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For Owen.


Every moment of my life is better with you in it.









AUTHOR’S NOTE


This novel contains heavy themes and topics that might not be suitable for all readers. I hope the following list will be helpful in allowing you to decide whether reading this novel is in your best interest. Whether you choose to continue reading or not, I’m grateful you took the time to pick up this book. Take care of yourself, friend.


This book includes the following: alcoholism (side character); attempted murder of an infant; blood and mild gore; deaths of loved ones; discussion of suicidal ideation and mention of a suicide attempt (past, no graphic details); domestic abuse of an adult child by a parent (includes physical abuse); emotional abuse by religious leaders; explicit sex scenes, all consensual; homophobia by political leaders; kidnapping; murder; self-harm; strong language; war; and violence.
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I STOOD SHIVERING BENEATH MY CLOAK IN THE TEMPLE PLAZA and wondered what would happen if I spat in the face of a god.


The press of bodies against me on every side still wasn’t enough to keep the chill at bay in the frigid early-morning temperatures. I glared up at the statue in front of me, one of the seven adorning the steps of the temple. The god of fire, Hjalmar, stared off into the distance, with stone flames dancing over his outstretched palms. It was fitting I’d end up in front of him, considering he’d blessed the worst of my brothers.


If I spat in his face, would gasps echo across the crowd? Would priests descend from the temple steps, scythes in hand, to haul me away? Would Hjalmar himself cause me to burst into flames where I stood until I was nothing more than a pile of ash?


The gods of air, water, earth, sky, and body on either side of him were almost identical, the only differences lying in the depiction of their abilities carved in the stone. To the right of Hjalmar, directly in the center of the seven, was the only goddess: Aloisa, who gave gifts of the soul.


Seven deities. And every single one of them hated me.


My best friend nudged me, clearly sensing the emotions bubbling beneath my surface. “You good?” Freja muttered, quietly enough that only I could hear. Around us, the buzz of excited conversation hummed. The streets were packed to the brim, and we were surrounded on every side by the godtouched.


Freja and I blended in with those standing in the front of the crowd—today we looked like wealthy citizens and obedient worshipers. Our realities couldn’t have been further from our disguises. The hoods of our cloaks were pulled tight around our faces, obscuring us from easy recognition in the dawn light. The last thing we wanted was anyone noticing two of the most infamous godforsaken hiding in plain sight at the front of the crowd on a ritual day.


As Freja waited for my answer, a single curl slipped across her forehead, unable to stay contained. I calmed the anger flaring in my chest and reached out to push the lock of hair behind her ear once more. Glancing down for what must have been the tenth time in five minutes to check that the bundle of decoy fabric was in Freja’s arms, I nodded sharply. “Fine.”


She shifted her weight from one foot to the other; whether from cold or nerves, I couldn’t tell. This small act of rebellion felt heavier than the others we’d carried out before. Today was my last chance to make an impact before I was carted off to another country to become the wife of a man I’d never met.


When the godtouched whispered of our anarchy, they often used the word barbarous. But I doubted anything Freja, Halvar—our other partner in crime—and I concocted was as “barbarous” as using one’s only daughter as a political pawn.


“You shouldn’t have given me your breakfast,” Freja said, crossing her arms. “You always get irritable when you haven’t eaten.”


I forced a smile. “I wanted to make sure you had a clear head for this. Don’t begrudge me that.”


With the war draining our supplies so quickly and this winter being so harsh, there was never enough food to go around. Of course, that meant Freja and the other godforsaken were rationing their food, while the godtouched still managed to eat three meals a day. I tried to offer a portion of my food to her or Arne—our other friend—every day, but they usually refused. If not for her trepidation about this morning’s plan, I doubted she would have accepted my offering today.


The temple loomed in front of us. As was the case every time I observed it, I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. Once, in my grandparents’ time, the building had been an homage to our country’s roots—but after our neighboring country to the south, Kryllian, opened their borders to visitors, those same grandparents decided they appreciated the smoother lines and expensive stone of foreign architecture. The old temple was torn down and rebuilt into what it was today: a creation of white stone so pure, the falling flakes disappeared in its orbit. The roof pivoted into two sharp angles representing two hands reaching for the heavens, where the pantheon of gods we all worshiped remained.


I tapped my foot, growing impatient. The ritual and ceremony were supposed to start first thing in the morning, while the sun rose over the hills in the east. But here we all stood, blowing hot puffs of breath over our numbing hands, still waiting as the sun ascended in the sky.


The chatter of the crowd closed in around me and I fumed at how normal the godtouched sounded. They discussed what might still be available at the market despite the shortages, what parties they were attending later this week, whether their spouses and children were due back from the front lines in this round of military rotations. All the while, their expensive jewelry flashed in the dappled sunlight and they basked in the warmth of their fur-lined cloaks—as if they all weren’t here to witness a murder.


I tried not to think about the godforsaken—my own people. The ones at the back of the crowd, dreading what the next hour would bring. Knowing they’d see blood of their own spilled on the altar of the gods and then be expected to go about their day as if nothing had happened. I wondered if any would lose toes or fingers from frostbite after enduring the frigid conditions of midwinter in their worn shoes and their thin cloaks, fraying at the edges. Whether their children’s ribs were showing in the wake of a war they despised. Whether they’d go home and cry silently for a few moments, hugging their families tight as they wondered why it was worth living another day.


My thoughts were interrupted by the temple doors swinging open. The crowd fell silent immediately, every head bowing low. I stared at the priests for a moment too long before Freja elbowed me, and I directed my gaze to the ground as well.


The holy men still managed to make me shudder, even after having spent a lifetime in close contact with them. They dressed entirely in white, in robes stretching from their necks to their wrists and ankles. Veils covered their hair and faces so that they blended in perfectly with the snowy landscape—except for the eyes.


The fabric of their veils was pinned to the necklines of their robes, meaning not a single inch of skin was visible on any of the priests. Above each one’s forehead was an eye embroidered with bloodred thread, eerie enough to make both the godtouched and the godforsaken feel the priest was peering directly into the depths of their soul.


I hated the priests almost as much as I hated the gods.


An endless stream of them flooded out the doors until they had filled the steps of the structure, the blades of their scythes winking in the sun. The last to exit brought with him a white cloth with another embroidered eye on it to drape over the altar. Fury ripped through me at the sight, but I forced myself to stay still. My fingernails bit half-moons into the flesh of my palms and I busied my mind with the reminder of what I was here to do.


“Every priest in the country must be here,” Freja whispered as we surveyed them. “I’ve never seen this many in one place before. Do you think they traveled for the ritual?”


“Who knows,” I murmured, feeling the telltale furrow of my brows appear. “I wasn’t expecting them all to be here. This might be harder than we thought.”


My friend nodded, readjusting the bundle of fabric in her arms. “Guess we’ll see how fast we can run.”


Another figure exited the temple. The queen. She’d once confided to me when I was a small child that the crown she wore today was her favorite: an arch that stretched from behind one ear to the other, hugging tightly to her hair, rays projecting out like a halo to frame her face. The gold of it glimmered in the morning sunlight, contrasting against her dark black hair. Her gown was a deep blood red, one of our national colors. It flowed like liquid, and I found myself wondering if she was freezing beneath the fabric. It certainly didn’t look warm.


She stepped to the center of the dais and stood before the altar. My eyes found my feet and I clenched my jaw as if the tension would prevent her from seeing me, recognizing me. A priest came forward to stand next to her, facing the crowd. In one synchronized movement, the other priests pounded the wooden handles of their scythes on the temple’s stone steps, sending a booming echo through the square. The ceremony had begun.


“Ready?” I asked Freja. My heart pounded with anticipation.


She nodded. “Let’s hope this works.”


The priest at the altar began speaking in a resounding voice. “Welcome to the Winter Ritual, beloved citizens of Bhorglid. Today marks the beginning of a new year, one filled with great hope for our country. Even now, we wage holy war against Kryllian, our armies drawing closer to taking over the southernmost country in the Fjordlands.”


A cheer erupted around us, and I suppressed a sigh of irritation. The godtouched in the crowd, whose partners, parents, and children fought on the front lines, were ecstatic to hear it repeated: their loved ones weren’t fighting in just any war. No, it was a holy war. Decreed by the gods.


The priest continued, “Generations ago, the Fjordlands were stolen from us. We, who communicate directly with the gods. Instead of harmony, discord was wrought and the Fjordlands were split into three. For thirteen generations, the gods have mourned with us as we have waited for their perfect timing. Now you are blessed to be part of the chosen few alive to see this miracle come to pass. Kryllian shall be rightfully ours. The gods have declared it.”


I tried not to let my emotions show on my face. The speech had been the same every year since the war began, but it never failed to make me wince. Halvar had been the one to explain to me years ago how the priest’s version of this story had been edited in Bhorglid’s favor. Only those who passed on the original stories verbally still knew the truth. He’d been lucky enough to come from a family that didn’t embrace the revisionist version of our history.


In actuality, the Fjordlands had been filled with wandering people, those with magical abilities and those without living in peace—until a pair with powers far beyond what was necessary for mortal man decided they could speak with the gods. And according to them, the gods said those with abilities had been blessed. Godtouched.


The rest of us were godforsaken. Forgotten by our holy pantheon, called unworthy from the moment we entered the world. While the godtouched enjoyed innate abilities that allowed them to manipulate elements of the world around them, the way the gods had once done as they walked the land millennia ago, the rest of us were normal. Shunted to the edge of a society where an invisible group of gods claimed we were lesser.


The speech grated against my nerves like the screech of a metal fork across a ceramic plate. Enduring the rest of this drivel was going to kill me. I was ready to move, ready to wreak havoc, ready to wrap my hands around the nearest priest’s throat and rip their veil off. Only watching the light fade from their eyes would be enough to calm me.


Freja snatched my hand and squeezed. “No,” she hissed. “We have to wait until they’ve brought out the child.”


My hands shook with fury against hers. But she was right. The priests enabled the foul treatment of the godforsaken, but we weren’t here to rid ourselves of them. Today was about saving a life, not taking it.


Even if I wished it were possible to do both.


The priest droned on, but I focused on Freja’s words and nodded, forcing myself to breathe deeply. The godtouched around us were too intent on listening to the priests to notice me acting strangely.


The ritual speech continued despite my swirling thoughts. “As we perform the new year ritual, this unholy blood will be a tribute to the gods. In exchange for our sacrifice, they will grant us their power. We will gain a powerful advantage in this war; with the vanquishing of this life, we will be able to defeat the Hellbringer. The gods have declared it so.”


Freja squeezed my hand again, barely in time to keep an indignant huff from escaping me. This part of the speech was new, the logic as incomprehensible as the rest. How would killing an infant grant us the power to stop the most powerful godtouched being to exist in any of our lifetimes and end the war? As Freja released my hand, the queen gestured to the side of the stage for several acolytes to bring someone forward. I glanced over but couldn’t make out the woman’s face; the figure was hunched at an odd angle and a low moan emanated from her mouth. There was a wriggling bundle clutched to her chest. My stomach sank, the way it did every year.


The priest took the infant out of the person’s arms and began to move toward the altar.


The figure left in the shadows—undoubtedly the child’s mother, a godforsaken woman—let out a haunting scream, her wail of anguish echoing through the square and silencing everyone, even the godtouched. I clenched my teeth. The screams were always the worst part. Worse than the blood. The mother collapsed to her knees and howling sobs cracked the silence.


Freja and I were the only ones who appeared affected. The priests’ expressions were carefully hidden behind their face coverings and the godtouched on either side of us were reverently silent, waiting for spilled blood to spell their salvation. The queen curled her lip at the bundle in the priest’s arms as he set it carefully on the altar.


As he laid it down, it wriggled, and a tiny hand emerged from the blankets.


Seeing the movement made my throat raw. The last child born to godforsaken parents each year was always culled—a horrifying euphemism—as a sacrifice to the gods. Only the youngest, freshest blood would do for this brutal tradition, repeated winter after winter.


“Now,” I said to Freja as anger sparked in my stomach. “We go now.”


She reached into her pocket and pressed something. The infant let out a wail. The godtouched were poised, on their toes, ready for action; behind me, I could feel the raw defeat of the godforsaken.


Without warning, a boom echoed through the courtyard and smoke began to pour from the top of the temple, obscuring the priests and the queen from view. The gray clouds billowed out into the square. Cries of panic rose from the blindness.


“Good work,” I whispered to Freja. When Freja had first mentioned Halvar was training her to use explosives, I was wary—now I had no time for anything but gratitude. We dashed up the temple steps toward the chaotic scene.


The priests were coughing, having a more difficult time breathing through their veils. The queen fanned the air with a hand, snarling. But there was no time to think; the priest at the altar raised his scythe above his head, undeterred and ready to strike.


I pulled my sword from under my cloak and lunged forward until the sound of metal on metal grated against my ears.


The priest hadn’t expected the collision. When the scythe connected with my sword, he stumbled, and I seized my opportunity. Sprinting forward, I grabbed the infant off the altar and dashed the other way.


The queen let out an angry scream.


“They’re coming,” I said, voice panicked as I handed the baby to Freja. The shadows of the alleyway where she waited obscured her features. “Run.”


She traded me a bundle of fabric for the infant and took off, sprinting through the streets.


I sent up a silent prayer. Gods, if you’re real, please keep that baby from crying.


The smoke was clearing. Footsteps pounded behind me. The priest from the altar was getting closer. People in the crowd coughed, crying out with fear and confusion.


Freja was close to getting around the first corner. I bounced on the balls of my feet, heart pounding. As soon as she was out of sight, as soon as I guaranteed they were following me and not her, I could run.


Right as I moved to take off, a white-gloved hand landed on my shoulder, tightening hard enough to bruise.


On instinct, I pulled a knife out of my belt with my free hand and whirled, slashing until it connected with something solid. Red sprayed over white fabric and the priest cried out in pain. Time was up. I leapt into action, running as fast as I could down the uneven streets.


“There’s two of them!” someone shouted behind me.


A curse escaped me. They’d seen Freja. If I didn’t act quickly, they’d send search parties after both of us.


Time to play our most valuable hand. I pulled my hood down, exposing my jet-black hair and well-known face. My mother rarely smiled, but when she did, we had the same feral grin. In one swift moment I became the most recognizable person at the ceremony. “Over here!” I called, drawing the priests’ attention.


They looked my way, forgetting about Freja.


“The princess,” one roared. “Get her!”


I grinned. Exactly as we planned.


Sprinting past run-down buildings, through puddles of melted snow and hidden alleyways, my mind took over. This part of the city was a maze ingrained in my memory.


I clutched the bundle of fabric to my chest, heading away from Freja as if my life depended on it. “Out of the way,” I ordered a group of godforsaken standing in my path. The people moved without complaint, recognizing me and filling in behind, slowing my pursuers.


As I moved to turn another corner, the ground in front of me erupted, forming a wall where there had once been a clear path. I stumbled slightly and cursed. When we made our plan, we accounted for every possibility—but predicting the abilities of the priests who pursued me was impossible.


Clearly, at least one of them had been touched by Isak, god of earth. I growled in frustration and sprinted back the way I had come, down another clear path, ignoring the rumble of the ground beneath my feet. My only advantage was knowing the streets of the lower side of town better than they did.


I heaved air into my lungs. Keeping them away from Freja long enough for her to get back to Halvar’s was crucial. A little farther, I told myself. Come on.


I stretched my hand out and clutched the edge of a building, using the leverage to propel me around the corner.


A few steps down the street, a block of ice shot out in front of my face, too fast to dodge. I slammed directly into it and fell flat on my back, stars blooming in my peripheral vision as I gasped for breath. Wetness on my lip spoke to the blood pouring from my nose as a result of the collision. My wits were scattered across the cobblestones, but I had enough left about me to curse the priests and their horrible gods once again.


A strong hand wrapped around my bicep and hauled me to my feet. The motion made my vision spin and nausea writhe in my stomach. Half of me was disappointed when I didn’t vomit all over the white robes of the priest holding me. His fingers pressed so roughly against my skin that I knew I’d have a hand-shaped bruise there in the morning—he was likely godtouched with strength, a gift from Asger, god of the body. The same ability my oldest brother, Erik, possessed.


The bundle of fabric had fallen when I collided with the ice structure. Another priest was unrolling it while three other members of the Holy Order stood laughing among themselves at my predicament. I dredged up a mouthful of saliva and blood and spat it at the closest one.


He howled at the mess now covering his robes and I grinned at him. It must have been a horrid sight, considering my broken nose and the bruises I felt forming around at least one of my eyes. I could taste the blood staining my front teeth.


The one with inhuman strength twisted my arm behind me at an unnatural angle and a hiss escaped me. The other returned with the now unwound bundle of fabric, clearly not containing the infant they’d been looking for. I imagined he was scowling behind the veil covering his face.


“These were my favorite pants,” I said, glancing down at the muddy stains now coating the fabric. “I hope you’re prepared to replace them.”


“Where’s the sacrifice?” he demanded, holding up the empty stretch of fabric. I made a valiant effort to hide my smirk.


I shrugged. They may have caught me, but if they didn’t find Freja, then it didn’t matter. There was no replacing a baby born on the last day of the year. The ritual sacrifice could not be supplanted. “You probably should’ve kept better track of it.”


The priest tilted his head and grabbed a fistful of my tunic, yanking me closer until he was right in my face. His voice trembled with anger. More priests appeared behind him, finally catching up to the chase. “Little bitch. Do you know the punishment for interfering with our rituals, Princess? Your hands are cut off at the wrists. It’s quite painful. No healers are permitted to tend to the wounds. The perpetrator almost always dies of blood loss.”


I shrugged. “If you want to explain to my parents how you cut off my hands, be my guest. But I certainly wouldn’t recommend it.”


“The king and queen don’t care what happens to you,” a priest behind him sneered.


Heat flushed my face. “They don’t. But they do care about the treaty. I don’t think the Fastian royal family would be too thrilled to marry off their son to a thief with no hands.”


For a moment the hold on my arm tightened. The priests had arranged the treaty—and my impending marriage—in the first place. Even they weren’t stupid enough to risk ruining it now.


If the war continued for another full season, people would begin dying of starvation. In exchange for regular deliveries of food, the Fastians would receive the support of our soldiers at their borders. The seal between a war-mongering country and a distrustful agricultural nation? A loveless marriage between two royal children.


The priest in front of me growled, the fabric of his veil fluttering as he prepared to continue arguing.


“Enough.”


The familiar voice came from behind me, and I snapped my head around to see my mother standing there, her displeasure as icy cold as the water she froze with her magic. My head throbbed with the sudden movement and I inhaled raggedly, blinking away stars from my vision. I didn’t think I had a concussion, but now the injury seemed more than likely.


The priest’s hold on my arm tightened once more as the queen stepped up to face me and placed two long fingers beneath my chin. Revulsion filled me at the touch, her digits as cold as the ice running through her veins. I jerked my face away and snapped my teeth threateningly close to her fingers.


The priest holding me hauled me backward and my mother slapped me across the face. My skull throbbed. “Insolent brat,” she said. My face stung and I held back tears from the shock of the abrasion in the freezing air. “Tell me where your disgusting friend has taken the sacrifice.”


“No.” My voice was thick with blood, my nose swelling from my earlier collision. I felt like a fish, mouth hanging open in order to keep breathing. The taste of blood passed my lips.


Mother sighed and I looked up at her from where my head hung. Her cold eyes, the same green as mine, were filled with disgust. “You could have made your life as painless as possible, you know. Being godforsaken as a member of the royal family … you’re already an embarrassment. We advised you to keep to the shadows, where you belong. Lower your head and accept your station. Do what’s right for the benefit of your country. And yet you’ve never listened. Now here you are, toying with the idea of rebellion. Ruining your home one ritual at a time. Dreaming of things that don’t belong to you. Like you have any clue what it takes to run a country.”


“You could find out,” I suggested, allowing the edge of malice in my voice to show its claws. “Throw me in the ring with the others during the Bloodshed Trials. You never know. Perhaps I’d manage to come out on top, at the end of things.”


The once-in-a-generation competition for the throne was mere weeks away now—it wasn’t an entirely preposterous suggestion that I join my brothers in the fight to the death that would decide who ascended to power, taking our father’s place. I had enough training that, even without magic, I might be able to hold my own in the ritual sacrifice of heirs. But no; even allowing a godforsaken to fight was too far. Instead, I was good for one thing: to be married off to seal an alliance.


She laughed. “You’re many horrible things already, daughter mine. Queen won’t be one of them.” To my surprise, Mother ordered, “Let her go.”


“Your Majesty?” The priest holding me sounded as shocked as I must have looked.


“You heard me.”


The hand released its bruising clutch on my bicep and I stumbled slightly before catching myself on the wall of the building in front of me. Everything ached. I wondered whether I’d be able to convince the royal healer to mend me up or if Halvar would have to reset my nose again.


“That’s it?” My voice trembled when I spoke, knowing I was inviting Mother’s wrath.


But she scoffed. “I’ll let your father deal with you. He’ll know what punishment suits you best.”


Mother knew it as well as I did: Father had a knack for consequences that cut to the bone but left no visible scars.


I shuddered at the thought of what my future might hold when he next returned from the front lines, then swallowed the river of blood pooling in my throat. The queen walked away as if nothing had happened, as if the blood from my nose hadn’t dripped onto her fingers.


The priest turned to face his two companions, murmuring something I couldn’t make out as they moved away.


“Revna Thorunsdotter, consider yourself lucky to be royalty,” he called over his shoulder as he retreated. “Otherwise, you would not be leaving here with your life.”


I managed a smirk. “Oh, I know.”
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BY THE TIME I FELT A NEW SET OF EYES ON ME, CAREFULLY tracking my every movement, the early signs of a storm were blowing in.


I’d been wandering the streets for the last hour, fully aware the priests had been following me since they set me free. They didn’t blend in well in the lower side of the city, where the buildings were still constructed with dark wood from the trees growing in the forest to the west instead of the expensive gray stone the godtouched were able to build their homes from. The white robes made them look like haunting specters.


I could sense them itching to punish me, anxious to slice their scythes through my cloak and flesh until my blood pooled in the street. Swift revenge for undermining their power. If they did, I doubted anyone in my family would care, except maybe my brothers Frode and Jac. But the acolytes had a king to please, and since my mother had declared my punishment his choice, they wouldn’t make a move.


The decoy fabric was now wrapped around my neck as a scarf to shield me from the descending snowflakes, leaving my hands unfettered and protecting my battered face from the cold. It allowed my broken nose to peek out, and the freezing wind eased the pain a bit. My sword and knife were sheathed under my cloak, and I fidgeted with the hilts, wondering whether Freja had made it back to the Sharpened Axe—the tavern Halvar ran on the godforsaken side of town—with the infant. If she’d been caught, I’d never forgive myself.


On either side of the street, I watched godtouched women walk in and out of shops, gossiping with their friends about the newest army recruits and advancements. The few soldiers who were home for a month in between war calls glared at me from where they stood guard. All wore bright cloaks and makeup. Some were adorned with copious amounts of jewelry.


The energy in the market plaza was different than usual. The godforsaken ran businesses here, homes often built above the bottom level of each shop. Instead of the depressing, soul-sucking sadness that usually permeated every aspect of the streets, today there was a lightness in the air. Godforsaken smiled at each other and dealt with the snide comments from their godtouched customers with an ease I’d never seen before.


But with the aura of relief came backlash. The godtouched were in a foul mood, especially knowing I’d stolen away their sacrifice of blood and life. The priests would now pivot to teaching how the pantheon would retaliate in anger because of my actions. And because the godtouched couldn’t take their anger out on me, they would take it out on my people.


I allowed my thoughts to encompass me, wondering if there was any drastic measure I could take to turn the fury of the upper class to me while I was still here for another month before my fiancé arrived to whisk me away to another country. But my senses sharpened when the hair on the back of my neck stood up straight, my hand reaching automatically for the hilt of my sword.


I knew the feeling of unfriendly eyes chasing my movements as well as any godforsaken.


Turning in a slow circle, I observed the sights around me. Past the plaza and into the part of town where the other godforsaken lived, the cobblestone streets were fairly empty. Everyone was inside, preparing for the incoming storm. The inches of snow covering the road showed footprints treading back and forth with the occasional set from a stray cat or a horse alongside them. Priests stood watch every few houses, their scythes reflecting the lazy flakes making their way down from the sky. The shops and homes lining this stretch of road appeared the same as always. The priests who had been tailing me had finally seen fit to vanish back to their posts.


No one was paying me any attention.


But the nudge in my gut persisted, and I knew better than to ignore it. Warily, I continued forward, relaxing my stance and forcing myself to appear calm and unperturbed. Perhaps it was a godtouched trying to locate Freja by following me. Invisibility was a rare ability, but not unheard-of. Whoever this bastard was, I would find them.


Taking an unpredictable path was easy. I knew the godforsaken streets better than I knew the interior of the palace. Twisting and turning down abandoned back alleys filled with mud and refuse, I did my best to lure my follower out of the safety of their distant hiding spot. If they were truly intent on catching up with me, I would make them work for it.


When I knew they’d have to be sprinting to keep pace with me, I fell back into the doorframe of a shop. Dark clouds had descended as I wove my path, and the alleys were submerged in shadow. Now I had the advantage.


I waited, wondering who would dare pursue me so blatantly. Everyone knew I was the princess—the godforsaken royal, the shame of her family, the bargaining chip that would save us from starving before we could win the war. Who would dare seek me out and attempt to harm me before the alliance with Faste was finalized?


I ran through the options in my mind. The priests had already proven they couldn’t touch me, and I knew they would never go against my father. The godtouched hated me, but not as much as they wanted to eat a full meal again or overtake Kryllian. Perhaps one of my brothers was playing another nasty trick on me—but they were all still at the war front for another three days. I quietly pulled my knife from its sheath, my heart pounding a bruising rhythm against my ribcage.


Another moment passed before a dark shadow descended over my hiding place. I didn’t hesitate. I leapt out, brandishing my dagger, fully prepared to stab my pursuer …


But the alleyway was empty. My eyes caught the flash of a cloak disappearing around the corner of the shop.


Not just a pursuer, but a cowardly one. I growled and took off running after them, racing down the alley. I spared a half thought of gratitude for the winter wind in my face, keeping my broken nose from swelling too horribly. We raced past the back doors of shops and houses, and when we finally reached the end of the road, they stopped abruptly in the open, causing their hood to fall and expose the back of their head.


I froze at the sight. The person was wearing a dark mask that covered their entire head, obscuring their face. But I still knew exactly who it was. I would recognize that carved visage anywhere, as would anyone else in Bhorglid.


And him, being here? It was impossible.


Nonetheless, fear crept up my spine and I gasped, taking a swift step back—


“Revna!”


The call broke me from my reverie and I whirled to see Halvar leaning out the back door of the Sharpened Axe. “The hell are you doing? We’ve been waiting for you.”


“I …” I turned back around, expecting to see the masked figure waiting in the street, but they were gone. My pulse thudded in my veins. Surely there was no way I’d imagined seeing him. But I shook my head. “Right. Coming.”


Halvar held the door for me, but I still had to squeeze past his large frame to make my way into the back room of the tavern. Once I ensured no eyes lingered in the shadows of the room, I pulled open the trapdoor in the floor, revealing the ladder beneath it.


It took mere seconds to slide down the rungs and land gently with my feet on the floor. Freja sat in the closest corner, half immersed in darkness, rocking the rescued baby back and forth in her arms.


The child whimpered but didn’t scream. Good. The last thing we needed was to be found now, after we’d gotten so far.


Halvar slid down the ladder behind me, tugging on a rope until the trapdoor above closed with a thud. He struck a match and used it to light the few lamps in the vast hidden space with its stashes of weapons, then sat down with his back against the wall. I moved to sit next to him, bumping my shoulder against his. “We did it,” I said softly.


He offered me a small smile. “We did. You two did. The little one is safe for the time being.”


“The plan was yours,” I reminded him. “You take at least a third of the credit.”


Halvar chuckled and ran a hand through his graying beard. When he’d first taken me—a godforsaken princess who knew nothing of the world she belonged to—under his wing eleven years ago, his hair had been dark, and his energy had been endless. Now there were crow’s-feet around both his eyes and an air of exhaustion he couldn’t seem to shake. Bitterness rose in me when I considered how time was stealing away the only father figure in my life.


Freja shushed us and we both lowered our voices. “Were you caught?” she mouthed at me.


I nodded and smirked, sending a throb through my nose. “What gave it away?”


She raised an eyebrow and scrunched up her own nose. I chuckled and placed a gentle finger to mine, wincing when it made an ache bloom beneath the swollen flesh. “I’ll have to see if I can bribe the palace healer to work his magic on me.” I sighed at the thought of trying to convince the crotchety old man to use his godtouched gift on one so lowly as I.


“Ingrid and Anders are anxious to see their little girl again,” Halvar said, nodding to the infant. “How did the streets look? Still too many priests to sneak her to the edge of the city?”


I nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. I say we wait another few hours, as long as we can keep her fed until then. After things calm down, they should be able to leave the city without too much hassle.” I frowned, thinking of the person who’d followed me through the alley and led me on a chase. If he was who I thought he was, then perhaps there was need for even more caution.


“What happened?” Freja asked.


I glanced up, hating how obvious my thoughts were most of the time. “I was on my way here, but I felt someone watching me. Following me. I waited to try and ambush them, but then they fled before I got the chance. I ran after them, their hood fell off, and …” I shook my head. “I could have sworn I was looking at the Hellbringer.”


Freja and Halvar were both silent. Then the latter finally spoke. “The Hellbringer? The one fighting on the front lines of the war?”


I nodded, feeling slightly ridiculous. “Yes. He wore the mask all the soldiers talk about—the one carved to look like a wolf’s skull.”


They were quiet for a few heartbeats before my best friend spoke up again. “Anyone can wear a mask, Revna,” she said softly. “And besides, if the Hellbringer were here, the war front would be, too. Maybe it was someone trying to scare you. He would have used his godtouch to kill you instantly if it were really him.”


I mulled it over. It wouldn’t be the first time someone had tried to take advantage of me with a scare tactic, but it was the first time anyone had bothered to disguise themselves as the culprit. The feeling of his hidden gaze following me as I walked the streets remained, and I pulled my shoulders back as if it would help.


“Maybe,” I conceded. “But you’re right. The whole city would be corpses in the streets if it really were him.”


The Hellbringer was known for his terrifying godtouch—the ability to kill anyone in sight with no more than a flick of his finger. He’d single-handedly turned the tide of the war in Kryllian’s favor. My father had been trying to capture him for almost seven years, to no avail. The general was a difficult man to find.


No one knew his true identity, despite his powerful magic. I thought again of the dark, blank eyes of the carved mask staring at me from the street. They’d bored into me, looking into the depths of my soul.


Halvar spoke up. “They’re saying he’s Aloisa-touched. That he might be Callum reincarnated.” He used his knife to clean the dirt from underneath his nails, nonchalant as ever.


I raised an eyebrow. Callum, the original Silencer. Legend had it he could take a person’s godtouch. Stop their ability to use magic with nothing more than a snap of his fingers. I didn’t put much stock in the stories, but the godtouched spoke of him in hushed, fearful voices when his name came up in temple worship or speeches by the priests. They told their children stories of Callum when they misbehaved.


While all the pantheon blessed the godtouched with gifts and supernatural abilities, Aloisa, the goddess of the soul, had never given a human any gift. Callum was the exception. A godtouch was innate, part of a person’s soul. Only her blessing could offer such a powerful ability.


Callum and his wife, Arraya, were also the first to claim they spoke to the gods. They had believed themselves superior to the godforsaken—to the extent that they’d coined the terms in the first place. They created the Holy Order of Priests and attempted to take over the Fjordlands. Only swift opposition from two rebel groups, now our neighboring countries, kept them from succeeding.


They’d been killed in the war soon after the Fjordlands were split into three. Only their demise had allowed an unsteady peace to reign.


“I haven’t heard that,” I said, unable to suppress a frown.


Halvar gave me a sympathetic look. “You haven’t heard about it because you don’t run in the lowest of the godforsaken circles. Not like we do.” He gestured to himself and Freja.


I nodded, acquiescing with a frown. He was right. No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t escape my family’s influence, which meant none of the godforsaken truly trusted me with any confidential information. “If he’s Callum reincarnate, does that make Kryllian the rightful country to rule the Fjordlands?”


Freja looked thoughtful, the light flickering over her dark skin as she leaned back against the wall, still cradling the newborn. “Probably depends on who you ask. I’m sure there are others like us who believe the whole story is hogwash. Then there’s the group who believe we’re the ones who rightfully own the land—Callum’s worthiest ancestors.”


“Meaning all of the godtouched in Bhorglid,” I said.


She nodded. “And then there have to be some godforsaken who wonder if this means the priests have it wrong. Who wonder if maybe Kryllian is supposed to rule it all.”


I sighed and rubbed a hand over my forehead. The priests would undoubtedly twist the rumors to their advantage as soon as they could manage. My chest constricted at the thought of the godforsaken who believed everything the religious leaders taught. Many—like Freja, Halvar, and me—kept up with the façade of corrupt religion only to prevent drawing undue attention. But plenty of others truly believed they were lesser than their godtouched peers.


Halvar hummed, his brow furrowed. “Regardless, the three of us know the truth: Callum was just a man in history who had an incredible ability that he used to persecute those with less power than him. And now, society looks like this.” He gestured to the rest of the basement, where we hid with an infant born to godforsaken parents. If anything spoke to the cruelty of our world today, it was this. “The greedy godtouched bastards never feel like it’s enough, so they keep warring and warring and warring until one day someone wins for a time. And then it starts all over again.”


It was easy to hear the frustration in his voice. I placed a gentle hand on his knee and he sighed. “Sorry. I get fed up with it is all.”


“I know.” Not for the first time, my heart ached, wishing I could do more for Halvar and Freja. And if the rest of the godforsaken benefited, that wouldn’t be the worst thing to happen.


He turned to meet my eyes with a half smile. “If we had a godforsaken queen, this wouldn’t be an issue.”


I moved my hand back to my lap and sighed. “It’s not possible. They’d never let me compete; you know that. And if they did, I wouldn’t win. Not against four men with incredibly powerful godtouches.”


“And even if she did win, the nearest priest would shoot her dead before she made her first move as queen,” Freja pointed out.


“Disrupting the rituals will have to be enough for our little rebellion.” I stood and stretched. “Regardless, you’re all right. There’s no way the Hellbringer is in the city. Whoever it was must have been playing a nasty trick.”


“Exactly,” Freja said. I watched her shoulders relax slightly. Had she been afraid? “Headed back home?”


“Yes. I’m late to meet Arne. He’ll kick my ass in training if I don’t get there soon.”


“And I’ll see you back here tonight, you hear?” Halvar ordered.


I grinned as I began to ascend the ladder leading to the trapdoor in the ceiling. “I wouldn’t miss it.”
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STANDING ALONG THE MOUNTAIN PATH OVERLOOKING THE city, I couldn’t tell the roads on the godforsaken side of town were in desperate need of repair. From a distance it all looked almost beautiful. A thin layer of white snow covered everything, refusing to melt in the frigid air.


Surveying the city from a distance kept me grounded. It served as a reminder of all the good the godforsaken did and lit a fire within me at the same time, urging me to do what it took to ensure my people were finally treated equally.


For a moment I just looked while I caught my breath. As my lungs steadied, I stepped back from the edge and turned to the path again. If I continued along the familiar switchbacks to the cliffside, the castle would come into view. But my brothers and father remained at the war front for another three days, and I had no intention of going home now.


Snow-covered foliage obscured the trail, packed down enough to show that several travelers had come this way over the past few hours. Probably priests doing their rounds or godtouched coming to socialize with my mother, hoping to gain her favor. But the main path wasn’t the one my eye snagged on. Through the towering pines and between the frosted greenery, half-smudged footprints traversed the untouched landscape, headed into the unmarked part of the mountainside. Anyone who wasn’t looking for them wouldn’t have spared a second glance.


Careful not to leave noticeable footprints of my own, I followed the path to the west side of the mountain. Soon enough, the main road was out of sight. My only company was the occasional squirrel skittering up a tree.


No one would be able to find me unless they knew where to look.


With each step through the film of ice on the ground, I relaxed a little more. Here, I bore no responsibility to the throne or the godforsaken. Here, I was Revna. Nothing more.


By the time I reached my destination, the sun had arced its way high into the sky. When I pushed through the last pair of bushes and into the clearing, a familiar voice called out: “You’re late.”


Arne sat on a tree stump, once the foundation for a magnificent oak. It made a nice resting place for anyone in the clearing who wasn’t sparring. Then again, few people frequented the clearing besides the two of us and Freja.


I’d first met Halvar here. I smiled fondly at the memory—running away from another punishment at the hands of my father simply for asking to sit at the table with the rest of the family instead of on the floor, where the godforsaken were designated to eat. Losing the priests chasing after me had been easy at ten years old, my tiny form fast and small enough to crawl through spaces where my pursuers would never fit. When I stumbled through the bushes, unsure of my destination, I found Halvar sitting on the tree stump, staring at me with wide eyes. At the time it had been summer, and wildflowers dotted the grass. He’d been taking puffs of a cigar but hesitated at the sight of me.


It had taken every ounce of bravery in my fiery heart to stand tall in the face of him. Even then, it was clear he was strong, more than capable of holding me captive until my father found me and lashed fire across my back. “Are you godtouched?” I’d asked, hands curled into fists.


He shot me a bewildered look. “No, Princess.”


With a deep breath, every muscle in my body had relaxed and I’d thrown my arms around him in a hug as relief flooded through me. Rough, hardened Halvar hardly knew what to do with himself, but eventually found his own arms wrapped around me, too.


Since then, Halvar had shared the clearing’s location with Freja and Arne. But besides the four of us, no one was the wiser to its existence. It was nice, knowing this place belonged to us and no one else.


Arne balanced his sword on his knee, using a whetstone to sharpen it. His dark hair was pulled back, exposing the shaved sides of his head. Beaten armor covered his casual clothes.


He pushed to his feet and his tall, gangly frame moved toward me. When he got close enough, I had to tilt my head back to maintain eye contact.


Arne offered me a half smile—the most happiness he ever expressed—and leaned down to press his lips to mine.


I leaned into the kiss, the expression of affection calmingly familiar until our noses brushed. I hissed from the pain and he pulled back with a wince. “Sorry. Do I need to set your nose again?”


“I don’t think so,” I muttered, wishing the persistent throb would make its exit already. “I’m going to try and persuade Waddell to heal it for me before dinner.”


Arne scowled. “I hate that you have to bargain with him for the same healing your brothers are entitled to.”


I wrapped an arm around his waist and rested my cheek against his chest with a chuckle. Arne was fiercely protective of Freja and me. If he could stand guard at our sides all day, I had no doubt he would.


With a sigh, he intertwined our fingers. My stomach chose that moment to growl loudly. Arne frowned. “You gave your food to Freja today?”


“Yes.” He knew better than to argue with me about it. “She needed her strength.”


“Hopefully we’ll be able to put our hungry days behind us soon,” he murmured, pressing a gentle kiss to the top of my head.


I stiffened at his words—at the reminder of my arranged marriage, coming far too soon for my liking. In a month, I would marry the Fastian Prince in exchange for shipments of food to keep our people from dying out while most of our supplies were funneled to the wastelands, where the fighting took place.


Arne didn’t notice my discomfort. “I missed you.”


Saying it back should have been as easy as breathing, but the words weighed heavy on my tongue, remaining unspoken this time. Wishing I could say it wasn’t enough to force the words through my lips for once. I pulled back slightly. “Can we spar?”


His smile disappeared. “Of course.”


Our relationship—if it could be called that—was complicated at best. With my twenty-first birthday having passed two weeks ago, my engagement to the Fastian Prince approached quickly. Pursuing more than friendship with Arne was foolish and rash. I’d kissed him for the first time nine months ago after my father revealed he’d arranged a marriage for me. The panic of the moment broke me, made me ache for something that was mine and no one else’s.


I didn’t want to imagine a first kiss with a person I didn’t love—didn’t know. And in the chaos, it was simple to press my lips to Arne’s and tangle my fingers in his hair.


I told myself we knew where it was going from the start. A relationship with a short fuse, unable to live past its beginning stages of passion. Arne didn’t seem to mind, but lately I found myself wondering if our feelings were aligned. If he wanted something more than a safe place to practice his firsts with a friend.


Did it matter, though? In the coming weeks we would go our separate ways. Neither of us would be able to stop it.


Forcing the thoughts from my mind was easy. I didn’t have time to dwell on the sick feeling burrowing deep in my stomach whenever Arne kissed me these days or the hunger gnawing at my insides. I needed to train, to learn how to fight, to take care of myself. Things that were impossible when my family was in the city instead of on the war front. I had to take advantage of my limited time. I would not place my fate so securely in the hands of a husband I didn’t know.


Unsheathing my sword was the most natural motion in the world, the sound like music to my ears. Here, I could forget my run-in with the priests. I could forget the way the robed figure held the scythe over the infant’s chest while she wailed.


I closed my eyes and tried to shake the image from my head. Remembering the gruesome scene would only make me angrier. Freja was getting the baby to safety—no one had died senselessly at the hands of the priests today. It was more than I could hope for.


One ritual of many, my thoughts whispered. A life saved now, perhaps. But will it make a difference in the end?


Arne didn’t wait for me to get set before he swung his blade, the metal arcing toward me. I stepped back and leaned so the blade didn’t swipe me.


“How did it go today?” Arne asked as he turned and swung again. “Is Freja all right?”


I braced my hands on my hilt and parried, wrists shaking from the impact. Arne might be skinny, but he was strong. Every clash of our swords rattled my bones, but today I was glad. It would distract me from the baby’s cry ringing in my ears.


“Good, I think.” I saw an opening and lunged, but Arne dodged easily. “The priests managed to grab me, but they didn’t catch Freja and she had the baby, so …” I would have shrugged if I wasn’t parrying his next blow.


Arne narrowed his eyes, though I felt some of the tension drain out of him when I mentioned Freja’s safety. The two had grown up together long before I knew them. If I didn’t know better, I might assume they were siblings. “They caught you? Your father is going to give you hell.”


“I know. My mother already did.”


We were falling into a rhythm. Parry, thrust, swing, block.


“And you don’t care?”


I frowned and tried to surprise him with a twist he wasn’t expecting, but I wasn’t as sneaky as I’d hoped, and the blow was easy to block.


“I’ve never cared.” My breathing was getting heavy. “Especially not now, right after my birthday. The Bloodshed Trials are in six weeks. The Fastians arrive in a month for an engagement ceremony and the wedding. I’ll be gone soon enough—might as well get as many blows in as I can beforehand.”


Arne’s voice was strained. “And you don’t mind?” he asked. “Being married off to the Prince of Faste?”


Then I saw it—a gaping hole in his defenses. I swung and he tried to parry but missed, and my sword cracked against his armor. Finally, a win.


We both relaxed, breathing hard. I pushed loose strands of hair out of my face and shivered at the cold breeze rustling the leaves on the trees. “It doesn’t matter if I mind,” I said. “It’s not like I have a choice.”


Arne shrugged.


I held back a sigh. He was so open with his feelings, and I … well, I wasn’t, but it didn’t stop him from reading me like a book. He was disappointed our time together was coming to an end.


Arne didn’t appear interested in sparring anymore, his sword hanging at his side, so I practiced my stances. He watched me silently, offering no comments. The blade felt like home in my hands. I sliced it through the air, enjoying the feel of the momentum.


“Besides, what else would they do with their godforsaken disappointment of a daughter?” I asked, my voice razor sharp at the edges. Arne asked me these questions over and over; he knew the answers.


“My family always does what the priests say. ‘Sacrifice infants.’ ‘Treat the godforsaken like trash.’ ‘Go to war against Kryllian.’ When Faste offered to send food in exchange for my hand in marriage”—I relaxed my stance and shrugged—“the priests thought it was too good to be true.”


Arne sheathed his sword. “You’re not something to be traded,” he muttered.


I sheathed my own sword and turned to him, quick as a whip. “What would you have me do?” I demanded. “I won’t run. I won’t show them I’m afraid. That’s one thing they don’t get to hold over me. Otherwise, I’m a slave to my own fate.”


His face was red; whether from the cold or from the sting of my words, I wasn’t sure. Either way, his eyes didn’t meet mine.


“Halvar thinks I should compete for the throne,” I continued, my words cold. I already knew exactly how Arne would feel about this. “Force my way into the Bloodshed Trials.”


“And you’re considering this?” Apparently I wasn’t the only one who could put up a mask when threatened.


I shrugged. “Why not? If you want me to stay here so desperately, then competing is the only way.”


“You know that’s not what I meant.”


I shook my head and sighed, the fight leaving me in a rush. We had so little time left. Did I really want to spend it arguing? “I’m sorry. We’ve had this same talk—”


“About a million times. I know.” His fingers ran around the edges of the armor on his opposite arm.


“There’s nothing we can do.” My voice was quiet now. “I don’t want to leave. But if I have to, to keep you and Freja safe, I will.”


“You can’t protect us forever.”


“Doesn’t stop me from trying.”


We practiced for the next hour in silence. Another person might find it disconcerting to spend so much time without exchanging words. But Arne preferred it, and I didn’t mind.


Today my mind was occupied trying to imagine my life in Faste: wife to a spoiled godtouched prince in a country that cared more about agriculture than the art of war. So far, “decent enough” was the most I dared to hope for.


In Bhorglid, it was unseemly for a godforsaken to know how to fight. In Faste, it was unseemly for anyone to know how to fight.


Regardless of where I ended up, I would be forced to hide this part of myself—the part of me craving to defend the godforsaken against their oppressors. Only Arne, Freja, and Halvar saw through the façade forced on me.


These thoughts followed me as Arne and I traveled back to the main path when we finished sparring. His gloomy expression told me he was tangled in his own inner turmoil. Steeling myself against the torrent in my mind, I clapped a hand on his arm. “Don’t be so glum,” I said. “You and Freja will have plenty of fun without me. And I’ll send letters, so it’s not like we’ll never talk.”


Arne stilled, his face contorted into an expression I didn’t recognize. He opened his mouth, but before he could speak, quick movement from below caught in my peripheral vision.


I whirled, turning to look at the cobblestone streets. Sure enough, five riders were making their way toward the path leading up to the castle, their matching fire-red hair noticeable from my position high above them. I shut my eyes and groaned. My worst nightmare. “They’re back. Three days early.”


When I opened my eyes, Arne wore an expression of concern. I knew he cared about me, but this was the first time I noticed it was leaving permanent frown lines around his eyes.


We concealed ourselves in the trees so my father and four older brothers wouldn’t notice us when they passed. My father’s booming voice echoed from the horse at the front of the group. “Well done, Björn. We’ll have you as our captain in no time.”


I massaged my temples. What a headache of a day.


Arne put a hand on my shoulder and gently rubbed my tense muscles. “It’s nothing you haven’t dealt with before. They’ll be too busy talking about the Trials and the Hellbringer to pay you any attention.”


Good point. With the Trials being so close, it was unlikely either of my less-than-friendly brothers would antagonize me. And while stories of the Hellbringer were always morbid, I found them fascinating in a strange way.


“Dinner will be an hour at the longest,” Arne reminded me. “Stay quiet and things will be fine.”


Eat and stay quiet. Should be easy enough.


“You should get going,” I said.


He stood but glanced back. “Are you coming to Halvar’s tonight?”


“Of course.”


The worry evaporated from his face and a bit of light returned to his eyes. “Good. I’ll see you there.” He left, and I was alone.


I swallowed the lump in my throat, trying to remember the morning’s victory. Freja and I had successfully disrupted the new year ritual. We saved an innocent life.


A cold wind blew over me and I shivered. By the end of the month I’d be in Faste, too far to help anyone. The castle loomed into view as I ascended the rest of the path.


The white stone edifice comprised four towers and five levels. On the bottom floor, an odd section jutted out from the original foundation: the armory, expanded to its current size only fifty years ago. The landscaping included a huge courtyard for sparring and hosting parties, a rose garden that bloomed only for a few weeks each summer, and the stables. A few priests milled about, weapons in hand to guard against any imagined threat. Their embroidered eyes stared me down as I made my way to the doors.


My home served as another unwelcome reminder of why we’d truly gone to war. The priests and the godtouched might claim it was a holy crusade, but the castle’s towers and smooth, sloping arches told another story. The original castle my ancestors had built long ago had been a mighty wooden structure with sharp angles and straight lines. The new home my grandparents had commissioned was an imitation of the palace in Kryllian—a fact I only knew because my father often bragged about taking everything from our enemies. Their land, their culture, their lives—all of it was ours in his eyes.


My father and his father before him had a bad habit of wanting anything they didn’t have. What had once been an admiration of Kryllian’s ways had quickly festered into an obsession. And obsession always led to war.


At least signs of the approaching storm had disappeared. The winter sun danced idly on the grass, and I took my time walking across the courtyard. The crisp air had a particular taste and I inhaled deeply, clearing my lungs. The tip of my swollen nose was numb, but the sensation steadied me.


In the spring, the sight of the white castle against the green grass was stunning. Now it was nearly invisible before the snowcapped mountain. Its spot high above the valley was meant to give us a unique perspective in case of an invasion. From the top tower’s vantage point, a person could see out to the southern sea on a clear day.


As of yet, the predicted invasion hadn’t happened. If it ever did, I pitied the army who attempted it.


I reached the ornate front doors and took a deep breath. Now to prepare to deal with my family.


They went off to the front lines frequently enough that I knew their routine: they would head straight to their rooms to rinse off the month’s grime before they came to dinner. My father would briefly consult with the Holy Order of Priests regarding updates on the war front as well. If I gave them enough time, I wouldn’t run into anyone before dinner. And hopefully I’d be able to convince the palace healer to mend my face.


The front doors of the castle were huge and, of course, squeaky on their hinges. I closed them quickly and relaxed when the noise finally stopped.


All the bedrooms were on the third level. After ascending the stairs, I peered into the hallway to make sure my brothers’ doors were closed before walking to my own door, which was cracked open slightly.


There were no guards or priests in the castle to give me trouble. If we were attacked, my brothers were expected to protect themselves. During the war, we couldn’t waste soldiers. A single unit of fifty—the ones home on rotation—remained in the city while the rest fought on the front lines. The priests claimed law enforcement duties, but they all knew better than to intervene if I was in danger—no one cared if I lived or died.


Thanks to Halvar and Arne’s training, I’d stand my ground if an attacker made their way into the castle. Otherwise, only two of my brothers cared enough to help me.


In the familiar, comforting space of my room, I threw on a maroon dress with sleeves long enough to hide the purpling bruise the priest gave me this morning. Then I brushed through my long sheet of dark hair, wavy after being in braids all day. I stared at my reflection, eyes hollow from long nights spent planning the morning’s disruption with Freja and from bruises spreading away from my nose.


Where I saw strength glittering in my green eyes, my father saw defiance. Now I only hoped he saw little enough of it for me to make it through dinner unscathed.


First things first, though: I needed my nose to stop hurting so I could hold my own at the dinner table. I dashed down the stairs to the floor below, where my father’s personal healer resided, and knocked on the door.


The wizened old man opened it, his back hunched forward, and glared at me. I offered him what I hoped was a winning smile, though I knew there was likely still blood on my teeth.


“Waddell,” I greeted him. “As you can undoubtedly see, my nose is broken. I was hoping you’d be kind enough to heal it for me before I attend dinner with my family.”


He didn’t answer, simply scowled deeper. I wondered how it was possible.


I sighed. “I’ll trade you for it.” My brothers and my parents were treated well by Waddell, but whenever I needed healing, I was forced to barter. Even if the injury was dire, I knew he’d stand above me, tapping his foot while he waited for me to offer up my firstborn child in exchange for his services.


“I want a piece of jewelry,” he said, voice cracking around the edges like a withered piece of paper.


I nodded. “Done.”


He knew me well enough to know I’d follow through. So he reached forward and pressed two fingers hard to the broken bone and let his magic flow through them.


With a loud snap, the displaced pieces of my nose flew back together. It didn’t hurt, but the feeling of bone writhing beneath my skin made me gag. Soon I felt the swelling recede and knew the dark bruises were vanishing. When he was done, I made the short trip upstairs to fetch him a necklace from my slowly dwindling jewelry box.


“Giving this to a fine friend?” I said, attempting a teasing tone.


His expression was serious. “No. I simply enjoy being able to take everything from you.”


Waddell slammed the door behind him, leaving me fuming in the corridor.


I DESPISED FAMILY DINNERS, WHICH WAS UNFORTUNATE, BECAUSE Mother insisted on having one every time Father and my brothers were back from the front lines. Attendance was mandatory; no exceptions.


I fidgeted in my seat, trying not to pull my legs up underneath me. Imagining the look Mother would give me kept me from doing it. On a normal day, I’d relish her glare, enjoying every minute she spent scolding me for petty rebellion, but I was too exhausted to fight back tonight.


My four redheaded older brothers sat on the sides of the table, my mother next to them, and my father sat at the head of the table, across from me. The foot of the table was my assigned place. Still better than the floor.


Directly on my left, my youngest brother, Björn, rambled on about some battle they’d been part of in the north. “The last one who tried to kill me had the godtouch of air. Probably thought he had the advantage over my fire, but I had the advantage in swordplay.” He smirked. “It didn’t take long to get rid of him.”


I wondered whether the soldier had quenched Björn’s fire by pulling the oxygen out of the air. Godtouched gifts were different in subtle ways—while many people could control the basic elements, they each had different limits and specific abilities. As a child, I spent years wondering what part of the gods’ magic I possessed, which valuable talent would be my godtouched gift. When no magic ever manifested itself, I spent years languishing in disappointment.


When Björn finished rambling, I rolled my eyes and glanced to my right, where Frode, my second-oldest brother, sat across from Björn. Frode’s hair was distinctly curly, unlike the rest of ours. He kept it cropped short against his head. He’d changed out of his military uniform and was dressed in a casual shirt and pair of pants. I wondered if Erik scolded him on the way to dinner for his outfit choice.


I channeled my thoughts in Frode’s direction. Is Björn this prissy when the temperatures are far below zero at night?


Frode didn’t say anything but smirked as he brought another bite of food to his mouth. I grinned. His godtouch was my favorite out of all my brothers: he could hear thoughts. It made for interesting fights and fun dinnertime conversations. The conversations were one-way, but I was glad someone appreciated my snippy comments, even if I didn’t say them out loud.


Frode and I both despised Björn, and Frode once told me our other brothers, Erik and Jac, would sympathize if they were able to voice their thoughts without being lashed for it. “Erik only cares because he thinks Björn is neglecting the gods’ demand to be more like them,” Frode had told me with an eye roll. “Self-righteous of him.” I took him at his word; Frode was terrible at lying and he didn’t have any reason to.


Father watched Erik, the oldest, and Jac, a year and a half younger than Frode, more closely than he did the two of us. Perhaps because he had written Frode off as a potential candidate for the throne long ago. And it was no secret the king wished I never existed in the first place.


Björn continued to drone on about the war. I didn’t pay much attention—the war was old news to me. Everything in Bhorglid was always about fighting, conquering, finding victory over someone else. Over time, the concept became boring. Not to mention Björn had a way of getting under people’s skin enough to make them snap. If he didn’t shoot fire from his fingers, I would have wondered whether he had the godtouch of annoying people.


“Then Father let me help strategize on how to take back the east side of the river,” Björn continued, his shoulders straight. “Helping me prepare for when I am leading the armies.”


Jac kept his face carefully neutral. As the most skilled strategist of us all, he would have given his arm and leg to lead the armies to victory. Björn never wasted a moment shoving it in his face how Father had never invited Jac to a strategy meeting. It made my cheeks burn with fury.


There was nothing we could do, though. As Father was keen to remind us often, everyone had their place in our society, and as soon as one stepped out of line, it was only a matter of time before everything began to fall apart. If the people had rebelled against Father when he was crowned king, I have no doubt he would have used his fire to quell the insubordination in a heartbeat.


Thankfully, the people were thrilled when he won the Bloodshed Trials of his generation, slaughtering his two younger brothers without a second thought. The same way my four brothers were supposed to run swords through each other until only one was left alive—the one who would take the throne.


Only then would my father abdicate. He and my mother would become citizens like the rest of the population, albeit far wealthier than most. They would live peacefully as long as they didn’t attempt to interfere with their successors’ choices, in which case …


Well. Let’s just say my own grandparents had been executed before I was born.


Erik spoke then. “We are successfully decimating Kryllian forces. If we are faithful and careful, we’ll be able to take the war from our wastelands to their shores soon. The country will be ours for the taking.”


Mother nodded, and I tightened my grip on my fork, knuckles going pale. Ours for the taking. I clenched my teeth and Frode shot me a warning look.


I know. I’m not stupid.


I’d voiced my opinions before, and they’d made it clear my thoughts weren’t welcome. That didn’t keep me from thinking the war was a waste of time.


My father sat back in his chair. “Victory is in sight,” he said to my mother. She smiled at him, and I sent Frode an image of myself gagging.


Frode, who was mid-swallow, choked on his food. Jac had to thump him on the back for a moment before he could breathe again.


Björn shot me a suspicious look, as if he too could read my thoughts. I smiled at him.


“And what of the Hellbringer?” Mother asked.


Suddenly, I cared a lot more for the war talk than I had a moment ago. Frode sent me a strange look and I ran through my memory of the morning’s chase, allowing him to observe it. He frowned and tapped his fingers against the table but didn’t speak.


“He continues to wreak havoc on our armies,” Father said. “He is the only thing standing between us and our victory. Now, though, there are rumors circulating about him. We’ve had intelligence return to us with news that he’s away from the front more often than not. They say he’s searching for something.”


I was utterly absorbed and barely noticed myself asking, “What? What is he searching for?”


Everyone turned to me, expressions varying from surprise that I’d spoken to anger that I’d been listening. “Why do you care?” Father sneered. “The war is no concern of yours.”


I swallowed hard and sat up straighter. “I am a citizen of Bhorglid. Of course the war is my concern. It’s everyone’s concern.”


Björn glared. “The war is a matter for the godtouched. Not anyone as lowly as you.”


Frode interrupted. “We don’t know what he’s searching for, only that he’s looking for something that could win them the war.”


The room fell into silence, Frode’s support of my question hanging tense in the air.


Before I could return to my meager portion, my father spoke again. “Revna,” he said. My name lingered in his voice, and I resisted the urge to cringe, immediately regretting bringing any attention to myself.


All eyes turned toward me. I fidgeted with the embroidery on my sleeve. “Yes?” I asked, raising my eyebrows. Everyone was staring at me, waiting for Father to strike.


My father crossed his arms. “Your mother informed me the new year ritual was disrupted this morning.”


I tried to keep my face casual as I chewed another bite. “Really?”


Björn snorted and my mother’s icy gaze narrowed on me.


“Yes,” Father said. He intertwined his fingers and tilted his head to the side. “We’ve discussed the appropriate course of action thoroughly since my return.”


I continued chewing methodically, though the bite now tasted like ash in my mouth. I refused to give in to what he wanted, which was to get a reaction out of me.


Father’s voice grew stonier with every word he spoke. “For the sake of our country—the sake of our favor with the gods—I hope that infant perished the moment you snatched it from the sacrificial altar.”


I stared straight ahead, not breaking eye contact with my father, though I desperately wanted to know what my brothers’ faces looked like. Hopefully their shock at my crimes made my interruption of the ritual worth it.


My father clenched his fork so tightly, I wondered if it would break. Or whether, more likely, he would melt it. It wouldn’t be the first time I’d caused him to damage property.


“You,” he said, face turning red, “are a shame to this family. You dare disrespect the gods who protect us in battle?” His voice rose to a shout as he continued, “When we are so clearly losing the war? When we need the gods more than ever?”


Losing? Hadn’t he said they were close to winning? The surprise lasted only a moment before it transformed, and anger coursed through me. I had tried to tell him over and over how terribly the godforsaken were being treated at the hands of the priests, but he wouldn’t listen.


I slammed my palms on the table. “They have never been my gods,” I cried. “You sacrifice the godforsaken, treat us as lesser beings, and refuse to listen to us!” I felt the blood rushing to my face. My heartbeat was loud in my ears.


The hand holding my father’s fork erupted in flames. No one at the table flinched. The metal in his grasp began to wilt like a dying flower under the sun.


When he spoke again, his voice was terrifyingly soft. “You will not disrespect our country.” His hand shook. “Or your gods. Or your family.”


I glanced at my brothers and my rage evaporated from me like smoke drifting away in the wind. Björn grinned from ear to ear, watching with glee shining in his eyes. Jac stared at his plate, unmoving. Erik and Frode continued to eat, ignoring the argument entirely.


My father let his fire go out, wiping the liquid metal off his hands with a cloth napkin. “In six weeks, we will host the Bloodshed Trials. But before that, we will celebrate your wedding and your departure to Faste. In fact, the wedding delegation arrives tomorrow to begin planning. This is only one portion of your punishment.” His cold blue eyes met mine. “I do not think either of us will be disappointed to part ways.”


“Tomorrow,” I said. My voice was as hollow as I felt. I forced the furious tears in my eyes not to move any farther. “You told me I had another month.”


He shrugged. “We received word from Faste last week. There was a skirmish at their border and they are anxious to see their end of the alliance fulfilled in case Kryllian decides to bring the war to their territory. Besides, you’re well-known for your antics. Why would I give you an opportunity to wreak havoc on your own engagement? It was more pertinent to keep the information from you.”


Fury bubbled in my stomach, threatening to overflow.


“You’re an absolute—”


Frode stood and put his hand around my wrist, clasping it tight enough to be a warning but light enough not to hurt. He raised an eyebrow, and I knew he was trying to calm me down.


He helped me stand and led me from the dining room. My father offered him a nod of encouragement and I hissed through my teeth, scowling.
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