranged the tunnels, but any map was better than none. With a nod and an apology to the ancient artist who had carved Freya into that stone, she snapped a few pictures on her phone and struck out. Studying and fawning over this tableau would have to wait. She had to reach the surface and get away from Vatnajökul before Goodwin caught up to her and finished the job he started.

That was assuming she could even get out of these damned tunnels alive.
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When the little battery icon on Sam’s tablet screen dropped to eight percent, Terra began to sweat. The tunnel complex was a maze, full of dead ends and cracks that started out like they went somewhere, but after a few twists and turns, they narrowed until she had to suck in her gut and squeeze to get any farther.

She’d been neatly penned into a branching section of tunnel that wandered deeper and deeper, never doubling back on itself to join up with the surveyed areas. Down here were no floodlights, no ropes or wires left by the excavation team she could grab and follow back to civilization. She may be somewhere on the map that flickered on Sam’s fading screen, but in every way that mattered, she was off the edge of the map.

She heard the blood rushing in her ears and the thud of her heart. The intermittent drip, drip, drip of water running its eternal paths down the stalactites and plopping onto the ground surrounded her. She passed narrow gaps, cracks barely wider than two of her fists put together, and heard distant moaning.

She told herself that was her building panic trying to evolve into full-blown hallucinations.

When the battery icon dropped to five percent, Terra turned and retraced her steps. She followed the wavering beam of her pen light back to the cave-in and the tableau.

At least Freya was still there, stern, beautiful, and solid. The only comforting thing left in the world.

From here, she could not hear the distant rumble of earth movers, which surprised her. She would have expected the Villon Institute to go all-hands-on-deck to clear the rubble from the other side. She wondered what it meant that they weren’t.

Terra swallowed a sticky lump in her throat and approached the tableau. She wasn’t going to find a path out of these tunnels. Not before she ran out of light on every one of the half-dozen devices stuffed in her bag.

She might as well use the last of her energy to take a gander at the thing she was gonna die for.

She remembered overhearing Velma and Sam discussing it. Velma had said something about levers. Terra leaned in close, turning the beam of her flashlight into a narrow pinprick to analyze the minute details of the pig’s curly hair and the woman’s flowing gown. There, tucked behind the pig’s tusk, she found a deep groove. She pulled a pair of latex gloves from her bag because some habits died hard, even when death was on the line, and felt gingerly at the crack.

Yeah. Something was back there. With the tusk in the way, she couldn’t get a good look, but it felt like a hinge or lever. However, no amount of pushing or poking would make it budge from its slot.

Levers…plural. She stepped back and frowned at the carving. Now that she knew what to look for, she found the others, each of them fixed and unmoving. One behind each lapel of the feathered cloak, one beneath the pig’s tusk, and one behind the goddess’ wide bracelet.

Terra rooted around in her bag for paper and found the WAF handbook, which had a few blank pages at the end. She dug out a dull pencil and began to copy down the classic Nordic runes bordering the tableau. Her phone had a runic translation primer app. She could spare some battery power to run a little decryption.

Four hinges, she thought as she sketched. Classic runes on the outside of the image. Four immobile hinges forming a square shape near the center. And a pattern of pseudo-runes carved into the goddess’ bracelets. All clues.

Never mind that all this was impossible, of course. Never mind that ancient Viking explorers didn’t have the skill to carve like this, to shape moving parts fluidly from the stone. Or the resources or motivation to stay this deep in the caves for the hundreds of hours it would have taken to carve Freya’s cloak alone.

Never mind the battery life slowly draining from Terra’s lamp and phone, and Sam’s computer. Never mind the millions and millions of tons of rock separating her from the rest of the world.

Nope. Forget all that. Here was a puzzle. Either she could put on her thinking cap and get to work, or she could sit down, start screaming, and never stop.


CHAPTER FOUR


The Grand Librarium, Valaskjálf City, Asgard

The bell above the library door jingled as Leif stepped into the entryway, but Freya did not take her gaze from the mortal woman in the scrying mirror. A torrent of evening rain roared against the library’s high arched ceiling.

“Ymir’s balls.” Leif swore under his breath as he came to where Freya sat with her mirror. “I’ve never seen the rain come on so hard and fast. Freyr must have a real stick up his ass tonight.”

“Don’t talk about my brother that way.” Freya plucked a steaming pasty from the basket at his side. “Your great-granduncle and his wife are going through a rough patch. He’s working through some issues. Also, watch where you’re dripping.”

Leif rubbed his wet face against his hood and tossed his sopping cloak off to the side before leaning over to peer into the scrying mirror. He picked a pasty out of the basket and bit into the crust. “Is she still wandering around the tunnels?”

The enchanted hourglass on the head librarian’s desk had emptied, turned itself, and emptied again since Freya had first magicked the mirror and focused on Terra Olson. When it had become clear that Freya and her godson would pass the long evening watching the mortal woman as she explored the long-lost shrine, Leif had nipped down to the corner tavern to pick them up a hot meal.

“It’s better than that.” Freya smiled as Terra, in the glass and an entire realm away, studied the Asgard runes on the carving. “She had a confrontation with the other explorers. She accused them of hoarding secrets, and they tried to kill her. Part of the cave collapsed, and now she’s trapped in the shrine’s foyer.”

“What!” Leif exclaimed as he slumped to the floor by Freya’s side. “We watched her bumble aimlessly in the darkness for almost half an hour, and as soon as I step away to fetch a meal, all the excitement starts?”

“I warned you against straying from the mirror.” Freya nibbled the crust of her pasty. It was dwarvish fare, rich and salty, stuffed with mushroom and roasted chunks of aurochs fat. She approved.

She slipped her off hand into one of the deep pockets on her belt and pulled out a bird’s skull wrapped in soft linen. She rolled it in her fingers, humming magic into the delicate bone as she stared into the mirror.

The skull wriggled and grew in her hand, sprouting feathers and flesh until it was a fluttering little blackbird.

“Send Queen Frigg my deepest apologies,” Freya told the bird. “Something fascinating has happened, and I will be late returning to the palace. Inform the great goddess that I would be honored to lend her use of my cloak or necklace whenever she requires it. That should soothe any hurt feelings,” she added to Leif after the bird had hopped from her hand and fluttered toward a shuttered window.

“If you say so,” Leif replied dubiously as the messenger bird unhooked the shutter latch with its beak. “I’ve heard she’s a real beast for being stood up.”

“Perhaps.” Freya stroked the coiled torc around her throat. “She has coveted my brísingamen for centuries, though. I am confident I can make an apology she will accept.”

A gale of wet air blasted through the library as the window shutter flew open, and the messenger bird vanished into the rain. Leif scrambled through the shelves to close the window before the books caught the damp.

“You’re quite taken by this mortal woman, then,” he observed when he returned to their little circle of candlelight.

“Of course. No mortal has set foot in my Vatnajökul shrine in a thousand years, and now one brings herself to my doorstep. It has the whiff of fate about it. Do you see the way she studies the bracelets in the tableau, godson?” Freya couldn’t help a smile. “She sees the Asgardian runes. She knows they carry meaning.”

“Well, it seems she’s got some knowledge of runes.” A crumb of pasty crust spilled down the front of Leif’s robe, but he didn’t seem to notice. “The Viking runes, at least. That would make her something of a scholar. The real test is whether she’ll be able to read the Asgardian runes.” He cocked his head as a thought occurred to him. “You said there was a cave-in, Godmother. What if she can’t enter the shrine?”

“Then I suppose she will be trapped and perish where she is. Entombed.” Freya hoped it wouldn’t come to that. She had turned her back on Midgard for too long. She had forgotten how interesting mortals could be with their fragile little lives and their outsized ambitions. According to the magic that was her lifeblood, this one was worthy. Perhaps worthy enough to claim the treasure Freya had left behind at Vatnajökul so long ago. They were trinkets by the goddess’ standards but certainly powerful enough to shake up the mortal realm.

Leif sighed. “Ah, what a tragedy it would be if she were to fail now. Trapped in a cave-in. Slowly suffocating to death. I have to say it would be a disappointing conclusion to my evening.”

“Disappointing?” Freya cocked an eyebrow. “Boy, you’ve been visited by one of the great gods tonight. You’ve seen her work magic with the rubbish you have lying around. You’ve borne witness to the first mortal incursion into one of my Midgard shrines in an age. You would call that disappointing?”

Leif threw up his hands defensively. “Well, excuse me, Mistress, but I don’t have the traditional Asgardian taste for tragedy. I find it rather old-fashioned. Depressing, even. I was supposed to go on a date tonight, you know. If Olga Tyrsdatter finds out I stood her up to watch some mortal woman suffocate in some armpit of a Midgard cave, she won’t be as gracious about it as Queen Frigg!”

Freya threw her head back and laughed. “You’ve got some spirit in you after all, boy,” she noted with approval. “It takes some stones for any man to speak to me like that.”

Color touched the edges of Leif’s pale cheeks. He mumbled something halfway between thanks and apology.

The goddess shook her head. “Still, I marvel. What happened to the little boy, the precocious son of Knud and Gudrun, who wanted to be the first sorcerer in the family in generations?”

“He hadn’t the spark,” Leif muttered. “So he became a librarian.”

“Hadn’t the spark. Sometimes spark comes down on lightning as a gift from the gods. But sometimes, spark is what happens when flint meets stone.” A hard, bright glint like the spark of which she spoke came into Freya’s eyes. “Sometimes, godson, you must create your own spark. You’ll never do it here in a library.”

Leif tugged at the collar of his robe. “Good thing, too, aye?” he replied nervously. “A place like this, with all the paper and vellum and wood. Why, a spark could be a terrible thing!”

Freya leaned over the glass, which forced Leif to lean back. Beneath and between them, a black-haired young woman swept the light of her phone across runes ancient and obscure.

“I abandoned Vatnajökul so long ago that until this very evening, I had forgotten all about what I left behind there,” Freya whispered. “A gift, waiting for the mortal cunning and brave enough to claim it. A gift that would make them my champion on Midgard. You see this girl, Leif?” She touched her fingertip to the mirror, making the thin layer of water shimmer and ripple.

Somewhere far away, in a cave in a glacier in a park on an island in a different realm, Terra Olson shivered.

“She comes close. She comes closer to claiming it than any mortal ever has, and she does so now when old powers begin to stir anew in Midgard. Perhaps it is time for me to enter the game too. Perhaps she shall become my chosen. And if she does…she will need a tutor.”

Leif blinked several times. “Uh. You are the goddess of magic, Mistress. She would be your chosen. You would be a natural choice.”

Freya sniffed. “And be tied down to babysitting one fledgling sorceress day and night, shepherding her through all the boring trials and travails of low magick? I’ve better things to do with my time. No. Make me a wager, my godson. If yon woman claims my treasure, you shall pass into Midgard and be her tutor.”

“Me?” Leif yelped. “Wha—you want me to tutor her in magick?”

“Who better?” Freya teased. “Besides me, of course. Didn’t you spend your youth studying sorcery?”

Offended outrage scrawled across his narrow face. “Oh, that’s a low trick, godmother. What was it the Irishman once said? Those who cannot, teach? You want me to lead this mortal girl to a treasure I cannot possibly possess?”

Freya glanced at Terra, who was busy scribbling and rearranging runes on the back of her WAF handbook. “She looks to be leading herself to the treasure. You should take up the wager. I suspect a tour through the outer realms would be good for your growth and development.”

Leif latched onto that word, wager, the way a drowning man latches onto a rope. “Ah-hah. It’s a wager you want. And if she fails? What boon is there for me on the other side of the coin, Mistress?”

Freya shrugged and sat back on her heels. It had been a long time since she’d spent hours kneeling in front of a scrying mirror. Something about the ache in her knees and the small of her back felt oddly comforting. It made her feel young again. “Name your boon.”

Leif’s lips parted in an oh of surprise. Then they snapped shut. She watched, amused, as the gears and wheels spun behind his beady gray eyes. What will he ask for? He doesn’t yet have a wife. Luck in love, perhaps? A long and happy marriage with this girl Olga? Sons and daughters, to seed the realm? Or perhaps a trinket of mine, some scrap of the magick he so desperately wanted once?

Stranger things had been asked and won from her in the past. She was a goddess of love and fertility. Men came to her for wives and sons. She was a goddess of magic. Men came to her for spells and powers. Whatever Leif wanted, she would wager it. She had a good feeling about the girl in the scrying glass. And if, in the end, Terra failed to claim the treasure and she died in those caves?

Leif was a good lad at heart. She had faith he wouldn’t ask his patroness for anything disastrous.

“I want your company,” Leif decided.

“The wager is made,” Freya declared before pausing to consider his words. “It shall be—pardon?”

An awkward grin touched Leif’s lips. “If it’s not too much trouble,” he added sheepishly. “I don’t know anyone in my friend group who gets to casually chat with a great god or goddess on the regular. I want to hear your stories! I want to hear your take on the Stranger’s greatwall and Odin’s feud with his brothers. Maybe I could pick your brain about some of my thaumatological theories. You know, once in a while? Like, maybe we do a regular Friggasday brunch thing?”

Freya sighed. “It’s a three-hour ride from Fólkvangr to Valaskjálf. I’m not making that journey every week.”

The lad looked so absurdly disappointed that she nearly laughed again. A little crack wormed its way into her heart, and its name was Leif. His lack of innate magical talent was disappointing, no doubt about it, and his streak of long-winded self-importance begged for the patience of a god, but Freya had dined with worse companions.

“I suppose I could do it once a month,” she relented. “I really ought to be visiting the city that often, regardless. Very well, Leif. I’ll wager you a half day of my time on the first Friggasday of every month. We will talk, and I will tell you my stories.”

Leif’s face lit up, then he hastily wiped it somber. “And to you, o goddess,” he stated in a formal drone fit for an audience in Hlidskjalf. “I wager my services as a tutor and guide for that mortal woman, should she claim your mantle.”

He held his hands out over the mirror, palms up and empty. Freya gave them a sharp double-clap. Outside, thunder rumbled. The bet was made, and the deal was sealed.

“Now!” Leif grabbed another pasty from his basket and hunkered onto the floor beside the fountain of eternal youth and beauty that was his great-grandmother. His face shone with excitement as he watched the scene in the scrying mirror. “Sorry for sounding crass, but let’s get this show on the road. I take back everything I said about not liking tragedy.” He held up a pair of crossed fingers. “I hope she dies!”


CHAPTER FIVE
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Terra stared at the jumbled clusters of runes on the page in front of her. She shuffled them in her brain and re-wrote them in different orders. Individual runes carried specific meanings. For example, othala, the diamond with legs, meant heritage or family. The classic runes scattered around the outside of the tableau were gathered into clusters that formed meaning akin to phrases, clauses, or short sentences.

By using the primer on her phone, she could kind of wrap her brain around the meaning of each phrase. Yet whether she read them left to right, right to left, up to down, or inside out made no difference. The phrases were nonsense. Strength of succor. Enemy or goddess. Boon life.

She sat in front of the carving, scratching her head and willing the lines to make sense. Either this runic dialect was obscure and had drifted too far from the source material the primer used, or she was looking at a riddle in an ancient, all-but-forgotten language. Fabulous.

Time slipped away in minutes and hours and centuries. She cycled her light from several different sources, trying to squeeze out every spare second of battery time. Sam’s tablet computer sat sleeping in her bag, down to two percent battery. She wouldn’t power that up again unless she had no other choice. She used the dim glow of her phone, the nub of her pen light, and even the faint aura of her e-reader to work the phrases until her brain turned to mush and the paper was falling apart from all the erasing and re-writing.

Finally, she squeezed her eyes shut and pressed her palms to her face until she saw white stars behind her eyelids.

Come on. Come on. Time’s running out, and this is it. We’ve put all our eggs in this one basket. If we’re gonna die down here, let’s at least make it interesting.

She drew in a deep breath of the damp, cold air, opened her eyes, and stared at her newest translation attempt.

The boon of this gift will not bestow itself unto thee. I require the strength of succor, not of arms. Treat me not as your enemy or your goddess but as one in need of life.

It made as much sense as any of the other arrangements she had attempted. Perhaps a bit more. It had the structure of a kerning, an ancient Norse riddle, so maybe that was progress.

Terra tapped off her pen light to save on power while she mulled it over. There in the darkness, she listened to the chorus of the cave, as much in her head as in the outside world. The rush of her blood, the thud of her pulse, the endless drip of water as, over the course of eons, it built, then destroyed the stalactites.

In her mind’s eye, she drew up the pattern of slashes etched into the goddess’ bracelets. By now, she had the sequence of lines and angles memorized. She had agonized over the runic primer, trying to force meaning into the mysterious script. Her best guess was if it was related to the classic runes, it was a highly stylized, ornamented amalgamation of the symbols for power and talent. Not super helpful in deciphering the riddle.

Treat me…as one in need of life.

That was the only actionable phrase in the riddle. The one directive, the single instruction. The supplicant was to make an offering to Freya.

Not as a goddess….

It wasn’t supposed to be the normal sort of offering one would give to a goddess, like fruit or mead or honey or looted treasure. That was all well and good because Terra was fresh out of apples, and she’d left her dangliest earrings sitting beside the sink in her hotel room.

Or as an enemy….

Terra supposed an enemy would offer symbols of violence. Perhaps blood sprinkled onto the stone or the skull of one of Freya’s followers.

“Okay.” She licked her lips. The air in here tasted like salt, even though they were half a mile from the sea and the dwindling glaciers around her were made of fresh water. Her throat was dry. She reached for her canteen. Her water was running low, but if she got desperate, she could lap up the puddles that formed beneath the stalactites.

“So don’t give her the good stuff or the bad stuff. Give her the…the stuff. The strength of succor. The stuff you would give to someone in need of life.” She snorted and allowed the water to wet her lips. “Warmth. Fire. Light. Air. You know, all the things in great abundance down here.” At any rate, she had already swept her light across the carving. If it was somehow photo-receptive, it would have responded to that.

She nearly chuckled. She was treating the riddle and the carving like they were freaking magic. If her old professors could see her now, they’d be ashamed.

It wasn’t like she had much better to do, though. Something about the darkness, the silence, and the sense of impending doom opened her mind to the possibility of magic.

She couldn’t offer the goddess something as nebulous as warmth, and she lacked the right supplies to start any kind of fire. She supposed she could slip out of her parka and…what, hang it off Freya’s outstretched hands?

Screw it. Why not? It was worth a shot.

Terra touched the button of her pen light and started to climb to her feet. Her palm slipped on a slick section of stone, and she choked as her water dipped down her throat and bounced back onto her tongue.

It felt like getting hit with the dumbass stick right to the neck.

Understanding dawned, and she scrambled up, suppressing a ragged cough. She turned to the carving, wheezing against her stinging sinuses and watering eyes.

She did not mean to spew a mouthful of tepid water and spit across Freya’s inhumanly perfect face. It simply happened. All that water gushed out of her when her diaphragm rebelled. The next thing she knew, she was leaning against the goddess’ perfectly carved bosom, gasping for breath as her own effluvia dripped around her.

“Sorry.” She wheezed and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “Sorry, that was bad.” She grimaced and spasmed as her sinuses settled back into place. “Let’s try again.”

She was about to reach down and grab her canteen when she heard the grinding noise of stone sliding over stone.
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Leif groaned, and Freya bit her tongue to keep herself from laughing. She had her victory well in hand, but Leif had a good heart. There was no need to gloat.

“That’s not quite it, though, is it?” Leif sounded crestfallen, like a man clinging to one last thin shred of hope.

“Oh?”

“She found it, but she still needs to claim it,” Leif reasoned. “Look at her. She has the gear of a scholar with her. She lacks a warrior’s greedy eye. She may decide the discovery alone is enough. She may decide to leave the mantle where it lies.”

Freya huffed. She supposed that was possible. She had been rooting for Terra, but she had no use for a champion who would not claim the rewards she had earned. And so the goddess leaned over the mirror until her nose nearly touched the glass and poured her will out into the ether.

Stand fast, woman. You’ve come too far to turn back now.
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The stone beneath Terra’s fingers trembled, and she stumbled backward. Terrified that she had triggered another cave-in, she flung her hands over her head. Her foot slipped on the uneven ground and she fell, landing hard on her butt. Pain shot up her spine, and her penlight flickered, tumbling free of its slot behind her ear.

She twisted and managed to snatch the light before it rolled into a crack in the stones. Water droplets rained down on her from above as the walls rumbled and rolled.

She popped the light between her teeth and scrambled to her feet, grasping the walls to steady herself. She needed to get out of here before the whole freaking cave collapsed on her head. She was about to scramble away from this section of the tunnel when the rumbling stopped, and the grinding, bellowing noise fell silent.

Terra held her breath. She turned to find that the stone tableau had changed. The section of wall between Freya’s open hands had folded outward. Now the goddess appeared to be holding a long, thin slab of stone.

On that stone sat an ornate box of burnished silver, about the size of a shoe box.

“Oh.” Terra slipped her pen light back behind her ear. She realized she was still holding her breath, and she sucked at the air, willing her heart to slow down. “Oh. Oh.”

Slowly, half-afraid that any wrong step would summon the temple guardians or activate a pressure plate that would trigger a fatal cave-in or some spring-loaded spike trap hiding in the walls, she approached the goddess. Droplets of water and spit ran down the goddess’ artfully shaped nose and lingered on her lips. As Terra stared, a few of those droplets shrank and vanished, funneled into an impossibly thin crack between Freya’s white lips.

“I can’t believe that worked.” She wiped a bead of sweat from her forehead. It was cold as balls down in this cave, but stress and exertion had done their jobs, and beneath her layers of clothes, she was sopping.

The box in Freya’s arms twinkled like starlight. It was covered in more of those pseudo-runes. The symbols on Freya’s bracelets and the messages Terra had glimpsed scattered across the cave walls had been in small clusters that she thought of as simple phrases or short sentences. However, this box was covered with long inscriptions. It had the look of a treasure chest or the jewelry box of some ancient queen.

Terra realized her hands were drifting out to touch the box, and she snatched them back. The woman on the other end of Velma’s radio had mentioned something about a reference in an obscure translation of the Prose Edda. Whether she had been referring to the scene depicted in the tableau or the actual reality of this hidden shrine, Terra didn’t know. She did know she was in way over her head, drowning in impossible anachronisms. An archaeological find like this could re-write everything the world thought it knew about Viking craftsmanship, mechanical capabilities, theology, and…well, everything.

So she couldn’t go rubbing her greasy, grimy fingertips all over the find of the century.

Her current pair of latex gloves hung in tatters on her fingers. They had not stood up long to the rigors of spelunking. Terra peeled them off. Moving as if she was in a dream, she yanked a fresh pair from her gear bag. It was her last set. She’d have to be careful with them.

You know, because maintaining the integrity of the dig site is totally priority numero uno when trapped in a collapsed cave with no food and extremely limited battery power.

But dang it, if she was going to die down here, whatever future explorer or Villon flunky eventually stumbled across her corpse would see those gloves clinging to her skeletal fingers and know she took her job seriously up until the end.

She even snapped a few photos of the secret shelf and the tableau’s folding mechanism before finally reaching forward to touch the silver box.

An electric tingle ran up her arms, making her hair stand on end.

Oh-so-gingerly, she slipped her fingers into the grooves and eased the lid off the box. It was heavy for its size, and she wondered if it was pure silver or some other, cheaper metal that had been plated.

A nest of soft downy feathers as white as fresh snow lined the box. Cradled inside the nest were two metal armbands, each about seven inches long and shaped from thick plates of bronze.

Terra glanced up at the tableau. The etchings on Freya’s armbands matched the etchings on the ones in the box.

A recreation, thought the sensible area of her brain. Some ancient craftsman heard descriptions of the jewelry from the old songs and made these as homage.

Because the alternative that these were the original armbands of a goddess, hidden away in a secret compartment in a secret cave for safekeeping across the centuries, was absurd.

Terra gingerly placed the box’s lid on the shelf beside it. She picked up one of the arm bands. Like the box itself, it was heavy and sturdy. Not at all like the light, delicate jewelry you’d expect to find on some modern diva. These things had heft. They were as much armor as decoration. On a larger-than-life figure like the goddess in the tableau, they were bracelets, but for a normal-sized human woman, they would be more akin to bracers.

She turned the band over in her hands, admiring the elusive script etched into the metal.

This is real, she told herself. It was a strange thought. I have to treat this as if it’s real. Because if it’s not real, that means I’m hallucinating, probably due to hypoxia. Either this is real, or I’m dying.

She didn’t see much point in continuing under the assumption she was dying. In a situation like this, she had to take what life threw at her at face value.

Face value, she mused as she stared into those depthless runes. Sam Goodwin tried to kill me. I don’t think he knew exactly what was down here, but he knew something was. He tried to kill me to protect it.

No more denying it. Villon would be back, be it tomorrow or ten years from now. A man like Sam Goodwin wouldn’t let a cave-in stop him from claiming his prize.

Terra was not going to let him have it without a fight.

She placed the armband back in its feathery cradle and returned the lid to the box. Then she stripped off her parka. Beneath it, she wore several layers. Sports bra, an Otep world-tour concert tee, and an old University of Ohio hoodie. Nothing terribly professional, but in her experience, everyone on a dig site understood comfortable, warm, and sturdy clothes were far more important than appearances. Besides, she was working at a remote location in Iceland. She hadn’t expected to take off her parka.

She stripped out of her hoodie and shrugged the coat back over her shoulders. Then, with a whispered apology to all her old archaeology professors and the senior fellows at the WAF, she bundled the silver box in the sweater and stuffed the package into her backpack. If she died down here, at least the Villon creeps would have to do a little extra work to pull the treasure from her corpse.

And if she managed to find a way back to the surface, at least she’d have something to show after this terrible morning.

She had to crush her handbook and first aid kit into a crumpled mess to make room for the treasure box, but she made it work. When she finally zipped up her bag and slung it over her shoulder, it was a good thirty pounds heavier and totally worth it. Her phone battery was down to thirty percent, and she couldn’t imagine the little pen light had much juice left in it. With all other options exhausted, she could only hope to find some Terra-sized crack, crevasse, or cross-corridor she had missed before.

Before she struck out into the tunnels for the last time, she turned for one final look at the goddess carved into the stone.

“This probably isn’t what you had in mind when you designed the carving and the secret compartment with the riddle and everything. You know. Getting tomb raided by some policy wonk who’s probably going to crawl into some forgotten corner and die with your treasure.”

She told herself she was apologizing to the forgotten craftsman who had shaped Freya’s perfect face and strong arms, but maybe she was fooling herself. It was hard to look into that stony face and not see the spark of divinity that had inspired it.

She touched the side of her hand to her forehead in salute. It felt oddly appropriate. “It’s not ideal, but I’ll do my best to keep this from falling into the wrong hands. It probably won’t amount to much, but hey. The other guys were brute-forcing their way in. They didn’t even try to read the runes.” She grinned crookedly. “So screw them, right?”

The goddess did not answer.

“Right.” Terra swallowed and realized if she kept talking to herself, she’d start babbling and never stop. The emptiness down here could drive a lady crazy. “Wish me luck.”

She adjusted the straps on her bag and turned to face the darkness.

Except the tunnel stretching before her wasn’t dark. It was lit with a warm golden glow that reached into the deepest cracks and crevasses of the stone and chased away the shadows.

A woman stood before Terra at the heart of that golden glow. She loomed larger-than-life, almost seven feet tall. Long flaxen hair fell past her shoulders, spilling in waves down the back of her feathered cloak. She had a soft, angelic face but sapphire eyes that glittered with keen intelligence.

“You have no need for luck, O mortal woman.” A wry smile quirked the edges of her full lips. “For you have me.”


CHAPTER SIX
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Terra yelped and stumbled backward. Luck alone prevented her from toppling over and falling on her butt for the umpteenth time that day. A hundred thoughts rushed through her mind all at once. She’d hit her head. She was hallucinating. Someone up at Villon had discovered a way into the collapsed section, and they were here to rescue her.

Someone who happened to be almost seven feet tall and a dead ringer for the beauty carved into the stone at Terra’s back. Someone whose pale skin glowed like clouds on a summer day, someone who brought light with her even though she carried no lamp or flashlight.

“Be at ease.” The woman chuckled and lifted her slender arms to Terra in a gesture of welcoming. Like her flaxen hair and feathered cloak, the gesture once again mirrored the stone tableau. She had a light voice, young and playful, almost girlish. “You are well. You have solved the riddle and claimed the prize. My favor is yours, Terra Olsdatter.”

Terra blinked. Then she blinked again.

Slowly, as if her arms and legs belonged to someone else, she stepped forward and reached up. She waved her hand in front of the woman, wiggling her fingers.

“Um.” Terra blew a sharp breath. “Okay. I think I’ve seen this episode of Stargate. It’s a hologram.”

She pressed her hand forward, fully expecting it to pass through the woman’s collarbones. Her fingers found solid flesh, warm and unyielding. Another electric tingle ran down her arms, much stronger than the one she’d felt when she first touched the box.

The woman blinked and looked down at the little hand splayed irreverently above the neckline of her gown.

“Oh, God!” Terra snatched her hand back, her eyes going wide with horror. “Oh shit. Oh shit, you’re real! I’m so sorry, I’m sorry, I —” Roaring heat blazed up her face. “I didn’t mean to grope you like that. I thought —”

“You thought…I was an illusion?” The woman cocked her head curiously.

Terra didn’t think her face could have gotten any warmer, but somehow it did. “Well, yeah. I’m stuck in a cave with technology way beyond what the Vikings could have managed, so my mind was going in the whole ‘ancient aliens’ direction, you know? Oh.” She clapped her hand over her mouth before any more stupid could spill out. Now that the initial shock had faded, a new sensation took root in her gut. Relief. And hope.

And—

Cackling laughter filled the tunnel, and Terra’s eyes slid to the side. A young man, somewhere in his early twenties, sat on a boulder behind the woman. Unlike her, his skin did not fill the cave with a warm glow. He lacked her unearthly beauty, but a sort of echo of it graced his features. He had her narrow chin, big eyes, and creamy skin, even if his cheeks were patchy with the first fuzz of stubble, and what looked like a zit threatened an incursion on his forehead.

He pounded a fist into his chest, fighting back the gales of laughter as the glowing woman turned a reproachful look on him. “I’m sorry,” he gasped. “I’m so sorry, I swear.” He gulped, swiping off his glasses to wipe a tear from the corner of his eye. Like the woman, he had a thick, rolling accent, though his speech was more casual than hers. “It caught me so off guard. She poked you. She poked you!”

The glowing woman lifted one hand and snapped her fingers. In an instant, the man’s laughing words became the soft twittering of a songbird.

“Pay no heed to my godson.” The woman turned back to Terra as the young man gagged and cupped his hands over his ears, trying to make sense of the sounds coming from his own mouth. “He lacks a certain flair for…decorum.”

Terra’s head spun. She glanced over her shoulder at the wall carving. She looked back to the glowing woman. “That’s you,” she muttered weakly.

The goddess lifted her chin. “It is. I am Freya, daughter of Njörðr. Your ancestors have known me as Sýr and Hörn and Gef, the Lady of Pigs and the Witch of the Vanir. And you are my champion.”

“I am?” Terra echoed.

“You have claimed my magic.” Freya pointed to the pack weighing on Terra’s shoulders. “I see now that I have been too long blind to the happenings in Midgard. Forces of chaos and darkness press into the nine realms. Once again, we stand at the dawning of a new age of heroes. Fate brought you to my shrine, but your own cleverness and courage won you my boon.”

The faint twitter of birdsong resolved into a ragged cough as the man behind Freya finally found his natural voice. “Oh, that’s a bit of a stretch, isn’t it, Mistress?” he objected as he scrambled to his feet and joined the women. “She didn’t claim the bracelets. She hasn’t put them on. She stuffed them back in their box. She meant to hide them away, not use them!”

“Sorry,” Terra murmured. “Um, who are you?”

“Ah. Right. I’m Leif.” The young man stuck out his left hand. “Leif Freyason. The great goddess’ loyal student and vassal.” A wry twist touched his lips. “And great-great-great-great-great-great…” He hesitated, mentally counting. “…great-great-grandson.”

Terra stared blankly at his outstretched hand.

“Ah!” Leif switched hands. “Sorry. I haven’t had much need to practice Midgard customs.”

Terra shook his hand because, really, what else was she supposed to do? “Terra Olson.”

“Olsdatter,” he corrected.

“What?”

Leif cocked his head and scanned Terra. He waved, indicating her face, hair, and, presumably, her hips. “You Midgard folk really are strange about your names, aren’t you? You’re a woman, are you not?”

“Last I checked.” Given the current company, Terra realized she couldn’t be absolutely certain of anything anymore.

“That makes you the daughter of Oleg. Or Olaf. Not the son of.”

“I’m…the daughter of Rowan and Henry.”

“Ah, there you have it, then.” Leif grinned crookedly. “Terra Rowansdatter.”

Terra shook her head. The inside of her skull felt fuzzy, like she was watching reality from the other side of an old-fashioned TV screen, and the signal was weak.

“Sorry,” she mumbled and turned her attention from the strange man to the even stranger woman. “Was I…not supposed to take the box? I’ll put it back—”

“Indeed!” Leif turned on Freya. The hem of his robe flared around him as he moved. It was a nice robe, Terra thought. Classy gray velvet. It would be ruined down here in this dank cave. “You see, godmother? She wavers. She does not claim your boon. I say you have called the game too early. The bet is not yet settled.”

Freya studied Terra closely. Terra felt goosebumps riddle her flesh, anxious beneath the eyes of something ancient, inhuman, and bigger than life.

“I do not think her hesitation comes from cowardice, Leif,” the goddess murmured. “Or a rejection of my blessing. I think it is something foreign to you. Something you do not understand.”

Leif folded his arms. Terra had seen his pose, his expression, many times before. It was the look of a private-school college kid who could not understand that things existed beyond his comprehension. “And what is that?”

“Good manners.” Freya stepped forward and brushed her younger, smaller companion to the side with the faintest flick of her fingers. She loomed over Terra, cupped her cheeks in her soft hands, and gazed into her eyes.

Terra had never been struck by lightning, but she rather imagined it would feel like this. Energy zipped through her blood, rooting her feet to the spot and making her eyeballs rattle. She gasped and stared back into the goddess’ swirling blue eyes. A chasm of unreality, of primal chaos and magic and power, yawned above her. Searching her.

Freya brushed a stray strand of hair behind Terra’s ear. “I think the people of Midgard have forgotten the nature of the quest. She does not understand the magic was meant to be claimed, and she does not wish to offer offense. That is why she has not donned the bracers. Is that it, child?”

“I, um—” Terra gulped. “Kind of? I took them to make it harder for Villon to steal them. They don’t belong to the Institute.”

“And who do they belong to?” Freya prodded gently.

“You, I guess?” Terra reached for her backpack strap. “Here, by all means, take them back. I’m no tomb raider. I’m not here to steal.”

Freya put a hand on Terra’s shoulder, stopping her. “You are as wise as you are clever,” the goddess stated solemnly. “And polite. That is a refreshing thing to see in a mortal. Yes, Terra, the bracelets are mine. And I offer them to you.”

“Pardon?”

“Oh, come on,” Leif remarked from behind Freya. He bit his thumbnail. “It really is as straightforward as it sounds. You solved the puzzle. You found the prize. Now the great goddess is offering to make you her champion here on Midgard. An arbiter of her will, a vessel for a fraction of her magic and all that.” He didn’t sound entirely happy about it. “She’s offering you a job.”

“A job.” Terra’s gaze flicked back to Freya. “What…what would you have me do, um, goddess?”

Freya stepped back, smiling as she let her hands fall from Terra’s face. Terra released a breath. There was something wonderful about the goddess’ touch but something terrible as well.

“I would have you prepare yourself,” Freya commanded. “My eye into the future is clouded. As of yet, I know not the nature of the coming darkness. But something is coming, Terra Olsdatter. I would have you stand watch, a guardian over this realm, awaiting my call to battle the darkness where it rises. I would give you a sliver of my power. With experience, patience, and study, that sliver will grow. When you are ready, I would have you seek out my other treasures scattered and hidden in this realm. In the battle that comes, we might have need of them all.”

Freya fell silent, watching Terra through eyes as blue and as unyielding as the glaciers above them. Even Leif held his tongue, waiting for an answer.

Terra swallowed hard. Freya and her godson seemed ready to respect her decision, but if she remembered her mythology correctly, one did not decline an invitation from the gods. That was a good recipe for getting cursed.

This had all come on too suddenly. If it was the hallucination of a dying mind, it was an awfully strange one.

Face value, Terra reminded herself. “Before I give you my answer, uh, Miss Freya, may I ask a question?”

Freya dipped her chin.

“Why me?” Terra scratched a bead of sweat from her brow. “I’m honored. Don’t get me wrong. It’s, ah, it’s amazing to get to see you. Meet you. But you’re a goddess. And, like, a big one. A Norse Pantheon A-lister. With all this talk of a coming battle, it sounds like you’re looking for a warrior. I’m an archaeologist. No, no, not even that. I’m more of a bureaucrat than a real archaeologist. I’m not a solider. Hell, I’m not even Norse. Only one-sixteenth Swedish on my dad’s side.”

“Oh, I can see you are neither a soldier nor a warrior in the fashions of old.” Freya’s eyes glimmered. “There are men and women in this realm far more adept with sword and bow and all of your modern Midgard weapons.”

“Exactly.” Terra nodded, both relieved and absurdly a touch disappointed. What are you doing? she wondered. Talking yourself out of one hell of an adventure?

“I am not so keen for the services of a seasoned warrior,” Freya explained reasonably. “Once, I may have preferred the strapping young man skilled with sword and spear, but no more. No, others of my kind will pick their favored from among the ranks of the mighty. I seek a different sort of champion.” A smile returned to her face, this one sly and knowing. “Perhaps you would help me find one of their number.”

“Sure. I mean, of course. Any way I can be of service, madam.”

“I seek a champion well-versed in the arts of magick. Tell me, where do such people gather these days?”

Terra opened her mouth. She closed it again. It took all her willpower not to suggest Hogwarts. Freya’s face had gone as smooth as water in a still pond, but Terra knew down in her bones that the old goddess was laughing at her.

“There are no sorcerers in Midgard in this age. I shall have to train up my own. And fate brought you to my shrine,” Freya reminded Terra.

When the stone tableau had opened up and revealed its secret chamber to Terra, she had told herself she would take everything that happened from now on at face value. Looking into the goddess’ shining face, she found it wasn’t as hard as she expected. Freya had come to her in a dark cave in the middle of nowhere, Iceland, and offered to teach her magic. Somehow, it felt like the most real moment of Terra’s life.

Fate brought me here.

With that, Terra came to a decision. “I’m not going to pretend to understand what you’re asking of me,” she stated. “I think your point is that there’s no one living who would really understand it. No one who knows magic. But if you’re asking if I’d grab a pitchfork and storm the monster’s castle or pick up a torch and light the way for others, then…yeah. Yeah. Someone ought to do it, and if I’m that someone, so be it. I’ll give it my best shot.”

Freya’s face blossomed into another smile, this one more radiant than the sun. “So be it,” she echoed. She turned to face her companion. “Is the bet settled to your satisfaction, godson?”

Leif hung his head, crestfallen. He stared at his feet, clad in slippers that did not belong in a cave like this. “I say you put your thumb on the scale.”

“I am a great goddess. That is my prerogative.”

“You could have at least let me grab a coat and a pair of boots before bringing me here.”

“Yes.” Freya lifted the hem of her cloak. “I could have.” With that, she tossed the blanket of feathers over her shoulder, like the wings of an eagle folding in on itself. With a gush of warm, spring-scented air, the goddess was gone.

Darkness dropped over the cave like a stone, leaving starry after-images burned into Terra’s eyelids. When her eyes adjusted, she noticed her pen light was still on, casting a pathetic shaft of orange light across the stones in front of her.

She stood fixed to the ground, her mouth agape. “Hang on. Wait a second. Hang on!”

“Eh?”

She jumped, her head jerking to the side. Leif sat on a boulder, kneading his knuckles into his temple and suddenly looking rather drab and tired now that Freya’s aura had faded. Relief shot through Terra’s chest, followed by a fresh wave of panic and confusion. “She…she left me in this cave!”

“You and me both.” Leif sighed. “I was really hoping we would wait to see if you lived before I had to join you.”


CHAPTER SEVEN


Shrine of the Lady, Vatnajökul National Park, Eastern Iceland, Tuesday afternoon

“What do you mean if I had lived?”

Leif shrugged, opening his palms to indicate the damp, stony tomb around them. “We’ve been watching you for a few hours,” he revealed sheepishly. “Ever since you walked into the outer caves. After that Villon fellow triggered the cave-in, it became clear your only way out of here was to claim the mantle. Now you’ve done that.” He sighed and slipped off his glasses to clean them with the cuff of his robe. “And I’m to be your tutor and guide, O mortal champion of Freya. Ta-da. I guess I was hoping you’d get yourself out of this miserable place before the mistress sent me on my way.”

Carefully, Terra stepped forward and pressed two fingers into Leif’s shoulder. He was a thin guy, and he rocked backward. He put on his glasses and blinked at her.

“What, Freya visits you in the flesh, and you think I’m the illusion?”

“Or maybe a hallucination,” Terra suggested weakly.

He gave an uncomfortable smile and patted the boulder beneath him. “Nope. All too real. And damp, and cold, and also, I’m now realizing, suffering from a tiny streak of claustrophobia.”

“She brought you to me.”

“Yep. I lost the bet.”

“What bet, exactly?”

“I figured you’d fail.” Leif shrugged and brought his foot up to massage warmth into his toes. “No insult meant to you or anything. I simply didn’t expect you to be able to read the runes. They’re not a common tongue on Midgard any more, are they?”

“No. They’re not.”

“See? I guess my godmother knew something I didn’t. Which…is to be expected. She is very clever.” He sighed and rose to his feet. Freya had been built on a larger scale than a normal human, and though Leif was tall, he was not larger-than-life tall.

“Are you a god, too?” she asked abruptly. “I’m not super well-versed in the Norse myths. The stories.”

Leif rolled a crick from his neck. “Nah. I’m a pretty run-of-the-mill Asgardian.”

“You said Freya is your godmother, though.”

“Grandmother, yes, eight generations back. Most of the citizens of Asgard can trace their family line back to one or other of the great gods. As you can see, I’m starting to think my relationship with Lady Freya has actually been more of a hindrance than a boon to me.”

“But you’re supposed to teach me how to use magic.”

Leif nodded. “Sure am.”

“So you’re a…” Terra licked her lips, remembering one of the words Freya had used. “You’re a sorcerer?”

A strange expression passed over Lief’s face, but it vanished before Terra could identify it. “Mm-hm.”

“So could you…” Terra looked up at the low ceiling. “Poof us out of here?”

“‘Poof’ us out?” Leif echoed.

Terra fluttered her fingertips. “Teleport us to the surface?”

“I’m, uh…” Leif rubbed the back of his neck. “Fresh out of teleportation spells.”

“Okay.” Terra considered the stone around them. “Walk through walls, maybe? Find a tunnel I overlooked or some other way out?”

Leif shook his head.

She folded her arms. “I don’t suppose you could melt some of the stone and give us access to the main tunnel complex.”

“Look,” Leif stated. “I’m not a god. My magic only works in my home realm. Down here on Midgard, I’m about as mundane as you are. Or, as you were.” He pointed to Terra’s pack. “You’re not going to learn how to use those bracelets by keeping them tucked in your bag. You’re the sorceress in the room now, Terra Olsdatter. If we want to get out of this awful place, you’ve got to make it happen.”

Terra supposed it really was that simple.

She dug the treasure box from her bag and knelt to unwrap it from her bundled hoodie. Perhaps it was only her imagination, but it seemed like the silver glowed more brightly now than it had before. When she lifted away the lid, all doubt fled. Something about the artifact had changed. The arm bands shimmered with a faint red-gold light all their own. They felt…magical.

This is all crazy. Terra watched the light dance across the pseudo-runes on the bracers. A void opened up beneath her, a bottomless well of disbelief, anger, and doubt. Magic isn’t real, whispered the voices in that well. This isn’t real. It’s a dream as you lay dying of hypoxia in a cave-in. Or it’s a deception. Or you’ve lost your mind, and you’re wandering around these caves alone, raving crazy.

Her fingers closed over one of the arm bands. It was warm, alive with the ghost of the energy that had been in Freya’s touch. She couldn’t pause to listen to those voices. It would do her no good.

Suddenly furious with herself, with Sam, with the Villon Institute, and the caves that trapped her and the whole stupid world, she rolled back the sleeve of her coat and slipped the band over her wrist.

Face, she thought as she flipped the latch, pulling the metal snugly against her skin, value!

The second band went on as easily as the first, though her coat sleeves slipped back to her wrists, covering up the metal and nestling it securely against her bare arms. The treasure box itself stopped glowing after Terra donned the bands. She tossed her hoodie over it and hastily stuffed it back into her bag.

When she stood again, her legs were trembling.

“Okay,” she told Leif. “I have donned the magic bracers. Now…teach me.”

Leif stepped back and folded his arms, examining her like a scullery maid trying on her first designer dress in some rags-to-riches transformation movie. Terra felt the tips of her ears turning pink beneath that evaluating stare.

“What?” she despaired. “What is it now?” A lump formed in her throat, and she scrubbed the threat of a tear from the corner of her eye.

“Oh, nothing.” Leif blinked. The thick lenses of his glasses made his eyes look huge. Between that and his gray robe, he was a tall, slender stick bug stalking the depths of this stupid cave. “Hey. Oh. Oh, rot it all, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to make you cry.”

“I’m not crying!” Terra wiped her face again. The bracers were large on her, encasing her slender arms from wrists almost to her elbows. The edge of the metal brushed her cheek, and a warm tingle blossomed through her face. “I’m not crying,” she insisted as tears coursed down her cheeks. “I’m not. I’m—” She blinked and saw Leif stepping toward her, his face uncertain and his arms half raised in an awkward am I supposed to pat you on the back? pose.

She held him off with an upraised hand. “Look, I need a second, okay? I’m kind of overwhelmed. Hang on.”

“Sure.” Looking relieved that nothing complicated was required of him, he sat back on the boulder.

Terra dug a pack of eco-friendly toilet paper from her gear bag and used it to sop up her tears. “This is a lot to throw at me all at once,” she mumbled.

“You’re telling me,” Leif grumbled. “I was supposed to be stargazing with Olga right now. My godmother really shook things up for both of us.” He sighed, seeing her miserable expression. “But she’s no monster. She’s not cruel and capricious like some I could name. She wouldn’t have given you her grace and her tools if she didn’t think you could master them.”

“Right.” Terra stuffed the wadded tissue into a pocket and forced her breath steady. “Right. I guess we’ve got to trust in that.” She offered a weak chuckle. “Not like we have much of a choice, huh?”

“Nope.”

“Okay. Then…teach me magic. Tell me how I can get us out of here.”

Leif seemed to wrestle with this command before hopping to his feet. “It’s, ah, been a while since I read up on the operation and utilization of greater artifacts.”

She stared at him.

“In my defense, I wasn’t told there would be a test on this.”

“Do you know what you’re doing or not?”

Leif gestured down the darkened tunnel. “Let’s walk a bit. I’m sure some fresh air will jog my memory.”

“There is no fresh air down here,” Terra pointed out. “It’s a closed cave.”

He smiled tightly, showing her a line of perfect white teeth. “Some blood flow, then. You can show me around this nifty little tomb of yours, Terra Olsdatter, or you can stand there and glare at the bracelets until you turn to stone and the earth swallows you up. Your choice.”
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“This is as far as I got.”

Terra stood between two stalactites that reached all the way to the roof of the cave and pointed. Ahead, the tunnel narrowed to an inky black crevasse barely twelve inches wide. It might have been her imagination, but she thought her pen light was dimming. The glow barely penetrated the first few inches of the crack. She had no idea how far it went or whether it widened or narrowed.

Her breath made smoke in the damp air.

Leif picked up the hem of his robe and stepped gingerly over a puddle that must have been there since the dawn of time. He leaned toward the crevasse, tilting his ear to the darkness.

“And this is the only way out?” he asked. “You’re sure?”

She shrugged, uneasy. “I’m not sure about anything. There are lots of smaller crevasses and tunnels branching off this area. But I, uh, didn’t feel brave enough to wiggle in and get myself stuck.”

Leif nodded understanding and popped a finger in his mouth. Terra watched as the man waved his wet finger in the darkness, at first nonplussed, then understanding. She smacked her forehead, making her pen light jiggle and bounce. “Air currents,” she groaned. “Ugh. I should have thought of that.”

Leif stepped away from the crevasse and rejoined her on the far side of the puddle. He eyed the dark water with disdain. “Feels like a breeze to me.” He shrugged. “If this is the widest crack out of this section of the cave system, I say we go for it. What have we got to lose?”

Terra eyed the vertical slit of darkness and remembered those horrific viral videos of cavers and spelunkers trying to squeeze through too-narrow tunnels.

“We could get stuck and die,” she pointed out.

Leif shrugged. “You could.”

Terra stared at him. “You can’t?”

“Probably? Eventually? I’m Asgardian. I may not be a god, but I’m made of stronger stuff than you common mortals.” He poked her shoulder. “So yes, we could get stuck. And you would probably die. I’d languish in the darkness, listening to the water drip and smelling your rot until my godmother or someone else realized I’d gone missing and came looking for me.”

“Not helpful.”

“Really?” He cocked his head. “I’d have figured you’d find comfort in that. At least you’d have someone to talk to as your torchlight battery dies. If worst came to worst, I could probably slit your throat and put you out of your misery. Then I’d be all alone with your corpse, and isn’t that the worse fate?”

Terra closed her eyes. She was beginning to see the flaws in the face-value philosophy. At face value, she was stuck in a cave with a guy who was a social clod at best and a sociopath at worst, facing the real possibility of dying a slow and painful death in her attempt to escape. If she dwelled on that too long, she might go crazy.

No, perhaps she should update her attitude. Perhaps instead of taking the world at face value, she should treat it like a video game. One on the nightmare difficulty mode, granted, but fundamentally still a game. One she could reset if she got herself FUBAR. Hit restart and try again from the last save point.

Otherwise, she might never work up the courage to try to get out of here.

“Okay.” She hoped Leif didn’t hear the waver in her voice. She walked forward, striding through ancient, frigid water that came halfway up her boots. She reached the edge of the crevasse and held her penlight forward. A twelve-inch-wide hallway of jagged stone wound its way into the darkness.

“You got a knife?” she asked Leif.

“I’ve got…” He fumbled through the deep pockets of his robe. “A…quill knife, yes. Why?”

“In case you have to slit my throat.” Terra slipped her pack off her back and wound the strap around her wrist. She sucked in her gut, turned sideways, and slid into the crack.

Stone pressed into her spine and her belly like the cold fingers of an uncaring giant, threatening to crush all the air out of her. Behind her, Leif groaned and waffled at the edge of the crevasse.

“Come on,” she breathed, acutely aware of the pressure against her chest. “We’re in this together.”

“I know, I know. I just…” Leif groaned.

Terra had enough clearance to turn her head and look at him, though the rock grazed roughly against her chin.

Her companion stood in the cave, hastily stripping from his robe.

“This is panne velvet,” he growled as he undid his buttons and tugged the cloth off his shoulders. Underneath, he wore a flimsy pair of knee-length trousers. Beyond those, his spectacles and his soft-soled shoes, he was as naked as the day he was born. She had thought him skinny, but that wasn’t quite accurate. He was tall and bony, but a modest layer of muscle stretched across his chest and shoulders.

“Aren’t you cold?” Terra blurted as Leif wound his robe into a bundle and lashed it to his wrist.

“A bit.” He gathered his long, ash-blond hair into a tidy knot at the base of his neck. “But unlike the velvet, I will heal. Very well, Terra. Lead the way. I shall follow.”

Terra squeezed her eyes shut. A video game, she told herself, trying this new philosophy on for size. An important one, sure. But it’s only a game. Virtual reality has gotten so real you can feel the crags scraping against your gut. Don’t think of it as a nightmare. Think of it as an adventure.

Terra faced the darkness and pushed forward.


CHAPTER EIGHT


Time passed in struggling, gasping breaths and the thudding of her heart in her ears. Terra didn’t let herself wonder how far they had crawled and how far they had left to go. She didn’t let herself dwell on the jagged teeth of the stones or the places where the crevasse narrowed to a ribbon that coiled around her middle and squeezed the air from her lungs.

She hummed. She sang under her breath. She composed journal entries in her mind.

Dear diary, today I got shot at and met a goddess.

When she fell silent, Leif picked up the slack, filling the darkness with questions and bright-eyed observations.

“So, the man who tried to kill you,” he remarked lightly. “Was today the first time you met?”

Terra chuckled and wiggled her hips around a corner in the passage. “Yeah. The Villon Institute has been a client of the WAF for like thirty years, but the senior agent who normally checks out their sites got himself stuck in a drunk tank somewhere. So they sent me out instead. I’m pretty sure Brenner’s been taking bribes from Villon to ignore their unsanctioned dig expansions. That’s why Sam was so annoyed to find me here and not him.”

“Sounds like fate indeed,” Leif stated. In a world of chilly air and frigid stone, she felt his heat. He followed her closely, his leading arm outstretched and never more than a few inches from her fingertips. “When that many unfortunate coincidences align, you know the Norns are hard at work.”

“What about you?” Terra heaved herself over a steep rise and reached a bubble where the tunnel widened out enough to let her breathe freely. A hair-thin rivulet trickled its way down the stone in front of her. Rather than burn through her limited canteen supply, she leaned forward and touched her tongue to the stone. The water had a faintly metallic tang but was still one of the sweetest things she had ever tasted. “Is this your first time on Earth? Uh, Midgard?”

“It is.” Leif stopped behind Terra and studied the water trickling from the stone. Terra was amazed to see that not only were his glasses still firmly on his nose, but they remained crystal clear and unbroken. “Most Asgardians don’t have the power to travel freely between the realms. There are three common ways in which it is done.

“One, we walk the Ygdrassil path. This is the most dangerous method of travel because it means stepping between realms and brushing up against the edge of the Ginnungagap. That is the primordial void where the world-tree grows. Ginnungagap is primal chaos and emptiness. If you step wrong and stumble off Yggdrasil’s branches, you will be swept away into the sea in which no fish swim and from which no creature ever returns. You will be as nothing, your name and memory wiped out of all existence, forever.

“And so, those who choose to move along the tree must do so with the utmost caution and preparation. The way is frigid cold, and it’s almost impossible to map. You need to have either the luck of the gods, a heroic sense of direction, or some artifact or magic map to lead you across all the twists and turns of its infinite limbs. No food grows on the branches, so whatever you’ll need to eat or drink, you’ll have to bring with you. Nor do any common folk or animals live on the branches between the realms. A lucky traveler might cross paths with Ratatoskr when that squirrel is in a friendly mood but said traveler is as likely to run into a hungry great eagle or an ornery dragon.

“On top of that, the path is long. Entire continents can vanish into the maze of branches and leaves between Hel and Jötunheim, and those two are believed to be the closest neighbors of all the realms. So! Unless you are a sightseer of peculiar grit and derring-do, you are well advised not to tour the realms on foot.

“Hold up for one moment, Terra, if you please. Somehow I’ve managed to get a pebble in my shoe.

“Where was I? Ah, yes. The next method an ambitious traveler might employ is to make use of a greater artifact. There are a few known to possess the power to transport the user between realms. The most famous of these artifacts is the Bifröst. Oh, you’ve heard of it? I’m not surprised. Heimdallr’s burning bridge is a thing of legend. It only spans the gap between Midgard and Asgard, though, so if you want to take a jaunt to Niflheim, you’re rather out of luck. And at any rate, ever since Odin left Midgard for good some thousand years back, Heimdallr’s been a real bear with the tolls. Not all of us have a hundred shimmering rubies or a warehouse full of mead to drop on a weekend trip to Stockholm, and that’s before you factor in the cost of room and board.

“A few other artifacts have the power to transport their users. Occasionally the king of dwarves will take his ship Skidbladnir on a long voyage across the stars, and he and his retinue will paint Vanaheim and Alfenheim red with their carousing. Also, I have heard that if one were to jump into the magic cauldron of the giant Hymer, one would be spat across the roots of Yggdrasil and come out in a spring of scalding water on the burning plains of Muspelheim. I have never attempted this, though, and I wouldn’t advise anyone else to do so.

“Finally, I suspect that my godmother’s cloak of eagle feathers also has the power of teleportation. I am not certain because Freya does not gossip wantonly about the nature of her treasures. Since she is a great goddess of magic, she can create her own portals between the realms. She has no need for the power duplicated in one of her accoutrements. However, she has been known to loan her cloak out to heroes and friends from time to time. It is well known they use the cloak to fly at great speeds and over vast distances. I have neither seen nor heard any hint that it cannot carry its bearer across the naked branches of the world-tree.

“The final method of inter-realm travel is the simplest and quickest, of course. It involves maintaining a good relationship with one of the great gods and politely asking them to give you a lift across the universe.”

“Like what Freya did with you.”

“Correct! Except…I didn’t ask to be transported.” Leif sighed. “And since Odin turned his back on Midgard about a thousand years ago, there hasn’t been much travel between here and Asgard. Most of the serious academics have turned their attention to the outer fringes of Niflheim and Muspelheim, hopping rides on the dwarf ship or calling in favors with Queen Frigg and Thor whenever they can. Midgard simply isn’t very interesting to them anymore.”

“Or you either, apparently.” Steeling herself after her short rest, Terra pressed onward between the rocky walls. “You didn’t seem excited to be here.”

“Oh, don’t get me wrong. I’d love the opportunity to study the ways in which Midgard has developed since the Aesir exodus. From the safety and comfort of a nice fire-lit study, or perhaps a palanquin if I’m feeling adventurous.”

Terra snorted. She, too, would rather be curled up in some reading nook right now. “So you’re a scholar.”

“A runekeeper, specifically.”

“Runekeeper. What does that mean?”

“I oversee, catalog, and protect the largest collection of scrolls, tomes, books, tablets, sagas, and eddas in all of Asgard.”

Terra thought this over. “You’re a librarian.”

Behind her, Leif sighed.

“Asgard must be an interesting place if even the librarians are sorcerers,” Terra mused.

“Oh, every one of the nine realms is fascinating in its way. I spent my childhood listening to stories of the Aesir-Vanir wars that raged across every branch of the world-tree. They lit quite a spark of curiosity in me. When I was old enough to strike out on my own, I spent five years studying the Ginnungagap with the scholars of Álfheim and another three traveling abroad in Vanaheim before settling down back home. Are you familiar with Vanaheim? No, I suppose you aren’t. It’s the ancestral home of the Vanir. That’s Freya’s tribe. You know, our people. You’re a mortal, but I suppose being Freya’s champion would make you an honorary Vanir. There was a….”

Terra wanted to pay attention to him. She really did. She wanted to grab every bit and scrap of information she could find and fit it into the messy, half-formed puzzle that was her new life. But there was something hypnotic about his droning, about the steady pull of her lungs and the endless shuffle of one foot, then the other. She let Leif’s babble wash over her, as soothing and as meaningless as waves in the sea. If you asked her later, she would admit she didn’t remember a single thing her new companion had told her. Yet he had still likely saved her sanity.

She fell into a sort of protective trance that kept her body wiggling forward and her mind safely, happily oblivious. As it was Leif who put her into that trance, it was Leif who pulled her out.

“Hey. Hey, Terra!” He grabbed her shoulder and shook. “Look!”

That was weird. There wasn’t enough room in this stone womb for him to grab her and shake.

“Oh, snap out of it.”

Leif flicked his fingers across the tip of Terra’s nose. She came back to herself with a gasp and a yelp, blinking furiously. At first, she didn’t know what to make of the dim glow surrounding her. Had Freya returned? Had Leif managed to tap into some of his ancestral magic and turn himself into a lamp?

No.

Slowly, Terra’s mind cleared. The crevasse around them had changed, melting from stone to walls of luminescent blue-green ice. She sat slumped on a flat pan where the rocky tunnel had opened into a bubble about the size of an elementary school gym. All around her, daylight—blessed, wonderful, magical daylight glimmered faintly through the ice walls, casting everything in a surreal azure glow.

They had emerged from the earth and into the heart of a glacier.

“Oh.” Terra stared, awestruck. Arches, columns, and crags of pristine ice towered around them in a natural cathedral more spectacular than any church on earth. The untouched beauty of it made Terra’s heart ache.

“Yes!” Leif balled his fists and thrust them into the air, exposing his naked chest and hairy armpits to the world. “Yes! That’s what I like to see! You’ll find no prettier picture in the heart of Jötunheim itself.” He slapped a congratulatory hand on Terra’s shoulder hard enough to make her cough.

“Oh. Sorry.” He rubbed his hands together and busied himself unbundling and climbing back into his robe. His cheeks had turned pink, and his breath came in clouds of steam that collected and condensed on his glasses. “Phew. It’s a bit nippy, though, isn’t it?”

“We made it.” Terra looked over her shoulder. The stone crack behind them was only a little wider than her two fists placed end to end. She couldn’t believe she had squeezed through it.

She climbed to her feet. The long, awkward shuffle and all the climbing from earlier had left her muscles weak and trembling, and there was no telling how long she’d been crawling through that crack. Glacial ice did funny things to daylight. From the lovely, even glow filling the chamber, she couldn’t tell if it was barely a few hours past noon or already flirting with sunset.

That reminded her of her phone, and she dug it from her backpack as Leif bundled himself anew and blew warmth into his palms.

“What manner of device is that?” He eyeballed her as she booted up the phone and lifted it over her head, searching for a signal.

“It’s for contacting other people and accessing lots of different kinds of information, but only if I can find a signal…” She bit her lip, eyes fixed on the single bar in the top corner of her screen.

“Oh, a phone.” Leif made a dismissive gesture. “I’m familiar.”

“Oh, really? Y’all got 5G in Asgard? You an Apple or an Android guy?”

“No, we don’t use that kind of thing. But I’ve seen enough Midgard entertainment to recognize an iPhone when I see one.”

This left Terra with more questions than answers, but they would have to go to the end of the priority line. Her attention had been drawn to the clock on her phone. She felt a funny little twist in her gut. It was nearly eight PM. Days ran long in Iceland in the summer, but they must have been creeping up on sunset. When all this glorious light would fade away and leave them once again covered in darkness.

More than darkness, now. The air was noticeably colder in here than it had been down in the caves, and there wasn’t a single place to sit down that was not as cold as…well, ice. Terra’s parka served her well, but she worried about Leif’s robe. He said he didn’t mind the cold, but his ears and the tip of his nose had turned bright pink.

As far as her phone went, no signal. It was a glorified watch and nothing more. She powered it down and tucked her pen light safely back into her bag. “We need to get moving. If we’re stuck here overnight, we’ll freeze to death. Or, at least, I will.” She pointed at the red tips of his ears. “Do you get frostbite?”

Leif touched his face. “Oh. Yes. Well, perhaps not frostbite, but the cold could be a problem.”

“That’s too bad.” She plunged her hand into the bottom of her bag. “And here I was hoping that nice robe of yours was only for show and you’d let me use it as a blanket if we had to camp out.”

“And leave me naked?” Leif drew himself up, offended.

“Hey. You said you were immortal. If you can’t freeze to death, but I can, it only makes sense.” She bit back a smile at the sight of his discomfort. Her fingers closed over two crushed snack bars, and she fished them out of her bag. “What about hunger?” she asked, turning over her options. A crumbled, half-melted, half-frozen mass of a full-sized Snickers and a blueberry muffin Clif bar. “Do you need to eat?”

“Yes.” That answer came promptly and without the faintest hint of doubt.

Terra tossed him the Snickers bar. The thought of all that sugar made her throat itch.

“Water could be a problem,” she mentioned as she tore open the packaging and bit in. “My canteen’s mostly empty, and we don’t have fuel to melt down the ice.” She shivered. It was damned cold up here. At least down in the caves, they had the benefit of geothermal insulation.

That gave her an unhappy idea. What if they couldn’t find a sheltered place to bunk down? Would they have to pass through that hellish tunnel again so they didn’t freeze in the night and try again fresh in the morning?

She crammed the last of the Clif bar in her mouth and shuffled back to the tunnel entrance, feeling the walls for the moisture that was so pervasive deeper down in the caves. No good. Frost rimed the stone. If she wanted to harvest moisture, she’d have to go in deep.

“So what do you think?” She turned hopefully to her companion. “Any brilliant ideas?”

Leif stood statue-still between two icy arches. His cheeks puffed out like the pouches on a chipmunk, and a look of utter, paralyzed rapture filled his face.

“Hey!” Terra waved her hand in front of him.

“Ambrosia,” Leif whispered.

“What?”

Leif looked into his hands, and she saw the empty Snickers wrapper crumpled between his fingers. She noted a smear of chocolate on the corner of his mouth.

“Oh, you don’t have junk food in Asgard, either?”

“Junk?” Leif blinked, his tongue snaking out to wipe up the last scraps of chocolate. “What are you talking about? This is divine.”

“It’s corn syrup and wax.” Still, Terra couldn’t help a smile. He looked like the overgrown child of a hippie mom given his first bite of a cookie after a lifetime of hemp milk and mashed peas. “It’s…super bad for you. Really good for nothing but a temporary boost in mood and energy.”

“And a glimpse into the divine.” Leif flattened out the crumpled bar wrapper and placed it into his robe pocket with a reverence Terra did not think it deserved. “You called it junk,” he stated, disbelieving. “Where I come from, junk food is fish brains and pig kidneys.”

“If we’re stuck out here for long, I think we might come to miss the protein and vitamins in pig guts.”

Leif stuck his tongue out at her. “Appreciate the pleasures where they come, mortal.”

“Point taken.” She shouldered her bag and struck out into the icy cavern winding its way through the glacier. “There’s not much daylight left. We’ve got to find an insulated shelter, or we’re in for a rough night.”

Glacier Caves, Vatnajökul National Park, Eastern Iceland, Tuesday evening

Terra wouldn’t call herself a professional rough-it world traveler, but she understood a few fundamentals of survival. The first was that when you were living by the skin of your teeth, warmth and shelter from the elements were more important than food and sometimes more important than water. When going out on remote digs, she had always stuck some emergency supplies in her pack besides the first aid kit and the WAF handbook. Duct tape, a pocket knife, matches, a lighter, a whistle, and a small thermal tarp, which could be used either as a reflective signal or for moisture collection.

Of course, none of those did her much good when every element of her environment was some form of ice.

She and Leif hiked through the glacial caves for almost an hour before she had to admit the light was dying, and they might be in trouble.

“We have to bunk down soon.” She found a fairly flat stretch of hard-packed snow beneath a wide overhang of sky-blue ice and dropped her bag. She turned to face Leif and sank to her butt, pulling her knees up to her chest. “We can’t wander around these caves in the dark. One wrong step, one trip into a crevasse, and boom.” She slapped her palms together grimly. “Avalanche, death, et cetera. Even if we found our way to the surface in the next twenty minutes, we’re still miles from any human habitation. There aren’t any forests we can shelter in on this half of the island. We’d be up there exposed to the wind as well as the cold.”

Leif’s tongue poked from one cheek to the other as he considered the ceiling sloping low above them. His eyes followed a steep upward slope that vanished out of sight. “There are jotun that build entire palaces out of ice,” he mused.

“Well, they are ice giants, aren’t they? Seems like they’d be used to it.”

Leif nodded and placed his hands on the base of the slope. “Let’s go a little farther,” he suggested, testing the ground for grip.

Terra eyed the ascent warily. Her clothes did a good job of keeping her warm, but she was exhausted. If Leif noticed her hesitation, he didn’t care. He scrambled up the slope like an awkward four-legged spider and vanished over the lip of the rise. Terra strained her ears, listening for a crack of ice or the rumble of a cave-in. Nothing.

“Perfect!”

Leif’s voice echoed strangely around the icy cavern, bouncing off the walls and multiplying back on itself like some kind of electronic music. He poked his head over the rise and waved her onward, grinning. “Come on. I’ve found what we’re looking for.”

What we’re looking for? Terra groaned, shouldered her bag, and dragged herself to her feet. “It better be a sauna,” she grumbled as she scrabbled up the rise. “And a four-star hotel with complimentary buffet.” Her boots slipped on a patch of ice.

Leif grabbed her arm and hauled her up. “Could have been, once upon a time.”

Terra brushed grit from the front of her coat and peered around. Up here, the ice-shelf ceiling was only five feet high, forcing both of them to either kneel or stand in an agonizing hunch.

They were in a pocket of air cupped between the glacier and a rocky crag. Terra supposed it was about the size of two or three American SUVs parked in a huddle.

A gentle breeze swept through the pocket, sending a curl of powdery snow dancing around Terra’s legs. She gasped and thrust out her arms to catch the source of the wind.

“Daylight!” With a cry of delight, she threw herself onto her belly and wiggled toward a narrow crack in the ice. “I see it! There’s a crack in the ice up ahead. I can see the sky!”

Leif shuffled around before dropping to his elbows and crawling into the crack beside her. She wiggled to the side to make space for him.

Ahead, the crack narrowed to a measly six inches wide and snaked through another few feet of ice before opening to the darkening Iceland sky. From this angle, Terra could get no sense of the surrounding low-lying landscape, but the first glimmer of stars twinkled against the night.

“It’s Venus.” She laughed. “We’re facing west. We must have made it to the edge of the park.”

Leif pushed his glasses up the bridge of his nose and leaned his head on Terra’s shoulder, following her angle of sight. “The morning and the evening star,” he mused. His breath was warm against her cheek. “Hah. Yes. Of course. The stars are the same across Asgard and Vanaheim and all the rest. Why shouldn’t they be the same in Midgard? In my homeland, we call her Gullveig.” He cast her a sideways glance. “What means the name Venus?”

Terra felt herself smile. “She’s the Roman goddess of beauty, fertility, and sex. What about Gullveig? What does that mean?” She glanced to her side and saw Leif grinning too.

“She was a völva of old Midgard. A prophetess and sorceress who foretold the death of the gods and the coming of Ragnarok. It is a good sign.”

Terra laughed. Not because such a grim portent was funny but because she was exhausted and weary and because Leif looked happier than a pig in mud. “Oh yeah, the end of the world. How cheerful. How on earth is that a good sign?”

“Because Gullveig was one of your predecessors, Terra Olsdatter.” He poked her side before rolling over and crawling his way out of the crack. “She, too, was a Chosen of Freya. She commanded Freya’s magic, and she had the ear of the gods. Now come out here and help me make camp. I think it’s about time you learned a bit of magic yourself.”


CHAPTER NINE


The sun may have set, but the sky was clear. This close to the glacier's surface, the full moon's light filtered down through the ice and cast the cave in an eerie blue glow.

Ice was a good thermal insulator. Given enough padding to keep someone from hugging the surface directly and a small enough space, the human body itself could function as a heat source.

The Asgardian body, too.

Terra and Leif huddled together in a crack in the ice about the size of a double-wide coffin. Terra’s thermal tarp was stretched beneath them, creating a barrier between them and the ice. With a sigh of despair, Leif had once again stripped his robe and added it to the pile of bedding, giving the faintest illusion of softness to the hard ground.

She had taken pity and offered him her spare pair of socks and her hoodie. Her parka created a warm but too-small blanket for the two of them, and her bag made a crappy pillow.

“It’s going to suck.” She sighed and wedged her body tightly between Leif and the cave wall. “But, fingers crossed, we’re not going to freeze to death.”

“You seem like you’ve done this before.” Leif wiggled to the side, giving her an extra inch of room.

“What, get lost and overnight in a remote glacier with an alien for company? Yeah. At least twice a year.”

“I meant huddling up with a stranger for warmth.” He shifted his weight. “You’re digging your elbow into my spine.”

“Sorry.” She turned on her side and rested her cheek against his shoulder. “Actually, yeah. I worked a semester with the Peace Corps back in college. Went on a mission into the Ozarks. Poorest county in the United States. My crew was building a community center when a blizzard dumped about two feet of snow all over the site, and we lost power. Gosh, this was only the second or third day on the job. We barely knew each other. But hey, when you’re stuck out in the freezing cold, you get over your hang-ups about spooning with strangers real quick.”

Leif’s mind was elsewhere. “Do you really think of me as an alien?”

Terra shrugged. “Sure. Why not? You’re not from Earth.” She sniffed deeply. “Though granted, you smell like a typical dude who’s gone without a shower after a day of sweating.”

“I’m flattered.”

“No offense meant. I’m sure I’m no better. So what’s up with these bracers, huh? You said we’d talk about it after we got settled. This is about as settled as we’re gonna get.”

“Right.” Leif shifted and rolled onto his back. By the dim glow of moonlight, she traced the angles of his cheekbones, his aquiline nose. He had set his glasses aside for sleeping. His hand crawled beneath the parka and closed over Terra’s wrist. She lifted her arm, exposing the left bracer to the air. Here in the darkness, it glowed with a light of its own, faint and warm. Back down in the tunnels, she first thought the bracers were crafted from bronze, but now she had her doubts. They were thin and fitted snugly against her forearm but had more heft than bronze.

“Are these…gold?”

“Red gold, probably.” Leif turned Terra’s arm and frowned at the faintly glowing pseudo-runes etched into the surface. “My godmother has a particular fondness for it, but the nature of the metal matters little. Our concern is with the magic it contains.”

Terra watched Leif squint and run his fingers over the pseudo-runes. They danced with a faint, shimmering light, but she wondered if he could see them without his glasses.

“Can you read them?” Terra asked. “The symbols that aren’t exactly runes.”

“On the contrary. They’re the true runes. The innate language of the cosmos as it was originally revealed to Odin. He tried to teach it to the people of Midgard back in the day.” He shrugged. “They never really picked up the true knack of the thing, but from what I gather, the concept of written language served them well in general.”

“That’s one way of putting it.”

“The inscriptions on these don’t translate perfectly, but it means something like We the flint, you the steel.” He chuckled dryly and said something Terra did not understand under his breath. “I see. Well played, Godmother.”

Terra thought about the inscription. “When you hit steel against flint, they make fire.” She shivered. “I sure wouldn’t mind some fire right now, but we have nothing to burn.”

“Magic is like that fire,” Leif explained. “Artifacts like these armbands are the flint. You, the wielder, are the steel.”

Terra flicked her fingers against the armband.

“Not your flesh.” Leif grabbed her hand and pushed it away from the bracer. The exasperation in his voice made her smile. “Your will. Your drive. Your…” He made a fist and thumped it against his chest. “Your heart.”

Something about his tone made her smile fade. She gave him a sidelong glance, though she could see nothing but his profile in the darkness.

“You sense the bracers. You focus inward, and you feel them against your skin, but not in the same way you feel your clothes or your shoes. You feel them like they are a part of you, an extension. Like your hair.”

Terra closed her eyes and focused on Leif’s words. The bracers clapped around her arms didn’t feel like part of her, but they felt somehow closer and more real than her underwear or her socks. They felt like…big, warm hands holding her steady.

She nodded. Though he couldn’t see it, he felt it against his shoulder. “I feel them.”

“Magic is what happens when the unstoppable force meets the immovable object.” A sad, wistful note colored Leif’s words, but Terra wasn’t focused on his voice. Her attention turned inward. She lifted her other hand and felt the bracers drift inches above her face.

“The bracers are the immovable object. Your will must be the unstoppable force. Your wanting. Your desire. You shape your will, you visualize your goal, and you make it into this grand and powerful thing inside yourself. When you’re ready, when you know what you want and your mind is clear, you strike. You touch your will to the power within the bracers and…”

Terra crossed her forearms and tapped the bracers together.

A shower of light and sparks filled the little cave.

Terra’s eyes flew open. She watched, awestruck, as a dozen tiny pinpoints of light rained across her parka and fizzled into darkness.

“Hel’s teats,” Leif gasped. “That was fast.”

“I wanted fire.” Terra’s cheeks hurt from grinning as much as they hurt from the cold. “I wanted light and heat.” She started to bring her forearms together again to tap more sparks out of the bracers, but Leif snatched her wrist and pulled her arms apart.

“Are you trying to get us both killed?!”

“What?” Terra’s heart skipped a beat. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

“You have to think through what you’re doing, Terra Olsdatter. You’re new. You’re unpracticed. Think about it. What would have happened if you’d managed to summon a fireball right here?”

Terra pressed her lips together. She imagined an explosion of light and heat in this tiny cubby hole. She imagined the vacuum created by the sudden combustion of air. She imagined the hundred tons of ice over her head melting into water all at once, falling, crushing them instantly.

“Oh.”

Leif released a deep sigh. “Oh is right. Magic is like fire in more ways than one. It will burn you if you do not respect it. Hel, it will burn you if you do respect it but lose control. You found the spark quickly. I’ll grant you that. But you must be so, so mindful about how you use it. Especially at this fledgling stage when you don’t even know what you don’t know.”

“Point taken.” Slowly, Terra lowered her arms. She suspected Leif’s flint and steel metaphor was meant purely as a learning aid. She probably didn’t need to tap the bands together to make anything happen, but now that she knew glacier-killing fireball was an option, she felt better keeping the armbands apart.

Better safe than sorry.

They lay together in silence for several minutes, contemplating the ice.

“I did magic,” Terra mused into the darkness.

Beside her, Leif sighed again and turned onto his side. “You did. Fates preserve us, you did.”

Glacier caves, Vatnajökul National Park, Eastern Iceland, Wednesday morning

When warmth was all you had, you clung to it hard.

The world outside Terra’s parka was cold. Ass-bitingly, teeth-freezingly, lung-searingly cold.

The world inside Terra’s parka was cramped. Kind of sticky. Sweaty. More than a little smelly. Hard, rocky, uncomfortable. And warm.

So when morning rolled around, and Leif sat up and rolled out of their cubby, dragging the parka away from Terra’s head and exposing her cheeks to the raw air, she woke up with a howl of despair.

“Ooowwww.” Leif clapped his hands over his ears and cast a dirty look over his shoulder at her. “Grow up,” he snapped. “You have the whole coat to yourself. Meanwhile, my clothes are frozen to the ground.” He tugged the layer of velvet beneath Terra.

Terra sat up quickly, shoving her arms into the coat and shrugging it over her shoulders. Daylight had come in full force, and it would be a bright one. Every icy surface of their cave sparkled like diamonds. Her head ached from the blinding light. She could barely feel the tip of her nose or her toes in her boots. Her back ached. Her muscles screamed for more rest — and also a warm bath. Her throat felt like cotton.

“We have to get the hell out of here.” She staggered away from their sleeping cubby and unceremoniously stuffed the thermal tarp into her bag as Leif pulled his robe over her Ohio University hoodie.

“You don’t need to tell me twice.” Leif shoved his glasses onto his nose and groaned, shielding his eyes from all the refracted light bouncing through the ice. “Ugh. Gods, I’m hungry. You don’t have any more of that candy stuff, do you?”

“No.” Terra rubbed her eyes. “Even if I did, you’d have to fight me for it.” She shook her head and knelt near their narrow window to the outside world. Out there, she saw nothing but a cheerful blue sky and the tail end of one fluffy cloud.

“What do you think?” She looked at Leif, who stood doubled over beneath the low ceiling, massaging his temples. “There’s a whole bunch of ice between us and freedom. Is now the right time for a fireball?”

That got his attention quickly. “No,” he yelped. “Didn’t you hear a thing I said last night? You don’t have nearly enough practice or control for that kind of thing!”

“Then what do you suggest?” The blinding light, the crappy sleep, the whole situation had Terra about as cranky as she had ever been. She wanted to say I wasn’t serious about the fireball, jeez, but that would have been a lie. In her current state of mind, she was ready to start playing with dynamite if it would get her out of this cave one minute faster.

“Something that won’t get us both burned to a crisp if it goes badly,” Leif growled. He stared red-eyed daggers at the wall of ice. “I don’t know. Try punching it.”

“Punching it?”

“Sure. That sort of strength can be a spell, like anything else. You have a seed of Freya’s magic. I’d wager that means you have the seed of her strength, too.”

“You’re saying she could break through several feet of solid ice with her fists?”

“I have found it best not to bet against what a great goddess might be able to accomplish,” Leif responded crisply. “Don’t buy her line about not being interested in feats of might. She always has been, and always will be, a goddess of war along with everything else.”

Terra looked down at her fists and the bracers coiled around her forearms. They had lost their glow from the night before, or perhaps she couldn’t see it against all the glittering daylight.

“You’re serious about punching it?” she asked again.

Leif groaned. He was feeling it, too. Terra found the low ceiling intolerable, and he was a good head taller than she. This cave had not been built with their comfort in mind. “Tap into the armbands,” he instructed. “Like you did with the sparks last night. Visualize what you desire. Strike your will against their reserves of power. Bring the magic forth.”

Terra lifted her fists like a bare-knuckle boxer putting up the dukes. She sucked in one, two, three quick breaths. Gods, she was thirsty.

Okay. It was a wall. She could hardly miss hitting it. Mom didn’t pay for two years of after-school taekwondo lessons for Terra to fail to hit a wall.

In two quick motions, she smacked the bracers together and snapped her hips, driving her fist into the ice.

“Ki-ai! AHH!” A wave of heat rolled off Terra, pouring from her skin in tongues of flame that licked the frigid air before fading away.

Also, her knuckles sunk approximately one-quarter of a millimeter into the ice, and she felt her bones shatter into several dozen pieces.

Terra collapsed onto the floor and clutched her hand to her chest. She screamed. Her body became a beacon of agony as the snow bit at her skin and blood poured from her shattered hand.

“Bauldr’s taint,” Leif swore, dropping to his knees beside her. “What did you do?”

“What did I do?! I punched the fucking wall, is what I did! You told me to do it!”

“I told you to punch through the wall! Stop wiggling. Stop wiggling and let me see it!”

Terra forced herself still. She lay on her back, her vision throbbing with pain. She felt the snow beneath her fade from powdery to mushy the closer it was to the ice wall. She forced herself to stare at the brilliant blue-white plane as Leif studied her crumpled wrist.

“It’s broken, all right,” the Asgardian decided.

Terra nearly punched him with her good hand. She sat up. Adrenaline had flooded her system, temporarily masking the pain that radiated from her wrist. Beads of moisture formed across her face. She turned her head and saw rivulets of fresh water running like tears from the minute divot where she had struck the wall.

“What’s up with that?” she asked in a wavering voice.

Leif glanced up. He stared at the water before snatching Terra’s empty canteen and leaning over to collect the drips.

“Waste not.” He shrugged when she turned a watery-eyed glare on him. “Listen, I can’t do anything about your hand.”

“Then tell me how to heal it,” she rasped.

“Lady, apparently, I couldn’t properly tell you how to hit a wall. Now you want me fumbling around trying to tell you how to meddle with the functioning of your singular mortal body?”

Terra choked on a half-hysterical sob. Pain and its mirror, giddy euphoria, washed over her in waves. Numbly, she fumbled with her good hand and scooped up handfuls of snow, which she packed over her broken wrist.

“You did something when you hit the wall.” Leif watched her clumsy attempts at pain mitigation with a sort of detached approval. “You didn’t break it, but you managed to make it bleed.” He indicated the canteen, which was already half-full with ice melt. “Talk me through it. Let’s troubleshoot this.”

In trying to wrestle her thoughts under control, Terra felt like a one-armed blind man trying to wrangle and subdue an angry tomcat. “Um. Um.” She pressed her eyes shut, trying to think back. “I was thinking…punch. I was thinking, hit it.”

“Obviously. I mean, besides that.”

“I wasn’t thinking anything else besides that!”

“Clearly you were,” he snapped. “Or you wanted something else. Your will wasn’t focused. Your body did one thing, and your will did another. Now, when you hit the wall, what did you want?”

“I wanted water,” Terra wailed. She flung out her good hand, grasping for the canteen. “I wanted a freaking drink of water.”

Leif promptly handed over the canteen. Terra choked back a sob of pain and frustration as she tilted her head back and chugged down the cold, crisp water.

“Emotion is a powerful shaper of will.” His voice turned soft as he watched her drain the canteen. “There can be a lot of power in anger and fear and even hunger or thirst. But emotions are blunt things. You have to be aware of what is driving your will. When you threw that punch, you didn’t really want to destroy the wall. You wanted something to drink.”

Terra passed the empty canteen back to him with a wet-eyed glare. “Don’t tell me what I do or don’t want.”

Leif shrugged and held the canteen beneath the trickle once more. Already the rate of the ice melt had begun to slow. The lingering effects of Terra’s magic were fading. “I call it like I see it. You have the seed of Freya’s power within you. If you wanted to bring that wall down, it would be dust.”

“Screw you.”

“See? You’re channeling your anger in the wrong direction.” He pointed at the ice. “See the wall. Visualize yourself obliterating the wall. Want nothing else. Don’t will the wall to give you water. Will the wall to smithereens. How many mortals would kill for the ability to shape the world with nothing but the power of their desire?” A note of bitterness crept into Leif’s voice, though Terra barely heard it over the throbbing of her fist. “Freya gave you that power. And you’re letting a chunk of lifeless ice make a fool of you.”

Terra screamed. It was not a scream of protest, frustration, or despair. No, it was something much baser, much dirtier. It was a scream of pain and rage. She howled in blind fury. In her one good hand, she snatched up a fistful of snow and pebbles. She twisted, sending a fresh shock of pain up her broken hand, but that didn’t matter. Bones would heal, and flesh would knit. Nothing mattered but the wall. That stupid, stupid wall.

She flung the pebbles.

They hit the ice like shells fired from an Uzi.

“Yeah! Ahh!” Leif whooped, then flung his hands protectively over his head as the pebbles ricocheted around the enclosed space. Terra felt them plink off her cheeks and tear new, bloody little holes in her flesh. She didn’t care. She snatched up another fistful of stones and rocked forward, throwing them with all her might. The air filled with ice crystals, snow, shrapnel, and Leif’s vacillating cries of triumph and alarm.

“Go,” he cried as he snatched Terra’s bag in one hand and grabbed her by the shoulder. All around them, the ice rumbled and groaned. “Go, go-go-go!”

Terra snarled and surged to her feet. The air had become a pea-soup fog, impenetrable and blinding. It smelled like iron and ozone and tasted like dust. Chunks of rock and collapsing ice stabbed into the ground around her and Leif as they covered their heads and ran for daylight.

Terra felt the glacier rumble under her feet. A wave of snow swept down at her, turning her world a blinding shade of white. Fresh waves of fantastic pain shot like lightning down her arm as the avalanche caught her in its frigid embrace and swept her out into the world.


CHAPTER TEN


Vatnajökul National Park, Eastern Iceland, Wednesday morning

Terra tumbled and spun, rolled over and battered like work jeans in an old dryer that spewed cold and wet instead of dry and warm. There was no time or space to scream. As the avalanche swept her downward, she could only tuck her broken wrist close to her chest and pray that she wouldn’t be buried alive. That she wouldn’t be slammed head-first against a boulder. That the snow wouldn’t drown her.

When she finally rolled to a stop, every inch of exposed skin on her face and hands was afire with first-degree frostbite. She stared up at a cloudless, swirling blue sky. There was a knife in her ribs, a vise clamped around her wrist, tears crusting at the corners of her eyes, and blood in her mouth.

Daylight. Daylight, wind, and sunny sky. Gods be praised. She was free of the caves and the tunnels. If she died of cold or shock now, she’d do it with a smile on her face. Free. She was free.

She became aware of footsteps crunching in her direction. For the first time since the world stilled, she dared lift her head. Pain shot between her temples, but she blinked, fighting back the snow-blindness, and saw a lanky figure in what appeared to be a tattered bathrobe trudging in her direction.

“Oh, good. You’re alive.” A yellow bruise blossomed on Leif’s cheek, and snow crusted his hair. Yet through it all, he had managed not only to hang on to his glasses but to somehow keep them from cracking or bending. Brilliant sunlight glanced off the lenses as he knelt beside Terra.

Before she could think better of it, she flung up a hand to block the glare. It was her broken hand, of course. She groaned deep from her belly, but strangely, the pain wasn’t as bad as she had feared. Sure, her hand looked like a couple of busted beer bottles shoved into a wet sock, but cold and adrenaline must have taken the worst edge off the pain.

Leif waved his hand in front of Terra’s face. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

“How are you walking around, totally okay?” Terra mumbled. Somewhere during the tumble, she had bit a nice chunk out of her tongue. She tasted blood trickling down the back of her throat.

“I am not totally okay,” Leif replied sharply. He held Terra’s canteen to her lips. Along with his picture-perfect glasses, he had her backpack slung over his shoulder. He shook the hem of his robe in her face as she sipped the water. “My clothes are ruined. Look at this. I paid a week’s salary for this thing, and now I’d be ashamed to wear it into a sauna.”

Terra turned her head and stained the snow pink with a mouthful of bloody water. She started to sit up. Leif held a hand out to steady her.

“Asgardians are made of tougher stuff than your standard human mortal.” He added conspiratorially, “Also, I’ve gone skiing once or twice a month every year since I was old enough to stand upright. After a while, you learn how to roll with a nasty tumble.”

Terra made a sound that was as much a cough as a laugh. Fresh pain shot through her chest. She swigged another mouthful of water, and this time she swallowed it. “They got ski resorts in Asgard?”

“Of course.” Leif blinked as he grabbed Terra by her elbow and helped her to her feet. “Why wouldn’t we?”

Terra studied the surroundings. She and Leif stood on the gently tapering slope at the base of a rocky butte. About two hundred feet up the slope, the stony outcropping split as if it had been hit by the mother of all lightning bolts. A finger of glacier filled the gap, glistening brilliantly in the sunlight. A pocket had collapsed near the base of that glacier, and a trail of spilled snow and debris ran down the rocky slope.

“We did that.” Terra stared at the collapsed pocket so far up and over. A crater the size of a small house had opened in the side of the glacier. “I did that.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself. I helped.”

Terra drew in a breath, mentally tracing the path she must have tumbled down that rocky incline before finally coming to a halt. There were so many boulders.

She turned away from the butte. Rocky flatland stretched on for miles and miles. No forests grew in this stretch of Iceland. Only rocky outcroppings, endless plains of scrub grasses, and small, hardy wildflowers in all shades of green and yellow. The relentless wind whipped across the landscape, tearing at the folds of Terra’s parka and trying to rip her hair free from its braid. Colder than a witch’s teat, the old saying went, but she’d take a blast of fresh air over another minute trapped in caves any day.

The key word here being any day. If they were stuck out here without shelter after sunset, they’d be in for a much rougher night than the one they had just passed.

“We need to head south.” She turned back to Leif. Thankfully it was still early enough in the day for the rising sun to unambiguously mark the east. “Sooner or later, we’ll intersect with Highway 1. There’s probably not much traffic on the road, but hopefully, we can find someone willing to give us a lift to town.”

She took her pack from him. “Or, at the very least, we should be able to pick up some cell signal.” She rifled through the bag with her good hand and found her cell phone. She powered it up long enough to confirm that it had about ten percent battery life left and zero bars of signal.

She shut the phone down again, then dug into her first aid kit. She hacked together an arm sling with the gauze tape. Remarkably, the pain in her wrist had subsided to a dull throb. Uncomfortable but bearable.

When she straightened and slung her bag over her shoulder, she saw Leif studying the southern horizon with a thoughtful look. “We are well out into the wilds, are we not? Far from towns and villages, et cetera?”

“Yeah.”

“But you say there is a road somewhere south of us.”

Terra nodded. “I rode up it yesterday morning. Highway 1 runs all along the coast.” She frowned, recalling what little she knew of Icelandic geography. There was a chance their travels through the caves had taken them beneath the highway already, and they were in the miles-wide spit of nothing between the road and the coast. In that case, heading south would waste a lot of time taking them to the sea. She imagined they were less likely to catch the attention of a passing fisherman than a passing motorist.

It was a slim chance, though. They’d have to risk it.

She struck out to the south.

“Ah, Terra?” Leif hurried to catch up with her. “Forgive me for asking. Yet considering the remoteness of this location, is it worth considering the sorts of people who might be traveling on one long and lonely stretch of road?”

Terra scratched her cheek. “I don’t think there are many highwaymen or brigands plaguing Iceland these days if that’s what you mean. People are more conditioned to fear the hitchhiker than the motorist.”

“Perhaps, but that ducks the question. I won’t pretend to understand the details of the archaeological expedition you were a part of until Samuel Goodwin betrayed you. Yet from the glimpses I caught of it through my godmother’s scrying mirror, it seemed a rather larger operation.”

A spark of hope lit in Terra’s chest, and she walked faster. “That’s right. There’s the dig base camp. They’ll have supply trucks coming and going from the city regularly. It’s a decent outpost. Not enough toilets for the whole crew yet, but they’ve got warming shelters, and their satellite and cell signals were strong when I passed through.”

They were in for one long-ass day if they had to walk back to that base camp, but it would be a surer and easier thing than trying to make one of the distant villages or guest houses on foot before sunset. Right. Right, she was starting to feel better about their chances. Her wrist didn’t hurt so much, and as long as they got to the highway, she was confident they’d be able to hitch a ride to somewhere warm.

Leif’s hand fell on her shoulder, making her spin around to face him. Now that her sight had adjusted to the bright daylight, she saw the lines of fatigue and strain etched at the corners of his sea-gray eyes. He wore her hoodie beneath his robe, which hung in tatters around his ankles. His soft-soled shoes were damp and flimsy, and the thought of walking miles over rough terrain in them made her wince. His hair was limp with sweat and grease.

“You’re imagining these people might rescue us?” he asked incredulously. “This same band of scholars and explorers led by the man who tried to kill you to protect the secret of Freya’s shrine?”

The bottom fell out of Terra’s stomach. “Oh.”

Leif studied her over the tops of his glasses. “‘Oh’ is right.” He sighed, scrubbing his palms against his temples. “As far as I’m aware, there never was a successful, respected champion of any of the great gods who did not possess a modicum of wisdom. To me, it would seem wise to avoid the people who put you in this situation to begin with.”

Terra bit her lip. He was right. They couldn’t trust anyone who might be affiliated with the Villon dig. She should have seen that right away.

“I have magic.” She indicated the bracers. “Is there a spell you could teach me, some method for…I don’t know, making us invisible to the Villon people? Long enough for me to get in, charge my cell phone, and call a bush plane from Reykjavík to rescue us?”

“I have already framed the basic structure of your magic to you,” Leif replied patiently. “The effects you create are a function of your will and focus. There are advanced techniques that might help you shape your desires into highly specific effects, but considering the bluntness of your attempts so far—” He indicated her wrist. “Are you willing to gamble your life on your ability to pull off such a complicated trick? Even if you are, are you willing to allow those bracers to fall into Sam Goodwin’s hands should you fail?”

Terra’s cheeks warmed. “I don’t see that we have a choice. We have no food. We have one canteen of water.” She waved a hand, indicating the endless stretch of scrubland before them, “Out there, there’s no guarantee we’ll find any more. I might be able to make fire, but without shelter from the wind or fuel to burn, we’ll freeze to death in our sleep.

“You’re in a bad way. You’re simply not wearing enough layers, and with shoes like that, you’re either going to turn an ankle or get frostbite. I have a broken wrist. If I don’t get it looked at before too long, I could easily go into sepsis or shock, throw a clot, or a bunch of other bad things. We have to risk the highway because we’re simply not equipped to make a long overland hike.”

Leif poked Terra’s hand. She sucked in a breath, but it was more from the anticipation of pain than from the pain itself. She looked down and frowned. Her wrist hung limp in its sling, but the bruising she expected had yet to blossom. If anything, the shape of her fingers and knuckles looked better than they had before.

“About what I thought.” Leif poked her again. She jerked away and was shocked at how little the sudden movement hurt.

“What did you think?” she demanded.

“The latent magic in the armbands affords you some protection. Your bones knit themselves together. You heal at a rapid pace.”

Terra dared to wiggle her fingers. A dull ache radiated up her arm, but she thought he must be correct. Already her bones felt less disorganized than they had before.

“Okay,” she huffed, regretting there wasn’t time to discuss this miracle further. “That’s one problem struck off the list. Do the bracers make me immortal? Will they keep me from freezing to death or needing food and water to survive?”

“I wouldn’t wager on it at this juncture,” Leif admitted.

“Then we still need shelter. I’m not kidding around. We need shelter. That cave last night was a godsend. It blocked the wind, and we could trap our body heat in a small space. We don’t have that luxury out on the plains.”

Leif glanced at the sky, at the sun loitering atop the eastern buttes. “The day is young,” he suggested. “Let us find your highway but stay out of easy sight of the road. We walk toward civilization and away from these Villon people. We avoid the attention of any travelers unless we can be sure they are not hostile.”

“Deal.” Terra didn’t want to stand here arguing about it anymore. She turned and strode to the south, hoping the exercise would distract her from the hunger beginning to gnaw at her gut.

Southeastern Iceland, Wednesday morning

And so they walked. The sun dragged across the sky, shrinking the shadows at their feet. When the wind blew, it was frigid cold. When the wind stilled, the intensity of the summer sunlight forced Terra to strip her parka lest she overheat. Until the wind picked up again, of course, and she scrambled back into the coat. Leif walked downwind of her, close on her heels, using her as a pathetically inadequate wind break.

Slowly the land revealed more texture, fading from an endless moonscape of barren ground into a swath of rocky hills and merciless plateaus. At least water was not a problem. It puddled and pooled in every low ditch they passed, slightly metallic tasting but safe enough to drink after Terra dissolved a purification tablet into her canteen.

Around midday, they found the two-lane ribbon of highway that circled the island and struck out to the west. When the road ran alongside adequate ditches and gullies, they walked on the pavement, ready to duck to the side if they saw a car growing in the distance.

Terra tried to remember the ride from the city to the dig site. Had it been two days ago or three now? She had caught a lift with one of the supply trucks bringing food to the camp and now regretted she had spent most of the ride with her nose buried in her WAF handbook. Surely there had been some scattered farms, guest houses, and filling stations along this stretch of road. She wished she could remember. Her stomach, accustomed to regular meals and snacks by the bucket load, ached.

They encountered two cars on the road. One was a black SUV heading west. Terra longed to stand at the side of the road and stick out her thumb, but a sour feeling seeped into her bones when she saw the headlights glittering above the pavement. At the last moment, before the driver couldn’t have failed to notice her, she ducked into the ditch beside Leif. When the SUV whizzed past, she saw the Villon decal plastered to the passenger-side door.

About an hour later, an old pickup truck passed them, but it was going in the wrong direction, and Terra didn’t know if the big water tanks in the bed were meant for Villon or were general farm supplies. When they walked another two hours without passing a single car, she suspected she’d made a terrible mistake. The sun had passed its apex, and now they were chasing it to the western horizon. The night was slow in coming, but it would come.

Eventually, Terra needed to fill the silence, or she would go crazy. “Tell me about Freya’s other treasures,” she requested as they passed through a stretch of rolling countryside. “You said something about the eagle-feather cloak being good for travel, but what about the ax? And the torc?”

Leif did not answer. All at once, Terra realized she no longer heard his steady footfall over her shoulder. She came to an abrupt halt. He was not on the road behind her.

She’d lost her guide. How had she managed to lose the guy who was supposed to be guiding her?

Her head whipped around, and her heart thudded in her ears as she scanned the horizon. There, a few hundred yards off the side of the road, she saw him. A tall, lanky figure, like an ambulatory sapling moving against the landscape. He had angled away from the road and was heading north. She squinted and realized the dark lumps in the distance, which at first glance she had assumed were yet more boulders, were also moving. As she watched, one of them lifted its shaggy head, probably ripping a patch of grass free from the ground.

Reindeer, Terra realized. A herd of maybe two dozen. They weren’t native to Iceland. Few land mammals were. Yet after they’d been imported back in the 1700s, they’d taken well to the rugged terrain. The island had a few reindeer farms, but judging from the lack of fence or visible farmhouse out here in the middle of nowhere, Terra would have bet this was a wild herd.

A wild herd of four-hundred-pound horned beasts.

And Leif strode toward them, his hand held high like he was saluting an old friend.

Gildyrd Farm, Southeastern Iceland, Wednesday afternoon

“Hey. Hey! What the hell are you doing?” Terra clomped across the uneven ground as quickly as her heavy boots and tired legs allowed, wobbling every third or fourth step as her feet found some hidden divot in the earth. “Leif! Get back here!”

A gust of wind whipped across the plain. If Leif heard her, he gave no indication. He strode forward, his chin up and arms raised. The reindeer milled about their little patch of grass. The ones lying down turned their heads in his direction. He called out something, but she couldn’t make out the words.

She shuffled through a particularly rugged patch of ground and clambered over a section of wood and wire fencing that had fallen over long, long ago. Whether the deer were domesticated or wild, skittish or docile, what the hell kind of idiot strolled into a herd of large, unfamiliar animals?

One of the deer, a beefy stag with antlers like coat racks, took a careful step in Leif’s direction. Terra was sure down to her marrow it was pawing at the ground. She was so focused on Leif’s imminent danger that she failed to notice a few more reindeer turning their heads in her direction.

The reindeer approaching Leif shook its antlers and released a low bellow that boomed across the plains. Still, that dummy marched forward.

He’s going to get himself gored. Terra wondered if being stampeded by a couple of territorial stags would kill Leif outright or if being an immortal Asgardian meant he’d be a pulpy mush of a man smeared across the plains until his body could heal itself. She called his name again and lifted her fists. She didn’t know what she would do, but she had to do something.

Her mind raced back over her three attempts at magic. A few piddly sparks wouldn’t break that stag’s unblinking stare. She was too far away to punch, and she had no idea how far beyond her fists the heat would ripple. She could pause to snatch up some pebbles…

Focus and will. She remembered Leif’s advice. You’re thinking about it wrong. You don’t replicate what you’ve done before. You will your desires into being.

Flee. She wanted the stag staring Leif down to turn tail and run in the other direction. She wanted to scare the bejeezus out of him and the rest of his herd.

Animals spooked easily, specifically herbivores, and especially at big, unexpected sounds. Terra was about to smash her bracers together and will herself a voice like an air raid siren when the reindeer stag dropped his head and bucked forward. Rather than toss his antlers and fling Leif to the ground, he pressed his forehead into Leif’s chest like an overeager dog seeking affection. The stag’s perky ears sank, flattening against his skull as Leif scratched his head.

Terra felt all her anxiety and panic fly out of her in a rush. She pulled up short, slowing from a clumsy jog to a walk.

For the first time, Leif looked around in her direction. He waved at her with his free hand.

“Jerkwad,” she muttered, though he certainly couldn’t hear. “You can’t run off like—”

Leif’s wave turned into a point, and he gestured behind Terra. She caught movement from the corner of her eye and turned to see two more reindeer galloping over the rocky ground in her direction. Their heads were down, their nostrils flaring.

Terra suspected they weren’t looking for pets. She moved without thinking, spinning on her heels to face the charging animals. She crossed her forearms in front of her chest and smashed the bracers together. A sense of warm comfort spilled up her arms and filled her like a mug of the world’s best hot cocoa. She felt big. She felt powerful.

She felt like she was the boss of these stupid, charging reindeer.

“Scram!” Her voice boomed, rippling across the thin grass. It hit the reindeer in a wave, and they skidded to a halt. Terra waved her arms over her head and stomped her feet. She pounded her chest and flapped her parka, making herself as big and noisy and scary as she could. She jumped up and down and stuck out her tongue. “Ooga-booga! Go away!”

Dust and bits of fine gravel flew as the deer twisted on their hooves. All around Terra, the herd scrambled to their feet and dashed away from her, running to a chorus of distressed bleating.

Terra continued her crazy warding dance until the last of the reindeer was a tan smear shrinking into the distance. Then she fell silent and bent double, sucking at the air. Her head throbbed. Cold wind licked at her ears.

Leif closed the gap between them. He was laughing.

“What was that?” He wheezed and wiped the corners of his eyes. “What was that? Have you never spoken to a reindeer before in your life? You looked like a drunken marionette!” He threw his hands in the air and shook them back and forth in a parody of Terra’s motions. “Ooga-booga!” He reached her side and doubled over cackling. “Oh, gods, I needed that. I was beginning to worry this adventure wouldn’t be any fun.”

“Bite me.” Terra straightened, carefully flexing the fingers of her injured hand. Her muscles and tendons ached, but there was no doubt the bones had knit. She glared at Leif as he gasped for breath. “You can’t run off on me to pet the wildlife! Those are dangerous animals. What if it’s mating season, and they’re all territorial or whatever?”

“Oh, calm yourself. All the northern deer speak the same language across every one of the nine realms. My grandfather taught it to me when I was a babe. He’s a wood elf.” He wiped his palms across his robe and looked west, where the deer had vanished behind a rocky mound. “I was having an illuminating chat with that fellow before you frightened it away.”

“You can talk to the deer?”

“Anyone can talk to deer.”

“Yes, but…the deer was talking back to you?”

“Well.” Leif tilted his head to one side. “Not quite, I’ll grant. But he understood me well enough, and I was starting to get a grip on his accent before you ruined everything.”

Terra stared at her companion a long time before recalling one of yesterday’s creeds. Face value.

“And what did the reindeer tell you?” She tried to sound polite.

Leif shrugged and struck off to the west, moving in the same general direction the herd had gone. “He said he’s lived in these fields all his life, and there’s a farm on the other side of that butte.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Wednesday evening

The farmer in the driver’s seat gave Terra a long, dubious look. “Are you sure you’ve got everything under control?”

His name was Johann Gildryd. Though he looked like he’d been carved out of rock sometime around the birth of Christ and had since been rolled through several layers of dirt and moss, he really was a sweetheart. Terra had come to this conclusion after a two-hour ride stuck in the front seat of the pickup with him. The old radio was busted. From Johann, she had learned all she would ever need to know about reindeer husbandry.

In the flatbed behind them, Leif sat upright and looked around. Through the grimy back window of the cab, Terra saw his head poking out from above the pile of horse blankets that had kept him warm on the ride across the island. He pushed his glasses up his filthy nose and studied the blocky, brightly-painted buildings lining the street.

“Absolutely.” Terra reached into the wheel well and pulled her wallet from her backpack. “I’m going to pop into the hotel, grab my bag, and we’re off to the B&B down the street. I already called. They have a room open, and they’re holding it for us. You saved our bacon today, Johann.” She pulled a wad of thousand-krona bills from the wallet and held them out to the old man.

He held up a hand, palm out to refuse the offer.

“Come on,” she protested. “It’s a two-hour drive each way. You have to let me pay you for the gas.”

“I had to drive into the city anyway,” Johann replied comfortably. “To pick up the medicine for the calves. It cost me nothing to bring two lost hitchhikers along with me. It was nice to have the company.”

Terra sighed and stuffed the bills into Johann’s cup holder before he could protest. “Then call it a gift. Get something nice for Anna while you’re in town. Thank her again for the lunch. That lamb stew was easily the best part of my week.”

“Safe travels, Terra,” Johann solemnly stated as Terra swung open the passenger door and placed her boot on the curb. The truck rocked as Leif wrestled free of the blankets and hopped from the back bed.

“You too, Johann.” She leaned into the cab one last time to shake the old man’s gnarled hand before shouldering her bag, shutting the door, and turning to face the city.

“At long last, we arrive in the city.” Leif rubbed crust from his eyes and stifled a yawn as the old pickup’s engine revved and Johann pulled away from the curb. “What now?”

Terra eyed him. “You seriously slept most of the ride, didn’t you?”

“Why not?” Leif shrugged. “The steady rumble of the road beneath the wheels, the hum of the machine, the warmth of the blankets…it was almost comfortable.”

Terra sighed and walked toward the entrance of the hotel. While Johann and his lovely wife had fed these two scruffy-looking vagrants, Terra had finally caught a few bars of cell signal. Enough to make some calls around town. Her superiors at the WAF were waiting to hear back from her. Still, the idea of trying to wrap her brain around everything that had happened in the last few days and explain it to some dry-eyed professor sitting in an office in London left her even more exhausted than she already was.

And so Terra had instead first called her hotel. The lady at the desk had explained, nicely but firmly, that Terra’s initial two-night reservation had run out, and they had to turn her room over to other guests. They could host Ms. Olson no longer.

That was fine. Terra was only exhausted and sore over every inch of her body and cold to the marrow of her bones. She’d only spent the night trapped in a glacier and walked fifteen miles over rough terrain. What was one more stroll down the street and a haggle session with another innkeeper at the end of a long day?

The hotel receptionist stared openly as Terra and Leif approached the desk. By this point, Leif’s fine velvet robe had all but dissolved into rags that hung off his body, and they both looked as if they had forgotten showering was a thing civilized people were supposed to do.

Terra showed the woman her ID and claimed her suitcase from the lost-and-found. She shoved the bag into Leif’s arms and stalked from the lobby without another word.

“She seemed like she was waiting for something,” Leif huffed as he followed Terra down the city sidewalk. “She mentioned a tip?”

Terra snorted. “Yeah, they had me pegged for an American. But no. Screw that. I did my research before coming here. There’s no tipping culture in Iceland, and it’s not going to start with me.”

“So you say. Yes.” Leif shoved his glasses up his nose, which was slick with grease. Terra heard a low rumbling and realized it came from the region of his stomach. “Can I assume there will be an evening meal provided with our lodgings?”

Terra pulled to a stop and stared at Leif. “No. Bed and breakfast establishments aren’t known for providing dinner.” She rubbed her temples. “But you look like a hobo wandering around in slippers and a bathrobe. I can’t take you into a restaurant.” She looked up and down the street and spotted a secondhand shop at the end of the block. “It’s not like I’ve got clothes that will fit you, anyway.” She took his arm. “Come on. Time for a low-budget shopping montage.”

Red Cross Resale Shop, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Wednesday evening

When Terra first got word that the WAF would put her up in Iceland for a few days, she drained her short-term savings account and converted her cash into krona. It wasn’t every day you got a free flight to one of the most picturesque countries on the planet. She had planned on spending an extra few days exploring on her own dime after the Villon job was in the bag.

Well, she had certainly explored some remote corners of the island. She’d anticipated exchanging the krona for a helicopter ride over a volcano and a whale-watching cruise, not a jangly ride in a pickup and a thrift-store shopping spree.

Leif sailed rapturously through the racks of gently-used trousers and sweaters. He paused at random intervals to rifle through the goods, gush over the bright colors, and ask Terra questions about cut and fit and the meaning of phrases like machine wash only. She was pleasantly surprised to learn he could read a bit of English. She was less pleased she had to help him suss out the pronunciation of polyester and explain how it was different from good old-fashioned wool.

She was discovering he had a taste for fine fabrics and bright colors. No amount of reasoning would turn him off from the royal blue sport coat and paisley ascot on the mannequin in the corner of the shop. Eventually, Terra put her foot down and said if he wanted it, he would have to steal it because she would die before she spent thirty dollars on Queen Elizabeth’s tailoring rejects.

In the end, they walked out of the store with a pair of wool-lined boat shoes, one pair of faded blue jeans and one pair of dark gray slacks, two plain V-neck tees, a chunky knitted turtleneck sweater, a knee-length windbreaker, and an old army surplus backpack to carry it all. Terra made Leif wear the jeans, jacket, and boat shoes out of the store. In her opinion, his fancy librarian’s robe belonged nowhere but in the trash, but he stubbornly refused to part with it and spent a spitefully long time folding it up and fitting it into his new backpack.

A dip into the drug store next door netted them a spare razor, toothbrush, and hairbrush for Leif, who also helped himself to a fistful of candy and snack bars. Terra swept through the limited grocery aisle and dumped cheese crackers, nuts, pull-top cans of beef stew, and chili into her basket. She didn’t have the juice to hunt for a deli or restaurant at this hour. She’d eat that stuff cold out of a can in her hotel room if she had to. Besides, she wasn’t made of money, and her future employment prospects seemed less certain now than they had a few days ago.

Leif saw her stocking up on the groceries and added a few cans of anchovies in oil to the top. “They’re good for the skin,” he whispered.

She grabbed travel-sized bottles of shampoo, body wash, and conditioner before heading to the checkout. After the week she’d had, she’d rather have them and not need them than the other way around.

Neither of the two stores they visited sold underwear, and that was not a conversation Terra felt like having with her otherworldly companion. For all she cared, he could go commando beneath those trousers.

Leif broke into the candy as they walked the last few blocks to the B&B.

“Don’t eat all that stuff at once.” She groaned. “Remember how that chocolate bar upset your stomach in the caves?”

“Because my body was not yet accustomed to it. I’ve adapted now, I’m sure.”

“Your funeral. I’m not buying you more candy, though. It’s a waste of money, and now I’ve got two mouths to feed.” She rolled her eyes as they turned the corner onto a more residential street. Her body ached all over. Her feet were sore. At least Leif had stopped limping since switching to better shoes.

They strolled past a low brick building that thumped and bumped with house music. Leif slowed, staring openly at the line of leather-jacketed men and young women in miniskirts waiting to impress the bouncer.

“Is that a drinking hall?” he asked curiously. “It sounds like quite a party.”

“Nope.” Terra put a hand on his shoulder and steered him along. “Nope, nope, nope. Technically, yeah, it’s a drinking and dancing hall. And it’s not our scene. Especially not tonight. I swear, it’s like I’m babysitting a little kid.”

Like most of the homes and businesses in the city, the Four Winds Bed and Breakfast was a plain white box of a building fancied up with brightly-colored paint on the trim and balconies. The front door was open, and they entered an IKEA-staged sitting room. Clean, industrial, simple, and comfortable enough, but Terra couldn’t help thinking of it as rather soulless. The innkeeper, a cheerful, grandmotherly woman with rosy cheeks and a slight beer belly, rushed from the kitchen to greet them and hand over the key to their room.

“And I had Horace put the rollaway bed up there like you asked,” she added. “Breakfast is at eight, but there’s some complimentary popcorn, coffee, and cocoa in the sitting room. Feel free to use the microwave in there. Please wipe up if you splatter, though. The sauna out back is available twenty-four-seven. You’ll find extra towels for it in your bathroom.”

Terra thanked her and trudged up to the room with Leif on her heels. She would have liked her own room for the night, but the B&B was booked out. Besides, the place was kind of expensive.

At least the amenities seemed to justify the price. They had a surprisingly spacious room beneath the rafters and a pillow-topped queen bed overflowing with downy pillows and fuzzy blankets. Soft, shaggy rugs covered the floor. As promised, they had set up a low rollaway bed with pillows and bedding beside the small gas fireplace in the corner.

All that was great, and none of it mattered. Terra dropped her bag carelessly on the floor and staggered, zombie-like, to the bathroom door. “I’ll see you sometime next week.” She flipped on the light to see the most glorious sight in all creation. A deep, claw-footed tub complete with curtain and shower head.

Leif looked from the four-poster queen bed to the rollaway. “Who’s sleeping where?”

“I don’t care.” Terra shut the door and started peeling off her clothes. “I’ll flip you for the good one.”

Terra was already standing in the tub beneath a steaming jet before she realized she wasn’t entirely naked. The bracers clung to her forearms like a second layer of skin, their etchings having slightly faded as if the metal was morphing to match her. The thought had not even occurred to her to strip them off along with her bra and underwear.

She looked down at them while the water ran rivulets over her cheeks and ran her fingers down the undersides, feeling for the hair-thin joint crack. The bracers had been created with the same precision craftsmanship as the shrine in which they’d been hidden. She couldn’t even feel the clasp and hinges that held them shut.

She rolled her shoulders and squinted at the outside of the bracers. She was about to call for Leif to ask if there was a trick to taking them off when they popped open, apparently of their own accord. She barely caught them before they fell off her arms and clattered into the tub. Incredulously, she turned them over. Now that she thought about it, she couldn’t recall noticing clasps or hinges.

Curiously, she set one bracer down and fitted the other over her arm. It slid shut in one smooth motion and locked into place. It appeared to be affixed to her as much by magic as by any mechanical part. She removed and replaced the bracer three more times before concluding there was no other explanation. She couldn’t imagine how anyone might get the things off her if she were asleep or unconscious.

When Terra first climbed into the shower, she had done so with the reckless ambition to wring out every last drop of hot water from the pipes. Twenty minutes later, she had created a tropical, steamy landscape and had to concede defeat. She should have known a guest house in Iceland would have an industrial-sized water heater beside its backyard sauna, no matter how small.

She heard voices on the television when she got out to dry herself. Leif had wasted no time fiddling with the remote, it seemed. She slathered on the body lotion and climbed into the flannel long johns and old Coraline T-shirt that functioned as her pajamas. “I hope you saved me one of those Snickers bars,” she announced as she stepped out of the bathroom. “’Cause right now I’m really craving some ch…”

She trailed off and looked around the room. Rachel Ray was on the television screen, teaching viewers how to squeeze the juice out of a lemon without popping all the seeds. Leif’s backpack lay open on the bed. Its contents spilled haphazardly across the quilt.

However, Leif himself was nowhere to be seen.


CHAPTER TWELVE


Four Winds Bed and Breakfast, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Wednesday night

Terra considered the splay of clothes she found on the bed. The chunky sweater was missing, along with the windbreaker. She turned to regard the open wardrobe door. Upon entering the room, two extra-large sauna towels had been rolled up and stuffed into the top shelf. Both towels were still there and accounted for.

He’d better be down in the lounge raiding the hot cocoa, she thought as she wrestled back into her jeans and stuffed her feet into the boots beside the door. She grabbed her wallet and the room key, unplugged her phone from the wall charger, and swept from the room.

She stomped down the stairs to find the innkeeper curled on the lounge couch, reading some tattered old Regency romance novel. She looked up at the sound of Terra’s heavy footfall. “It’s quiet hours, dear,” she rebuked gently.

Terra winced. No Leif lingering by the microwave or fiddling with the electric kettle.

“Sorry,” Terra stage-whispered. “I’m looking for my, uh, friend. He walked out while I was showering and didn’t leave a note or—”

The innkeeper folded the corner of her page and shut the book. “Oh, he said he was going on a walk around the block. Came by a few minutes ago. Said something about music and a proper mead. Bit strange, isn’t it? What accent was that? I haven’t heard one like it.”

“He’s, uh, Bolivian.” Terra snatched a complimentary granola bar from the basket beside the door and rushed into the night.

Northern Lights, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Wednesday night

The chilly night air hit Terra like a glass of ice water she didn’t know she needed. Ninety minutes ago, she would have said she was dead tired, exhausted, used up, and utterly, completely done for the night. Yet it was amazing what a little food, a hot shower, a burst of adrenaline, and a smack in the face by old Jack Frost could do. She hit the sidewalk in front of the B&B and felt herself come alive beneath the starlight that managed to pierce the veil of the street lamps.

Music and a proper mead, the innkeeper had remarked.

Terra turned south and broke into a jog, retracing the path she and Leif had walked to the B&B earlier. She had no illusions that she could keep Leif locked in a cage. But when she got her hands on him, she would convince him, by any means necessary, of the importance of leaving a note.

The chilly night wind bit through her thin T-shirt and formed a crust of frost on her still-damp hair. Goosebumps shot up her bare arms, prickling her in a way that was as much pleasure as pain. With her boots as heavy as they had ever been, she clomp-clomped her way two blocks before the nightclub came into view.

The front door was propped open, and strobing blacklight leeched into the night, pulsing to the beat of the EDM. At this relatively late hour on a Wednesday night, the line of club-goers out front had shrunk from a few dozen to six people. The Northern Lights, presumably the club's name, was spray painted across the side of the building in big, spidery letters.

Terra found Leif near the end of the line, propped casually against the plain brick wall as he chatted with two twenty-something women in fishnet stockings and knee-length, skin-tight dresses. His face lit up when he saw Terra coming his way. He straightened and spread his arms in welcome.

“Lady Becca! Lady Kari! Here is the friend I was telling you about. Terra, come. I think we’ve both earned a place in the party.”

The three college dudes ahead of Leif drained away as the bouncer waved them past the velvet rope and into the club. Terra ducked beneath the queuing rope, ignoring the strung-out couple at the end of the line to press in close to Leif.

His two new friends, presumably Becca and Kari, turned to study Terra. They couldn’t have been older than nineteen and looked like they’d bought their wardrobes from Hot Topic and Spencer’s Gifts that afternoon. Becca was tall and stick-thin, with a bull ring in her nose and half a dozen silver and black clips holding her pink hair in an artfully sloppy beehive. Kari wore a studded leather jacket over her shrink-wrapped dress.

“You can’t walk out without letting me know!” Terra plastered on a stiff grin, but a growl edged her voice as she addressed Leif. “You left your cell phone in the room,” she added. “I had no way of finding you.”

“Of course!” Leif shoved his glasses up his nose and slung a magnanimous arm around Terra’s shoulder. A giddy brightness lit his eyes. Terra wondered if he’d managed to find some booze in the few minutes he’d been by himself or if he was in the middle of a sugar rush. Maybe someone had given him a pill, and he’d swallowed it without a second thought. “My mistake,” he went on, shaking Terra gently in a sideways hug. “Where would I be without you?”

“Did you really get lost out on the ice fields?” Kari chomped on gum as she spoke. “That’s what Leif said.”

“I said under the ice fields,” Leif corrected. “Not up on the surface, thank the gods. We never would have survived the night. But we were quite snug down in our little cave, weren’t we?” He gave Terra a sloppy grin.

“So what happened?” Becca asked. “You get separated from a tour group or somethin’?”

A cluster of giggling, inebriated, glowstick-waving twenty-somethings spilled from the club, and the bouncer waved Leif and the girls forward.

Terra smirked. “Well, that’s a funny story. One that Leif and I haven’t quite agreed on yet—”

“Cover charge is two thousand krona,” the bouncer grunted. Keri and Becca produced folds of paper money from various secret places, and the bouncer waved them through without a second glance. Leif, somehow not missing a beat, elbowed Terra and smiled. “Pay the good fellow.”

Terra gaped.

The bouncer scrutinized Leif and Terra. She could only imagine what the man was thinking. Leif wore glasses, boat shoes, and a knitted sweater. He looked about as far from this club’s normal clientele as it was possible to be while still passing as human. And Terra sported hiking boots, dirty jeans, and a thin T-shirt. Her hair was wet in some places and frozen stiff in others.

She dug through her wallet, too swept up in the moment to put her foot down and drag Leif back to the B&B. She started a mental tab of work-related expenses for which she might invoice Freya and offered a bill to the bouncer, who stared baldly at her clothes.

“Sorry,” she mumbled, fully expecting to get turned away from a club for the first time in her life. She followed the bouncer’s stare downward to her shirt. This place seemed to welcome the goth-punk vibe. Maybe the Coraline branding would be a point in her favor.

Then she realized her nipples poked out of the shirt like two very cold clothespins.

Before Terra could formulate a response, the bouncer grabbed her proffered bill and waved her into the club. “You’re fine,” he stated gruffly. “Go on.”

Warm, booze-smelling air and Daft Punk washed over Terra as she stepped into the club with Leif on her heels.

Becca and Kari waited for them at the end of the bar. They howled and waved when they saw Leif, and to Terra’s amazement, Becca greeted him with an upper-body hug as if he were a long-lost friend and not some guy they’d met in line.

“They didn’t have any mead, but I ordered a Honey Kiss for you, Leaf-y,” she called over the beat of the music. “You’ll love it!”

Terra gave her companion a baffled look as the girls turned back to the bar. Leif shrugged and grinned. “What can I say? I have a knack for making friends.” He cocked his head. Unconsciously, his head started bobbing to the music. “I meant it about earning a reprieve,” he told her. “You should have some fun. I’ve never heard music quite like this. It’s fantastic.”

Terra wanted to groan, hang her head, and tell him she was going back to the hotel, that she was tired…but then she realized she actually didn’t want to do those things. Against her better judgment, she felt music creeping into her muscles. She sensed the good vibes rippling through the air. Bodies mingled on the dance floor, twisting and jiving as the black lights strobed and the glow sticks swayed.

She relented. “Don’t leave your drink unattended,” she warned Leif as Becca wiggled herself away from the crowd by the bar, holding a fruity cocktail in each hand. “And don’t take pills from strangers.”

Leif took the drink from Becca’s hand and leaned forward to speak into Terra’s ear. “Oh, please. I used to go to underground gnomish raves in Álfheim all the time. This is hardly my first night in a strange mead hall.” He sipped from his glass and beamed at Becca. “This is fabulous. Thank you so much!”

Terra patted her companion on the shoulder as Kari and Becca tried to pull him to an empty booth in the corner. “Heads up, those girls totally think you’re gay.”

Leif tossed up his empty hand in a cheerful who cares? gesture and let himself be led away.

Chuckling, Terra stepped onto the dance floor.

Northern Lights, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, early Thursday morning

She moved. With every song that ended, with every change of beat, tempo, and rhythm as the DJ expertly plied her trade, Terra thought this is the last one for sure. One more dance, and I’ll fall over, dead exhausted, and Leif will have to carry me back to the hotel.

It didn’t happen, though. She moved and turned in the pulsing light, brushing against men and women who moved, gyrated, and twisted with her. With the music. Energy came from everywhere. From the air around her, from the nameless, faceless people beside her, from the metal clasped around her arms like warm hands, from someplace deep in her chest.

Today, I fought a glacier, she wanted to say to the skinny guy wearing dozens of glow-in-the-dark bracelets and necklaces as they crossed arms and swung in an improvised dance. Last night, I fell asleep in a heart of ice and thought I might not wake up.

Today, I clawed my way out of the belly of the earth, she silently told the barefooted woman who moonwalked across the dance floor, tossing her mane of silver and fire-blue hair from side to side. Yesterday, I was betrayed and left to die in a lightless cave.

Today, I stretched my lungs wide, and the sound of my war cry shook the clouds and sent beasts fleeing before me, she declared in twitches, stomps, and improvised choreography as the bass shook the walls. Yesterday, I met a goddess.

And gods, she felt good. Time slipped away in fits and spurts, obscurely marked by the DJ’s warnings. Last requests, last call, remember to drink plenty of water, time to lift the chairs and thank the bartenders.

Slowly, the dance floor drained of bodies. She didn’t want to admit it or acknowledge it. The pool of writhing bodies shrunk, dissipating into the early hours of the morning. Terra moved with a group of holdouts, a handful of people who had nowhere better to be or too much E running through their system to stop. One tall drink of water with cheekbones like chips of granite and hair like the shaggy pelt of a black bear and a sharp grin that struck right between Terra’s ribs.

“I’ll have whatever you’re having,” he murmured into Terra’s ear as she pressed her spine against him and rolled her shoulders to the rhythm of the DJ’s newest mix.

She laughed. The sound echoed, making her realize how few people remained on the dance floor. She swung around, facing the nameless man with whom she’d been intermittently dancing all night. The air smelled like sweat, his and hers. Her T-shirt was damp with it. She saw the sheen of it on his forehead. She liked the way he looked, the way he smelled, the way he moved. She wondered what Leif would do if she brought him back to the hotel. What could he do? He wasn’t the one paying for the room.

Somewhere on the other side of the universe, the DJ called out the last song of the night. A roguish grin flashed across her partner’s face as he held a hand out to her. “Come on, luv. One last fling.”

So she flung. He took her by the arms, swinging her around with a laugh. His hands were warm against her skin, his grip steady, his hold strong. He must have been a dancer, she thought. He moved with the confidence of a performer, a professional. He moved her, playing her like an instrument, and she let herself be water and string and sound, playful.

Gods, he smelled good. Goosebumps tickled across her skin every time he took her by the arms and spun her around. His hands mingled against hers, grasping at her, inviting her closer, writing all sorts of silent promises. His hands clasped around her wrists.

His hands—

A gust of cold air swept through the club as the bouncer pulled the front door shut. The DJ called out some final goodbye in a language Terra did not recognize. She blinked, standing dazed at the center of the empty dance floor as her partner ran his thumbs urgently over the undersides of her bracers.

“Bloody hell,” she heard him mutter. “How did you even get these things on?”

Awareness flooded back to Terra, and fury was close on its heels. She wrenched herself free from his embrace. She slapped her palms on his chest with a snarl and shoved.

His body curved into a C, and he flew back like he’d been hit by a truck. He sprawled a good seven or eight feet before crashing into a high-top table at the edge of the dance floor. One drunken lingerer at the edge of the bar whooped and groaned like she was watching a wrestling match.

“Hey, hey, hey now!” The DJ stepped off his platform and hustled between Terra and the man on the floor, groaning and rubbing his temples. “It’s been a long day, right? No fighting. It’s time to go home. Sleep it off.”

Terra glared at the man who, up until thirty seconds ago, she had fully intended to give her phone number. “No problem,” she snarled, lifting her voice to ensure the DJ and bartenders heard her clearly. “But you guys need to keep an eye on this jackass. He’s a pickpocket.”

She spat on the floor at his feet and spun around.

Leif sat in a corner booth, chatting with a skinny man trying to sell him on the virtues of some marginally-legal substances. Becca and Kari were nowhere to be seen.

Leif hopped to his feet and bid the dealer a cheerful goodbye as Terra stalked in his direction.

“No more distractions or side quests,” Terra grumbled as she took Leif by the arm and steered him to the front door. Her chest ached, and not in a good way. Tears stung the corners of her eyes. She was traveled enough to know you shouldn’t let scammers and thieves get to you, but damn. She’d let that one get awfully close before he tried to rob her.

“It’s time we go back to the room, turn out the lights, and go the freak to sleep.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


Four Winds Bed and Breakfast, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Thursday morning

Terra woke up carefully the following day, like a doe stepping into an open field on the first morning of hunting season. The headache. Where was the headache? It lurked around here somewhere, waiting to pounce on her. She would not let it take her by surprise.

Yet all was quiet and still in the misty field of her brain. Slowly, she became aware of Leif’s gentle snoring, the steady crackle and burn of the low fire in the fireplace, and the daylight shifting between the clouds and streaming through the curtains.

Her legs ached from yesterday’s hiking, and blisters lurked beneath the soles of her feet, but when ten minutes passed, and no headache caught her in an ambush, she risked opening her eyes and sitting upright. She hadn’t had that much to drink last night, mostly club soda with one G&T thrown in there for variety. Still, she felt she had somehow dodged a bullet by avoiding a hangover.

She swam in the ocean of pillows and fluffy blankets on the queen bed. Leif lay sprawled across the rollaway, his arms and legs sticking out from beneath his quilt at odd angles. His glasses lay on the floor beside his shoes. A glance at the old-fashioned bedside clock told her it was almost ten AM. Earlier than she would have expected but later than she would have liked.

She crawled out of bed and into the bathroom for another shower. Since she had missed the fresh breakfast, she could treat herself to at least that much.

Leif was up and shoving yesterday’s clothes into his backpack when she emerged from the bathroom twenty minutes later.

“How you feeling?” she mumbled.

Leif waggled his fingers in a so-so gesture. “Like I could use a hearty breakfast,” he replied amiably. “You?”

Terra grabbed him by the arm and turned over his palm. A line of ten numbers was etched across his skin. She lifted an eyebrow. “What’s this?”

“Becca’s telephone number, I think she called it.” Leif turned over his other hand, showing Terra another number on his wrist. “And her brother’s telephone number. She said I ought to get in touch with him. She was insistent. She bought me a few drinks, and I felt refusing her would have been rude.”

Terra hid a smile and threw her stuff into her suitcase. “Checkout’s in forty minutes. We can’t linger too long. You should wash up, and I’ll go see if there’s any food for us. Be careful with the hot water faucet. It’s pretty touchy.”

To Terra’s relief, the innkeeper was more than happy to throw together a tray of cold cuts, cheeses, fresh bread, pickles, and boiled eggs. She must have been used to patrons sleeping through the breakfast hour.

Leif was already out of the shower when Terra returned to the room. To her surprise, he was folding up the rollaway bedding and setting it neatly in the wardrobe.

“It’s nice of you to clean up, but they’re going to wash that stuff. There’s no point in folding it.”

Leif shrugged and helped himself to a thick slice of ham from the tray. “I try to be a good guest. Especially when it’s on someone else’s dime.”

“Shouldn’t you be repaying me, then?” Terra asked, amused, as she crossed her legs on the bed and settled in for a sloppy turkey-cheese sandwich.

“I am.” Leif settled across from her and started devouring the pickles. “I’m repaying you with my knowledge and guidance.”

“Right.” Terra looked down at her arms. Once again, she had slept in the bracers. After that dickwad last night had tried to lift them off her, she didn’t feel inclined to part with them under any circumstances. “Is it okay to wear these things twenty-four seven?” she asked. “You’re not supposed to wear jewelry constantly because it’s bad for the skin. And these cover a lot more surface area than earrings.”

“I’m not aware of any form of curse bestowed upon those artifacts.” Leif dragged a wedge of cheddar through the grainy mustard and popped it into his mouth with relish. “I doubt the simple act of wearing them could harm your skin.”

“I almost threw that guy through a wall last night,” Terra muttered.

Leif nodded cheerfully. “You have a seed of the great goddess’ strength, and you were quite angry. Like I said, anger is a good focus for will. Learning to use the bracers reliably and with finesse will take time and practice.”

Terra sighed and chugged half the orange juice in one gulp. She wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and offered the jug to Leif. “We need to figure out where to go from here,” she commented as he sniffed at the juice.

Leif tentatively sipped and made a face. He set the jug aside. “Explain.”

Not one to let good OJ go to waste, Terra finished the drink before answering. “I was supposed to check in with my supervisor at the WAF yesterday with my initial report on the Villon dig. They probably won’t sound the alarm yet, but if I don’t check in over the next day or two, they’ll likely contact local authorities to report me missing. And I…I don’t know what to do.”

Leif watched her thoughtfully as he chewed his bread.

“Villon is probably going to report me missing.” Terra tried to reason her way through the situation. “They know the WAF will be looking for me, and too many employees saw me at the dig for them to say I never made it out there. They’ll inform the Icelandic government and park service that I’m lost somewhere in the caves. Probably nowhere near Freya’s shrine because they don’t want outsiders messing around there.”

“Should you contact law enforcement and tell them Sam Goodwin tried to kill you?”

Terra shook her head. “I don’t think so. They’ll open up an investigation, and I’ll have to explain how I got out of the caves and what was going on down there, and…I don’t want them messing around near Freya’s shrine. That seems like the kind of thing that should stay secret for now.”

Leif nodded.

“I think…” Terra tapped her chin. “I think I’ll send a report to the WAF like nothing happened. I don’t want them taking any particular interest in that area, either. I’ll give Villon a passing grade and inform my supervisors I’m taking that week off to explore Iceland like I had talked about.”

“You want to cover for your enemies?” Leif asked curiously.

“No, I don’t want to, but I feel obliged to keep Freya’s secrets. At least for now.”

“If you give your report, won’t Villon realize there’s a problem when the WAF considers the matter closed?”

“Bureaucracy runs pretty slowly, to be honest. Yeah, they’ll realize something doesn’t add up, but it’ll be at least a week.”

“Then what?”

“Then….I don’t know.” She wiped her mouth with a napkin and pitched it angrily at the wastebasket. “If I want to stop Villon and Goodwin from raiding artifacts and maybe desecrating Freya’s shrines, I need to do it on the DL. Without drawing the attention of the authorities. I guess I have a week to decide what to do next.”

“Remember that you are not alone,” Leif interjected. “I, too, have a vested interest in protecting my godmother’s Midgardian shrines and treasures.”

Terra smiled. It was nice knowing she didn’t have to face this alone. “To be honest, I’d love to have another chat with Mr. Goodwin. I feel like I owe him a knuckle sandwich.” She glanced at the clock and started packing the last of the cold cuts into her suitcase to save for later. “It’s checkout time. We need to skedaddle. I can’t afford to keep us shacked up here all week.”

Outside Four Winds Bed and Breakfast, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Thursday morning

A flower garden filled the space between the Four Winds’ front door and the sidewalk. Daffodils swayed in the wind, tulips exploding in a riot of color. Hyacinth burbled its purple bubbles above the mulch. Two old-fashioned wooden benches beneath the magnolia tree where old dudes lounged and read what must have been one of the world’s last print newspapers. The works.

One such old geezer dropped his paper and waved to Terra and Leif as they hit the sidewalk. “Oy. You lot.”

Terra looked over. The man wasn’t that old. The gray Gatsby cap on his head and the sports section on his lap only added a few decades.

He crooked his wrist to wave Terra and Leif closer. “I’d like a word before you jet off into the wild blue if you don’t mind.”

Before Terra knew what she was doing, she dropped her backpack and raced to the bench. “You! You son of a bitch!”

“Whoa!” The man threw his hands up defensively, and Terra punched through a black-and-white print of some local football star to grab him by his lapels. Strength flowed through her arms, trickling out of the bracers and turning her whole body hard.

“What are you doing here?” she snarled into his face. “Are you stalking me? Did you come snooping around for a second chance to steal my stuff?”

The pickpocket from last night went awkward and rigid as Terra shook him by the collar.

“Easy,” he complained, “Easy, easy, easy, luv. I came to apologize—”

Terra let him go, and his full weight dropped onto the bench. The old wood creaked beneath him. He huffed and shook out his jacket as Terra loomed over him.

A rumbling crunch sounded as Leif walked up the garden path, towing Terra’s suitcase behind him.

“I don’t want your freaking apology,” Terra growled. “I want you not to try to take things that don’t belong to you.”

“Fair enough, fair enough. I just—”

“How did you know where I was?” A seed of paranoia sprouted in her midsection. Had he somehow gotten her phone last night while she was distracted? Could he have traced her through that?

“Oh, come off it,” he sniffed. “I saw you and your lad there turn down this block when you left the club last night. It’s the only guest house on the street.”

“So you’ve been camping out hoping we’d stroll past?”

The man sighed and rubbed his eyes. “Listen. I had a great time last night, but I feel like we got off on the wrong foot. I owe you an explanation.”

As far as Terra was concerned, when the word explanation came from the lips of a dude who had tried to sleight-of-hand her bracers away while she was having a good time, it really meant sob story intended to garner your sympathy.

She reached into her pocket. “Nope. If you had a decent bone in your body, you’d know better than to harass the person you already tried to rip off. I’m calling the cops.”

Leif put a hand on her arm and stopped her from pulling out her phone. She looked up sharply and saw curious amusement on his face.

“I’d like to hear this,” he remarked. “Before you contact the town guard.”

Terra’s eyes narrowed. Of course he would say that. He wasn’t the one who had been dancing with this jerk for an hour before he turned.

The pickpocket saw a crack in the armor and jumped for it. “Ah, I see we have a gentleman and a scholar before us.” He offered a hand to Leif. “I’m Mads Jostad, a master procurer of rare and interesting goods.”

“Leif.” Leif shook his hand. Terra glared at the brief physical interaction, and Mads gave an uncomfortable chuckle.

“Nothing up my sleeves, luv.” He rolled back the sleeves of his coat to demonstrate. “See? No sticky fingers on me.”

“Keep an eye on your valuables,” Terra warned Leif. To Mads, she added, “Master procurer is a nice way of saying thief.”

Mads had the gall to look offended. “Listen, luv, the accepted shorthand is treasure hunter. I had it on good authority those little bits of glitter on your arms didn’t rightly belong to you anyway. I see now you might disagree with that notion.”

“Of course they’re mine.” Terra folded her arms protectively as if she could hide the bracers beneath her coat. “Why the hell would you think otherwise?”

“Listen.” Mads folded his newspaper. “I’ve been waiting on you lot for hours. I skipped breakfast to be here. What say we pop into a cafe for a little nosh? My ticket, scout’s oath.”

“Yes,” Leif replied immediately.

“Absolutely not,” Terra retorted.

They exchanged glances. Leif’s eyes sparkled the same way they had last night when he’d introduced Terra to his new friends.

“It’s a scam.” Terra folded her arms. “He’ll order lunch and duck out on the check or try to reel us into some insider trader scheme or sell us a pocket watch he swears once belonged to the Duke of Wellington or something.”

“Oh, my heart.” Mads clutched his chest. “You pierce right through it.” He hopped to his feet so abruptly that Terra took a wary step backward. “Actually, I was thinking I might tell you about the old codger who asked me to procure those fancy bracelets. Thought we might have ourselves a little meeting of the minds, soothe over the hurt feelings, come to a happy arrangement, all that jazz.”

Terra bit back a groan. She wanted to throw Mads into the nearest tree and walk away. Yet judging by the expression on Leif’s face, she’d have to drag him kicking and screaming away from something that had caught his interest.

“Fine,” she snapped. “But we pick the restaurant, and you pay upfront. And if I find your fingers anywhere suspicious, I will break them.”

Mads gave her the same devastating smile that had caught her heart like a fish on a line last night. “Sounds smashing. I like a woman who knows what she wants and takes no nonsense.”

This, Terra thought warily, is trouble.

“And I don’t like you at all,” she warned as Mads stretched his arms, pocketed his paper, and strolled down the sidewalk.

“That’s fine,” he called over his shoulder. “I always do better on the second impression, anyway. Now tell me where we’re eating before my spine rubs a hole in my belly.”

TASTE cafe, Reykjavík, Western Iceland, Thursday noon

With the breakfast sandwich still heavy in her belly, Terra wasn’t hungry, but she thought it prudent not to pass up a free bite. They walked a few blocks, and Leif pointed at the third cafe they passed. He liked the name, he said. You knew what you were getting.

The hostess sat the three of them in a booth. Before even looking at the menu, Mads set a respectable stack of bills on the table.

“Money up front,” he reminded Terra when she looked at the cash, confused. “You know, so I can’t skip out on the bill.”

Terra picked up the salt and pepper shakers and used them to weigh the money down. Mads ordered a mocha milkshake. Terra asked for coffee with cream, and at her suggestion, Leif ordered the chai latte.

“Now,” Mads said after the waitress had wandered away. “Let’s have ourselves a look at the goods, shall we?” He placed his hands on the table, open palms up, and wiggled his fingers. He stared at Terra.

She narrowed her eyes and folded her arms tightly against her chest.

Mads sighed. “Harris Barrow.”

“What?” Terra asked.

“That’s his name. My employer, my customer, my client, whatever you want to call him. Rich old sot. Something of an eccentric. Lives in an old villa up in Mosfellsbær but owns a private museum and runs a couple of art galleries across the island. I understand he’s quite a big deal in these parts.”

Leif shrugged his happy ignorance and tore open a sugar packet. “I wouldn’t know.” He tossed back the sugar.

“I’ve heard of him,” Terra begrudged. “He was the Director of International Outreach at the WAF for a while. Some independently wealthy history buff.” She squinted at Mads. “Quit suddenly a few decades back, hasn’t been out in public much since.”

“Right you have it. My old friend is a bit of a recluse.”

You’re saying he sent you to steal my bracers.”

“He asked me to keep an eye out for them,” Mads corrected. He fiddled with the wrapper on his straw, shredding it to tiny bits. “And to bring them in, should I run across them. Described them dead on, I gotta say.” He held his hands out in front of him about seven inches apart. “This long, smooth except for some etchings that look like they might be an unknown language, a reddish gold metal that might be bronze, copper, or…well, red gold. No hinges or clasping hardware to speak of. Oh yes, and he happened to mention they might be able to imbue the wearer with the strength to shot-put a small child into the next county.”

Terra struggled to keep her face straight. “That’s absurd.”

Mads snorted and wiped the table clear of his paper scraps as the waitress set their drinks in front of them. He asked the waitress for the fish and chips and waited for Terra and Leif to submit their orders (Cesar salad wrap and half a roasted chicken, respectively) before going on.

“I’ve been known to partake in a little pill or powder now and then, luv, but last night was not one of those nights.” Mads stabbed his straw into the shake and downed a long slurp. “You were holding back on me. You could have put my head through a wall if you wanted. Now, no offense, but you don’t have the shoulders for that.”

Leif touched his finger to the surface of his latte and recoiled at the heat. “Let’s not be coy,” he announced, shaking his napkin into his lap. “Or we’ll be here all day. How did this Barrow fellow know about the bracers?”

“And how did you know to find me at the club last night?” Terra added sharply.

Mads held up his hands to ward off all the questions. “I’ll start with the easy one. First, luv, I must admit that despite my long history and great skill at tracking down items for my clients, our little rendezvous last night was a pure, happy accident. Kismet, you might even call it.”

Terra snorted her disbelief.

“As for the other one.” Mads turned his attention to Leif. “Harris has been a collector his whole life. He first hired me ten years back to recover a ceremonial Viking spear from some neo-Nazi shitehead. He’s a bit of a nut for esoterica. Spent his youth trying to track down the Spear of Destiny and the Arc of the Covenant and all that Indiana Jones jazz. In his old age, he’s grown real keen on Norse goods. Artifacts crafted by, for, or in honor of Odin and Hel and what have you. Artifacts he insists have a whiff of magic about them.”

“He believes in that?” Terra asked. “Magic?”

“Oh, he believes it. He’s been talking my ear off about it for so long that I…” Mads shrugged and took an impressively long sip from his milkshake. “Well, luv, did ya not think to wonder why I wasn’t more freaked when you tossed me across the club last night?”

Terra didn’t answer. She had figured he was too inebriated or otherwise addled to register her unlikely feat of strength.

Mads went on. “Anyway, he gave me a list of goodies to keep an eye out for and where they’re likely to turn up. Showed me an old-fashioned wood carving of those bracers. It’s why they stuck out in my mind so much. At first, I figured there was maybe a snowball’s chance in hell they were the real deal Harris is after but couldn’t hurt to take a closer look, right? If they were replicas, they were damned good ones, and I’d want to know who made them.”

“So you weren’t even sure they were what you were looking for, and you tried to steal them anyway.” Terra pursed her lips together.

Mads shrugged. “I’da dropped them in the club’s lost-and-found if they weren’t anything special.”

“You’re not making me like you anymore.”

Mads sighed. “I will admit, my fingers got the better of me. Probably would have been better off chatting you up, trading numbers, going out on a couple of dates, you know. I got greedy. I really didn’t think you’d notice.”

Terra’s hand closed over her water cup. The mostly-empty glass cracked beneath her fingers.

Mads blathered on, oblivious. “But nah, I got ahead of myself and got my arse handed to me by a wisp of a girl. Fair enough, fair enough.”

The food arrived, and Terra stared at her salad wrap like it had personally offended her. She wasn’t the least bit hungry.

“I’ll take a to-go box right away,” she remarked glumly to the waitress, who gave her a long, blank stare before bustling back to the kitchen.

Mads chuckled as he bit into his battered cod. “This ain’t the States, ya yank. We don’t do doggie bags over here.”

She glared at him. Beside her, Leif picked up a chicken thigh in his fingers and bit off the layer of crispy golden brown skin with a moan of delight.

“Likes his vittles, does he?” Mads stared as Leif scooped up a spoonful of mashed potatoes in gravy and nibbled at them with the relish of a famine victim sampling gelato. “It’s like he’s never had a decent meal before. Well, he certainly does look on the spindly side.”

Leif grunted something in a language that Terra could only imagine was Asgardian. Then, in surprisingly guttural English, he added, “Laugh it up, mortal. I’ll wrestle you into the mud any day of the week.”

Mads cocked his ear in Leif’s direction. “What did he say?”

“Never mind him,” Terra interrupted. “So you want me to excuse what you did because you bought us lunch and because Harris Barrow told you to do it? You were only following orders.”

“Nah.” Mads dunked his potato wedge into a little cup of malt vinegar. “I didn’t think you’d be that easy, luv. I thought maybe if I explained the situation, you might be interested in meeting Mr. Barrow yourself. I’m quite sure he’d like to talk to you all about those shiny things.”

“So I can give him a chance to steal them, too?”

Mads sighed. “Actually, I was hoping when I introduced you to Mr. Barrow, you wouldn’t mention that part. He’s told me off more than once for some of my…less than conventional acquisition methods. The old chap’s a big softie but a right master in the field of old Nordic artifacts. Got a whole private collection that will make your eyes pop right out. That’s got to mean something to you, right? A girl doesn’t stumble across those shinies at the local department store.”

Terra bit into her salad wrap more out of spite than hunger. “Not interested.”

Leif kicked her under the table. Terra jerked her head in his direction, but he continued plowing through his portion of buttered peas with studious dedication.

Terra sighed and shot Mads a bleary look. “You need to use the toilet.”

“Come again?”

“I said,” she gritted out. “You need to get up and go over to the bathroom and spend five minutes fixing your makeup and powdering your nose.”

Mads looked from Terra to Leif and back. He rolled his eyes and gobbled up one more strip of cod before sliding from the booth. “Cheerie-o.” He touched his hand to his forehead. “You know, in case I come back, and you’re dust in the wind.”

Terra waited to see the distant restroom door swing shut before turning to Leif. “You are being way too trusting of a dude who literally tried to steal Freya’s artifacts from beneath my nose,” she hissed.

Leif shook his head and wiped a dab of gravy from the corner of his mouth. “Oh, I don’t trust him as far as Loki can hold his forked tongue. But I’d sure like to see what other artifacts this Barrow fellow has that can make a modern Midgard scholar believe in magic. As far as I’m aware, references to my godmother’s bracelets are incredibly rare across this realm. I’m curious to know what sort of woodcarving holds their likeness.”

“Could be a trap,” Terra answered. “Could be a pack of lies. Mads has already proven we can’t trust him.”

“And you.” Leif poked her arm with the tip of his fork before digging for the last bite of mashed potatoes. “You’ve proven you can handle him, haven’t you?”

Terra stared warily at her companion. “Mads claims that a rich old recluse wants to meet me. He’s inviting us to go out to some remote villa. It feels like a trap.”

The waitress returned and plopped an empty wax-paper Chinese takeout box in front of Terra. “It’s the only box I could find,” she grumbled.

Terra thanked the woman and silently vowed to leave a tip for the trouble.

“Think about what you’re saying,” Leif patiently explained as Terra shoved her salad wrap and grapes into the box. “If it’s a trap, it’s set to obtain the bracelets. Which means someone knows what they are and perhaps what they’re capable of.”

“It could be a Villon trap,” Terra realized with a start. “Maybe Sam knows I survived the cave-in and ran off with the treasure. Maybe this is his way of trying to get it back.”

Again, Leif shrugged. “Well.” He picked a scrap of chicken from between his teeth with the nail of his pinky finger. “You did say something about wanting another chat with Samuel Goodwin. I believe there was some sort of sandwich you wanted to give him?”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Council Park, Mosfellsbær, Western Iceland, Thursday Afternoon

At three o’clock on a gloriously sunny Thursday afternoon in the budding heart of tourist season, the Mosfellsbær village park was teeming with life. Terra, Mads, and Leif had to duck through four games of ultimate Frisbee and skirt around the edge of a peewee soccer game to reach the picnic table beneath the old walnut tree.

“Remind me again.” Leif leaned close to Terra’s ear but still practically had to shout to make himself heard. “Why was it so important for us to meet this Barrow fellow in such a public place?”

“Because it’s hard to whip out the guns and spring an ambush on two clueless tourists like us when literally half the town is watching.” Terra snatched a rogue Frisbee out of the air before it could clip her forehead. She spun, tossing the disk back to its owner with a casual flick. The Frisbee drifted off to the left by about thirty degrees, leaving the cute college-aged kid to shake his head in disgust and run to fetch his toy.

Terra wondered if she could have made that toss if she’d tapped into the power of the bracers or if they left her with only a fragment of Freya’s strength and not her hand-eye coordination.

“Ah.” Leif nodded wisely. “You wanted countless witnesses to this meeting.”

“Only at first,” Terra muttered. “Until we can vet him.”

“But you are assuming Harris Barrow comes in good faith.”

Terra’s brow knitted. “You’re not listening. Obviously not. Hence the witnesses.”

Leif sighed. “Terra. You’re imagining this man falls within a very narrow band on the scale of honor.”

“What do you mean?”

“You think he’s devious enough to try to ambush us but not quite heartless enough to pull out weapons and try to rob you in broad daylight despite whatever troupe of playing children gets in the way.”

Terra cast her companion a disturbed look. Leif stared ahead, his eyes fixed on the walnut tree at the park's far end and the single elderly man sitting in its shade, sipping from a paper cup. Ahead of Terra and Leif, Mads broke into a jog to catch up with his employer.

“That’s a dark thought,” Terra whispered to Leif.

“It seems to me that you gamble,” he answered. “You believe this man capable of violence but are intentionally betting the lives of these children that he won’t act on it.”

Terra’s cheeks reddened. She opened her mouth to argue, to explain how he was being dramatic, to defend herself, then she shut it again. Now she imagined a bunch of armed Villon thugs, Sam Goodwin’s hulking figure in triplicate, stepping out from between the cars in the parking lot and closing in on Terra. She remembered the way he held a pistol in his big hands.

She imagined some unlucky first-grader running into the middle of a standoff, chasing a runaway soccer ball.

“I take your point,” she noted stiffly. “And I’ll…keep it in mind for next time.”

They reached the table beneath the walnut tree. Terra blinked and let her eyes adjust to the deep shade.

The man sitting at the table was tall and slender. He had an old man’s leathery, textured skin, but he was not quite knobby and decrepit in the way of the ancient. He had a ramrod-straight spine and a bushy but neatly trimmed silver-white goatee. Subtle dabs of wax curved the tips of his mustache up his cheeks in some tiny homage to old-fashioned handlebars. He wore an ivory suit and slouch hat. He tilted his head to the side, listening and nodding as Mads whispered into his ear.

The pickpocket snapped upright and trotted past Terra and Leif, heading toward the small concession stand at the other end of the park. “The doctor will see you lot now.” He flashed Terra the same crooked grin that had enthralled her the night before. “Lucky him.”

Terra turned up her nose and sank onto the bench across from the man in white. “You’re Dr. Harris Barrow.” She looked the old man in the face. His chilly gray-green eyes reminded her of the ocean. “I’m from the WAF. Director Stein keeps a portrait of you on the wall of her office.”

“Does she really?” The corners of Harris’ mustache twitched like he was trying to hide a smile. Like Mads, he had a hint of a British accent, but unlike Mads, Terra was inclined to believe his was genuine and not calculated affectation meant to make him seem more charming than he was. Harris’ accent was not cheeky street tuff but the soft, well-bred tone of a posh English schoolboy. “Well, that is gratifying to hear. I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage. My man told me he had encountered a remarkable young couple but neglected to mention your names. Or much information about you at all, really.”

Terra kept her arms folded in front of her. “I’m Terra. This is Leif. What did your man tell you about us, exactly?”

Harris lifted his cup and set it on the bench, leaving the table between them empty. “He seemed quite convinced that you would be able to help me locate an artifact I’ve been hunting for a very long time. I will admit, I was perplexed when I got the call. I have known Maddox for several years now and he is not quick to trust in the knowledge and capabilities of others. But I understand now. You are archaeologists. I do wish he had brought you directly to the villa, though. I’m afraid I don’t have any tea to offer you.”

Terra bit back the urge to say your man tried to steal from me. If Mads hadn’t already told Harris about the bracers, she wouldn’t be the one to spill the beans. Not yet, at least. Still, the wind shifted and she caught a whiff of the steam rising from his set-aside cup. Some fresh jasmine tea did sound pretty good right about now.

“Thanks for the thought, but we’re fine. We just came from lunch.”

Leif leaned across the table, lowering his voice. “And what exactly did Mads tell you, Dr. Barrow?”

Dr. Barrow, Terra noted. Leif could be good at picking up social cues. She supposed that made it more egregious when he ignored them.

“Well.” Harris scratched the side of his neck. He had perfectly manicured fingernails. “He said you could help me find the Brúnar Freyju. If it were any other man recommending you, I would be skeptical, but I’d like to know what you can tell me. Perhaps we can help each other. I still have friends within the WAF, Miss Terra. A letter of recommendation from me would serve you well in your career.”

“What do you want with Freya’s bracers?” Leif didn’t demand, exactly, but a merciless bluntness filled his face when he asked.

Harris lifted one bushy eyebrow. “I have something of an unorthodox opinion regarding the origins of certain ancient artifacts. I assume Maddox has told you?”

“You think the bracers are magic.” Terra interjected a healthy dose of deadpan skepticism into her voice.

“I do,” Harris admitted. “Don’t think of me as a villain intending to hoard a rare and precious resource, Miss Terra. I only mean to keep such artifacts out of the hands of people who would put them to bad use.”

Terra shifted her weight uncomfortably. That had been the same logic she used to justify taking the bracers from Freya’s altar.

As it turned out, she had made the right call.

Anyone could claim to have good intentions, though.

“You doubt, I see.” Harris’ mustache twitched again as he looked from Leif to Terra. “May I show you something remarkable?”

Leif looked at Terra, who nodded.

Harris placed an old-fashioned brown leather briefcase on the table. He undid the bronze clasps, folded open the case, and set a small, three-legged stand on the table.

“Do you have any liquid?” he asked the pair. “Ah, never mind. I have this.” He returned his paper cup to the table and dug through the guts of his bag. “Would one of you mind confirming the contents of that cup, please? I’ll have none of you calling me a swindler or a con artist.”

Of course not, Terra thought. That’s Mads’ job. Sorry, Maddox.

Still feeling like a customer at a dinner theater production, she popped the lid off the cup and sniffed the contents. “Jasmine tea,” she confirmed. “Like it says on the tag.” She passed the cup to Leif, who dipped a pinky finger into the steaming liquid and tasted it.

His nose wrinkled. “Ah. Seaweed tonic. I’m…familiar.”

“Not exactly,” Terra countered. “But…not super far off, I guess.”

Harris pulled a curved ram’s horn from his briefcase and set it upright in its stand. Bands of burnished pewter coiled around the horn, which in turn coiled around itself in an infinity spiral. Terra saw two empty eyelets in the metal where a carrying strap might once have gone.

“Early Iron Age, by the metalwork,” Terra guessed. “A nice piece.”

“The interlocking triangle design is quite old,” Leif added, studying the metal banding. “And old-fashioned. Very 1230s or so. Went out of style some time ago, but you’re starting to see it pop up again in some designer shops. I believe you might call it retro.”

Leif looked up to see Harris studying him.

“I don’t believe I know your accent, young man,” the old doctor stated carefully. “Is it rural Dutch?”

Terra nixed the distraction by rapping her knuckles on the table. “Let’s stay on topic if you please, Doctor.”

“Of course, of course. Miss Terra. Would you please pour the tea into the drinking horn?”

Terra set the lid aside and topped it with the soggy teabag. She drained the cup into the ram’s horn.

“If this is some transmutation trick, you should have let us examine the horn first,” she observed. “There’s a lot of void space in that horn where you could have planted a Kool-Aid packet or whatever.”

“Right you are.” Harris sounded amused. “A skeptic’s eye. I can appreciate that. If our relationship proceeds well, you’ll have all the time you wish to examine the horn.” He gestured at it. “But please, drink.”

To Terra’s relief, Leif snatched the horn before she could reach for it. He probably had some super poison-resistant Asgardian constitution, and she still wasn’t convinced Harris and his lackey wouldn’t try to drug her to steal the bracers.

Leif took a generous sip from the horn and held the liquid in his cheeks for a long moment before swallowing. “Now that is an excellent vintage.”

He passed the horn to Terra with a nod of encouragement. Terra sniffed, and the scent of spicy warm honey filled her sinuses. Then she sipped the best mead she had ever tasted.

She resisted the temptation to clutch the horn and nurse the lovely drink. Instead, she returned it to its copper stand.

“Any liquid poured into that horn turns to mead,” Harris revealed. “I’ve tried everything you can think of. Whiskey, wine, soy sauce, fresh milk, and pickle brine. After I became convinced all standard foodstuff was fair game, I decided to test its limits. It transmuted rubbing alcohol, urine, and even half a liter of synthetic motor oil into an award-winning mead.” The old man’s face lit with a boyish excitement that Terra found downright infectious. Until she stopped to wonder how thoroughly Harris here had washed out this horn after peeing into it.

Then she wondered if you even could wash out the horn. Or if the water and dish soap would only turn to mead.

Harris put his palms on the table and leaned forward, eyes glittering. “Now, Miss Terra, tell me. To your knowledge, does General Mills make a powdered drink product of that caliber, or do you agree there’s something special about this horn?”

Terra hesitated. If he had performed this trick for her a week ago, she’d tell him it was a nice sleight-of-hand. The only reason she, as a college-educated person, would swallow the magic line would be if she had other reasons to believe in the existence of the supernatural.

“Forgive my friend’s suspicious nature.” Leif picked up the horn again and took another sip. “She’s been tricked once or twice lately, and it’s left a bad taste in her mouth.” He nudged her arm and offered her the horn. “Here. This should wash it out.”

Terra sighed and shook her head. The stuff was too tasty. She didn’t want to risk getting tipsy.

Leif shrugged. “More for me. Congratulations, Dr. Harris. You’ve got yourself an enchanted drinking horn. A rare find these days, I’m sure.”

“Then you are a purveyor of the extraordinary.” Harris gave Leif another long, probing look. “Just as Maddox suggested.”

At the sound of his name, the pickpocket returned to the table carrying a cloud of bubblegum pink cotton candy on a stick. He plunked down beside Harris. “You lot got the introductions out of the way yet?” He glanced at the horn in Leif’s hands. “It’s good stuff, innit?”

Leif’s attention had shifted to the cotton candy Mads was stuffing into his mouth. “What, in the name of Thor’s thundering hammer, is that?”

Terra rolled her eyes and kicked Leif under the table.

“Let’s take this at face value,” Terra told Harris. “So you’ve got a magic drinking horn. Supposedly. Where did it come from?”

“My partner and I discovered it on a dig outside Helsinki almost twenty years ago. As you can imagine, it shook both of us deeply.”

“Twenty years.” Terra thought back. “That was right before you quit the WAF.”

Harris nodded. “It’s why I retreated from the academic world. When you suddenly believe in magic, Miss Terra, your priorities change. I needed time to consider the implications. I had become a protector of a great secret, you see. I had to decide what I was going to do with it.”

“And you settled on collecting other magical things to keep them away from people who would use them for the wrong reasons,” Terra supplied.

He dipped his chin. “Precisely.”

“Forgive me for saying, Dr. Barrow, but I’m…not exactly impressed with your information security.” Terra jerked her chin, indicating the drinking horn. “You told us, a pair of nobody strangers, about your discovery. You’re trying to convince us you’ve got a magical drinking horn. That kind of goes against the whole protecting a secret ethos.”

“Ah.” Harris’ mustache twitched. “But you’re not a nobody stranger, are you, Miss Terra?”

She felt the hair on her neck prickle and straighten, suddenly on the alert. “What do you mean?”

“Maddox doesn’t bring me weak leads. I like to think I’m a good judge of character, and neither of you was truly surprised by my drinking horn. You’ve seen magic at work before. I’d bet my hat on it. And…” He leaned forward, lowering his voice conspiratorially. “My girl, you’ve been awkwardly hugging your arms to your chest since you sat down. It makes one wonder what you’re hiding beneath the sleeves of that sweater.”

Terra went stiff. Beside her, Leif coughed on a stolen pinch of cotton candy. His cough turned into a laugh as he pounded his chest clear.

Terra shot him a glare.

“The old bloke has a sharp eye.” Mads shrugged and took another bite of his candy as casually as you pleased. “I didn’t tell him nothin’, luv,” he added as Terra turned her glower on him.

“It’s true, then?” Doctor Barrow leaned eagerly across the table. Gone was the distinguished gentleman of letters; here was a schoolboy filled to the brim with passion. “You have the Brúnar Freyju?”

Terra’s expression must have told him all he wanted to know because his face broke into a wide smile, full of clean white teeth. “Don’t leave an old man waiting, my girl. We’re all scholars here.”

“Show him the goods, Terra.” Leif plucked another strand of candy floss from its cloud. “He’s a good enough fellow, and he has offered us some truly excellent mead.”

Terra ground her teeth. Harris might be harmless enough, but what about the jerkwad plying her sweet-toothed partner with candy?

Mads hummed under his breath as he ate his snack.

Terra sighed. Leif was an inter-realm traveler and a sorcerer in his own right. He was far more experienced at this kind of thing than she was. So far, trusting him had cost her nothing but a broken and quickly healed hand.

She rolled up the sleeves of her sweater to reveal the bottom halves of her bracers. They glinted red-gold in the shifting sunlight that filtered through the leaves.

“Fantastic,” Harris whispered, leaning forward until his nose nearly touched the metal. His fingers hovered above Terra’s wrists, but he had the grace to touch only with his eyes. “Yes, yes! The preservation of these proto-runic inscriptions is immaculate.”

“Asgardian,” Leif corrected, annoyed. “They’re not proto-anything. They’re the real deal, the true runes. The chicken scratches you call runic are a child’s misunderstanding of what you see here.”

Harris seemed not to hear. His attention was fixed on the bracers. His fingers hovered above the metal. “May I?” he inquired of Terra.

She hesitated, then shook her head. She had to maintain some boundaries, and in a way, it was a test. One which Harris passed with flying colors. He nodded his understanding and withdrew his hands, respecting her wishes.

For the first time since settling down at this table, Terra felt some of the tension melt from her shoulders. Okay. Maybe she could work with Harris. As hard as she scoured his face for deceit, she saw nothing in him but bright excitement and innocent curiosity.

“Are they like my drinking horn?” the old man whispered. Beside him, Mads coughed uncomfortably and shifted his weight.

Terra turned over her hands, facing her palms to the sky. She closed her eyes and focused her will through the metal fitted over her arms like a second skin. We the flint. She remembered how Leif had translated the inscriptions in the metal. You the steel.

And when you struck the one against the other, you had….

A small geyser of sparks sprouted from Terra’s hands, turning her fingertips into a child’s Fourth of July novelty.

“Saints’ balls!”

Terra cracked an eye to see Mads jerking backward, pawing at his face. A spark died on the tip of his nose. She smiled sweetly at him and drew her hands back into the sleeves of her sweater.

Harris stared at her with the awe of a pilgrim getting his first glimpse of the Holy Grail. As the last light from the shower of sparks died, she thought she saw a glimmer of a tear in the corner of his eye.

“Twenty years,” he murmured. “I have spent the last twenty years scouring the earth for proof that this,” he indicated his drinking horn, “was not some accident, some random whim of fate and nature. A fluke or an ancient party trick. That it was part of something bigger. I’ve been looking for proof that I’m not some gibbering old lunatic swallowed up by the fantasies of his trade.” He cleared his throat and straightened, squaring his shoulders. “Now I find myself both gratified and terrified.”

“You mean this is the only magic you’ve witnessed besides the horn?” Terra asked.

Harris shook his head. “I have collected a few artifacts said to have powers, but I’ve never coaxed anything remarkable out of them. I have obscure stories and legends. I have…I had faith.”

“You’re not crazy.” Terra looked at the man across the table and saw a kindred spirit. She understood him. Ever since he had discovered the drinking horn, he carried the weight of that secret knowledge on his shoulders. It had been crushing him, in part because he wasn’t sure. The weight might have been a lie, a fantasy he had crafted. A self-imposed and pointless burden.

Yet with one flick of her will, one spark of magic, Terra had taken away the uncertainty. Now he knew.

“Please.” Harris folded his hands together in supplication. “Miss Terra. Mr. Leif. Please, come back to my villa. I want to show you everything.”


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


Crackjaw’s Landing, Mosfellsbær, Western Iceland, Thursday Afternoon

Dr. Harris Barrow lived in a squat stone home carved into a cliff overlooking a bay of inky black water. Terra would never have thought to call such a cold, cramped, hard, dreary place a villa, but somehow the old man had turned a dank network of sea caves into a downright cozy home. Cozy enough to make Terra forget she had sworn off caves for the foreseeable future.

A merry fire burned in the wide stone hearth when Harris led Mads and his guests into the lounge, and the western windows stood open to invite in a cool ocean breeze. The doctor didn’t live alone, Terra noted. Someone had to be standing guard to make sure neither the unattended fire nor the sea spray ruined the luxurious leather furniture. Otherwise, the good doctor was burning through several thousand dollars’ worth of furniture every month.

“Who is Crackjaw?” she asked when Harris translated the Icelandic inscription carved into the stones above the hearth. “And how is this his landing? I’m not familiar with the name.”

A brief, sad smile touched the doctor’s face as he took a pipe from its case on the mantle and pinched a tobacco blend into the cup. “That is not a name you’ll find in any eddas, I’m afraid. Can I offer either of you a pinch?”

“No, thank you,” Terra answered.

“I didn’t think so, but of course, one must offer. Please, make yourselves comfortable.” Harris turned away from the hearth and indicated the glass decanters on the sideboard. “You are welcome to my herbs and my liquors and whatever else, of course. Emmy should be in shortly with the tea, and I imagine she has supper in the works as well.”

Terra nodded her appreciation, but Leif would not be distracted. “The best stories are the ones I haven’t yet heard,” he declared. He circled the pool table on the other side of the lounge, evaluating the scattered ivory balls like they were troop markers splayed across a battle map. “So if you please, Doctor. Tell us about this Crackjaw fellow.”

Mads saw the other man eying the table and meandered closer, reaching for the rack of cues on the wall. “You play?” he asked with a gleam in his eye.

“Don’t bet that man anything,” Terra warned Leif. “He’s a hustler.”

Mads sighed and wandered away from the pool table.

“Leif is right, though.” Terra faced the doctor as she settled into the leather sofa. She angled to keep a wide view of the room. She didn’t feel like letting Mads wander out of her sight. “I’d like to know the story.”

Harris struck a match and set the tip to his pipe. A fresh stream of smoke trickled up from the bowl. The doctor tossed the match into the fire and settled into the armchair across from Terra. He indicated the left side of his jaw, a patch of skin hidden beneath his carefully coiffed goatee.

“Crackjaw was what my partner called me,” he revealed around the stem of his pipe. “We were two fresh-faced graduate students on a dig in the Swiss Alps. It was my first field assignment under my own supervision, and I was so full of piss and vinegar back then.” He sighed and settled back into the creaky leather armchair. He drew a deep puff from his pipe, making the contents crackle and glow. When he breathed out, a chilly ocean breeze whisked the smoke out the open windows and over the water before Terra caught more than a passing whiff of the oaky notes of the aged tobacco.

Harris went on. “We had argued about the best way to excavate a stone-age settlement. Time and erosion had pushed the settlement halfway down the face of the mountain. My partner was worried about the stability of the slope. There had been a few avalanches of note in the region over that previous year, you see. She wanted to consult with geologists and engineers before we began moving any significant amounts of earth.

“I thought I knew better, of course. I had taken a few geology courses in my studies, and I was confident the slope was perfectly stable. I said we didn’t have the time or the budget to call in the experts she wanted. We would burn through our entire grant merely to get the all-clear, and we’d have nothing to show for it. As a first-time solo operative, I couldn’t afford to return to my university empty-handed.”

Terra nodded. She had considered continuing the academic track after graduating with her Masters, but the horror stories about grant restrictions and publishing pressures had warned her off. She had ultimately decided to take a job with the WAF to get some real-world experience under her belt. She liked the idea of getting paid to do a specific, well-defined job. She didn’t like being responsible for hundreds of thousands of dollars of other peoples’ money.

Harris stared into the fire like it was singing some song from his childhood, a tune only he could hear. “Anyway, we got into a jolly good row that afternoon. Right in front of the digging crews and everything.” He chuckled and took another puff from his pipe. “We were screaming at each other. Curses were uttered, and garments were rent. Hard hats were thrown. I decided I needed to be the bigger man, as it were, and walk away before I said something that could not be unsaid. I spun on my heel, and my boots slipped on a stretch of loose gravel.”

Terra bit her tongue to keep herself from smiling. She knew where this was going. By the pool table, Leif had helped himself to a cue and was chalking up the tip as he watched Harris. Mads fiddled with a bottle of something or other at the sideboard.

Harris sighed, sending twin streams of smoke curling from his nostrils. “I slipped and fell, of course, and got swept into a debris flow stream that dragged me halfway down the mountain.”

Terra’s half-suppressed smile vanished. That was a more deadly-sounding mishap than she had anticipated. It would have been rude to chuckle at a misfortune that…unfortunate.

Leif, on the other hand, threw his head back and bellowed with laughter. Terra was about to shoot him a sharp mind-your-manners look when she saw the rueful glitter in Harris’ eye.

“I earned myself quite an array of injuries that morning,” the doctor recalled. “A real knock to the head, a sprained ankle, and two cracked ribs that followed me for the next six months. I also cracked my lower mandible on a lovely granite outcropping.

“It was as if the very spirits of the air and earth had seen my hubris and meant to punish me. And to prove my partner correct, of course. They always did seem on her side. I’ve got a bit of a divot in my jaw now, though the beard hides it well. From that day on, every time we had a disagreement and she thought I was getting too big for my trousers, she called me Crackjaw.”

“Perfect.” Leif clapped his palms together. “Wonderful. An excellent story. Not everyone earns their moniker through feats of derring-do. I always did like the embarrassing stories best.”

Harris chuckled. “I’ve grown fond of it over the years. Oh, she did give me hell when I bought this property. She said it was too cold, too hard. She said it was a bad sort of miracle that I had found a home as closed-off and uncomfortable as I was.” He spread his arms, indicating the stone walls and the aged wood beams stretched across the ceiling. “So here, my friends, is where Crackjaw finally landed.”

Terra smiled. The distant hint of sea spray, the drifting smoke from the fire, and the heady scent of Harris’ pipe mingled inside her, inviting her to relax. Sink in. Take the word that had fallen from Harris’ lips, friends, and run with it.

“Oh, bloody hell.” Mads set his tumbler on the sideboard with a firm snap and marched back to the pool table, where Leif was eying up a shot. He snatched the cue from Leif’s hands. “You’re about to mark the eight ball! Have you never played a game in your bloody life?”

Leif drew himself up, offended. “Of course I’ve played Greenboard. Won a few casual tournaments, in fact. I know my balls, sir.”

Mads snorted and strafed around the table, lining up a fresh shot with the cue ball. “Greenboard? What the hell kind of name is that?”

Leif folded his arms and set his jaw. “Well, I don’t know what you people call it, but I promise you this game was called Greenboard long before it was imported here.”

“Don’t try to con a con, mate.” Mads leaned over the cue and slid the wood between his fingers, sending the white ball knocking against a striped fourteen. The fourteen bounced off the side and dropped neatly into the corner pocket. Mads handed the stick back to Leif. “The cue only ever touches the white ball,” he explained with the air of an older brother coaching a toddler.

Leif scowled, twirled the cue like a baton, and snapped the end of the stick onto the table.

The white ball bounced, hopping over the adjacent eleven. It clacked into the solid two before careening off to the left. The two ball dropped neatly into the side pocket.

Leif offered the stick to Mads. “In my country, we play the sides against each other, and whoever disturbs the white ball ends his turn.”

Mads glared at him and returned to his drink with a muttered curse.

Harris, who had shifted in his seat to watch the rivalry, laughed and clapped. “I don’t often see men get the better of Maddox,” he commented. “Well done.”

At that moment, the door to the lounge swung open. A brick wall of a woman with a silver beehive of hair and a house dress straight out of the fifties bustled into the room, carrying a silver tea tray. She set the tray on the table between Terra and Harris, cast her employer’s pipe a dirty look, informed the room that supper would be in ninety minutes, and left.

Leif, apparently deciding he’d had enough pool for now, set the cue stick down and joined Terra on the sofa. “So, Dr. Harris.” He rolled up the sleeves of his knitted sweater and poured himself a cup of steaming tea, into which he dumped a good three spoonfuls of sugar. If he normally ate with as much gusto as he was showing here in Midgard, Terra supposed he must have the metabolism of a god, if nothing else. He settled back into the cushions, nursing the cup and saucer beneath his nose.

“You are one of those rare folk blessed with some knowledge of the divine. Your man over there mentioned he had seen a woodcarving of the Brúnar Freyju, as you called it.”

Harris sat up straight. “Yes, of course!” He waved at Mads. “Maddox, lad, would you fetch the Brúnar Freyju materials from my study? I’m sure our guests would find it most interesting.”

With a sigh and a grumble, Mads disappeared through a side door.

“Can I ask about your relationship with him?” Terra inquired when the door shut.

“Certainly.” Harris set his pipe on a stand long enough to pour his own cup of tea. No further questions were required. The doctor seemed perfectly happy to tell another story.

“I met the young man at a dig in Armenia many years ago. We had hired him and a few other locals to break earth for us on an Urartu burial site. In remote digs, there’s always plenty of blunt menial labor that needs doing while our trained assistants handle the more delicate tasks.

“One night, our camp was beset by a gang of roving ISIL rejects. I’m not sure what they hoped to accomplish, to be honest. Perhaps they took offense to our reverent handling of an extinct culture whose very existence challenged the idea of Islamic supremacy in the region. Perhaps they were merely angry, displaced young men looking for a purpose or a payday. If they were after looted treasure, they were to be quite disappointed. By that point, we had recovered several weapon fragments and pottery shards. Fascinating stuff in its own right…remind me to show you later. Nothing the rabble could pawn at a flea market for any reasonable profit.

“Nevertheless, they raided our camp in the middle of the night. I woke in my tent to see the walls flapping as our employees wrestled with the bandits. At first, I thought it was some argument, or perhaps the locals had broken into the rum and were celebrating a holiday. Then I heard the gunfire. Let me tell you, that put a stop to any thoughts of revelry.

“I scrambled out of my cot and drew out my revolver. It’s a lovely ivory-hilted six-shooter crafted by the short-lived gunsmiths Humbolt and Gamble in the 1930s. Over there in its case on the mantle, by the way, if you’d like to take a look. I’d won it off a Belgian big game hunter in a poker game in my youth. Always took it with me for protection on remote digs, but the truth is I’ve never shot at anything but clay and paper targets in my life. I don’t know if I could aim at a fellow human being and pull the trigger even if my life were on the line.

“Still, the need to act was running in my blood. And so, wearing nothing but my Y-fronts, I barreled out of the tent and fired a warning shot into the night sky. Oh, the sound of it nearly made me drop the gun. I’d always worn ear protection in target practice, you see. I didn’t imagine anything could be so loud. I was stunned by my own warning shot!”

Terra chuckled. She wasn’t normally one to make light of the reckless use of firearms, but something about the old man’s way of storytelling drew in the adventure-hungry parts of her and left the cautious, killjoy parts at the door.

“By the time the fuzz cleared from my head, I realized I was standing there in my knickers in the cold night. The crowd of big, burly Armenian lads all stared at me like I had lost my marbles, which, by that point, I was willing to bet I had.

“That was when Maddox came strolling up the trail, cleaning a hunting rifle with an oil rag and reloading, as cool as you please. He assured us that the rascals had made themselves scarce. The moment they realized they weren’t the only people out in the wild with guns and the grit to use them, they decided to seek their fortunes elsewhere.

“This came as a huge relief to myself and the other laborers, of course. By and large, they were simple folk, not the kind to relish a nasty brawl. Not Maddox, though. It seemed he wasn’t exactly the itinerant farmer type we normally picked up for that sort of job.”

“It’s a bloody lucky thing, too.” The side door swung open, and Maddox returned to the lounge carrying an old banker’s box. “If those buggers had realized you didn’t have anything on you more valuable than that fancy pea-shooter of yours, they’d have killed the locals and tried to take you for ransom.”

Harris hastily moved the tea set to the side of the table before Mads could crush it with the banker's box. The younger man plunked into the other empty armchair and reached for a teacup.

“That is an antique revolver.” Harris drew himself up, offended at this slight against his gun’s honor. “Crafted by a renowned and extinct gunsmith company. It’s worth quite a lot in some circles.”

Mads rolled his eyes. “If those stew-brained Neanderthals stopped laughing at your skivvies long enough to get a look at your pretty little gun, they’d see a little toy worth about half a heartbeat alone with one of their trusty Soviet Kalashnikovs. Anyway.”

He looked over at Leif and Terra. “I’d taken up the digging job with the doddering old Englishman for an easy payday, but when I realized how hopeless the old bloke would be out in the wide scary world by himself, I convinced him he needed someone a bit more world-wise permanently on the payroll. Ten years on, and I’d say it’s been a profitable relationship for both of us. Eh, old man?”

Harris nodded, unashamed. “That Urartu dig was my first real venture out into the world after my partner and I went separate ways. Thanks to my naivety, we were off to a chaotic start. That night, I realized how lost I was without her eye for what you might call the… practical necessities.”

“The man with a gun and the balls to use it properly,” Mads clarified. He opened the flaps of the banker's box and pulled out stacks of manila folders. “And so the doctor sticks to his books and his dusty old relics, and I make sure he keeps those old hands of his nice and clean.” He winked at Terra.

She scowled.

“He likes to talk like a gangster, but don’t let that fool you.” Harris sighed. “Maddox is a capable man. While I wouldn’t call his character unimpeachable, over these past years, I have learned I can trust him with my life and my legacy.”

“Aw, Doc, you’re making me blush.” Mads grinned crookedly. “Of course you can. This is the best job I’ve ever had. I’m not the bloody idiot who forgets to take care of his golden goose.”

Harris brushed the teasing aside, leaned forward, and reached into the box. “Leif,” he called. “You asked to see the wood carving that portrays the Brúnar Freyju. I have the original stored in a climate-controlled safe, but here are the high-resolution photographs. Inside these folders, you’ll find my research on the bracelets themselves.”

Terra glanced into the box and saw a dozen more file folders, each as thick as an old-school phone book. It looked like Dr. Barrow was contemplating a new graduate thesis. She flipped open the stack Mads had handed her and found dozens of pictures of runic inscriptions stamped across broken shards of pottery and marker tablets. The top picture in Leif’s stack showed a cracked, weathered wood carving that looked well on its way to being fossilized.

The image was a picture-perfect representation of the bas-relief tableau from Freya’s shrine, from the pig’s wiry hair down to the arcane etching on the goddess’ armbands.

“I discovered that carving in the basement of a fifteenth-century monastery in Waterford, Ireland,” Harris recalled. “It was among the possessions of a monk who had made it his life’s work to preserve and interpret the extant oral history of the Vikings who had settled the area. According to his notes, he carved the image from memory after seeing the original on a decorative metal plate that the church had recovered from a Viking treasure hoard. That plate was later melted down into candlesticks for the church.”

Terra rolled up the sleeves of her sweater and placed her bracers beside the image.

“It’s a remarkable likeness.” Leif glanced from the originals to the picture. “Some of the runic strokes are slightly off-angled, but the writing is perfectly legible. This monk must have had a prodigious knowledge of the runes or the favor of some god guiding his hand as he preserved the knowledge.”

“You don’t seem surprised.” Harris watched Leif and Terra closely. “I would wager you’ve seen this image of Freya and her pig before.”

Terra remembered overhearing the conversation between Sam, Velma, and the woman on their radio at the goddess’ shrine. Beatrice Villon had been searching for Freya’s treasure, too.

Terra licked her lips. Nothing ventured, nothing gained, she thought as she braced herself.

“I’ve seen the original.” She told Harris about the Vatnajökul National Park dig site and how her work with the WAF had put her in the path of Sam Goodwin and Beatrice Villon. She described the goddess’ shrine, the fight that had resulted in a cave-in, and her subsequent separation from the rest of the cave complex.

That was where the fibbing began. Her gut told her to keep the whole visited by a goddess thing under wraps for now. Some things were beyond the pale.

“The cave-in damaged a mechanism in the shrine,” she told the room. “It revealed a secret compartment in the wall. These bracers were in there.”

Given Harris’ boyish enthusiasm for all things adventure, Terra expected the old man’s eyes to shine with excitement. Instead, she looked from the fire to the doctor and saw him leaning back in his overstuffed armchair. His eyes closed as thin streams of smoke coiled around a face that had gone waxy and pale.

Mads moved before Terra could ask after the doctor. He set his empty teacup on the silver tray and folded his arms behind his head, revealing the ripple of biceps beneath his tight black T-shirt. “Then what?” He cocked an eyebrow at her. “You nabbed the treasure and dug yourself out of the caves with your bare hands, and instead of going to the police or hospital, decided to blow off some steam in a Reykjavík nightclub?”

Terra sighed. She lifted her arms and funneled her concentration into the bracers until sparks dripped from her fingertips. Beside her, Leif absently scooted away, brushing the little points of burning light off his pants.

“I would have gone directly to someone in authority if, along the way, I hadn’t realized the bracers were freaking magic,” Terra admitted. “That kind of revelation throws everything into question. Ever since getting out of those caves, I’ve…been trying to figure out what to do next.”

“Well then.” The crooked grin returned to Mads’ face. “Right good fortune we bumped into each other, innit? Say whatever slander you want about this here treasure hunter, luv.” He thumped his chest. “I did introduce you to the one old man on the planet you can trust with all your magical secrets.”

So says you, Terra thought darkly. By spilling this much to Harris, she supposed she was acknowledging her trust in him. She’d simply have to be extra vigilant around Mads.

What a hassle.

Leif’s focus had narrowed down to Harris’ pale face. “Doctor…” He leaned forward and frowned. “You look like you’ve seen a draugr.”

Harris’ eyes fluttered open. “Draugr,” the old man repeated with a snort. “A grave-dwelling revenant from Scandinavian folklore. It is said the draugr were once living people whose greed and hunger prevented them from resting peacefully in death. They linger around grave sites and treasure hoards, longing to possess that to which they have no right.”

Harris sucked his pipe only to find the bowl had run empty. He set it aside. “Too right you may be, I’m afraid. Beatrice Villon was once a passionate scholar. A paragon of integrity and historical insight, respected by experts in archaeology the whole world ’round. Now you tell me she’s willing to kill innocent bystanders to secure access to secret relics.” He shook his head. “To know she is willing to kill for the chance to possess magic…it is like watching dementia turn a beloved old friend into a confused, violent husk of a person.”

Terra swallowed a lump. Harris’ words ripped an old and unexpected memory to the surface of her mind. White brick hallways that smelled like antiseptic and slow death. The warm, sad smile on the hospice nurse’s face as she stepped from the room and left Terra and her mother alone with the bedridden shell of a man who had once been beloved Grandpa Benny. The rivulet of drool running down the deep grooves of his chin. The angry glint in his eye as he looked at his only daughter and granddaughter and snarled, demanding to know who they were and what they were doing in his house.

All Terra’s uncertainty settled, resolving into two firm truths.

Truth one: She did not trust Maddox. She hated his cocky grin, his fake accent, and his cavalier devil-may-care attitude. If he threatened to fling himself through the lounge window and plunge into the rocky water below, she’d hold open the shutters and cheer him on.

Truth two: Regardless of what vinegar-filled hothead he might have been in his youth, time had turned Harris Barrow into a sweet, sincere old man driven by passion, curiosity, and a desire to do right by the world. There was no room for deception in a person who would talk about a lost loved one the way Harris spoke of Beatrice Villon. Harris sought magic for the sake of the mysteries it represented and to keep it out of the hands of those who would use it for ill. Perhaps his only fault was that he trusted people like Mads too easily.

Terra would work with this old scholar. If that meant she might eventually be forced to protect him from the rat living in his house, so be it.

She resisted the urge to reach across the table and pat his papery old hand. “You knew Beatrice well?” she asked gently.

“Knew her? I should say so, Miss Terra. I worked with her for fifteen years. I adored her. I married her.”


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


Crackjaw’s Landing, Mosfellsbær, Western Iceland, Thursday night

Dinner came in the form of a hearty lamb stew, fresh brown bread crusted with caraway seeds, and ample looks of disgust from the housekeeper, Emmy, every time Mads checked his phone or Terra and Harris opened a new manila folder between the bread plates.

In the gap between teatime and supper, Harris, Terra, Leif, and Mads had fallen into easy, enthusiastic conversation. After Harris revealed his connection to Beatrice Villon, the hard part seemed over. The old man told them fondly about his work with his fellow student, the woman who would become the love of his life. They had clashed famously in their early days, staying up late, arguing about everything from cataloging procedures to anthropological theories of language origins. In time, that conflict blossomed into passion and mutual respect.

“The Helsinki discovery changed everything,” Harris had told them sadly. “We found the drinking horn buried with a Viking chief, along with an obsidian amulet. It was the amulet that first caught our eye.” Here, he had made a circle with his thumb and forefinger. “Polished as smooth and featureless as glass, very unusual. Beatrice and I were the ones who opened the cairn. When we did, light from our lanterns flashed off the amulet around the chieftain’s throat, and we saw something neither of us could explain.

“Within the amulet was a shifting image of a field of wildflowers, as if the stone had become the screen of a digital camera trained on another world. The image lasted only a moment or two before fading.

“I was ready to write it off as a trick of our eyes, strain caused by long hours and little sleep, but Bea was obsessed. She spent days studying that amulet but could never reproduce the image we had seen. By that point, we had discovered the miracle of the drinking horn, and our interest in the amulet faded. Or mine did, at least.” Here, the doctor got up to close the lounge windows and block out the cold evening breeze washing off the bay.

“Bea became convinced we needed to focus all our energy and resources on securing more magical artifacts like that horn by any means necessary. Slowly, I came to realize that greed tainted her enthusiasm. She would take the horn to conferences and show it off to colleagues at the after-parties. One night I stumbled upon her using our dwindling research funds to purchase entire flats of oak casks, which she intended to fill with mead from the horn and sell on the private market. It didn’t sit right with me, but she argued that it was a savvy business decision and hurt nobody.

“Even that, I could have tolerated. When I discovered she had hired a gang of Norwegian lowlifes to bully a fellow archaeologist out of heading up an Oslo dig, I knew we had come to an impasse. Bea had the idea there would be more magical artifacts in Oslo, and she could not tolerate the notion that someone else might discover them first. I tried to talk sense into her, but when she realized I would not follow her down this path, she left me to found the Villon Institute.”

“Fortunate for you that she left the drinking horn behind, then,” Leif had observed.

Harris had shaken his head. “I believe that was a calculated move on her part. Had she taken the drinking horn with her, I might have raised a fuss. I would have tried to expose her shady dealings to the authorities. By leaving the horn behind, she was offering me a clean break. An excuse for me to wash my hands of her.”

Thus Harris Barrow and Beatrice Villon had begun their independent journeys, each devoting body, mind, soul, and personal fortune to the search for magic. Terra had not pried further into Harris’ lost love. The topic seemed to pain him, and she didn’t want to add to his sadness.

So the group moved on, turning their attention to the accumulated body of research that had led to Harris’ quest for the Brúnar Freyju. When Emmy called them in for supper, they had hauled the banker’s box into the dining room to peruse the pictures over the best lamb stew Terra had ever tasted.

“One thing I don’t get.” Mads leaned back in his chair far enough to lift two legs off the ground and scratched the stubble beneath his chin. He waggled his finger at Leif, who stood over Terra’s shoulder, reading from the data file with a half-eaten bowl of stew hovering around his lips. “Where do you fit in, mate?”

“Huh?” Leif barely glanced up from the photocopies. Harris had dug a separate folder from the box and was showing them pictures of the Waterford monk’s journal. The monk had been a polyglot, it seemed, making his notes in Irish Gaelic and Latin, as well as rudimentary runic.

Mads dropped his chair to the ground with a sharp click and plucked the last slice of bread from the basket. “What I mean is, where are you from? You seem familiar with all this gobbledygook. Are you a beanstalk that sprouted out of the ground where Miss Olson here clawed her way from the caves?”

Terra glanced up sharply from the monk’s scribbled runes, but Leif waved the question away. “I’m a scholar from the university,” he stated grandly. “I was doing some, ah, independent research in the caves and came across Terra here shortly after she was separated from the operation. We decided to help each other out. It’s been quite an interesting few days. My research demands I continue down this new and unexpected path.”

Mads slathered Leif with a side-eye as he spread butter over his bread. “The university, eh?” He took a bite, dropping crumbs down his front. “Which university would that be?”

Across from Mads, Emmy sighed and dropped her napkin onto her plate. “I see what you lot think of my cooking,” she grumbled as she gathered the half-empty dishes. “Where I come from, proper guests don’t bring their work to the supper table.”

“Sorry, Em,” Harris muttered as he flipped to the next page. The housekeeper grunted and bustled out of the dining room.

“It really is delicious,” Leif called after her. He looked back down to the photocopies. “Stop, stop, stop!” He planted a greasy finger onto the page, pointing at a block of Asgardian runes in the margins of the journal. His eyes narrowed as he read through the text.

“You know the script?” Harris squinted up at Leif. “How? I haven’t been able to identify it.”

Leif’s lips moved as he read.

“It’s an obscure runic dialect,” Terra told the doctor hastily. “He told me that’s what his research focuses on. Identifying and translating.”

“It’s a list,” Leif pointed out. “Actually, it looks quite a bit like a snippet from an old bedtime story about the gifts Freya hid around Midgard.” His finger slid down the page. “This part talks about the hands buried beneath a jotun’s cairn, and here’s the bit about the voice drowned in mud.”

Terra looked at her bracers. “A jotun’s cairn,” she repeated. “In other words, the grave of an ice giant.”

“The Scandinavian cultures were very fond of their kerning and wordplay,” Harris suggested. “What is another name for an ice giant?”

“A glacier.” Terra flexed her fingers. “And the bracers are the hands.” She looked at Leif, her eyes bright. “It’s a clue, right? The voice the text mentions is another relic.”

Leif nodded and returned to his chair at the supper table. “Drowned in mud,” he mused. “There’s an unpleasant idea.”

“And a rather vague one, I’m afraid.” Harris tipped his head back and studied the rafters. “There’s no shortage of mud in Scandinavia. It’s easy to see in retrospect that a jotun’s cairn might refer to a glacier, but that clue alone could never have led a seeker to the caves of Vatnajökul.”

Terra’s shoulders slumped. Harris was right. It would take decades to comb through every peat bog, fen, and low-lying swamp in Iceland. There was no good reason to assume all of Freya’s relics would be clustered on this island, either. Viking culture may have originated in Scandinavia, but the old seafaring people could easily have spread the worship of Freya as far afield as Russia and the east coast of Canada.

“Don’t be discouraged,” Harris urged at the look on Terra’s face. “Heavens know I’m not. In the space of one afternoon, you’ve brought me both irrefutable proof there are other magical artifacts in the world and a man who can translate an entire collection of clues and hints I’ve thus far been unable to decipher.” He tilted his head in Leif’s direction.

“What’s that?” Leif snapped to attention. “You have more of these runes that need translating?”

Harris nodded. “Snippets of them are scattered through countless files and tomes in my collection. There’s a lot to do, but somewhere within my library lies the clue we need to find this voice. Terra, I would be delighted to tug on some old strings in the WAF and get you a leave of absence to work as my research assistant over the summer.”

“Sure,” Terra replied, startled. She hadn’t thought about her sticky WAF-Villon tangle all afternoon, but if Harris could aid in her search for Freya’s other relics and clean up her employment problem with a wave of his hand, she was all-in.

“Excellent.” Harris turned his attention to Leif, who was nursing a glass of dark beer as he perused a stack of archival photos. “You, young man, are more of a puzzle.”

“I am?” Leif looked up.

“We need your knowledge of the runes to make any progress. What will it take to make you put your current research on hold and come work for me?”

Mads, who had been listening to the entire conversation in silence, snorted. “I’m sure all you’ve got to do is get in touch with someone from his university.” He made air quotes around the word. “You know, the university whose name he’s forgotten. Dial them up and tell them that Leif—no last name, mind you. Just Leif, you know, the spindly lad with the mysterious accent who’s managed to translate an obscure language that has left all the Viking experts scratching their heads for years. That Leif will be interning with the venerable Dr. Barrow for a bit. Bing-bang-boom. Simple.”

“That’s a heck of an interesting London accent you’ve got yourself, Maddox,” Terra shot back. “For a man from rural Armenia known for its ultra-conservative culture, you sure know how to dance like a horny Puerto Rican teenager. Thank goodness Dr. Barrow has made it clear he doesn’t work with thieves and bullies. Otherwise, I might think you were kind of a dishonest shithead.”

Mads threw his hands up. “That’s my cue, lady and gents. I see where I’m not wanted.” He slapped his palms on the table and stood. “With that, I bid you all a very good night.” He strode from the room, nearly banging into Emmy as she returned with an armload of blankets and folded sheets.

“Thanks, luv.” Mads snatched the pillow from the top of Emmy’s stack. “I’ve been meaning to ask for another one of these.” He disappeared down the hallway.

“Dr. Barrow?” Emmy stared at Harris, Terra, and Leif. “I readied the guest bedroom for the visitors. Shall I fix up the sofa in the lounge as well?”

“Please,” Terra replied quickly, though she and Leif had not discussed where they would spend the night. Mads could go screw himself with all of his not-so-subtle skepticism, but it was late, and she wasn’t about to waste time trying to find a hostel or cheap hotel in town when free room and board was offered. “And thank you. Leif, you can take first dibs on the bedroom if you want since you got stuck on the rollaway last night.”

“Much obliged.”

Terra pushed the empty dinner plates to the side of the table and started sorting through the data files, flagging anything that looked like Asgardian runes or potential clues related to Freya’s relics. “Dr. Barrow,” she remarked. “Is there any chance we can get a nice big map of Iceland and Northern Europe? And a whiteboard for notes. I want to put a pin in every mud pit, bog, and swamp mentioned in any of these records.”

Crackjaw’s Landing, Mosfellsbær, Western Iceland, Friday morning

Terra woke to the smell of fresh coffee and sizzling bacon. Her first instinct was to make sure a certain someone hadn’t crept into the lounge in the middle of the night and stolen her bracers.

They were right where she had left them, wrapped securely around her forearms.

She dropped her head into the sofa’s armrest with a groan. Dim morning light filtered in through the lounge windows, suggesting to her it was barely after dawn. Far, far too early, in other words. She remembered crawling onto the couch in the wee hours of the morning after the most intense late-night study session she’d attended since her days as an undergrad. The throb in her head suggested she was running on about three hours of sleep.

She squinted at the old clock hanging above the darkened fireplace and figured it must have been broken because there was no way it was nearly 10 AM.

She closed her eyes, but something about the smell of fresh coffee made it impossible to get back to sleep. She lay in the darkness for a few minutes, mentally reviewing her notes from last night as she listened to the distant hustle and bustle of Emmy moving through the kitchen.

They had found no further clues about the location of the voice among the Asgardian runes in Harris’ notes, and Leif had been unable to recall any additional details from his bedtime stories. Viking eddas and sagas were rife with references to swamps, bogs, and mires. The three of them had been able to pin down a couple that might have a connection to Freya specifically, but there was a catch. All those songs and stories had been written a long-ass time ago.

Cliffs and mountains might not move much over a measly thousand years, but mud was a transient thing. Swamps dried up as weather patterns changed. People drained fens for agricultural land and sliced up bogs to sell off the peat. What might have been a sacred, if muddy, shrine back when the gods roamed Midgard might today be buried six feet beneath a parking lot beside the bones of Richard III.

Terra felt her headache getting worse, not better. She needed to relax and treat this treasure hunt like a marathon, not a sprint. Archaeology rewarded patience as much as diligence. Every week spent on a dig site was supported and justified by months of research in old archives and dingy museum basements.

Slow and steady wins the race. Now, go get breakfast.

Before she dug through her suitcase for her last clean shirt, she checked her phone. She had three new messages. One was a promo from a boating company trying to entice her with thirty percent off a whale-watching tour. The second was an engagement announcement from her West Coast cousin.

The third message was an email from Dr. Joan Barkley, Terra’s direct supervisor at the WAF.

Terra,

Hope the Vatnajökul dig went well. I know you’re supposed to be on vacation now, but something came up last minute, and I was wondering if you’d be willing to take care of it since you’re our closest agent.

A little birdy told me the Villon Institute has applied to the Icelandic government for permission to conduct a dig in the Námafjall geothermic region. They haven’t officially asked WAF for certification yet, but I’m sure that’s only an oversight on their part. They’ll want our all-clear ASAP.

The region is about ninety minutes from Reykjavík by bush plane, and we would pay you for your time and all related travel expenses. Can you do the job? (I hear the boiling mud pots are spectacular, so long as you hold your nose!)

-Joan
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Terra burst into the dining room to find Leif, Harris, Mads, and Emmy halfway through a lovely brunch of Irish fry-up and fresh melon. Terra gaped at the half-empty plates on the table, her panic momentarily forgotten. Of course. When every window in the house faced west, the morning would always be a shadowy confusion. The lounge clock had been working fine, and now it felt like half the day was already wasted.

The diners stared at Terra, who hadn’t bothered to brush her disheveled hair or even throw a pair of jeans over her flannel underwear before interrupting the meal. Mads was the first to speak, eying her from his chair at the far end of the table. “Don’t go throwing a fit now, luv,” he drawled. “We saved you a plate.”

“Námafjall!” Terra darted over to the maps and whiteboard that covered the entire eastern wall of the dining room. She snatched a spare pin and plunged it into a minuscule dot near the heart of Iceland. “The mud we’re looking for is in the Námafjall geothermic region, and we need to get out there now.”

Emmy stood from her plate with a curse and began clearing away the dishes.

Terra rounded on the group, brandishing her phone. Breathlessly, she told them about the message from Dr. Barkley.

“Námafjall was low on the list of potential shrine sites we made last night,” she concluded. “It’s a region where sustained geothermal activity pushes dozens of steam vents close to the surface, creating a landscape of hot springs and mud pots. It’s a few hundred miles east of here. Villon is looking for Freya’s relics, too. If they have reason to think there’s something out there in the hot springs, we need to find and secure it before they do.”

She held her breath, waiting to see how the others would react to this news. This was a test, but it was not her test. When it came to hunting down these artifacts, Harris talked a big game. Now that she had dropped a solid lead on his plate, would he trust her and commit the resources to see it through? Or had all of last night’s excitement been the sort of dream easily forgotten by the light of day?

Harris folded his arms, studying the map with a thoughtful look. Mads’ nose wrinkled. Leif stared blankly at Terra as he chewed his sausage.

“Maddox?” Harris asked finally, turning a questioning look to his man-at-arms. “What do you think?”

Mads shook a toothpick from a pouch in his vest, popped it between his front teeth, and gave Terra an appraising look. “It sounds like Villon’s got some clever and unsavory sorts on the payroll. You sure that message you got really came from the WAF?”

Terra’s gut clenched. She hadn’t even considered the possibility that the message from Barkley was fake. If Sam Goodwin’s people had finally cleared the path to Freya’s shrine beneath the glacier and found no trace of one dumb American kid, they might have concluded Terra had escaped the tomb.

She checked her email client and exhaled in relief. “Pretty sure,” she stated. “It’s part of an entire email chain between me and Joan going back several months. If this is really from someone at Villon, and they’re trying to lure me into a trap, Námafjall is a weird and inconvenient place to do it.”

Mads nodded slowly. “You’ve got friends in the ministry, Doc.” He glanced at Harris. “Can you pull some strings and get Villon’s new excavation approval stalled in bureaucracy? It would give you some time to get your own team out to the area.”

Harris cocked his head. “I could.” He sounded uncomfortable. “Beatrice has had the run of the place for years, unfortunately. The Ministry of Culture has a history of rubber-stamping her requests, and if she starts encountering resistance out of the blue, she might wonder why. Coming on the heels of the mishap at Vatnajökul, it may tip her off that someone is seeking to sabotage her operations.”

Mads’ eyebrows jumped in genuine surprise. “Oy, Doc. That’s some bloody shrewd thinking on your part. I might make a worldly man of you yet.”

Terra ground her teeth. If she had her way, Mads wouldn’t be a part of this operation. Yet Harris depended on the smarmy cad, so Terra would have to put up with him. At least until she won a greater share of the old doctor’s trust.

“Well, then.” Mads shifted the toothpick from one side of his mouth to the other. “We can’t stop Villon’s people from searching the mud flats. Sounds like a bloody miserable job anyway, if you ask me. Why not keep a close eye on the operation, let someone else do all the dirty work, then me and a couple of burly lads swoop in and liberate this magical whatsits as soon as Villon’s people find it?”

The thought made the back of Terra’s neck prickle. Leif sat bolt upright, honing in on the same unease. He opened his mouth to protest, but she got there first.

“We don’t know the real power of these magical whatsits.” She lifted her arms to indicate the bracers. “And we don’t know what they know. Letting them have control of it, even for a moment, could be disastrous.”

“Agreed,” Harris stated reluctantly. “The power of the drinking horn alone drove Beatrice to acts of avarice and vanity I could not have imagined, and there’s no telling how much further she might have fallen since. It’s best not to risk letting her have control of the artifact. I’m afraid Terra is correct, Maddox. I need you to get out there and find it before they do.”

“Why him?” Terra demanded. At the same time, Mads groaned and shook his head.

“Not me, Doc,” the man pleaded. “Not this time.”

Terra and Mads exchanged wary looks.

“I’ll do it,” Leif offered into the silence. He wiped his chin with his napkin and pushed away from the table. His tone was light, but he shot Terra a meaningful look. He, too, did not want Freya’s treasures falling into the wrong hands.

“You?” Mads eyed Leif’s fashionable sweater and neatly brushed hair.

“Sure. Why not?”

Mads snorted.

“There was a puzzle associated with the first shrine,” Terra told Harris. “It wasn’t as simple as cracking open a sarcophagus and grabbing the bracers. If there’s another shrine and puzzle at Námafjall, I have a better chance at cracking it than Mads.”

“You didn’t mention any puzzle last night,” Harris noted.

Terra felt her cheeks redden. She hadn’t gone into detail about her experience at the shrine because she wanted to avoid bringing up the subject of Freya’s champion and the goddess’ tests. Now she had to get creative to cover her tracks. “It was there,” she told him firmly. “A riddle in the runes. Like I said, the cave-in damaged the mechanism.”

“So you don’t actually have experience solving these old puzzles,” Mads suggested.

“I have more experience than you do,” Terra shot back.

Harris lifted his hands. “Everyone, please. You are all perfectly capable in your own ways. There is no need to argue.”

Terra sucked in a deep breath. Mads settled back in his chair.

“Now,” Harris went on. “There is no question we need to investigate the lead at Námafjall as soon as possible. I’m afraid that obligations, as well as my arthritis, would make me more of a hindrance than a help in a place like that, but I can charter a bush plane to take you there before teatime.” He settled a long stare on Maddox. “Our young guests have already volunteered and are eager to go,” he remarked. “Yet given Miss Terra’s previous encounter with the Villon employees, I would feel much better knowing they had a sharp-eyed man at their back.”

Once more, Terra found herself biting her tongue. It was unreasonable to expect Harris to fully sponsor her quest without sending along a bit of oversight. She only wished oversight didn’t come in the form of stupid Maddox and his stupid charming smile.

To her surprise, Mads also seemed unhappy with the idea. He glanced from Leif to Terra and back to Harris before leaning forward. “I’ve been to Námafjall before, Doc. And if I’m being brutally honest, you ain’t paying me enough to go back again.”

“Oh, do me this favor, Maddox,” Harris sighed. “We’ll revisit the matter of your seasonal bonus.”

Mads’ toothpick splintered to pieces beneath the force of his jaw. He stood. “I’ll get packed.” He looked at Leif. “Mate, let me do you a favor and lend you some proper clothes. You’re in for a rough day regardless, and that wool is going to be hell on you.”

“My clothes?” Leif looked down at his sweater, confused. “If you say so. What’s so miserable about this Námafjall place that you don’t want to go back?”

Mads barked a harsh laugh and strode for the door. “It’s a land of hot springs and muck. Imagine if hell was a dirty old bugger with a nasty case of the running shits, and us lucky three are going off to dig for treasure in the bowl of his toilet.”


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


Námafjall Geothermal Area, Northeastern Iceland, Friday afternoon

The little De Havilland Beaver flew low over a landscape that had fallen out of time.

Ninety minutes outside Reykjavík by plane, as Dr. Barkley had promised, barren stretches of empty yellow-orange earth rolled across a boundless plain of low, broad mountains and shallow valleys. Pockets of boiling water and roiling mud dotted the land, sending plumes of steam burping up from thermal vents far below the surface. Terra had seen this place before, in Disney’s original Fantasia. In the clip where the earth turned vicious and ugly, where all the dinosaurs starved and cooked in a barren hellscape.

And still, she looked down through the plane’s little window and saw beauty in the wilderness.

When the plane reached a particularly smooth patch of air, and Leif could speak without fear of puking, he observed, “Midgard really is a dumping ground for all the random bits of Ymir left over after the gods finished Muspelheim, Jötunheim, and the rest. I’ve never known a land to show so much drastic variety over such a small area.”

He sat on the bench beside her. Mads and the pilot were up in the cockpit chatting over headsets like old friends, their voices drowning beneath the engine's roar. Terra and Leif could safely shout on about all matters godly without fear of being overheard.

“That’s Iceland for you,” she answered. “Earth has all sorts of landscapes, but this place is known as a land of extremes.”

The hull rattled gently, and Leif’s grip tightened around the airsickness bag in his fist. Terra wished she had thought to bring some Dramamine or ginger along for him. “I’m surprised this bothers you so much,” she called. “Considering all your traveling.”

Leif grunted and patted the hull. “This little clockwork deathtrap hurtling leagues above the ground at speeds never meant for mortals is a far cry from a proper longship or a carriage ride across the countryside.”

Terra supposed it was. “This relic we’re hunting,” she remarked. “You called it the voice. What is it? What are we looking for, exactly?”

Leif hesitated, then shook his head. At first, Terra thought the nausea was getting to him, but he leaned in close and spoke directly into her ear. “I don’t know much besides what I recall from old bedtime stories, and those don’t all agree on the nature of Freya’s Midgard relics. Even if I did know, I think the discovery is part of your test as the chosen.”

Terra grimaced. “That’s not very helpful.”

“I’m already giving you and the doctor a primer on how to read a language that hasn’t been spoken in Midgard in over a thousand years.” Leif settled back and closed his eyes against the harsh sunlight streaming through the windows. “I’m being plenty helpful.”

Terra stared out over the land of Námafjall. The plane swooped low over a particularly steep ridge, and the country road fell away. Down in the valley, she spotted a line of SUVs and work trucks as tiny as toys glittering in the sunlight. From this angle, the motionless convoy must be hidden from the road. People moved around the vehicles like ants at the mouth of a hill. Terra squinted and saw an opening in the base of the mountain. A dark mouth, obscured by the haze of steam venting up from the pools dotting the valley.

“Off to the east!” she shouted, pressing her phone to the window and hitting the record button. “Two o’clock!”

“Sure looks suspicious, don’t it?” Mads peered out his window and consulted something on his phone. Harris hadn’t been willing to pull direct strings with his contacts in the government, but he had been able to talk his friend into sending Mads a copy of Villon’s excavation application. “Location lines up,” he confirmed. “I’d wager that’s our mark. Good eye, luv.”

Up in the cockpit, the pilot removed his headset. “I’ll mark the location on my flight path,” he called back to Terra as he angled the plane northward. Her view of the activity site faded as the aircraft passed over another ridge.

“What are you doing?” she protested. “This is where we need to be.”

It was Mads who answered, leaning back over the cramped cockpit seat and shouting to make himself heard over the engine's whine. “You got a parachute under that coat I don’t know about?”

Terra narrowed her eyes.

Mads shook his head, amused. “Points for spirit, but there are a few problems with your proposal. One, the ground around here is too unstable to make for a reliable landing strip. Our pilot isn’t being paid to get his landing gear stuck in the mud and melted by the venting heat. And if we can’t land safely, we sure as hell can’t wing it safely after the heist is over. Two, ain’t many planes filling the sky, as you can see.

“I guarantee you someone down at that dig site noticed our little fly-by. Now, sightseeing tours do come this way from time to time, but if we rolled up and parked this boat behind the next hill, they’d know something was up. We’re going to need a subtler approach. You mark that location on your map, luv. There’s an off-roader waiting for us at the landing strip, and we’ll drive back out this way all sneaky-like.”

With that, Mads faced the front window and settled back into his seat. Restlessly, Terra marked the dig location on her GPS. Then to be safe, she dug a paper atlas of Iceland from her bag and marked that, too. Every second they spent flying away from the dig site felt like an eternity.

“I’ve been reading up on Námafjall the whole ride over,” Terra told Leif. “It’s all about geysers, hot springs, mud pots, fumaroles, and volcanic craters. None of the websites mention anything about caves.”

Leif’s eyes were closed, and his head rested against the seat behind him. The air had turned unfriendly, and he clutched a paper airsickness bag between his knees. His face was drawn, and a greenish tinge colored his cheeks. He blinked, regarding Terra miserably.

She continued. “In fact, all that geological activity should make any kind of stable cave system impossible.”

The hull rattled as the plane began its final descent toward a tourist outfitter’s station on the shores of Lake Myvtan. Leif groaned and huffed into his bag. “Not impossible,” he insisted between heaves. “If the caves are blessed and preserved by Freya.”

Terra’s stomach rolled over, which had nothing to do with the turbulence. She recalled the line of SUVs she had seen huddled in that shallow valley. There could have been two dozen people there, easily. “They’ve already found the shrine.”

“Seems they have a head start on us.” Leif pressed his eyes shut, trying to breathe through the bumpy ride. The muscles of his neck spasmed as he struggled not to puke. Terra put a hand between his shoulder blades and rubbed small circles, the way her mother had done for her when carsickness made her nauseous. Leif was wearing an old army surplus jacket Mads had dug out of the closet. The heavy canvas made him look thinner and more fragile.

A scream of wheels on gravel sounded as the bush plane touched ground. The hull bounced once, twice, then stabilized as the pilot guided the plane down the landing strip. Terra stared over the barren horizon in despair. From the sky, the distance between Lake Myvtan and the shrine had seemed so puny. Down on the ground, she felt like an ant stranded on the surface of Mars.

“But we have something they don’t.”

She turned to see Leif had set aside his airsickness bag. The color was already returning to the Asgardian’s narrow cheeks. He wiped his glasses on his sleeve, though as far as Terra could tell, they weren’t dirty.

“We do?” she asked as the plane rolled to a stop in front of a squat hangar, and the pilot began toggling and flipping the chaos of switches on his control board.

Leif nodded and unclipped the buckle that held him to his seat. Without waiting for the all-clear, he grabbed the hull latch and pushed, flinging the side door open. Chilly air flooded the cabin. It reeked of diesel and the eye-watering scent of rotting eggs. Leif, who had clearly been hoping for a taste of something sweeter, groaned.

“They’ve got a head start on us, and they’ve got manpower,” Leif admitted. “But we’ve got Freya’s champion on our side.”

Námafjall Geothermal Area, Northeastern Iceland, Friday afternoon

Mads’ off-roader was a modified Jeep Wrangler with a rollover bumper cage, mud tires as big around as wagon wheels, and a slapdash collection of bumper stickers from every corner of the globe plastered over every open surface. A thick-bearded tour guide stood at the edge of the landing strip, jingling keys in his hand as Terra and Leif waited for Mads to dig something from his gear bag.

When she saw him fix a respirator over his face, she almost laughed in mingled frustration and jealousy. She’d barely been off the plane for two minutes, and already the ubiquitous smell of sulfur had her eyes watering. The locals might be accustomed to the stench, but she was not.

“Any chance you brought extra for the class?” she asked when the pickpocket shouldered his bag and turned away from the plane, looking like he’d walked off the cover of a steampunk novel.

The respirator faintly muffled Mads’ voice. “You can get your own bloody masks. I warned you, this place is awful.” He took the jeep keys from the tour guide with a jaunty little wave.

“Our insurance doesn’t cover off-road.” The big man with the name badge sighed. He had a tired look in his eye that suggested this was not the first time he had crossed paths with Maddox. “I really hope you know what you’re doing.”

“No worries, mate.” Mads cinched his bag into the back of the Jeep. “You know the old man’s good for it if we wreck your little toy.”

The guide shook his head and went to join the bush pilot back in the hangar.

“Last chance to use the loo and raid the vending machines, lady and gent.” Mads waved to the squat airplane hangar as he hopped over the driver’s door and settled in behind the wheel. “Because this train is leaving the station.”

Terra and Leif scrambled into the Jeep.

“The pilot texted me our heading.” Mads tossed his phone to Terra as she buckled herself into the passenger seat. “Pull it up, would you, luv? Passenger gets navigation duties.”

The phone was still warm from Mads’ body heat. A network of hairline cracks on the screen suggested the man was hard on his toys. “Don’t call me that.” She pulled up a navigation app and plugged in the coordinates where they had spotted the SUV convoy. “Um.” She chewed her lip. “Well, it’s not giving directions because there are no roads out that way.”

“Oh, I’m well aware.” Mads cranked the engine and wrestled the gear shift out of park. “What do you think these big bloody tires are for?”

Terra squinted at the screen, then turned her body to the left and right to get her bearings. She pointed to a low rise on the eastern horizon. “That way. About three miles. I guess it’s not that far off after all.”

Mads laughed through his respirator. “That’s the spirit. You keep telling yourself that as the terrain wears blisters in your arse.” He hit the gas, and the jeep leaped forward, rumbling off the gravel path and striking into the steaming, stinking badlands.
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Terra wished Mads had been joking about the blisters. From up in the sky, there had been a serene beauty to the landscape. Down here in the muck, the brilliant patchwork of contrasts was larger. Patches of empty, sienna-colored earth, steaming pools in eye-searing shades of cerulean and azure, wide swaths of white snow crusting the ground in places where the heat from the springs could not quite reach. They made the land about as smooth as a McDonald’s ball pit during an earthquake.

A little turbulence in a plane was one thing, but Terra had to fix her eyes on the horizon and count to fifty every time Mads whipped the jeep away from a dodgy-looking ice floe or patch of muddy ground. It was the smell, she told herself. The smell made everything worse, not the anxiety that came with knowing what lay at the end of their road.

“So what’s our plan?” she asked after Mads found a relatively flat, straight stretch of ground.

“That’s easy,” Mads called through his respirator. “I get you into the dig, you find the magical whatsits, and we all go home.”

Terra glanced at Leif in the back seat. She’d expected to find him bent over a bucket, but he was sitting up, reading from one of the file folders he’d brought from Harris’ research box.

“What?” he asked, seeing Terra’s blank stare.

“You were about to hurl in the plane,” she pointed out. “Now you’re reading?”

Leif straightened his glasses as the jeep roared over a steep boulder and began to climb the ridge. “Like I told you, I’m perfectly accustomed to carriage rides.”

Terra shook her head. She had to stay focused.

“We have to assume some of the Villon people are armed, don’t we?” she turned back to Mads.

“A wise man assumes every bugger out there in the whole wide mysterious world is armed until he has bloody good reason to think otherwise,” he answered.

Terra grimaced, remembering the sight of that long-barreled revolver in Sam Goodwin’s spade-like hands. He was ready to kill me, she reminded herself. This is serious business.

“So, how do we get into the cave?” she fretted. “I only saw one entrance, and it was crawling with people.”

The jeep slammed to a halt and sent Leif’s file flying into the back of Terra’s head. Terra yelped, then clapped her hands over her mouth. When her head stopped spinning, she saw Mads shifting the transmission into park in the shadow of a sand-colored monolith perched near the lip of the rise.

“Oh, don’t throw a wobbly, lu—” Mads caught himself “—Terra.” He unclipped his seat belt, grabbed the support strut over his head, and tossed himself from the jeep as if he were allergic to using the door. “Step one in executing any good treasure hunt is doing proper recon.” He went to the back hatch, hunted through his bag, and pulled out a pair of heavy binoculars and a long-range walkie-talkie. “Lucky for you lot, I happen to be cracking good at recon. Now you stay here and keep quiet. I’m going to get a look at the Villon site.”


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


Námafjall Geothermal Area, Northeastern Iceland, Friday late afternoon

Terra and Leif lay side-by-side along the ridge and peered into the steaming valley, watching Mads. The pickpocket had tossed on a sienna vest that nearly matched the color of the ground, geared up with the radio and binoculars, and crept down the slope. There were no trees or grasses to hide his approach to the cave mouth in the center of the valley. Only a handful of scattered boulders.

“He moves well,” Leif observed as Mads flowed down a patch of scree with his body pressed to the ground to minimize his profile. “He has experience in this terrain.”

“What about you?” Terra asked. “You said something about your grandpa being an elf? He taught you how to talk to reindeer. Did he teach you how to move all sneaky like that?”

Leif pushed his glasses up his nose. “I think you’re letting your distaste for the man cloud your judgment.”

“I think it’s stupid to forget the first time we ever met him, he tried to steal Freya’s bracers.”

Leif gave her a sidelong glance. “Maybe,” he conceded. “Even so, you’ve thrown in your lot with Harris for now, and he has been Harris’ man for a long time. It is unwise to walk into battle with your vision clouded by mistrust for your allies.”

Terra swallowed and glanced back down the slope. In the brief time they had been talking, Mads had covered an astonishing amount of ground. It took her a moment to find him, and when she did, she gasped. He crouched by the last pickup truck in the line and examined the bed's contents. Terra’s hand tightened over the radio, but of course, calling out to him now would risk drawing the attention of one of the handful of Villon diggers moving among the vehicles.

“I wish he’d left the binoculars,” she claimed. “I can barely see anything.”

“He’s digging through a supply crate at the end of the convoy,” Leif reported. “There is a man in a bright yellow hat and vest moving around the front of the vehicle, but Mads seems to be evading his notice easily. What?” he added, catching Terra’s scandalized look. “I have sharp eyes.”

Terra glanced at her bracers. Judging by Leif’s comment about the upcoming battle, she wasn’t the only one nervous about how this encounter might go down. “Is that a thing I could do?” She flexed her fingers into fists.

“I would advise against dangerous experimentation on your fragile mortal body at the moment.”

Terra groaned. “Oh, man, I barely know how to do anything. If things get dangerous—”

Leif closed a comforting hand over her fist. “Then you may have to rely on your shield brothers,” he finished for her. “Mads knows battle, and though none will mistake me for Thor on a field of war, there’s no man or woman who grows up in Asgard without learning sword and spear.”

“I really should have found time to practice more,” Terra observed..

“Where?” Leif asked. “On the plane? In your sleep? Would you risk forming a fireball in Harris’ home or snapping his hearthstone in two with your strength exercises? You are not helpless. You have a seed of Freya’s strength. Remember that. You’ve already tapped into it once to destroy a wall of ice.”

Terra chuckled despite herself, remembering how she had blamed Leif for breaking her hand. That reminded her of the healing factor, which was reassuring. It also made her think of something else. “The reindeer,” she murmured.

“They had strong accents,” Leif stated. “But they were very polite.”

“I mean when I scared them away. With a shout. The bracers did something to my voice. Amplified it. Made it powerful enough to ripple the grass.” She cocked her head. “I think I could do something like that again if I needed to.”

Leif pressed his lips together. “So long as you don’t bring the cave down on our heads.”

Terra’s mind was on what mysteries they might find in the caves below. “I can use the bracers to amplify my voice. And the clue you translated says we’re going down there to look for Freya’s voice, drowned in mud. Do you think they’re related?”

Leif shrugged. “They’re related in the sense that each artifact contains a seed of Freya’s power. You should expect this voice contains unique powers, though. My godmother dislikes inefficiency.”

Terra nodded and crawled away from the lip of the rise. “You keep a lookout for Mads,” she told him. “Since I can’t see him anyway. I’m going to practice. If I don’t keep busy, I’m going to lose my marbles.” She settled cross-legged into a sheltered hollow behind a boulder and stared down at her arms. Practicing the voice or strength tricks would be too risky, so she concentrated on the only other thing she knew. Sparks.

She rolled little balls of light across her palms, focusing on the ebb and flow of power she felt seeping through her blood. Leif had been right. The magic had a will of its own. She felt the sparks straining against her control like badly trained dogs on leashes, eager to burst forth and sizzle and flare and…well, be fire. Any small distraction, any gap in Terra’s concentration, left the little pinpricks of light dripping onto the ground and sizzling out. Quick bursts of energy were easy. On the other hand, a sustained effort was exhausting.

Twenty minutes must have passed before the sound of crunching gravel pulled Terra from her focus. She banished the sparks into oblivion with a sweep of her palm and turned to see Leif hauling Mads up the last few feet of the rise. After he was safely out of sight from the encampment below, Mads straightened, dusted himself off, and tossed a computer tablet at Terra. “Don’t say I never did nothin’ for ya.”

Terra managed to catch the tablet before it hit the rocky ground. Mads marched back to the jeep and ripped open his gear bag. “A profitable venture,” he proclaimed. “I got a good look at the ID tags and vests those wankers are wearing.” He pulled a bundle of bright yellow and orange cloth from his bag, then tossed one safety vest to Terra and one to Leif before swapping out his camo jacket.

“Standard issue safety gear, yeah,” Terra observed, slipping the vest over her shoulders. “The kind of stuff you’ll find all around the world.”

“Don’t you sass me.” Mads wagged a finger at her. “Not after I risked my neck to get down there and confirm what kind of disguises we need to wear into camp. And after I was prepared enough to bring said disguises with us all the way from the coast.”

“What if they’d been wearing non-standard gear?” Terra couldn’t help but ask.

Mads shrugged and slapped a miner’s cap over his shaggy black hair. He pulled a stack of generic name badges on clips from the bag and handed one to each of them. “Then I’da had to nick a couple of vests from camp, and we all know how you feel about that kind of thing.”

Terra didn’t bother arguing. She glanced at the badge he’d handed her. Generic company ID layout. Name, employee number, picture. Except it wasn’t Terra on the card. Sure, it was a white woman with long dark hair, but the similarity ended there.

“Who’s Jane Fonway?” she asked suspiciously.

“Nobody. Don’t you worry. All of those IDs are made up whole cloth. They won’t hold up to scrutiny. They’re only there to reassure the other buggers at a glance that you have an ID and that you certainly belong here. If anyone tries to give you a second look, you turn your back and find somewhere else to be, got it?”

“I’m not sure Sam Goodwin will fall for something this…simple.” Still, Terra clipped the ID to the front of her vest.

“Don’t you worry about that boogeyman,” Mads stated airily. “I overheard some of the men talkin’ down there. Sam Goodwin isn’t the bigwig on this job. It’s some bird named Velma Mays.”

Terra released a breath. Velma. Surely she could handle that squat little middle manager with the Winn Dixie accent.

Mads pointed to the tablet computer beside Terra. “One of the diggers left that sitting on the seat of his truck when he wandered off for a piss. It’s got a map of the dig site on it.”

Terra touched the screen and saw he was correct. Like Sam’s computer back in Vatnajökul, this one displayed a schematic of a cave system. Only this one was much smaller and more compact than the labyrinth beneath the glacier.

Terra swallowed. “It looks like a map of a temple or something built directly into the hillside. Not very big, and I don’t see any standard indications of unknown sectors.” She rose to her feet and brushed dust from her pants. “That’s not good. It’s really not good. We’ve got to get going.”

“Oy?” Mads asked. “Why’s that?”

“It means they have the whole place mapped out. If Freya’s shrine is in there, they’ve already found it.”
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Nearly a dozen Villon employees had left the cave long enough to set up camp in the valley. Terra’s team found it unsettlingly easy to mosey closer amid the small forest of canvases and tarps that flapped in the breeze as the workers erected half a dozen barracks-style sleeping tents.

At least, Terra found it unsettling.

Mads sidled up to her as they hustled past an overseer at the edge of the campsite and nudged her elbow. Before walking over the rise of the hill, he had reluctantly taken off his respirator. It was crammed in the gear bag slung over his shoulder. Now a permanent wrinkle of disgust marred his nose before he could adapt to the noxious atmosphere. “Blimey, you’ve got to relax. The trick to sneaking is you’ve got to act like you’re doing nothing wrong.”

Terra felt her hackles rise as the overseer looked up from his clipboard and glanced in their direction. Taking Mads’ advice to heart, she lifted her chin and thrust her hands casually into the pockets of her jeans. She felt the overseer’s gaze slide over the three of them.

“There,” Mads muttered. “See? Easy-peasy. We got the right hats and vests. Why, we even got ourselves nifty little name badges. They think they’re all secret and alone out here in the badlands. They got no reason to suspect funny business, so don’t give them one.”

Steam vented from one of the mud pots a few dozen yards off, decorating the chilly air with gobs of hot muck. Terra felt something warm and sticky splat against the side of her face. Mads turned his head and coughed. “Gods,” he wheezed. “That is awful.”

Terra flicked the earth’s booger from her cheek. “It’s really not that bad once you get used to it. I read there was a destination spa on the other side of the mountain. Apparently, the mud around here is good for the skin.”

“No joke?” Leif looked curious. “I’ve heard of such things, but I’ve never been to one. Will we have a chance to visit?”

The look of disgust on Mads’ face deepened. “Heads up,” he warned as they approached the tunnel mouth carved into the side of the valley. “You lot keep your mouths shut and let me do the talking.”

The entrance to the shrine was nine feet tall and almost as wide. A lean, tall man in a supervisor’s vest stood at the opening, checking items off his tablet as a thin stream of laborers trickled from the tunnel. They carried backpacks and bundles of excavation tools over their shoulders.

The supervisor glanced up from his board as Mads, Leif, and Terra approached the entrance. Terra held her breath, listening to her heart thud in her ears. Though the air was chilly, the ground beneath her feet was warm with geothermal energy, damp from the constant roil and burble of the mud pools dotting the valley floor. It was the strangest place Terra had ever been, and she stared at the roiling mud puddles as the supervisor waved for Mads to stop.

“We’re packing in for the night,” the supervisor told Mads. “No more work in the dig today.”

Mads forced a whistle through his teeth. “With so much daylight left? That’s a pity.”

The supervisor shrugged and looked back at his checklist. “Running low on battery power and couldn’t get the generators powered up. It’s too bloody damp and awful in there. Home base will be sending us a better generator and a mechanic in the morning, but in the meantime, all the lads are setting up camp.” He tossed a thumb over his shoulder as if they couldn’t see the tent city quickly sprouting across the valley. “Run along.”

“We’ll get right to that,” Mads told him apologetically. His London street accent had vanished. If Terra had to guess now, she would have said the man was a Chicagoan, born and raised. “But Les left his gear bag inside, and I can’t trust him to find his ass with both hands and a map. We’ll run in and grab it, then go down to help set up camp.”

The supervisor made a noise that might have been a grunt of consent, and Mads was not one to look a gift horse in the mouth. He put a hand on Terra’s shoulder and directed her into the black maw with Leif hot on their heels.

Terra switched on the light on her miner’s helmet. A long corridor of fitted stones stretched before them, trailing into darkness. A few inches of warm mud covered the floor. The Villon people had laid a path of plywood planks down the center of the corridor, but it was already filthy and caked with grime.

As soon as they were out of the supervisor’s sight, Mads skidded to a halt and re-equipped his respirator.

“We shouldn’t stay down here too long,” Terra mused. “There can’t be much fresh air flow in here. We don’t want to accidentally gas ourselves.”

“No worries.” Mads tapped the side of his respirator. “If you go a-swooning on me, I’ll whisk you up and carry you to safety. No promises about the lad, though.”

“The Villon people don’t seem worried.” Leif studied a pair of diggers tromping up from within the shrine, carrying a bundle of shovels and pickaxes. “Disgusted and annoyed, perhaps, but not worried. They must have decided the air isn’t deadly.” He gave Terra a meaningful look. “I don’t think you need to worry about me.”

Terra nodded. His Asgardian blood would protect him from the gases that bubbled up from the earth. It was good enough for her.

Leif’s nose wrinkled. “Though it does smell like a flame giant’s flatulence after he ate a heap of rotten mutton.”

“Ah, of course. There’s a smell with which we’re all well acquainted.” Mads clapped Leif on the shoulder, his mood instantly better now that he was breathing filtered air once more. “Looks like we might even have the run of the place for a little while. Let’s not let this opportunity go to waste.”

Terra fumbled with the pilfered tablet and pulled up the structure schematic. “This place is impossible,” she muttered as she resumed walking down the corridor. “You simply can’t build a lasting structure on ground this unstable with ancient technology.”

“Tell that to the blokes who built it.” Mads patted the tightly-fitted stone lining the corridor.

Taking her instructions from the map, Terra led them down the main entryway and through a low, narrow chamber half-flooded with a wash of ancient, dried-up mud. It was labeled treasure room on the map, but Terra figured that must have been someone’s idea of a joke. Diggers had been in the room, chipping away the ancient mud to search for artifacts in the corners. Either they had found nothing of interest, or they had already relocated their discoveries somewhere else. The place was barren.

“’Ent there supposed to be, like, carvings and decorations on the walls?” Mads directed his headlamp to the ceiling, which was decorated with nothing but a few scattered stalactites formed from mud. Terra felt like a termite crawling around in the mound.

“There are,” Leif answered. The Asgardian paused long enough to wipe his sleeve over a stretch of wall, filling the air with a cloud of red dust flakes.

“There are?” Mads stared at the stretch of empty wall. “Where?”

Terra stepped back and cocked her head to the side as she studied the lay of the tightly-fitted stones. “The seams. They’re arranged in the shape of Asgardian runes.”

Leif nodded and ran his finger over the grooves between the stones. Clouds of sulfur-smelling dust swirled in the light of their lanterns. “Do you remember what I taught you last night?” he asked Terra. “Can you read them?”

Terra rubbed some grit from her eye and wished she had brought goggles as well as a respirator. The dust crept up her nose, making her sneeze. She took another look at the symbols through watering eyes. “I think it’s the same pattern I noticed repeated in the Vatnajökul caves.”

“To the Lady of prophecy, bring insight.” Leif nodded solemnly as if he were reciting a hymn. “To the Lady of war, bring valor. To the Lady of love, bring passion.”

“Passion, eh?” Mads snickered. “Well, we’ve got that in spades.”

“It is a common invocation of the goddess,” Leif observed.

Terra finally caught her breath and nodded to the next corridor. “Come on. The map says there’s a prayer room this way.”

The next corridor was shorter and opened into an amphitheater wide enough to accommodate open mic night at a particularly popular comedy club. At first, Terra thought the constructed section of the shrine had entirely given way to a natural cave. Then she saw the regular, evenly-spaced intervals at which the floor dropped away and the focal point at the center of the chamber.

“Oh…” Her heart fluttered. “Wow. Wow.” She stepped forward, but the ground in here was slick with mud, and her boots flew out from beneath her. She would have cracked her skull open on the stone, but Mads grabbed her by the arm and held her steady. She caught her balance and brushed his hand away, though when she tried to walk again, she was much more careful.

“This is crazy,” she breathed, sweeping the narrow beam of her headlamp in the center of the room. A statue rose from the round stage, nearly ten feet tall. Freya Njrorsdatter, goddess of love, goddess of magic, goddess of war, and high witch of the Vanir, sat on a stone throne and stared over the empty seats of the buried amphitheater with eyes of pale marble.

Time had not left the artwork untouched. Falling debris had smashed off one of her delicate marble hands, and a veneer of mud and mineral deposits gave her feathered cloak and silken gown a mottled, crusted look. Still, the sense of solemn awareness on her face was unmistakable. It was as if the living goddess Freya herself had taken a seat upon that throne and turned herself into marble for all eternity.

“Wonderful,” Leif breathed.

“Lovely bird,” Mads agreed, though he seemed oddly disinterested in the statue of a beautiful woman looming ahead of him. He picked his way across one of the amphitheater tiers, examining some of the rubble collected over the centuries. “Looks like Villon left a couple of gear caches in here. Makes sense. No point in hauling everything in and out of the cave at the end of every day.”

Careful not to slip on more mud, Terra and Leif descended the steps and came to the base of Freya’s throne. Terra’s cheeks hurt from grinning. “She’s gorgeous.”

Leif patted the stone woman’s knee fondly. “We should expect nothing less from the goddess of beauty, should we?”

Terra had been thinking more about the craftsmanship that had gone into the statue than about its subject. She circled the throne, sweeping her light over every inch of marble. She winced at every crusted mineral deposit and cringed at the muddy stalagmites accumulating on Freya’s shoulders like bird crap. It was like finding a Faberge egg at the bottom of a pit toilet. She completed her circle of the statue to find Leif leaning against his godmother’s armrest and gazing thoughtfully at the wall on the far side of the chamber. She followed his gaze and saw the same invocation of Freya etched along the wall in Asgardian runes.

“There was a riddle at the first shrine,” she murmured. Mads was busy examining the contents of a Villon equipment box on the other side of the chamber, and she didn’t want him overhearing. “In Nordic runes. I assume because Freya intended for her champion to come from a culture that might only know the Nordic runes.”

Leif nodded. “Sounds plausible, but if you’re looking for any hints from me, you’re barking up the wrong tree.”

Terra thought about that. Her head ached from the sulfur fumes, and every second they spent in here made it more likely someone would realize they were up to no good.

“Not hints,” she agreed. “I know I need to figure this stuff out on my own. How about some basic help, though?”

Leif looked at her, questioning.

“I know what I’m looking for,” she went on. “Another riddle. Nordic runes. But this room is pretty big, and half the surfaces are caked in mud. If I had all the time in the world, I could go through this place methodically, inch by inch, until I found the riddle. We don’t have all the time in the world. So will you help me find the riddle? Be a second set of eyes for me?”

Leif considered the request before nodding. “It’s a sensible argument, and my godmother appreciates common sense.” He rolled up his sleeves. “Besides, the sooner we can get out of this shithole, the better. Let’s find the riddle.”
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After only a moment of internal debate, Terra told Mads what she was looking for. To her pleasant surprise, he didn’t ask questions or make any cheeky remarks. He only nodded, picked a cleaning brush out of the equipment box, and got to work scrubbing the walls for anything that looked a bit like classic Nordic runes.

“Thanks,” she told him reluctantly.

His shoulders rolled in a shrug. “Wait until I find your treasure,” he countered through his respirator. “Then you can thank me.”

She could hear him struggling not to add luv to the end of the sentence.

Terra felt time trickling away as the three of them scanned different sections of the amphitheater. The scent of sulfur pounded against the inside of her skull. In spots where the mud was moist, it stuck to her boots like cement. Where the mud had dried, every footstep kicked up a cloud of red dust that made her eyes water. She worked with both ears trained on the corridor, listening for the approach of any unwelcome footsteps. Once or twice, she heard distant chatter and called a halt, but whatever Villon employees still wandered the outer rooms of the shrine eventually moved on.

Her whole life, Terra had heard Iceland was a land of extremes. A land of fire and ice, volcanoes and glaciers, mountains and ocean. She had never imagined she would experience an extreme quite like this one. Trudging through an impossible ancient shrine buried beside boiling mud pots in the middle of a barren wasteland, searching for a magic artifact. The thought made her giddy. Coupled with the stench, it made her clammy and nauseous.

Dear diary, she thought as she used a brush to clear dust away from another swath of smoothly fitted stone. Today I got a sneak peek at the sixth Indiana Jones movie, and, surprise! It stars ME!

Of course, the movies never showed the miserable hours Dr. Jones spent wandering around the catacombs of Rome or literally, going over what felt like acres of smooth stone with a fine-toothed comb in search of clues. Oh, sure, now that Terra had an idea what to look for, she spotted the Asgardian invocation repeated at intervals along the outer wall, but that message never varied. If there was a riddle hidden there, Terra didn’t see it.

She tried to remind herself patience was a virtue. Every day in the field was built on weeks of research back in the library, slow and steady, yadda-yadda. That was all well and good, except she was working on a deadline. They needed to solve this puzzle tonight before Villon got a fresh crack at the shrine in the morning. They wouldn’t get another shot at bagging this thing.

Terra nearly cried with relief when she brushed a clod of dirt off the lip of the second amphitheater tier and felt deep, tightly chiseled runes beneath her fingertips.

“Please don’t be graffiti,” she prayed as she dropped to her belly and craned her head back to look beneath the lip. “Please don’t be graffiti…”

“Oy, Olson!” Mads barked. “Clock’s ticking. We ain’t got time for you to be faffin’ around—”

“Shut up,” Terra told him excitedly. She shook her hand into the void. “Shut up and bring me my bag. I found it!”

She withdrew charcoal and paper from her bag, then took a rubbing of the line of tiny runes. When she finished, she, Leif, and Mads huddled together on the stone, staring at the symbols. “Diabolical,” Terra breathed. “Some…some jerkwad carved the tiniest imaginable runes on the underside of the ledge.” She pulled out her phone and opened the same primer app that had helped her crack the first riddle. She knew about half the symbols by heart but needed some help with structure and syntax.

“What is it?” Mads asked Leif over Terra’s head. “Looks like terms and conditions to me.”

“Something like that,” Leif agreed vaguely. He patted Terra on the shoulder and settled back, taking a long drink of water from the canteen Harris had lent him.

Mads shrugged, clearly not understanding the puzzle, and returned to the gearbox while Terra wrestled with the runes.

“How’s this?” she asked a few minutes later and turned to Leif with her first translation attempt. “The last few symbols had crumbled away, so I had to improvise, but here’s what I’ve got.

“Honor to the chosen is water to the thirsty child.

Come forth, you who would be mine, and name thyself.”

Leif shrugged like a smug sixth-grader who was overly proud of a secret. Terra found it quite annoying. “No more help,” he told her, tapping the side of his nose with one long finger.

Terra sighed and pushed to her feet fast enough to make her head spin. She repeated the riddle as she paced around the edge of the amphitheater. “Water,” she mused. “That element is clear, not obscured in any metaphor or kerning. Whatever I need to do, it requires water, like the first one did.”

“Oh?” Mads looked up from where he’d been resting. “Are we getting a move on, then? I hear you need some water?” He dipped a hand into the equipment box and tossed her a bottle of water. Terra caught it but frowned at the branded label. “Villon Water? Seriously?”

“Take it up with the inventory manager.” Mads shrugged and dropped his head onto his bag again. “Sooner rather than later. I’d like to get out of this place before I die.”

Terra shook her head and turned her attention back to the riddle. She cracked open the Villon water and took intermittent sips as she paced. “Honor is a pretty vague term that can mean a lot of things,” she pondered. “However, naming rituals are a big part of cultures around the world.” She snapped her fingers. “Oh! The Nenfast…nfst…nafast…” She gave up trying to recall the specific Norse word she sought. “The ritual of name fastening. It was a Viking tradition not all that different from Catholic baptism.”

“Baptism?” Mads asked. “I think you’re in the wrong shrine for that Jesus stuff.”

“I said like baptism,” Terra corrected. “Vikings usually didn’t name their kids until they had already lived through nine nights. Nine, the number of days Odin hung himself on a tree. Anyway, by the end of the ninth day, they could be pretty confident the kid had a decent chance of not dropping dead on them, so they held a name-fastening ceremony. The clan gathered together, Mom or Dad held the baby on their lap, and the chief sprinkled water over them and told the baby what his name would be.”

Terra looked at the center of the amphitheater. Though the Freya statue was from a completely different school of sculpture from the bas-relief tableau in the Vatnajökul, it was every bit as much of an artistic masterwork. With a little expert restoration to clean up the oxidized spots and the mud, Freya on her Throne would not look out of place in the Louvre beside Michelangelo’s David.

Terra understood what she was supposed to do. “I’ll have you know this goes against everything a good archaeologist stands for,” she told Leif.

“What?” Leif grinned and stood, descending to the statue beside Terra. “Sitting in a place that was meant for sitting? Look at her lap, Terra. It’s worn from use! Plenty of people sat there long ago.”

Mads rose and walked a slow circle around the goddess’ stony figure, regarding it with interest for the first time. “We’re supposed to do a naming ceremony for you. L…” He caught himself and looked at Terra. “You gonna climb in her lap and play the baby?”

Terra gnashed her teeth and stepped around Mads. She stared up into the goddess’ stone face and felt herself blushing as if she were a child about to climb into the lap of her first mall Santa. Maybe that was partially the point of this ritual — to humble her. To remind her that she was still a child.

“All right, then.” She climbed into Freya’s lap and settled, folding her legs awkwardly beneath her. It put her almost nose-to-nose with the goddess. “Um. The riddle says name thyself.” She looked at her water bottle, shrugged, and pulled off the cap.

She drew in a deep breath and drizzled a thin stream of water down her scalp. “My name is Terra Olson.”

Silence rang through the cavern.

“You supposed to say it in Nordic, maybe?” Mads suggested.

“That wouldn’t matter,” Leif answered with a certainty that struck Terra as unearned. She glanced down to see Leif’s lips twitching as he fought back a smile. “English should work fine.”

Mads shot Leif a curious look.

Terra thought for a moment and poured another drizzle of water over her scalp. “Lady Freya,” she stated in a loud, clear voice. “I am here. I would be your child. My name is Terra Olson.”

Giggling filled the cavern. Terra shot Leif a deadly look. The Asgardian folded his arms and struggled to keep his face straight. “Go on,” he urged. “You’re almost there.”

Terra flicked her bottle in his direction, lashing him with a thin stream of water. He squeaked and jumped backward. Terra faced the statue again. “My name,” she declared as she poured the last of the bottle over her head. “Is Terra Olsdatter!”

Nothing happened. Leif howled with laughter, clutching his gut and rolling on the floor.

“He’s havin’ a fit,” Mads observed. “Should I put a wallet in his mouth or something?”

Terra gritted her teeth and climbed from Freya’s lap. She stomped over to Leif and hauled him up by his vest. It was shockingly easy. Strength flowed from the bracers and warmed her muscles. “I’m very tired,” she growled at Leif. “And my head is killing me. So how about we quit fooling around and get this over with?”

“Oh, come on.” Leif wiped a tear from the corner of his eye. “It’s right there. It’s right there in front of you. Read the riddle again!”

Terra released Leif’s vest and snatched her notes. She glared at the page as water dripped off her nose and down her neck. Her lips moved as she re-read the words. Understanding struck her like a thunderbolt.

She flung the paper aside, snatched a second bottle of water from the gearbox, and clambered back into Freya’s lap. “Lady Freya,” she called to the heavens, “I’ll have to ask you for a preemptive pardon because I’m going to beat the snot out of someone if this doesn’t work.” She tore the cap off the second bottle and upended it over her head. She stared into the statue’s clear white eyes as water coursed down her shirt. “I would be your child. I would be your chosen. I would be named Terra Freyasdatter.”

A loud click echoed through the cavern, followed by the deep, rumbling grind of stone against stone. Mads spun and reached for the pistol beneath his vest as if he were expecting a squad of Marines to storm the amphitheater.

Terra felt the statue rumble beneath her and scrambled off the goddess’ stony lap, afraid the entire structure was about to drop into a sinkhole. Then she saw a stone slab behind Freya’s throne slide away to reveal a narrow staircase that descended into a dark abyss.

“Blimey.” Mads breathed as he put his gun away. “These Viking blokes were better engineers than I ever would have guessed.”


CHAPTER NINETEEN


Villon base camp, Námafjall Geothermal Area, Friday evening

As far as Velma Mays was concerned, there was only one difference between Samuel Goodwin and the other overgrown, fragile-egoed man-babies who fumbled their way through running the world. That difference being Sam Goodwin was, technically, her boss.

So when the big dumb idiot’s reckless impatience resulted in the Vatnajökul cave-in that put the timeline for Villon’s Iceland digs into chaos, she was not entirely surprised that his first instinct was to cover his tracks and send away anyone who might remind him of how badly he had screwed up.

Not that Velma minded. The Námafjall dig was a small operation, but it was her operation. She didn’t have to run around cleaning up one overgrown toddler’s mess anymore.

Nope, she had to run around cleaning up after an entire crew of overgrown toddlers.

“Excuse me?” She couldn’t believe what the foreman was telling her. She brandished her tablet, indicating the digital time sheets she had so meticulously organized. “Are you telling me you let three crew members into the dig site without signing in?”

The foreman stuffed his face into his bowl of campfire chili as if Velma couldn’t see his eyes rolling. “Not to do any work,” he grumbled. “Only to grab some gear they left behind.”

“This is a secure work site! No one gets in and out of the dig without logging it. Not to take a piss or grab a smoke. I don’t care if some moron’s head fell off and he accidentally left it in the treasure room. He doesn’t go back to fetch it without signing the document!”

Color touched the foreman’s cheeks, but he only shrugged into his bowl and slurped his chili faster, eager to get away from the angry site supervisor.

Velma’s jaw clenched. She made a mental note to add a written reprimand to the foreman’s employment file. Persistent idiocy.

She grabbed a gear bag from the corner of the tent and slapped on a miner’s helmet. Now she had to go sweep the site to make sure everything was secure. Because she gave a crap about her job. She made sure to log herself into the dig site before stomping from the tent. At least the first crews to enter the shrine had mapped it properly and confirmed the two-way radios worked in every room in the complex. Otherwise, technically, according to standard dig procedure, Velma would have needed to drag a buddy along with her. For safety.

Had anybody asked, Velma would have assured them at this point every member of her dig crew was safer staying out of her way.

She felt better after she was down in the mud and the darkness of the shrine. This was why she’d stuck with the job after so many years. She was no archaeologist. She was a craftswoman. Every ruin she visited and explored was an example of the quiet patience and competence of the ancient people who had built it. She’d worked fifteen years in the construction industry. In her opinion, none of the modern concrete formulations, fancy rebar techniques, or slapdash, penny-pinching engineering shortcuts could shake a stick at what a couple of iron-age roughnecks could accomplish when they set their minds to it.

The Námafjall shrine was a perfect example. It must have taken a genius to carve such a stable, well-preserved complex into a mountain made of mud in a stretch of land infamous for its regular earthquakes. Proper engineering, Velma thought, was the best sort of magic. The stink was pretty bad, but nobody could blame that on the builders.

She moved through the outer corridors and chambers, examining the markers the digging crew had left behind and making note of any good locations that might house a generator after they got the generators running properly. Several workmen had left litter and miscellaneous tools lying around. Annoying, but not technically dockable offenses.

She was making a final sweep of the lower corridors when the ground beneath her feet began to rumble. Her mind jumped to earthquake. She was half a heartbeat from turning tail and running for the exit when the rumbling ceased. She held her breath and strained her ears into the silence. Come to think of it….that had been less like a common tremor and more akin to the reverberating sensation of heavy equipment operating deeper in the cave.

Velma hesitated. There was no heavy equipment in the shrine. If it had been a tremor, she needed to clear the area. But she was only a few yards from what her crew had dubbed the prayer room, and it was the last unchecked section of the shrine. If she didn’t turn over every stone, she’d be up all night wondering.

She steadied her headlamp and walked into the prayer room. The amphitheater was still, silent, and dark. She swept her light over the tiers, confirmed there were no dead or lost diggers camping out in this stinking pit, and turned to leave when something caught her eye.

That statue at the center of the chamber, the one of the goddess on her throne. Velma had first seen it that afternoon by the light of half a dozen flood lamps. She was sure it had been facing the main entrance. Remembered it as clear as day, in fact.

She glanced down into the pit of the amphitheater and saw the woman was in profile. The entire carving had rotated ninety degrees from where it had been earlier.

Baffled, Velma descended the amphitheater tiers. She reached the bottom level before seeing it. The displaced slab of stone set into the ground behind the throne and the mouth of the secret passage it revealed.

She grabbed her radio on the way down to check it out.

Shrine of the Lady, Námafjall Geothermal Area, Friday evening

“Hey, um…” Terra swallowed. She had been the first to descend the narrow staircase hidden beneath Freya’s throne, so she was the first to see the glossy, liquid surface of the mud that filled the narrow chamber at its bottom. “Do either of you know much about quicksand?”

Leif leaned over her shoulder and squinted into the narrow beams of light cutting across the darkness. Terra stood on what she thought was the second to last step above the ground, but it was hard to tell. A pool of mud flooded the chamber.

As she and Leif watched, a small gas bubble formed on the surface and popped lazily, adding to the steam and the stink in the air.

“It’s…normally sand, isn’t it?” Leif asked.

Terra wasn’t sure if Leif was being snarky or having trouble translating the term quicksand. She felt a third presence crowd onto the stairs behind her, and Mads leaned over her other shoulder to study the chamber.

It was about twenty feet wide and fifty feet long, nicely square at the corners. Like everything else at this dig site, it was remarkably well-preserved. Carved columns lined the tightly-fitted stone walls, adding the first hint of true ornamentation Terra had seen in the entire shrine.

The glowing lines of their three headlamps converged on the far end of the chamber.

“I wouldn’t worry about quicksand, luv.” Mads forgot to stop himself this time, but Terra found she didn’t mind. The grin in his voice was infectious. Another statue stood at the end of the chamber. Freya in marble so clean and pale it seemed to glow with its own inner light. Terra had sensed that warmth before. There was magic in the stone.

The goddess stood ten feet tall on the back of a chariot. In one hand, she held forth a staff, pointing the way for her massive steeds. Mud bubbled and rippled around the wheels of her chariot.

Taking this as a sign that the mire couldn’t be that deep, Terra stepped into the chamber. Her boots sunk a few inches before settling onto solid ground. The mud pressed around her ankles, warm, thick, and gooey. Honestly, it would feel nice if it didn’t smell like unwashed butt.

She sloshed through the muck, picking her feet up high with every step. An unadorned stone altar stood before the statue, ready to receive offerings. Though the altar was the size of a modest dinner table, the scale of Freya and her chariot made it seem puny, like the furniture at a child’s tea party.

Terra’s attention slid to the creatures pulling Freya’s chariot, and she released a cry of delight. “Kitties!” Once again forgetting the most basic tenants of archaeological fieldwork, she reached up and pressed her bare palm against the shoulder of a housecat the size of a draft horse. The creature was shaggy and regal, its head held high and proud. The stone was warm beneath Terra’s skin, even warmer than the ambient temperature might have suggested. As if the stone was alive.

“Bygul,” Leif told her, coming up to pat the shaggy cat’s flank. “And Trjegul, his brother. Geror gave the cats to Freya long ago as a wedding gift.” He gave Terra a sidelong look. “You didn’t know her chariot is pulled by cats?”

“I heard that,” Terra admitted. “Honestly, in my head, I always pictured a team of them hooked to a sled. Like huskies.”

Leif cocked his head, considering the mental image. Given his Scandinavian-adjacent heritage, he would have been familiar with dog sleds. “It would never work,” he decided. “With enough time and patience, you can get two cats to cooperate, but not an entire herd of them working in tandem.”

“There’s a saying about that.” Terra laughed and gave the shaggy tomcat one last impulsive scratch before stepping away. “Wouldn’t need a whole lot of them when they’re that big, though.” She sighed, admiring both the craftsmanship of the statue and the animal itself. “I want one.”

Leif wrinkled his nose. “Say that again after you’ve had to clean out the sandbox a few times.”

“Are we looking for another riddle?” Mads examined the underside of the stone altar. “Or is this big honkin’ statue the treasure we’re looking for? Should I call up a couple of buddies with a flatbed truck and a backhoe?”

Terra shook her head, returning to the task at hand. “Probably not another riddle.” She ran her hands over the statue, dragging her fingers along the pale marble of the yoke and chariot, pausing to look up at the stone goddess. She wasn’t imagining it. The stone did glimmer with a light of its own, the same way the bracers’ case had glowed.

Her gaze landed on the goddess’ pale throat. A band of thickly braided red-gold metal sat like a necklace over Freya’s collar bones.

“Bingo.” Terra pointed. “Right there.”

“A necklace.” Mads peered over the ridge of his respirator. “Right-o, that’s as much a voice as your bracelets are hands, I guess.”

“It’s a torc, technically,” Terra murmured. “More of a status symbol than a necklace. Like a slightly less inconvenient version of a tiara.”

“I don’t care if it’s Odin’s favorite cock ring,” Mads answered. “We’ve been down here long enough. Time to grab the goods and go.”

“Treasure hunter is polite speech for grave robber,” Terra declared as she clambered onto the chariot beside Freya and kicked the mud off her boots.

“Ey, don’t you get all high and mighty on me. The only difference between archaeology and grave robbing is one of time scale.”

Terra snorted. “I don’t want to climb onto the edge of the chariot. I need a lift.”

Working together, Leif and Mads boosted Terra until she was at eye level with the stone-worked goddess again.

“Uh, this feels kind of disrespectful,” she told the statue as she grabbed the torc in both hands. “But I’m pretty sure it’s what I’m supposed to be doing. So, uh, apologies if I’m wrong.”

She pulled at the metal.

“Terra,” Mads drawled after a moment. “It might be the wild thudding of my heart, but I think I hear footsteps above.”

“I hear it too,” Leif grunted.

“It’s not coming off.” Terra tugged harder at the torc.

“Is it latched?” Mads asked patiently.

“Latched?”

“Bloody hell, are you not a woman? Do you not know your jewelry? Does it have a clasp on the back holding it in place?”

Terra leaned forward and traced the curve of the torc with her fingers. She scowled. “No latch. It’s an open piece. There should be some give in the wire, but there’s not. It’s completely inflexible.”

“Pull harder,” Leif suggested. A nervous edge crept into his voice, and now Terra heard it too. The distant sounds of shouting and stomping feet.

“Bullocks,” Mads growled as he released Terra’s left leg. “We’ve got company incoming.”

Terra yelped and flung her arms around Freya’s neck, catching herself as Leif assumed her full weight. “Grab it,” Leif commanded.

“I don’t want to break anything!”

The distant shouting grew clearer. Some of the Villon men must have discovered the secret passageway.

“Terra Freyasdatter!” Leif barked. “If you manage to break Freya’s necklace by lifting it off the blasted statue, the goddess should thank you for revealing the shoddy workmanship.”

“We’re running out the clock here, my lovelies,” Mads warned as he dropped his gear bag onto the altar and dug out a second pistol. “Leif, mate, you ever fired a gun before?”

Terra groaned, but Leif was right. No time to dither. She closed her eyes and brought her wrists together until the bracers touched. Strength, she thought. I’ve tapped into Freya’s strength before.

Sure, she’d done it to destroy a glacier and not to handle delicate artifacts, but hey. Nothing ventured, nothing gained.

I want that necklace!

Warm strength flooded up her arms, filling her with Freya’s power. She grasped the torc in both hands and yanked.

Nothing happened. At least, nothing good.

Plenty of bad things happened, though.

Two men in Villon uniforms appeared at the base of the narrow staircase that was, as far as anyone could tell, the only way in and out of the room. Mads dropped to his knees in the mud, taking shelter behind the altar. Up on the statue, Terra overbalanced and flailed, knocking Leif onto his ass with one wild kick. She gasped and tackled Freya’s torso like a bear climbing a tree. Leif groaned and struggled to roll over, but the sticky, thick mud slowed his movements.

“Freeze!” one of the men bellowed, raising a pistol that was definitely not in compliance with dig safety regulations and leveling it at the clearest target in the chamber. Terra’s exposed back. “Drop everything. Hands up. Step away from the goods. You’re surrounded.”


CHAPTER TWENTY


Shrine of the Lady, Námafjall Geothermal Area, Friday evening

Terra couldn’t see the guards pointing guns at her back, but she felt them like lasers boring into her spine. The sense of vulnerability, the utter helplessness stopped her heart and sent a chill through her. She remembered the caves beneath the glacier. The shock of gunfire, the sudden rumble as the world crashed in over her head, bringing her to the brink of death. Hell, maybe Sam Goodwin had killed her that day, and everything after had been a dying dream.

In that instant of frozen terror, she was too panicked to do anything but obey their commands. She dropped everything she was holding, which at that moment consisted solely of her weight. She let go of the statue and crashed to the base of the chariot with a startled shout to land face-down in the mud.

Apparently, taking this for intentional defiance, the men with the guns pulled a page from the playbook of American cops and started shooting.

The first gunshot in this closed chamber sounded like the end of the world. Terra felt hot liquid gush down her cheek as her left eardrum burst. For an instant, she was paralyzed, certain she had been shot and waiting for the pain to kick in.

Then she sensed rather than heard a flurry of motion around her, and her forebrain took over. She shoved herself upright and swiped an arm over her face, clearing away most of the mud on her face, though it still clung to her lashes and made her eyelids heavy. Her sight blurred at the edges as she got her first good look at the situation.

The chamber had become a den of chaos lit by the swinging lights of the miners’ helmets as men spilled down the stairs. In the flashes of light, she saw some of them hunkering behind riot shields as they tried to advance on the altar. They had come prepared, and Terra was farther away from her prize than she had been twenty seconds ago.

She scrambled and sloshed through ankle-deep sludge on her hands and knees to take shelter behind the chariot.

Sound became a sea of vibration rumbling through the muck. Mud filled the air like raindrops in a thunderstorm, exploding upward from below with each flying bullet.

Mads and Leif crouched behind the altar. The self-proclaimed treasure hunter had come alive under pressure and was trading carefully-timed potshots with two men advancing down one side of the chamber. Leif huddled behind his overlong legs, staring in wide-eyed bewilderment at the pistol Mads had shoved into his hands. He tilted his head and met Terra’s eye. His lips moved, but there was no chance in hell she’d be able to hear him. Instead, she saw his gaze shift to something in the shadows behind her.

Terra pivoted and flung a closed fist into the darkness.

Two diggers, a man in coveralls and a blonde woman in a reflective vest, had taken advantage of the chaos to creep around the chariot from the other side. Terra’s fist sunk squarely into the middle of the man’s chest, and he staggered backward, his eyes flying wide. He collapsed.

The woman set her jaw, raised her pistol, and pointed it at Terra’s face.

Terra jumped forward. There was nowhere else to go.

Her hand clamped around the blonde’s wrist, and she shoved, slamming the other woman’s arm into the side of Freya’s chariot. Heat and strength coursed down Terra’s arms and spilled out of her. She didn’t hear the woman’s scream, but she felt bones crunch and metal bend beneath her fingers.

The blonde’s hand popped open. Before the gun could tumble into the mud, she twisted, snatched it neatly in her left hand, and pressed the deformed barrel into Terra’s stomach.

“Nice catch!” The compliment popped out of Terra’s mouth before she could stop it.

The woman in the vest grinned, showing a row of wide tombstone teeth. Then she pulled the trigger.

In all the chaos, she hadn’t seen the twisted mess of the barrel. She had no earthly reason to think one punch from Terra might have turned her weapon into a trap, but that was what it had become.

Terra’s stomach dropped to the balls of her feet. The cold steel pressed into her belly flared with heat. She felt the misfire like a punch to the ribs.

The gun recoiled in a teeth-clattering bang and a puff of smoke. The blonde’s hand flew back, and the metal smashed into her forehead and sunk deep.

She swayed. One of her eyes went blank. The other hid behind a curtain of blood.

The woman fell in a slow and steady cascade, like potatoes tumbling from a sack. The left half of her skull was a crater.

Mud rained down on her, the fallout from the gunfight behind the altar. Leif had finally found his senses and was mirroring Mads, taking careful aim with each shot and jerking in fresh surprise at every recoil. The altar had become a pockmarked lump of stone, but Terra’s friends were holding the rest of the Villon folk at bay. Yet at the end of the day, they were still trapped in this stinking hole. As she watched, Mads emptied his clip and shrank behind the cover, his fingers searching his belt for a reload that wasn’t there.

They were going to die for nothing and be left to rot.

Terra screamed. The noise, the pain, the chaos and gore…it was all too much. She felt herself straddling the line between chaos and humanity, teetering. The bracers gave her strength, but all the strength in the world would do her no good if multiple people were shooting at her in all directions.

“Is this what you wanted?” she cried to the statue. Her voice rippled the air and pushed back the droplets of flying mud, but Freya’s face remained smooth and implacable. “You’re a goddess of war! Strength is great when everyone’s got a spear or a sword, but it’s not all that useful against guns! What other quiz do I need to pass? Aren’t we doing you proper honor yet? Give me something to work with!”

She punched the statue in rage. Her fist connected with Freya’s staff, and for the second time in not so long, Terra felt her knucklebones splinter.

At the altar, Leif had surrendered his pistol and the last of its precious bullets to Mads. The Asgardian cradled his arm close to his chest. That might have been mud soaking his sleeve, or it might have been blood. Mads popped up and down, darting around either side of the shelter, flinging fistfuls of mud and taking careful shots to hold the invaders at bay, but Villon was advancing.

A fissure crack spread through the stone, following the groove where the goddess’ fingers gripped her staff. The staff broke away and dropped into the mud.

Terra stared at it.

She started to reach down and grab the stone shaft. A sign was a sign, and surely this one meant something. Then something hard smacked into her forehead. She flailed and caught the torc in her fingers. How it had extracted itself from the statue, she would never know.

This was progress, but it didn’t help her much right now.

She shoved the torc around her neck for safekeeping and snatched up the marble staff. A bullet clipped the stone as she emerged from behind the statue, taking a thumb-sized chip from the tip.

Mads had finally run out of bullets, and the Villon people had realized it. A pair of men slipped close to the altar, hunkered behind their riot shield. Terra swung the staff around and smashed into the shield, driving both men to their knees.

At first, hope kindled in Terra’s chest. She felt powerful. She felt mighty. Perhaps this was the power of the torc. Self-confidence.

Then she saw the dusty chunks of the staff raining to the ground around the attackers, utterly shattered by the force of the blow. Nothing remained in her hand but a foot-long chunk of marble.

She screamed, flung the marble at another man who was about to fire a gun in her direction, and dove to the side.

She nearly plowed into Leif where he huddled beneath the altar. He’d taken a bullet, and all his blood had run out of his face and down the sleeve of his jacket.

Terra met his eyes. Every inch of him was covered in either mud or blood, she realized, except his glasses. Those were crystal clear.

“I can’t hear!” she bellowed. She clutched the torc in one fist and drew Leif’s scattered attention to her neck like a nail to a magnet. “I can’t hear anything! What do I do? What can I do with it?”

Leif spoke and flapped his hands in a series of signs that Terra would have no hope of interpreting even if she could recall those after-school ASL classes she took in the tenth grade.

An arm flung across Terra’s back as Mads shoved her forward into what little shelter remained beneath the altar. He screamed in her ear, loud enough for his breath to rustle the hair on her neck. His words punched through the tinny fog of her busted eardrum. Somewhere along the way, he had lost his respirator.

“He says use it to magic us the bloody fuck out of here!”

Leif lurched forward and flung his good arm around Terra’s neck from the other side. He jammed a finger first into the torc around her neck, then into the center of her forehead, then he flung it to the ceiling. He snatched his hand back quickly as another bullet buzzed past.

Terra remembered what Leif had taught her about magic and using the bracers back in the shelter of that marvelous ice cave.

You shape your will. You visualize your goal. You make it into this grand and powerful thing inside yourself. When you know what you want, and your mind is clear, you strike.

Mads and Leif seemed to have absolute faith that Terra could extract them. Whatever else happened today, she would get them out of this mess, or she would die trying.

She hooked her arms around each of their necks and yanked them close. Stretching her fingers around Leif’s squished face let her barely touch the metal at her neck.

I want to get us out of here, she thought furiously.

Her touch, her will, sparked something within the torc. Time slowed. Terra felt dizzy as if she’d accidentally stepped on a hidden merry-go-round. She felt the world jerk beneath her, and the constant rain of mud slowed. Even the background noise, which had become a sort of wet static in her head, faded.

Her head spun. Or maybe it wasn’t her head. Maybe it was the world spinning around her. Flashes of memory, locations, and places from her past swung past her awareness and were gone again in a blink. Her childhood home outside Cincinnati. The amusement park where her parents took her every summer. High school and college and her job behind the counter at a Jamba Juice. The plane ride from Chicago to Reykjavík. The cool, dank caves beneath the glacier. The ride into town in Johann’s truck, dancing with Mads in the night club, the smoky scent of Harris’ sitting room—

Yes. There.

That was what she wanted. The shelter and safety of Emmy’s cooking and Harris’ villa, far away from this awful place.

She reached for it, but she was too slow. The memory slid away from her grip, and when her mind finally closed around one particular time and place, embraced it, wished for it, it was much closer to home.

Terra felt a fishhook sink into her gut and yank.

Then she felt nothing at all. No ever-present rumble vibrating through the mud. No hot rain dripping through the air, scared up by gunfire. No shouting or screaming tearing at her skin.

She felt nothing but hot, sticky, and oddly cramped.

And as if multiple sharp knees and elbows dug into various parts of her body.

She opened her eyes and found herself face-to-face with a bumper sticker picture of Calvin peeing onto a Chicago Bears logo.

The three of them were crammed into the trunk of the rented Jeep Wrangler.

We did it, Terra thought in disbelief. We teleported.

I teleported.

Mads was the first to move. He scrambled over the back seat, smearing a snail trail of mud and drying blood all over the upholstery and Terra’s face. “All praise be to bloody Freya, then!” he shouted. His words were garbled at the edges, but it seemed Terra’s eardrums were already beginning to heal. “Now, let’s get this show on the road before those buggers pull their heads out of the mud and come looking for us!”

A headache pounded inside Terra’s skull. She hadn’t felt this horribly hungover since her last year in college.

She glanced to her left, where Leif slumped against her. She swallowed a dry lump and shook him. His eyelids fluttered behind his glasses, but when he saw her, he smiled. Here, now, in good lighting and without the ever-present distraction of gunfire, she could piece his words together from his sounds and the shapes his lips made as he spoke.

“Well, I’ll be drawn and quartered and hung on a tree,” Leif dreamily commented as Mads turned the key in the ignition and hit the gas. “You actually pulled it off.”


EPILOGUE


Crackjaw’s Landing, Mosfellsbær, Western Iceland, Saturday morning

A trip that was ninety minutes by plane took nearly six hours by car, but at least the rental agency had left the Jeep’s canvas paneling in its trunk. The trio made the journey behind the marginal comfort of walls and a roof that only flapped a little at high speeds.

Mads had offered to drive Leif to the nearest hospital, but the Asgardian had refused, insisting that his injury was not nearly as bad as Mads had supposed.

Terra saw the look of flat disbelief on Mads’ face when he got a good look at Leif’s arm by the light of day. Leif’s shirt bore a bloody tear, but the bullet hole in his arm had already begun to scab over, healing itself with as much extraordinary speed as Terra’s battered knuckles and eardrums.

If Mads found this miracle of healing suspicious, he said nothing. He only drove, stopping at a gas station long enough for the three of them to grab hasty paper towel and hand-soap baths from the bathroom sinks, and even then, only at Terra’s very vocal insistence.

She swore both these men would let the mud dry on their skin and turn them into concrete if not for her.

This far north in the summer, night was a brief affair. They reached Harris’ villa shortly after dawn, exhausted, aching, rattled, and only marginally less filthy but triumphant.

Emmy greeted them with fresh Danishes, savory quiche, and a pot of the best coffee Terra had ever tasted. Harris greeted them with elated congratulations, and mead poured from an enchanted drinking horn. Terra assumed he would want to immediately examine the torc, but to her surprise, he refused her offer.

“It can wait a while, Miss Olson,” he stated kindly. “You look exhausted, and I’m sure the night has been draining on all of you. I would rather you three rest up, and we begin our study of the object in earnest tomorrow with bright eyes and clear heads. For now, I am content to know these relics are here and safely out of Beatrice’s hands.”

If Terra wasn’t careful, she thought she might fall in love with the old man.

“We’re talking extended study now, are we?” Mads picked another cheese Danish off the table and bit into it. Between his growth of stubble and the exhaustion in his eyes, he looked as haggard as Terra felt. Another quick scrubbing in the washroom off the kitchen had taken most of the dust from his face, but all three of them were overdue for long, long showers.

“Extended study…of magical artifacts that allow slender young birds to throw big blokes across the room and can teleport living humans like something out of Doctor Who? Sounds dangerous if you ask me, Doc.”

Harris regarded his hired man. “I haven’t known you to turn away from danger, Maddox.”

Mads shrugged and leaned back, kicking his feet onto the empty half of the dining table. Emmy, who had been washing dried blood off Leif’s arm, whirled and gave him the wordless snarl of an angry wildcat.

Mads lowered his feet sheepishly. “Oh, danger is my middle name.” He gave the table a tired grin. “As you well know. But my whole life, danger has been some form of sharp objects and metal tubes that fire bullets and go boom. What we’re looking at here…” He gestured at the torc, which weighed like a collar around Terra’s neck. “That is danger of an entirely different caliber. If we’re being right honest, I’m not sure how I feel about you lot setting it off next to the room where I go to sleep most nights.”

Terra was too tired to suggest, if Mads was so worried about it, he should find a different place to sleep. Besides, he wasn’t entirely wrong. Her head still ached from tapping into the torc, and though she had managed to teleport all three of them, it had been an ugly affair. She’d wanted to bring them back to the villa and had only managed to get them as far as the Jeep.

She saw no small measure of practice in her future.

“This is my home too, Maddox.” Harris drew himself up, offended. “I have no intention of blowing it to kingdom come through the reckless study of potentially lethal magical artifacts. We will take a measured, cautious, scientific approach to our examination.” He hesitated. “Assuming you agree, Miss Olson.”

“Call me Terra, please.” She sighed. “And of course I agree. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without you and your years of research and dedication, Dr. Barrow. As far as I’m concerned, we’re a team.”

The corner of Harris’ mustache gave the slightest twitch. She thought, beneath that facial hair, he was beaming. “And you, young lady, may call me Harris.”

Mads covered his mouth over a jaw-cracking yawn. “A team, is it? World travelers? Collectors of the arcane? Adventurers? Treasure hunters?” He gave Terra a wink, and she was too tired to think of a snarky response.

Harris seemed to take the suggestion seriously. “It’s a bit early to talk about future expeditions, but yes. When we have our feet under us and an idea of where to search, I fully intend to locate and secure every artifact Beatrice might have set her eyes on.”

“Blimey.” Mads rapped his knuckles on the table and stood. “So there’s more buried temples and stinking ruins and gun-toting thugs in the future, eh? Gives a man a lot to think about. I’m knackered. I’m going to wander off to bed and see how I feel about all this magic talk in the morning.”

“Don’t be fooled by his grumbling,” Harris commented after Mads had vanished down the hallway. “Maddox has always been here more for the excitement than the money. When the time comes to set sail, he’ll be on the dock with his suitcase packed.” The old man sipped his coffee as he looked over Leif and Terra. “You young people need rest. I won’t hear any more talk of business until both of you have had a good sleep.”

Crackjaw’s Landing, Mosfellsbær, Western Iceland, Saturday morning

If Terra had known the guest bedroom had a private balcony overlooking the ocean, she probably would have fought Leif harder for it the first night.

“We’re gonna have to figure out some kind of equitable distribution of space if we’re staying here long-term,” she noted as she pushed the sliding door open. Ocean breeze rippled the curtains, filling the room with salty air. Terra stepped onto the balcony and slumped into a wicker chair. She felt like a puppet whose strings had been snipped. She’d been feeling that way for a while, to be honest. Now that she was finally alone, she could no longer pretend she wasn’t exhausted to her bones.

Not quite alone, that was. Leif swept his drugstore hairbrush off the guest room dresser and dropped it into his bag before joining Terra on the balcony. “We can trade off,” he offered. “Or figure out something else. As long as I’ve got a warm, dry place and some light to read by at night, I’ll be fine for a while. I can already tell the people who live here will be less noisy than my current roommate.” He eyed her over the tops of his glasses before sinking into the chair across from her. He held out his hands, as long and delicate as albino spiders. “You’re carrying a heavy weight.”

Terra frowned, puzzling at his meaning.

“Literally,” he clarified, gesturing to her wrists and throat. “And metaphorically. Terra, when was the last time you took off the armbands?”

She thought back. “Thursday night, I think. Before we went to the Northern Lights.”

“Of course you’re exhausted. A week ago, you had no reason to suspect the existence of the supernatural. In the last two days, you’ve accomplished feats of magic worthy of a sorceress out of the songs. You need to give your body time to rest and recuperate.”

Terra shook her head and folded her arms protectively across her chest. “I’m fine.”

Leif rubbed his temples. “You’re carrying two greater artifacts of a powerful goddess. More than that, you’ve used them both in a short span of time. That has to be a shock to your mortal body.”

“I’ll be fine.” It came out snappier than Terra intended. “As long as I’m wearing them, they’ll be harder for anyone to steal.”

Leif cocked his head. “I think if Maddox had wanted to deprive you of the artifacts, he would have tried during all the chaos in the mud shrine.”

Warmth blossomed in Terra’s cheeks. She wanted to hold on to her grudge against Mads. It felt satisfying, somehow, even if over the last day and a half, the smarmy jerkwad had gone a long way to making up for his first bad impression. However, she was too tired to convince Leif of something she herself didn’t entirely believe. “It’s not him,” she muttered. “Not really.”

“Then what is it?”

Terra unclenched her arms and reached up, fingering the band of red gold resting against her throat. The torc didn’t fit her as snugly as the bracers. It didn’t conform to her like a second layer of skin. She assumed it would take time for her and the necklace to adapt to each other.

“I’ve claimed responsibility for these things. I’ve killed someone for them.” She recalled the look of dumb shock in the blonde woman’s single remaining eye after backfire had blown off half her skull. “Because I decided they were important. That I’m the best possible guardian of this magic. If I took them off, if I got careless and something happened, and I lost them, then…then what was it for?”

She searched Leif’s face, desperate to find some flicker of sympathy or understanding. “I’ve committed,” she whispered. “I’ve committed to this quest. If I lost control of these things, I’m not only a failure. I’m a common murderer. I’d have gambled other peoples’ lives on a bet that I lost.”

“Murderer?” Leif’s eyebrows jumped up his forehead. “Terra, those Villon men were the first to draw weapons. Not only down there in the mud but at the first shrine as well. You have killed, yes, but you did not seek that out.”

Terra sighed.

“Do not dismiss her fears so easily, my godson.”

Terra and Leif sat bolt upright. They turned to find a soft white light illuminating the sheer curtains framing the balcony door. Lady Freya stood on the threshold, her skin glowing as it had in the caves beneath the glacier. She regarded Terra with eyes as soft as clouds over the ocean on a still morning.

“For she is mortal,” Freya added. “She lives closer than you or I to the gates of death. The weight of it is written into her bones. There is wisdom in respecting that burden. It may be a wisdom strange to those of us who are older than the rivers and lakes, but that makes it no less true.”

“Godmother.” Leif pushed to his feet and folded over in a hasty bow. “You honor us. Please.” He gestured at his wicker chair, then winced. “I’m, uh, afraid it’s not very comfortable, but—”

Freya stepped forward and slipped into the vacated seat. She took Terra’s hands in a grip that was warm, soft, and tingling with pleasant electricity.

She was smaller than she had been in the glacier caves, Terra thought. Smaller than the statues in the mud. Only a few inches taller than a normal human woman.

“You have done well,” the goddess praised. “There is still a long road ahead of you, but you have done well. And you are right to be cautious and guarded with my gifts.” Her lip twitched. What was that expression? Amusement? Bitterness? Regret? Whatever it was, it was there and gone. “Would that every mortal took their responsibilities to the gods so seriously.”

She met Terra’s eye and held her gaze.

Terra felt a new wave of shame wash down her face. She remembered the way she’d shaken her fist and screamed defiance at the goddess down in the mud. By the look on Freya’s face, the goddess had heard those curses.

“I know very well that war is no game for the men and women who gamble with their souls,” she whispered. “Risking the dark and quiet halls of Hel against my golden meadow or whatever afterlife claims them. I find no glory in senseless violence, Terra. But I do find glory in swift victory for a righteous cause.”

Terra bowed her head, understanding. She did not need to enjoy violence, but she could accept it as an occasional necessary means to a just end.

“Godmother,” Leif protested, stuck on a different point. “Guarding your gifts is well and good, but as you said, the woman is still mortal. Your power wears at her. Can you not see? She needs rest. True rest, which she cannot get while connected to your armaments.”

Freya leaned forward like a woman sharing a secret with Terra. “On this point, I’m afraid Leif is correct,” the goddess admitted. “In time, you will adapt to my power. But for now, you are still as a child, and you require the sleep of a child.”

Terra was too tired to argue. Her eyelids had grown heavy. She felt herself fiddling with the bracer latches. When they popped open, it felt like taking off a coat that was warm, soft, and safe against the chill but so very heavy. “I guess I should get a safe or something,” she murmured. “A place to lock them up when I sleep.”

“Until then…” Carefully, delicately, Leif gathered up the bracers, “I’ll watch over the artifacts while you rest.”

Terra nodded and allowed him to lift the heavy torc off her neck. One more question burbled to the top of her tired brain. She looked at the goddess, fighting against the weight pressing on her eyelids. “Can I ask you something?”

“You may ask.”

Terra fingered the empty space around her neck where the torc had been. “Why’s it called your voice?”

Freya cocked her head. “Why do some mortal skalds refer to the bracelets as my arms?”

“’Cause they go on the arms.”

Freya nodded. “And the necklace goes on the throat.”

Terra released a sigh that was half a snore. “But that’s got nothing to do with its power.”

Freya lifted and dropped one shoulder in an unreasonably elegant shrug. “I don’t write my own odes and eddas. If you want to know why some old poet called a thing this or that, I suppose you shall have to seek him out in the afterlife and ask him yourself.”

But Terra was asleep by the time the goddess finished speaking, and peaceful silence fell across the balcony.

Freya watched as Leif wrapped the bracers in the spare clothes Terra had bought for him and tucked them safely into his bag. If the goddess had any thoughts on Leif’s quiet display of loyalty, she kept them to herself.

Leif turned the torc over in his hands, feeling the heft not only of the metal but the weight of magic behind it.

Freya watched her godson in silence for a long moment before speaking. “Do I take this to mean you do not wish to return to Asgard?”

Leif chuckled, but he could not disguise the slimmest note of bitter envy in his tone. “I’m enjoying my Midgard adventure well enough, Mistress. The food is phenomenal.”

“And the company?”

Leif did not answer right away. When he did, his words were measured and careful, and his gaze remained fixed on the torc. “The company is clever, kind, and brave. The company, I think, has the makings of a hero.”

“As do you, Leif.”

Leif glanced up sharply. Sunlight glinted off the lenses of his immaculately preserved spectacles, making Freya smile.

He finally set the torc aside. He folded his arms and looked out over the sea. “Far be it from me to argue with you.”

“Magic is not what makes a hero.”

“No, perhaps not. But I would argue it is what makes a hero effective and memorable.”

Freya dipped her fingers into one of the deep pockets of her shimmering gown. “Are you so determined to be forgotten?”

Leif’s jaw worked. When he spoke, a note of rebuke edged his tone. “I come from a long line of sorceresses and magicians, Godmother, but despite my years of dedicated study, your spark passed me by. I accepted long ago that my domain lies in pure knowledge, not in the workings of magic.”

He did not add so please stop rubbing my nose in it, but he didn’t have to. Here they stood, two Asgardians. One of them a great goddess, and the other devoted but magically impotent. Discussing the fate of a mortal protégé who, until a week ago, had never paid the goddess a second thought. Yet there was a purpose to Freya’s subtle cruelty, and she saw it fulfilled in the look of tired consideration and affection her godson turned upon her chosen.

“She still needs tutelage,” Freya noted.

Leif nodded, resigned. “Oh, certainly. I can do that much. At least she’s good company. She’ll simply have to protect me from the next gang of killers who come at us with these modern Midgard weapons.”

“On the matter of these modern Midgard weapons…” Freya drew a gold chain from her pocket and let it dangle from her long fingers. The chain was as thin and delicate as a drizzle of water, shimmering in the sunlight. An amulet of tiger’s eye, no larger than the nail of Leif’s pinky finger, dangled from the end of the chain. “Like you, the mortals of Midgard may never have learned my knack for sorcery,” she commented wryly. “Yet they have become masters of the art of war. I’m not so cruel as to leave my own godson helpless before their magnificent weaponry.”

Leif eyed the amulet, which flashed in tiny bands of umber and gold. “Is that what I think it is?”

Freya nodded and held the amulet on its thin chain out to Leif. “Bygul’s left eye,” she confirmed. “With copious bribes of catnip and head scratches, I have convinced my darling to lend it to me. And now I lend it to you.”

Leif started to reach out but hesitated and pulled his grasping hand back, wary. Was it the goddess he distrusted or his own aching desire for magic, long ago put to rest and now reignited? Freya supposed she would have to wait and see. All her powers of Seidr had not shown her what this strange young Asgardian would do when someone put true power into his hands.

“In this modern age, there isn’t much ambient magic left in the air of Midgard,” she explained. “Yet there is some. Bygul’s Eye is a well that will passively collect and store small amounts of it.”

“You’re lending me a true artifact,” Leif whispered, awestruck.

“A very small one that will allow you to work an occasional spell in times of dire need. You always had the brains for magic, Leif Freyason. It was only ever a cruel twist of fate that denied you the spark. Here, I lend to you the smallest of sparks. Use it to protect yourself in this strange realm. Use it to protect my chosen as she grows and learns to protect herself.”

The knot in Leif’s throat bounced as the young man swallowed. He nodded fervently, reaching out to finally take the amulet and chain. “I shall. Yes.” He clutched the amulet over his heart. “Godmother. Thank you so much. I will live up to the faith you have in me.”

“See that you do. Ah.” Freya remembered something else and flicked her wrist. A satchel of soft, strong elk hide appeared in her hand. “I shall leave you with one more thing before I go. Your departure from Asgard was rather hasty. You hadn’t the time to pack or prepare for a long journey.” A wry smile touched the goddess’ lips. “How foolish of you.”

This time, Leif took the proffered item with neither hesitation nor uncertainty. He slung the strap over his shoulder, opened the flap, and peered into it. “My travel bag,” he remarked, satisfied. “The one Grandfather gave to me. And in here… Ah, yes. Boots, spare stockings, and my map of the nine realms. Excellent, thank you.” He glanced up, a look of mild horror crossing over his face. “Oh. You didn’t go to my apartment for this, did you?”

“Your roommate is an interesting person.” Freya kept her tone polite. “I would like to not speak of the matter any further.”

Color touched her godson’s cheeks, though he needn’t be embarrassed. Valaskjálf City was home to all sorts of creatures from all across the nine realms, be they beautiful or bizarre, reverent or rude, and rent prices could be exorbitant. Freya would not judge Leif based on the company such circumstances forced him to keep. She did understand why he might be keen to take on a quest that kept him far, far away from the vulgar, wet-mouthed cave troll he called a roommate.

Freya stood and prepared to depart. “I fear Midgard may have need of heroes again, and very soon. I am glad you appreciate your time in this realm because my chosen still needs tutelage. I was not planning on bringing you home anyway.”

“Oh, of course.” Leif had set his satchel aside and was holding his new amulet up to the sun, admiring the rippling bands of color. A gleam of hungry excitement sparkled in his eyes. “I had figured that as well.”

Villon Institute Headquarters, private patio, Amsterdam, Netherlands, Saturday afternoon

Sam Goodwin settled into an exquisitely uncomfortable wrought-iron patio chair and lifted the cafe au lait to his lips. He was normally the kind of guy who liked his coffee black, bold, and thick as roofing tar, but he had to admit the boss’ new secretary was one heck of a barista.

“The Icelandic police have dropped the drunk and disorderly charges against Eustace Brenner.” A lit cigarette dangled from the tips of Beatrice Villon’s perfectly manicured fingers. She sat across from Sam, her attention shifting idly from her thimble of espresso to her cigarette to the boats sliding across the sliver of canal visible between the enclosed patio walls.

She was a tall woman, slender and elegant, heavy with an aura of aged poise from a time gone by. Yet there was a whiff of brutality about her, too. She reminded Sam of a classic letter opener crafted from antique ivory. “It took a little convincing, but they decided trying to press charges against a foreign national was too much trouble. He should be back at his post by Monday. Wait to file our application for the Námafjall dig with the Foundation until then. I’m sure you don’t want to deal with another WAF agent who doesn’t understand the way we work like Eustace does.”

Sam grimaced. He had spent the better part of lunch explaining to the boss all the ways in which he’d made the disappearance of Terra Olson look like a tragic accident. Iceland was a rough, remote place. Sometimes lone travelers went missing.

That was what he’d instructed his people to tell the Icelandic investigators when word finally got out that the WAF agent had never reported back from her first remote assignment.

To his surprise, the boss had taken his report about the Vatnajökul dig setbacks better than he expected. After ten years of searching, Beatrice had full faith the treasure she sought lay buried in those caves. After the diggers managed to clear out the rubble from the cave-in and reach the Shrine of the Lady, she would have her prize. Sam sure as hell hoped she was right because he was about to press his luck.

“I’d rather not have to deal with the WAF bureaucracy,” he stated carefully. “Especially now that one of their agents has gone, uh, missing. We’ll be under more scrutiny going forward. We don’t need WAF approval to conduct excavations.”

“We do, though, you pretty fool.” Beatrice sighed and tapped her cigarette against the ashtray. “I succeeded all too well when I built that foundation.” She snorted, perhaps ruing the naivety of her youth, which had thrown up several roadblocks for the cutthroat ambitions of her golden years.

She continued. “These days, no socially-conscious collector will buy artifacts from an unsanctioned excavation, and no first-world government will allow a private corporation to conduct an archaeological dig without a WAF rubber stamp. We must maintain a legitimate face of the business, Sam.” She flicked her wrist to indicate the old redbrick building around them. “The Netherlands may be something of a tax haven, but my accountant assures me they still expect their businesses to operate within the bounds of the law. Or at least, to appear to.”

Sam nodded and accepted the rebuke without complaint. She was right. The official channels were a pain in the ass for a meat-and-potatoes guy like Sam to navigate, but she was right.

He supposed he should be grateful Beatrice had bought his line about the Vatnajökul cave-in being a complete coincidence and not quite possibly the result of his reckless discharge of a firearm.

The tinny jingle of a ringtone cut across the peaceful patio. Sam dug out his phone and checked the screen.

“Who is it?” Beatrice tapped off her ash again.

“It’s Mays.” Sam accepted the call and put the phone to his ear. “She should have an update from Námafjall.”

“Put her on speaker.”

Sam winced but did as he was told, then placed the phone on the table between them. “Vel,” he called. “I’ve got you on conference with the boss. What’s the progress?”

Velma Mays was an unpleasant boor of a woman, but she knew her business. Sam had to admit she was the best site manager in the company. Besides him, of course. After the disaster at Vatnajökul, he’d sent her on to head up the Námafjall dig to keep her judgmental quips and sighs at arm's length. Vatnajökul was supposed to be a small operation, quick and easy other than the filth. He had trusted Velma to clear out all the real prizes before the WAF got around to sending out another meddling agent to clear the place.

So he was more than a little displeased to hear the bitchy fatigue in Velma’s voice when she answered.

“FUBAR,” Velma announced, skipping right past the pleasantries.

Sam set his coffee cup down with a harsh clink.

“We had an incursion, Goodwin,” Velma went on. “Last night. A couple of unknowns snuck into the site after we’d shut down operations for the day. They must have had the run of the place for a good hour before we realized anything was wrong. They made it into the prayer room and accessed a lower shrine chamber we hadn’t even discovered.”

Beatrice’s breath caught. Sam clenched his fists and dug his nails painfully into the palms of his hands. “Who was on guard detail?” he snarled. “I want them taken off duty. I want—”

“That’s not important right now.” Beatrice’s voice was as sharp as a whip crack. “Did you apprehend the intruders? Where are they now? What did they uncover in the lower shrine chamber?”

A moment of static came from the other end of the line. Velma must still have been out in the boonies. “There was more statuary in the lower chamber, Miss Villon. I’m having my guy send you a whole file of pictures. As best we can tell, there was nothing small or portable they could have looted before we cornered them. There was a shootout. One of our diggers is dead. Another took a shot to the gut, and I had him airlifted to a hospital. He’s in bad shape, but the doctors say he’ll probably pull through.”

Beatrice leaned over the table, eyes glittering with malice and excitement as she spoke into the phone. “You said you had the intruders cornered. Where are they now?”

Another pause at the other end of the line, but this one was not due to a spotty connection. Sam felt uneasy. He had never known Velma to hesitate or beat around the bush.

“They’re gone,” Velma finally admitted. “We don’t know how. One minute they were hiding behind the altar. The next they were simply…gone. We’ve been sweeping the site all night for trap doors and secret passages they might have used to escape, but there’s nothing. It’s like they vanished off the face of the Earth.”

Silence filled the private patio behind Beatrice’s office. Sam watched his boss warily. He expected Mt. Villon to erupt, but she did not. Yes, a tight spasm of rage twitched across her face, but there was something else, too. Hunger. Eagerness. Desire.

She didn’t need to speak the word aloud for Sam to know what she was thinking. It was the same word, the same desire that had driven Villon’s activities for the better part of a decade. Magic.

“What else can you tell me?” Beatrice licked her lips like a starving dog drooling over a bone. “About the intruders. What do you know about them?”

“Still working on that too, boss.” Velma sounded apologetic. “One of my guys thinks they might have cased the area in a bush plane yesterday. We’re checking on local flight logs to see who that might have been. Only two people got a good look at the intruders. One of them is dead, and the other is in the ICU. I’m trying to get reports out of anyone else who was involved. Overall consensus is that it was two men and a woman. A couple of names flew around during the shootout.” She briefly paused and consulted her notes. “One was Matt. The woman might have been Tina or Terra.”

Sam opened his mouth, but to say what, he wasn’t sure. Maybe he meant to cut Velma off before she could say anything else, but if the name Terra had raised any alarm bells in the other woman’s head, she didn’t mention it.

Sam didn’t think that was an oversight. Velma was no fool, and she didn’t have a ton of respect for Sam. Why was she covering for him?

Across the table, Beatrice entertained her own line of secret thoughts. “Thank you, Miss Mays,” she stated. “Sam will get you whatever you need to help with the investigation. I want no stone in that shrine left unturned.”

“Yes, ma’am.”

“And send flowers to the man in the ICU,” Beatrice added as an afterthought. “Make it clear we’ll take care of him. Unhappy employees ask inconvenient questions.”

“Copy that.”

Beatrice killed the call.

For a long moment, she and Sam sat in silence, listening to the distant hustle and bustle of Amsterdam. Beatrice ground out her cigarette and lit another.

“Nobody was supposed to know about our Námafjall dig,” she mused.

Sam stirred. These iron chairs really were awful. “The Icelandic government did. Our application to the Ministry of Culture—” he started, but Beatrice cut him off.

“Is run by a bunch of doddering bureaucrats. Velma said the female intruder’s name was Terra.”

Sam might have pointed out the name could easily have been Tina or anything else, but he knew better. Sometimes you had to bow your head and take your licks, deserved or not.

“The WAF agent was Terra Olson. Your people still haven’t recovered her, living or dead, from the cave-in.”

Sam might have said there was no way Terra Olson had survived that cave-in, escaped Vatnajökul, somehow found out about Villon’s other digs, and infiltrated Námafjall, but he did not. He knew what Beatrice was hunting. Magic, by definition, made the impossible possible.

“I suppose that answers the question regarding your next assignment.” Beatrice dragged on her cigarette. “You need to get your ass back there and fix your mistakes.”
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