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Author’s Note


Dawn of the North takes place in a dark fantasy world and is intended for mature (18+) readers. Some scenes may make certain readers uncomfortable. A full list of content warnings is available at:


demiwinters.com/trigger-warnings/
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

Map illustration with a thorn tree border, showing an island with mountains, trees and a river, depicting Kalasgardge in the North, Western Woods in the West, Svarti in the East and Southern Bogs in the South.








Kingdom of Claw Recap


Silla


Fleeing from the queen’s warriors, Silla hides in the Bloodaxe Crew’s wagon, and, upon being discovered, convinces them to take her to Kopa. The Bloodaxe Crew, meanwhile, are assigned the biggest job of their careers—to travel to the village of Istré where a deadly mist terrorizes its citizens.


Jonas “The Wolf” Svik begins a secret romantic affair with Silla, but when his younger brother Ilías is killed in battle, Jonas turns against her. Jonas drugs and kidnaps Silla, before handing her in for a reward. Meanwhile, the leader of the crew, Reynir “Axe Eyes” Bjarg, comes after them and helps Silla escape Kopa. Together they flee to a shield-home in Kalasgarde. In the process, they learn the truth about each other—Silla is Eisa Volsik, the princess long thought dead, while Rey is Galdra, and the murderer who’d been burning people along the Road of Bones.


Silla begins magic training with Rey’s grandmother, Harpa, while Rey helps hunt down a monstrous serpent terrorizing the town. In the confines of the small shield-home, Silla and Rey are unable to ignore their attraction to each other.


After discovering Saga has almost taken her own life, Silla and Rey leave Kalasgarde to find help for her, but they are ambushed by Jonas and a warband. They battle, and Silla and Jonas are trapped under an avalanche.


As Saga’s magic matures, a dormant curse awakens in the sisters’ blood—a shard of Myrkur, the god of chaos, is activated. In order to survive the avalanche, Silla gives Myrkur access to the heart of her Ashbringer magic. Silla emerges black-eyed and ruthlessly kills all remaining Klaernar before turning on Rey. He pricks her with a galdur-quelling needle (hindrium), then strangles her until she’s unconscious.


She awakes in Kopa to discover that Rey has been dosing her with hindrium to keep Myrkur from accessing her Ashbringer source. The story closes with the revelation that Saga is missing.


Saga


Saga lives in Askaborg Castle with the king and queen who killed her parents. She’s betrothed to their thirteen-year-old son, and struggles with anxiety, particularly when trying to set foot outdoors. After learning that her younger sister Eisa is alive, Saga vows to stop Queen Signe from capturing her.


Saga has a panic attack after struggling to leave the castle, and a mysterious man comes to her rescue. She soon learns he’s Kassandr Rurik, a lord from Zagadka in Íseldur to negotiate a grain treaty. Saga also meets Ana, a woman who works for the Uppreisna (a rebel group seeking to push King Ivar from the throne) and begins working with her.


Queen Signe, having discovered Saga’s satchel in a room where she’s been performing experiments on the Galdra, has Ana executed. Frightened, Saga makes plans with Rurik to escape the castle. But before they can enact their plans, they’re caught kissing.


When the Zagadkians flee without Saga, her engagement is changed from Bjorn to Magnus, and she almost jumps from her balcony. A mind-to-mind conversation with Eisa (Silla) changes her mind.


At her engagement feast to Magnus, Signe slips the catalyst in Saga’s wine, making her lose control of her Sense. She retreats into her mind, where she meets Silla/Eisa (unconscious due to the avalanche). Saga goes through her Cohesion Rite and comes into her full power, which awakens a bargain made by her mother with the god of chaos. Saga grants Myrkur access to her magic and the god causes an explosion of black flame in the hall.


Saga wakes on a boat, Rurik sitting by her bed. After explaining what had happened, he takes her to the ship’s hull, where Magnus is tied up. Magnus provokes Rurik, making him lose control and reveal himself as the Beast of Zagadka. Terrified, Saga flees.


The book closes with Rurik’s revelation—he will take her to Zagadka, and not to the city in Íseldur as they’d agreed.


Roots of Darkness


Hekla and the Bloodaxe Crew are in Istré, trying to solve the mystery of the mist with a heartbeat. Frustrated that Istré’s chieftain continues blocking her attempts to investigate, Hekla has a passion-fueled night with a stranger who’s recently arrived to town, only to discover the next day that the man is Eyvind Hakonsson, Rey’s childhood friend who’s been sent to help with the job.


While investigating the forest, Hekla is trapped in the mist, then saved by a squirrel-turned-grimwolf. The squirrel takes to following her around, pestering her to free his mistress.


After disobeying Eyvind’s orders, Hekla discovers that the chieftain has kept the human victims of the mist chained up in a barn, and that they’ve been Turned into draugur, undead creatures who do the mist’s bidding. After discovering her betrayal, Eyvind is forced to throw Hekla off the job. She sneaks back in and partners with the Bloodaxe Crew and, reluctantly, Eyvind and his retinue, in order to evacuate the town.


Hekla risks her life to distract the mist so the citizens of Istré can escape, but when an explosion rocks the village square, Eyvind shields them both with his fireproof cloak. They abandon the city, and Hekla considers resuming her romantic partnership with Eyvind, only to overhear that he’s been betrothed to a woman named Liv all this time. Upset, Hekla prepares to flee back to Kopa, but encounters the squirrel, who begs her to return to the woods and free his mistress. Hekla vows that she will return with more men.






PROLOGUE


Signe did not flinch as the High Gothi’s dagger slid across the thrall’s throat. A crimson trickle quickly grew to gushing, rhythmic throbs as the Gothi’s acolytes rushed forward with cups to collect the girl’s lifeblood. Signe watched the thrall’s blue eyes go from wide and panicked to dull and unseeing as the low, undulating tones of the High Gothi’s voice met her ears.


A hundred or so figures had gathered on the southernmost dock on this sullen, overcast day. Askaborg Castle loomed behind them, Sunnavík harbor’s many piers stretching out before them. Gulls called overhead, the smell of seaweed so pungent it nearly overwhelmed the acrid scent of burnt corpse.


Nearly.


All morning, Signe’s moods had wavered between disbelief and brutal, aching grief. It had to have been a mistake. The corpse in the ship docked at the end of the pier wasn’t Yrsa. Surely her girl was just missing. Hiding perhaps. The chaos in the great hall had been so very frightening, after all. Any minute and her Yrsa would appear and reassure Signe that it had all been one big misunderstanding.


The High Gothi’s voice shifted to guttural rhythmic chanting as he poured the thrall’s blood over the altar stone. Signe charted its course over the deep grooves carved into the stone; watched as it pooled in the trough below. When the thrall’s lifeblood had drained from her, acolytes wrapped bear cloaks around her naked body before carrying her to the end of the pier and lowering her into the ship.


As Signe’s gaze fell upon the figure in the center of the boat, tears tried to claw forth. The resplendent silks wrapped around the corpse could not hide the fact that the body was nothing but charred flesh and blackened bones.


Her baby.


Her Yrsa.


Signe’s hand curled into a fist as she stared at what remained of Yrsa. Never again would she kiss her daughter’s cheek. Never again would she hear the sounds of her laughter.


“Mama?” A small hand prodded her balled fist.


Signe forced herself to exhale and unclench her fingers, reaching for Hávar’s hand.


“Not much longer, my darling,” she said in a low voice.


Little Hávar had seen only three winters, and it was unlikely that he understood what was going on. In the days that had followed the explosion, he’d asked countless times for Yrsa, wrenching Signe’s heart anew. But it was worse than merely her heart. It felt as though a piece had been torn from her very soul.


The next thrall was yanked forward, her ice-blond hair marking her as Norvalander. Beside Signe, Ivar loosed an impatient sigh. She ground her teeth together. Get on with it, that sigh seemed to say. I’ve important matters to attend to. It was no secret that Ivar favored his sons above all else, but Signe had dared to hope he’d pretend to mourn his daughter.


Hávar’s hand squeezed Signe’s as the thrall girl wailed and thrashed before the High Gothi. Her elbow collided with one of the acolytes, sending the man staggering backward into an ornamental brazier. But the thrall’s attempt to flee was fruitless; three more acolytes rushed forward and seized her. The High Gothi ended her with a slash of brutal efficiency, the wound on her neck opening like a crimson smile.


By the end of this service, five maidens would lie alongside Princess Yrsa to accompany her on the journey to Ursir’s Sacred Forest. Signe hoped that the thralls and treasure heaped upon the ship were sufficient to allow her girl an afterlife without wanting for anything.


Her girl.


A sob broke low in Signe’s throat, catching her by surprise. She turned away from the procession, trying to gather herself.


“Mother.” The crackle of Bjorn’s voice—not quite a man, yet no longer a boy—came from her right. He stood beyond Ivar but leaned behind his father to place something soft into her free palm.


Signe opened her hand and stared down at a clean square of linen. Such a thoughtful boy, her Bjorn had proven to be, and his kind gesture gave Signe the strength not to crumble.


She dabbed at a rogue tear, then faced forward once more. The latest thrall girl was lowered onto the ship, nestled between a bushel of apples and a cask of heather mead left over from Yrsa’s birthday feast.


Ivar stepped forward, commanding the attention of all those present. Clad in a fine red-and-gold tunic, her husband cut an imposing figure. Ivar might once have been the most handsome man Signe had ever seen, but now … now, half his face was a patchwork of oozing burns and peeling flesh, his once-striking beard singed short.


The beard, Signe knew, maddened her husband nearly as much as what he now dubbed the assassination attempt. The Urkans saw beards as a sign of male potency, and Ivar Ironheart’s formerly chest-length beard was now so short, he could not even braid it. It was little solace to Signe on this day, though. Not with what came next.


The High Gothi passed an unlit torch to Ivar, who dipped it in the flames of a sacred brazier. With swift, efficient steps, Ivar strode to the end of the pier.


One more moment, Signe wanted to beg. One more moment with my baby.


But Ivar did not hesitate. He threw the torch onto the ship. Turned without ceremony.


Signe watched the flames catch—first on the hay padding the edges of the ship, then on the rich silks strewn throughout. The High Gothi cut the rope securing the boat to the pier, then worked with his acolytes to give the carved prow a gentle shove. The flames danced higher, higher, licking the skies.


Signe watched the boat drift away through a fog of tears.


But Ivar didn’t see any of it. He strode past Signe. Put his hand on Bjorn’s shoulder. “We have plans to make, son.”


Ivar Ironheart left without watching the moment his only daughter departed the realm of the living.
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Signe sat in an armchair arranged near the enormous glass windows of the king’s bedchambers, a goblet of wine clutched in her hand. The clouds had lifted as the day progressed, and so Signe had ordered the room made dark so that she might gaze at the star-speckled skies. And as she stared listlessly up, she could have sworn one star blazed brighter before streaking amid the others. But as she blinked, it was gone, and with the amount of wine she’d already consumed, Signe couldn’t be certain of much right now.


Her younger sister would have been able to name each constellation in the sky—would have been able to recite the Norvalander folklore stories behind them. Not a day went by when Signe didn’t think of her, but here, now, her sister haunted her thoughts more than ever.


“I miss you,” Signe murmured, then shook her head at the wasted emotion. She’d put her sister—had put all things Norvaland—behind her almost two decades ago.


Signe refilled her cup with an impatient breath. When would Ivar return from his meetings? All afternoon he’d been gone, busy preparing for retaliation against the Zagadkians. The fool of a man was convinced Kassandr Rurik had orchestrated the explosion in the great hall; that the Zagadkians had used the treaty as a ruse to gain access to Ivar and end his life. Had the man not seen Saga Volsik with his own eyes? Had he not known what the unnatural dark blue of her veins had meant?


Of course the dim-witted man had not. But Signe understood the significance of those veins—they meant that Saga Volsik had not acted alone. Because with them, in that room, Signe had sensed the presence of her old friend. Her secret friend. The one she’d grown to love and to trust over the years. Why had Signe’s friend given themselves so wholly to Saga, when Signe had been so dutiful? And to kill her Yrsa … it was a betrayal so deep that it hurt her to even consider it.


Signe drank a large gulp of wine, forcing her mind back to Ivar and his foolish plans. He was adamant that Saga Volsik had acted with the Zagadkians, that she could not have done it alone. Saga was, as Ivar put it, “only a woman.”


Her chest ached for what could never be. Yrsa’s wedding to a high-ranking cousin of Ivar’s. A quiet, safe life for her girl among the verdant fjords and rocky shores of Norvaland. Within a few short months, Yrsa would have been protected. Instead, she’d perished before Signe’s very eyes.


Because of that ungrateful little serpent.


Signe swallowed a large mouthful of wine, desperate to dull the sharp pain of her grief.


Thankfully, the door to the bedchamber swung inward, diverting her attention. Ivar, it seemed, had finally returned. Signe set her cup aside and made to stand, but paused as a petite blond woman entered first. She recognized her at once as Eldrún, Ivar’s favored concubine.


The queen’s fingers curled around the arms of her chair as Ivar pushed Eldrún against the wall, groping her with the finesse of a drunken troll. Signe ought to have expected this—she hadn’t, after all, warmed Ivar’s bed in some time. But after Yrsa’s funeral, such things had been far from her mind.


Clearly, it hadn’t hindered Ivar’s lechery. Anger burning low in her stomach, Signe decided she’d seen enough. She stood and cleared her throat loudly.


Ivar whirled, his hand going to the sword belted at his hip.


“Signe.” He exhaled in clear relief, but even in the dim light, she could see fear lingering in Ivar’s brown eyes. Ever since the explosion, he’d grown paranoid that someone would make another attempt on his life. It would have amused Signe had it not come at the price of her daughter.


The queen’s eyes fell upon Eldrún—scant years older than Yrsa. Her amusement quickly kindled into anger.


“Out.”


The girl scampered away.


Ivar fetched a torch from the corridor, glancing at his wife in irritation as he used it to ignite the braziers in the room. Light danced along the walls and across the enormous carved bed that dominated the space. “I did not expect you to grace my bed tonight, Signe.”


“And I,” said Signe, “cannot fathom how you could take anyone to your bed the day your only daughter was sent to the Sacred Forest.”


Ivar bristled as he slid the torch into a sconce. “What do you want, wife?”


Signe strolled toward her husband, his gaze hard and flat as he leaned against the wall.


Reaching him, Signe caressed his forearm with soft fingertips. Once she’d admired the toughened muscle of these arms. Once she’d admired all of her husband. Had desired him above all others. But the years together had hardened her tender heart. She forced herself to look past her husband’s ruined face and meet his dark eyes.


“Vengeance, Ivar,” she purred. “That is what I want.”


Ivar pulled away, and though it shouldn’t hurt after all these years, pain twinged in Signe’s chest.


“You know I do not concern you with the affairs of men, Signe.”


Ivar strolled to the table where Signe’s unfinished jug of wine rested. Finding a goblet, he filled it, then turned to face her. And for the first time in years, Signe found traces of softness in her husband’s gaze.


“But today, perhaps, I can make an exception. Will it ease your grief to know we plan to sail to Zagadka within a fortnight?”


A fortnight. Signe’s mind raced. A fortnight was not enough time to muster all their forces, nor for Ivar’s father to arrive from Norvaland with his fleet. Fear twisted in her gut as she thought of Bjorn. She’d just lost a daughter. Signe could not lose her Little Bear, too.


“But your father’s fleet—” With the winter ice floes between Íseldur and Norvaland, it would be some weeks before King Harald arrived. “Surely you can wait a little longer. With those numbers, you’ll be unbeatable—”


“We cannot wait, Signe. The Zagadkian scum tried to assassinate me—”


“You do not know it was them,” Signe interjected.


Ivar took a menacing step forward. “Do not interrupt me, wife.”


Signe clamped her mouth shut, berating herself for reacting, as Ivar would say, emotionally. But when it came to her children, she’d always struggled to hold her tongue.


“You worry for Bjorn, that much is clear,” said Ivar, coldly. “Do you not know your worry weakens him in his men’s eyes? He must see battle, Signe. Must sharpen his skills. Yes, this is happening sooner than we’d anticipated—”


“It is foolhardy!” The words burst from her before Signe could stop them.


Ivar’s hand lashed out, slapping her hard across the face. Her vision exploded with white, burning pain, and Signe stumbled back, clutching her cheek. Ivar tossed his wine back in a solitary gulp, leveling a hard look at her.


“I warned you not to interrupt me, wife.”


Signe forced her lips together. Swallowed the vile words trying to push up her throat.


“We sail two weeks from today. When my father’s fleet arrives, they will join us. But I do not think we shall need them at all.” Ivar’s gaze grew distant and hungry. “We have some … battle innovations we are eager to use.”


Signe’s anger had grown to a living, breathing thing, and it took every ounce of her will not to release it on her husband. Instead, she focused it on the one person she despised above all others.


“I ask only one thing of you, husband.” A deep breath eased her raging heart. Signe straightened her spine. Faced the beast of a man before her unflinchingly. “Bring Saga Volsik to me. Alive.”


Ivar raised a quizzical brow.


Signe answered him with a queenly smile.


“I want to watch as the light fades from her eyes.”







PART 1
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SEEDS
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When ill seed has been sown, so an ill crop will spring from it.


—njál’s saga






Chapter 1



Kopa, Íseldur
One week after Kingdom of Claw


A bead of sweat trickled down Silla’s brow as she stood before the largest pair of doors she’d ever seen—as tall as three warriors stacked up. Knotwork was carved into thick oak planks that were secured on enormous iron hinges. If the doors were this massive, she wondered how big the council room beyond them would be.


Silla blotted her forehead with the sleeve of her dress, then paused. Would Eisa Volsik wipe sweat on her sleeve? She could not recall discussing how a queen was to deal with such things during her daily etiquette lessons. More likely, a queen did not sweat at all. But bother that, Silla was melting. The secret council room used for Uppreisna gatherings was deep beneath Ashfall Fortress. And given that the fortress was built into a slumbering fire mountain, it was sweltering.


She glanced over her shoulder at Rey. Half a head taller than Runný and her other queensguard, Rey was rather hard to miss. Torchlight caught on his tight black curls and gave his brown cheekbones a bronzed glow. But as her gaze slid to his tunic—a shade so red, the word violent came to mind—laughter escaped through Silla’s nose in a decidedly unqueenly sound.


“Quiet, woman,” grumbled Rey, folding his arms and looking away.


Jarl Hakon had insisted that, in his second son Eyvind’s absence, Rey must wear House Hakon’s colors and take a seat of honor with his family. Though Rey had protested valiantly, the jarl had won out in the end.


“You look so … festive,” Silla teased, glad for a distraction from her frayed nerves.


“I look like a rowan berry.” Those gold-flecked eyes landed on her, sliding down her body like the softest silk. “And you,” he said in a low voice, “look like a goddess.”


Silla was certain she flushed right down to her toes. “I feel … strange. Unlike myself.” She looked at her gown. Beautiful it was—sumptuous emerald silks contrasted with stunning embroidery and elegantly draped cuffs that reached to the floor. This was the kind of garment Eisa Volsik wore. But Silla couldn’t shake her disappointment—there were no pockets!—nor could she keep herself from wondering how many mouths the sales proceeds would feed.


Silla tried to focus. In a moment, she would stride through those mountainous doors and present Eisa Volsik to the most powerful households in Kopa. It was the first step of many they’d concocted—unite the jarls of the north under a common banner; gather allies in the south and abroad; amass enough might to keep the Urkans at bay and prevent the god of chaos from bringing fire and death to the realm.


That last item knocked her off-kilter. “It’s only the twilight of days,” she muttered to herself, a statement that did nothing to ease her discomfort. Though if she were being honest, Silla had not felt comfort since the moment she’d woken in Kopa unable to sense the source of her magic.


Daily doses of hindrium smothered her Ashbringer galdur—an unfortunate necessity to keep the god of chaos from accessing it as He had in Svangormr Pass. A life for a life, Myrkur had vowed. But without access to Silla’s magic, He seemed to have lost interest in her. Though she could sense Him slumbering low inside her, the god had remained quiet since that horrid day. She remained vigilant all the same, searching relentlessly for a way to escape this ill-worded bargain of her mother’s.


Silla stared at the doors, trying to ease her nerves. Despite her desire to rip the dangling sleeves from this dress and run off to the stables to take Dawn for a ride, she could not give in.


That, she decided, would definitely be unqueenly.


“If you run, I run,” warned Rey.


“Don’t tempt me,” she teased back, unable to keep from imagining the pair of them tearing away from the fortress on horseback, the ridiculous garments flapping behind them in the wind. Sadness panged inside her chest at the impossibility of the idea.


A loud creak echoed in the corridor, making Silla jump in her skin. The enormous doors swung slowly outward, and her heart raced ever faster. With a deep breath, she forced her feet forward. She felt like an imposter. She was an imposter. It was Saga who was rightful heir to the throne—Saga who ought to be standing before these doors. But for now, Eisa would have to do.


And so, Silla would do her part. Would play queen for a while. And when Saga was found and brought to Kopa, everything would change.


“This is only temporary,” Silla recited to herself as she gathered her courage and strode through the doors.


As expected, the room was cavernous, with an enormous arched roof held up by towering black columns. Silla walked along the central walkway flanked by golden braziers. Stone benches climbed up on either side of her, hundreds of people seated upon them. Silla thought she might be smiling, but couldn’t be certain—she was too busy trying to remember if she swung her legs and arms at the same time or not.


At last, she reached the dais at the end of the walkway, but the stairs leading up to it made her nerves spike.


They’re stairs, she told herself, grinning like a wildcat. You’ve climbed stairs a hundred times. You won’t trip. As her slippered foot came down on the first stone step, Silla exhaled. She could do this. She wouldn’t—


She tripped on her ridiculous dangling cuffs.


The crowd gasped as Silla tumbled forward. Rey’s arms snaked around her from behind just as Atli Hakonsson lunged forward, catching her forearms. She blinked up at Jarl Hakon’s heir, humiliation flaming at her cheeks.


Atli’s smile was kindly, but as his gaze drifted over her shoulder, it quickly fell. Rey’s low grumble had Atli releasing her and backing away with an exasperated look. Rey hauled her upright, keeping hands clamped on her waist until she’d regained her footing. Well. This was not the first impression she’d hoped for, but as Jarl Hakon rushed forward, she tried to push it from her mind.


Slightly stockier than his son, Jarl Hakon wore elaborate red robes that brushed the floor. With golden rings on each of his fingers and silver cuffs in his beard, there was no question he was a man of wealth and status. The jarl cocked his head at Rey, who, after a long-suffering sigh, strode to Eyvind’s vacant seat on the dais.


Jarl Hakon turned Silla gently toward the crowd, and for the first time, she found herself slightly emotional. Queenly, she urged herself, reciting the attributes of Eisa Volsik. You must inspire their confidence.


“For the first time in seventeen years,” Jarl Hakon proclaimed, “a Volsik will lead the offering!”


The crowd shouted in approval, and Silla caught more than a few damp eyes among them. But then Atli was beside her, handing over a platter of boar steaks. His dark eyes glinted, a reassuring smile on his chiseled face telling her, Just like we practiced. With a deep breath, she stepped toward the enormous brazier lit to the side of the dais.


“Oh Bright One.”


“Louder,” whispered Atli.


“Oh Bright One!” Silla tried with a bit more zeal. “We offer you meat.”


She tipped the boar steaks into the flames, jumping back as the fat hissed and spattered.


“Mead!”


Atli handed her a golden goblet, which she poured into the flames. A bead of sweat clung to her temple, and Silla did her best to ignore it.


“And our finest weapon!”


At last, Atli produced a finely wrought dagger that looked to have cost a fortune. She hesitated, wondering how many sólas this weapon would fetch, but after Jarl Hakon impatiently cleared his throat, she tossed it into the brazier with the rest.


The crowd stood with a roar, stomping their feet. Silla hazarded a glance over her shoulder at Rey, wishing he was standing beside her. Instead, she found him glaring at the crowd as though every one of them had wronged him.


“Now!” exclaimed Jarl Hakon, “I present to you, Eisa Volsik!”


The banging grew to a cacophony, and Silla’s heart felt as though it had grown wings. Tears clouded her vision, and she wrung her hands, trying desperately to keep her emotion at bay. Temporary, she reminded herself. Soon this will all belong to Saga.


“Take a seat,” whispered Atli, directing her to the chair beside Rey’s. She fell into it, glad that her part in this meeting had ended. Her instructions were to keep a demure, queenly smile upon her lips for the rest of the gathering. Rey’s hand slid over, squeezing her knee.


“Did I not tell you that you’d do well?” he whispered.


“Did you not see me trip?” was her reply.


Rey’s lips twitched in amusement. His gaze drifted to Jarl Hakon, now standing at the front of the dais, one hand raised. Within a few measured breaths, the crowd had quieted and taken their seats.


“I’ve received word from our spy in Askaborg.”


The hair on Silla’s arms stood on end, and her heart raced. Finally, she thought, news of Saga. Surely the mystery of her whereabouts would be revealed.


“I’m certain you’ve all heard of the explosion that rocked the castle a fortnight past.” Heads nodded among the crowd. “Strange tales have emerged. We continue to hear that Princess Saga was the cause of the explosion. That black flames shot from her palms and caused the destruction.”


Silla’s gaze found Rey’s hand, still resting on her knee, and she slid her own under it, desperate for comfort. There could only be one explanation for the explosion of black flames in Askaborg Castle: Saga had given Myrkur access to the heart of her galdur. Worry knotted tightly in her stomach, and Silla instinctively probed inward in an attempt to communicate with her sister. But with her galdur quelled, contacting Saga was impossible.


“Princess Saga’s whereabouts are yet unknown.”


Silla’s heart plummeted into her stomach as Jarl Hakon’s words sank in.


“She was not among the dead, nor is she in any Uppreisna safeholds,” continued Jarl Hakon. “Our spies continue their search and shall not rest until every shield-home in the realm has been examined. We will find her.”


Jarl Hakon glanced over his shoulder at Silla as he said this, but it did nothing to ease her frantically racing mind. Where was Saga? Was she in danger? And how could Silla simply sit here without knowing—without doing something?


But the jarl had turned back to the crowd. “Ivar has recovered from his injuries, and now he plots to retaliate against Zagadka. Despite reports of the black flames coming from Saga, the king accuses the Zagadkians of the attempt on his life.”


Confused murmurs slid through the room, but Jarl Hakon continued. “It does not take a Weaver to see the threads of fate coming together before us. With Ivar’s eyes on Zagadka, he won’t look so carefully at his northern lands. This, paired with Eisa Volsik’s return, tells me it is time.”


Jarl Hakon paused for effect. “Time to return to the old ways of Íseldur, where we can worship the gods of our ancestors and use the blessings they granted to us!” A cheer rose, but Hakon’s voice rose higher. “Eisa Volsik vows to champion the old ways! To banish the Klaernar from these lands! To tear down the pillars where so many of our kind have died!”


Silla’s mind raced somehow faster. This was not how it was supposed to go. It should be Saga Volsik, not Eisa. The people of Íseldur deserved a true queen, not some placeholder. But Jarl Hakon’s words had built excitement in the crowd. Warriors stood, some shouting and others banging their weapons on the floor. And in the middle of the dais, Jarl Hakon stood, arms spread wide, bathing in the moment’s glory.


Once the room quieted, Hakon continued. “We will have to act quickly to solidify our northern alliance.” His gaze swept the crowd. “As you know, Jarl Agnar has been the source of many violent incursions along my eastern borders. All attempts to talk sense into the boy have failed. Before the north can raise banners for the Volsiks, peace must be secured among us.”


Silla wrangled her mind to the troubles with the mysterious Jarl Agnar. She’d listened to Rey and Jarl Hakon discuss the young jarl over the daymeal this morning. Between the number of warriors oathsworn to Agnar and the ports he controlled in Kunafjord, it was clear he was a man of significant power. What would Saga do if she were here? Broker peace between Hakon and Agnar? Yes. Surely she’d pen a letter, perhaps meet the jarl face-to-face …


Shouting beyond the chamber doors yanked Silla from her thoughts. Her gaze darted along the walkway, fear prickling down her spine. She did not need to be reminded that discussions of treason would land every person in this room a brutal execution on the pillars.


The doors flew open, and five figures strode briskly down the walkway. The dim light of the meeting hall made it difficult to make out their faces, but as their voices grew louder, one rose above them all. Silla shot to her feet. She knew that voice.


“Hekla!”


Tears filled Silla’s eyes as she stared at the figure at the front of the group. Black hair was braided along the top of her head, and her metallic hand glinted as she stormed toward the dais. Gods, but she was glad to see her friend. There had been no communication from Istré in some time, and Silla’s worry for the Bloodaxe Crew had grown each day. But here they were, Hekla and Sigrún, and oh—there was Gunnar, bringing up the rear! They were hale and apparently as vivacious as ever.


Rey scrambled to the edge of the dais, and Silla was on his heels.


The group reached the end of the walkway, bickering among themselves, and Silla examined the pair of warriors she did not know. But then her gaze flitted to Hekla’s amber eyes, and emotions chased themselves across her friend’s face—surprise, relief, and utter delight.


Silla imagined her own expression looked rather the same.


“Eyvind!” bellowed Jarl Hakon. “What is the meaning of this?”


Silla’s gaze found the warrior in question right away, his likeness to Jarl Hakon and Atli impossible to miss. But Eyvind Hakonsson’s black hair was singed and sticking up at odd angles, and bright-red burn marks marred an olive cheekbone. Despite it, Eyvind was clearly a handsome man, tall, with vivid hazel eyes. Silla examined him with curiosity. So this was Eyvind Hakonsson, younger son of Jarl Hakon, and the childhood friend Rey had sent to Istré to help the Bloodaxe Crew.


“Istré has fallen,” Hekla proclaimed.


The words reverberated through the room for a long, weighted moment.


“What?” breathed Rey, so quietly only Silla heard him.


“What do you mean, ‘fallen’?” exclaimed Jarl Hakon. His gaze swept the crowd, as though searching for someone.


“She means,” said Eyvind, speaking at last, “Istré has burned to the ground.”


Whispers raged through the room, but one attendee stood from a bench and bellowed, “Burned! You let it burn?” Silla examined the furious, gray-haired man with curiosity. He boorishly clambered over attendees to reach the walkway.


“We did not let it burn, Loftur, you utter blockhead,” seethed Hekla, glaring at the man as he tried to squeeze past a disgruntled woman on the second row of benches.


What in the eternal fires happened in Istré? Silla wondered.


“Loftur hid vital details about the mist from us and brazenly endangered the entire village!” Hekla continued, glaring at a mad-eyed Loftur as he reached the walkway. “’Twas a miracle we got them out alive.”


Whispers whipped up in the crowd, but Jarl Hakon grew very still, his gaze falling on the warrior beside Hekla. “Eyvind,” he growled. “I do not understand this ill-tempered woman. Explain.”


Rey took a menacing step toward Hakon, but Silla grabbed his hand to hold him back. The last thing they needed was a brawl.


On the walkway below, Hekla’s cheeks turned a furious red, while Eyvind ran a hand through his hair. “It did not go as planned, Father. I’m afraid it was far more complicated than we’d expected—”


Jarl Hakon threw his hands up in the air. “I should have known to send Atli.”


Silla’s incredulous gaze whipped to Jarl Hakon. What kind of a father spoke of his son like that?


“This woman is to blame!” Silla’s attention was drawn back to the one named Loftur, pure loathing in the man’s expression as he stormed toward Hekla. “Stubborn and reckless, and endlessly meddlesome—”


In a move that was casually threatening, Eyvind stepped between Hekla and Loftur. Silla’s eyebrows rose. “I was there, Loftur,” he said in a firm voice. “She was not reckless. In fact, I believe many hundreds of people—including yourself—owe her their lives.”


The man was not cowed. He tried to dodge Eyvind to get to Hekla, whose face was now a furious shade of red.


“What good are our lives if we cannot feed our families?” growled Loftur. “Centuries, my kin have lived in Istré, and now it is all gone, all burnt because of you—”


Silla gasped as the man took a swing at Hekla. But Eyvind caught his fist, twisting until Loftur screamed.


“Do not,” said Eyvind through clenched teeth, “touch her.”


Silla lifted her eyebrows even higher. Twice now, Eyvind had protected Hekla.


“Eyvind!” exclaimed Jarl Hakon. “Loftur is a respected member of this community! Release him at once!”


Whispers whipped through the room as Eyvind released the man’s fist, and Loftur stumbled away. “Loftur,” said Eyvind, every word laced with deadly intent, “you and I both know there were no people in that barn, nor was there a cure for their ailment.”


“Gods’ sacred ashes, can someone speak plainly?” muttered Rey, scratching his head. Silla nodded, wholeheartedly in agreement.


Hekla sent them a wary look. “The mist Turns all living beasts—humans and woodland creatures alike—into draugur.”


Silla blinked at the word “draugur,” trying to recall the meaning of it.


“The restless dead,” Rey said numbly, and a cold sensation crept down Silla’s spine.


“Aye,” said Hekla. “And the gods damned chieftain of Istré had all the human victims locked in a barn, hidden away from prying eyes. Loftur tried to perform some ritual to convert them back to the living but—” She shook her head. “It was the mist’s trickery. It would have killed them all had we not evacuated in time.”


“It might have worked!” Loftur clutched his injured hand indignantly. “I had to try!”


“And after the double black moon,” continued Hekla in a booming voice, “the mist has grown strong enough to escape the confines of the woods. We were able to restrain it long enough to allow the people of Istré to escape, but now that it’s loose …” A muscle in Hekla’s jaw flexed. “The mist will spread and feast on all mortals in this kingdom. It will not rest until we are all Turned.”


Silence spread in the wake of Hekla’s words, but Silla’s mind spun with renewed speed.


“How do we stop it?” she blurted.


Hekla’s amber eyes met hers, lit with determination. “We must seek the mist’s origin, somewhere deep in the Western Woods. And then we must destroy it.”


“Well, what do you ask of us?” demanded Jarl Hakon.


“More men,” said Hekla simply. “More resources.” She folded her arms, waiting expectantly.


“The bulk of my warriors are busy quelling the violence on the eastern borders,” said Hakon. “I do not have the resources to send more warriors to Istré.” Hakon grew eerily still before turning to Rey.


Silla’s heart stuttered as time seemed to slow. And she knew what the jarl would say before the words left his mouth. Not him! she wanted to scream. Anyone but him. But she knew how badly Rey wanted to complete this job. Knew how he’d worried for the Bloodaxe Crew during those long weeks in Kalasgarde.


“This was your job, Galtung,” said Jarl Hakon. “It is time for you to see it through.”






Chapter 2


Kovograd, capital of Zagadka


Saga Volsik’s charcoal stick smudged shadows into the shallow cleft of the man’s chin. The relaxing effects of drawing were in full effect—her insides were warm and calm, and she could almost forget that she’d been stolen and locked away in this drafty room in Kovograd Fortress for the past two weeks.


Saga paused, then held her drawing board at an arm’s length to examine the portrait. Kassandr Rurik’s bold brows were arched, the corners of his lips curved up in mischief. And those eyes seemed to burn at her from the vellum.


“It will do,” Saga murmured to herself. She stood from the wooden, fur-draped bench, then made her way to a bare patch of wall where a tapestry had once hung on the lone nail. The beams and wooden trim in her room were intricately painted in vivid red bird and floral motifs—a sight that might cheer some, but only reminded Saga how far from home she was. Frowning at the thought, she pushed the vellum onto the nail.


After retreating several paces, Saga examined her drawing from afar. Pride gathered in her stomach as she realized how well she’d captured Kassandr’s likeness. Saga reached down her bodice and retrieved the dining knife she’d stolen several meals past.


Holding the handle between her thumb and forefinger, Saga drew her arm back, then flicked it forward. The knife sailed through the air, landing with a dull thud a good foot wide of Kassandr’s face.


With an exasperated sigh, she fetched the knife and returned to her place to try again. Again and again, Saga threw her knife at the vile man before her. The man who had stolen her away and kept her locked in a room “for her safety.” The man who was, as it turned out, the Beast of Zagadka—a monstrous creature with a penchant for tearing out throats. Saga hated that the part that hurt worst was Rurik’s betrayal of her trust.


For a moment in time, she’d thought she had someone who cared for her. Someone she could rely on. But Rurik had only used her trust against her. And now she was caged away yet again, this time in a frightening foreign land. Saga had reexamined her every interaction with Rurik time and time again, searching for the signs she’d missed—some hint at his treachery—but each time, she came up empty.


Now she scowled at the drawing of Rurik, gripping her stolen knife as she imagined the man standing there in the flesh.


“I hate you!” she hissed, then let the knife fly. This time, the dagger landed in the very center of Kassandr Rurik’s left eye. Saga’s lips spread into a smile, and she sauntered to the drawing before tearing it free. Her face fell. “You deserve worse.”


She crumpled the drawing, then tossed it into the hearthfire. With a sigh, Saga flopped onto the bench before it and watched the vellum curl and blacken. Drawing Rurik’s likeness and using it for target practice had become a morning routine for her. Though her knife skills hadn’t improved much, her moods certainly had.


Saga knew she was imprisoned in Kovograd Fortress, a stronghold nestled in the center of Kovograd city. But aside from that, she knew little about the fortress itself and even less about the Kingdom of Zagadka.


She gazed about her room in frustration. Her chambers were no smaller than they’d been in Askaborg, yet everything about them was different. For one thing, this entire gods-forsaken fortress was made of timber, which lent the place a rather musty smell. The beams groaned at night, and there was a constant draft flowing through the space.


Saga supposed the room would be a comfort to most. The bed was large and heaped with furs and blankets. The hearth provided warmth, and she had a handmaiden who replenished the wood. And there was an enormous bookshelf on the far end of the room, filled with tomes. In the days since her arrival, Saga had flipped through them all, examining the strange drawings of animal shifters and seasonal gods, of monsters she’d never seen before, and, most curious of all, winged horses. If only she could read Zagadkian and understand the words written in the books, perhaps she wouldn’t be so gods damned bored.


Leaning back on the bench, Saga closed her eyes and retreated into the safety of her mind—the place where she’d last spoken to her sister.


Eisa! she called out. But as it had been since she set foot on this isle, Saga’s mind was still and dark. Where had Eisa gone? Saga worried her bottom lip, thinking of her sister buried under a mountain of snow. It was impossible to keep the question from pushing forth—what if Eisa hadn’t made it out of the avalanche?


“I must get back to Íseldur,” Saga said to the hearthfire. Her mind raced for a plan, but it was impossible. She was thousands of miles from home, utterly cut off. There were no allies for her here. No one to help her escape. No way to get to her sister. Saga pushed against the hopelessness building inside her.


In addition to Eisa, she wondered why she could not feel that strange creature deep in her chest—the one that had pulled her darkest wants to the surface and caused that explosion in Askaborg’s great hall. But after two weeks with no sign of it, she wondered if it had all been a conjuring of her mind.


It made no sense. Saga was certain she’d felt traces of the new power Eisa had helped her awaken while aboard Rurik’s boat, but everything had grown more and more muted as they neared Zagadka’s shores. And since she’d set foot on Zagadkian soil, there was no trace of it at all. Worse than that, she’d discovered she could not use her Sense to listen in on anyone’s thoughts. It was as though even her galdur had abandoned her in these foreign lands.


Saga found herself longing for the dark creature—longing for the power it had granted her, if only for a moment. Perhaps together, they’d be able to free her from this place …


“Stop,” she told herself, Yrsa’s brown eyes filling her mind’s eye. She grieved for Yrsa, who’d died that day in the great hall. Logic told Saga it had been that dark creature that had caused the explosion, yet she could not forget the hunger she’d felt to make the whole room suffer. That, she knew, had been entirely her.


She pressed a hand to her stomach to quell her nausea, and pulled a fur around her shoulders. Saga felt the faint stirrings of another crisis building within. “You’re safe,” she reminded herself. “Magnus is dead. He cannot harm you.”


But she’d been in this strange place for two weeks, and there was no way out. No exit. Gone were all of Saga’s comforts; gone was the advantage she’d held in Askaborg—knowledge of the sprawl of tunnels beneath the castle. The hand of panic squeezed, sending Saga’s heart skittering.


He’s dead, she chanted inside her mind. Her fingers found the hard wood of her bench and began tapping slowly and rhythmically. He cannot hurt you.


But she knew it was no use. The crisis gripped her in earnest, her heart trying to hack its way out of her rib cage as every fear she’d tried to suppress surged forth. She was going to die here, so far from home, and without fulfilling her promise to Eisa that they’d meet. No one would ever know what had happened to her.


The crisis passed with torturous slowness, leaving Saga shaking. In the weeks since she’d arrived, she’d suffered dozens of the attacks. To her great chagrin, the tapping ritual Kassandr had taught her helped the attacks pass more effectively than anything else she’d tried.


Still, she eyed the door to her balcony warily, but the mere sight of it sent her heart skittering once more. Not today, she told herself. But one day soon, she needed to step outdoors. She’d made such progress in the weeks before she’d been taken from Íseldur, and she did not want to lose her nerve. Besides, if she wanted to leave this gods-forsaken isle, she’d need to get used to open skies. But before that, it would be wise to learn the layout of this sprawling fortress. Learn what secrets and advantages it might have for her.


Her shaking subsided, and Saga fortified herself for what would come next. The knife lay heavily beneath her bodice, and soon Kassandr Rurik would arrive, as he did each morning.


And for the first time in a week, Saga was ready to face him.
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It was Saga’s handmaiden, Alasa, who arrived first, knocking lightly three times before entering. Saga didn’t know what the point of knocking was when a door was locked from the outside, but she kept her irritation to herself. It was not Alasa’s fault.


Her handmaiden backed into the room, clutching a large tray. Clad in a dress of heavy blue fabric that was secured with an ornamental crimson belt, Alasa wore a kerchief tied around her black hair. Saga averted her gaze, wondering what the poor girl had done to be assigned to serve her. Alasa never complained, but she also never smiled, performing her duties with a no-nonsense air. The tray thudded onto the table, Alasa efficiently unloading its contents.


Saga thought of the books filled with Zagadkian words, and pointed at the bowl of porridge-like substance, asking, “What is this called?”


Alasa’s brows furrowed in concentration as she tried to glean her meaning. But as her gaze followed Saga’s to the bowl, understanding settled in her expression. “Kasha,” she answered brusquely.


“Med.” She tapped a small carafe of honey.


“Smorodina.” A bowl of blackcurrants.


“Róa?” Saga asked hopefully.


The girl looked at her blankly, then nodded. “Róa,” she replied with a curtsy, then left.


Saga sighed, staring down at the table. She knew she ought to be grateful for what she had; that the people of Íseldur were going hungry amid a grain shortage. But this kasha was not the same as Íseldurian porridge, and the blackcurrants were strange and tart. And róa … gods above, what she’d give for a nice cup of spiced róa to warm her from the inside out.


“Perhaps you might like the Zagadkian sbiten,” drifted Kassandr Rurik’s voice from the doorway.


Saga gripped the table’s edge, trying to ease the jagged beat of her heart.


“Or if you are truly missing Íseldurian róa, we can heat water and throw in some sticks to give to you the bitter taste of it.”


Saga knew he was baiting her, but she could not keep herself from reacting. Her nostrils flared and her gaze flew to him. Kassandr looked irritatingly handsome as he leaned in the doorway—his posture so casual it was easy to forget the predator lurking beneath. But Saga refused to forget. She lifted her eyes to his, and a jolt ran down her spine.


Green.


Green like the beast that had stared her down in the depths of that ship.


Green like the man she’d thrown caution to the wind for.


Gods, she was such a fool. How could she not have realized this man’s nature was anything but human? There was the way he’d smelled her blood the day they’d met; the strange growl that had scared Jarl Skotha’s hound away. And then there were the impossible moves he’d displayed while fighting Thorir the Giant. If she’d missed such glaring signs, could she really trust her own intuition?


“What do you want?” Saga now asked, loosening her grip on the table.


The moment of silence in the wake of her words told Saga that Rurik had expected her to send him away as she had every other time he’d come to see her. But the man recovered quickly. “I want many things,” he drawled, pushing off the doorway and strolling into her chambers.


Saga tried to ignore how his structured jacket emphasized the breadth of his shoulders; how the power of his strides hinted at something barely leashed within. She stared at his hands, searching for any sign of those strange, creeping tattoos, but there was nothing but sun-kissed skin marred by the occasional scar.


The clank of boot buckles punctuated each step he took, and Saga’s foolish heart instinctively took off at a gallop. She silently cursed herself—the man could likely hear her heartbeats with his inhuman abilities.


His fingertips landed on the table, and Rurik leaned closer. “Above everything, Winterwing, I wish to know how you fare. Is room to your liking?”


He sank into the chair across from hers and folded a leg over his knee.


Nothing about you stealing me is to my liking! she wanted to scream. Instead, Saga scowled, and asked, “Must you lock my door?” She forced herself to meet those green eyes. Cunning and dangerous, much like a mountain cat’s, she’d once thought. Little had she known, she was not far off.


Kassandr took the small pot of honey, leaning over the table to drizzle it over her bowl of kasha. “As I have said.” Rurik reached for the bowl of blackcurrants next. “It is for your safety, moya koroleva.* Until you meet the high prince and have his protection, none may enter your chambers but myself, Rovgolod, and Alasa.”


He spooned the blackcurrants over her kasha before nudging the bowl closer. “Eat.” Rurik leaned back in his chair, and Saga could finally breathe.


Begrudgingly, she took a tentative bite. The sweetness of the honey contrasted with the sour berries, all mixed with the chewy, nutty grains. It was nice enough, but still … it wasn’t home.


“What about you?” Saga asked after swallowing. “You’re not safe for me, either.”


Kassandr cocked his head to the side. “If you wish for me to apologize, I’m afraid I will not. I took you to keep you safe. Here, you are under my protection.”


“Here, I am caged!”


The words came out louder than she’d expected, echoing off the timbered walls.


A frown marred Kassandr’s stupidly beautiful face. “I am sorry you think that, Saga. Perhaps, in time, you will see truth.”


Saga trembled with rage as she stared at the man before her. But her anger quickly fizzled to despair. Because with those words came the realization—this sculpin truly thought he was doing the right thing.


“I must return to Íseldur,” she said quietly. “I need to find my sister.”


She could feel Kassandr’s assessing gaze upon her, but the irritating man ignored her pleas. “The high prince is wishing to meet you. I have told to him you are ill from sea voyage, but with each day, he grows more … eager.”


“You mean,” she seethed, glaring at him, “the high prince wishes to see his new pet.”


Kassandr’s expression hardened, and he leaned across the table, taking her hand in his. “You are no one’s pet, Saga.”


His thumb smoothed along the scarred back of her hand, and for a moment, she was back in a rain-swept garden, letting him hold her, kiss her, comfort her. But the moment passed, and Saga jerked her hand out of his grip. “You took me from my home, against my will. Keep me in a locked room. Just what do you think that makes me?”


He pursed his lips, gaze skimming over her reverently. “You, Saga, are a queen without her throne.”


Words escaped her, and Saga stared at him blankly.


“You are fierce,” continued Kassandr, “and beautiful, and one day, I will see a crown upon your head. But first, we must plan. We must be clever. First, you must come to speak with high prince. Explain to him about the Urkans. You will need to be convincing to get them to act. My father will be upset, but perhaps his anger can be tempered.”


Saga struggled to comprehend, a thousand questions battling for dominance. Explain what about the Urkans? And what, precisely, did his father need to be convinced of? But the words that fell from her lips were “Tempered how?”


Immediately, she regretted her question. And when Kassandr’s gaze shifted to mischief, she wanted to snatch it right back.


“Saga Volsik,” he said, “rightful queen of the Kingdom of Íseldur, most beautiful woman I have ever met, I ask for your hand—”


Saga leaped to her feet, her chair toppling back behind her. “I hate you!”


Kassandr cocked his head to the side. “Ty pytayesh’sya menya soblaznit?*” he said with a sly smile.


“What does that mean?”


His smile remained, yet something flashed behind his eyes. “It means I wish for you to become my wife.”


“I will never marry you!”


“If you marry the heir to Zagadka, none will act against you in violence—”


She picked up the bowl of blackcurrants and flung it at him. Kassandr dodged it with irritating ease, and the bowl smashed against the wall, dark berries smearing the weathered planks.


“You missed,” he said with a smirk that snapped something deep within her.


Before she knew what was happening, Saga was around the table, the knife from her bodice gripped in hand. She was a being of pure emotion, fueled by a week’s worth of pent-up rage. She wanted to show this arrogant man he could cage her, he could take away her freedom, but he would never control her. Saga drove the knife into the flesh of his shoulder.


She’d expected a reaction. A cry of pain, perhaps. But Rurik’s face flickered with amusement. And then his hand wrapped around her own, pushing the knife even deeper.


“Teper’ ty tochno pytayesh’sya menya soblaznit,*” he rasped.


“What does that mean?” she demanded in a shrill voice.


“It means, ‘Again, you have missed.’”


She gaped at him. “I stabbed your shoulder!”


A slow smile crept across his face. “It seems you have not the heart to kill me.” He glanced at the knife and tutted. “We must get for you better knives. Come with me to red room at end of corridor. There you can choose from many.”


Saga stored the detail about the red room away for later and made to yank her hand free from him, but Rurik’s unyielding grip slid to her wrist. His eyes darkened as they caught on something, but they met hers again and Saga couldn’t look away. Slowly, he lifted her hand to his lips, his tongue sliding along her index finger. For a single, disorienting moment, Saga felt the wet heat of his mouth in places she should not.


But then her senses swarmed back, and she yanked her hand away.


“You must be more careful,” Rurik said, nodding at her hand. A thin trickle of blood ran down her palm. Saga identified the source as a small nick on her index finger. The index finger Kassandr had just licked.


Cradling her hand to her chest, Saga backed away from him. He’d just licked blood from her finger, and it was the reminder she needed that he was half beast—that he was impulsive and violent, and always got what he wanted. Her despair returned with new force. She was in a foreign land without allies. She could not speak the language. Could not reach her sister mind-to-mind.


A small whimper broke free at the realization: She was trapped.


Rurik’s gaze was unreadable as he moved toward the doorway. “Tell to me when you are ready to say yes, Saga. I will marry you that very day.”


A scream built low in her throat, and Saga didn’t think. She reached for the bowl of kasha. Hurled it at him with all of her strength. But it only collided with the closed door.


And as the sticky grains slid to the floor, the dead bolt scraped shut.





* My queen.


* Are you trying to seduce me?


* Now you are truly trying to seduce me.






Chapter 3


Kopa, Íseldur


Hekla trailed a serving woman through Ashfall’s corridors, each turn revealing more opulence than the last. From the black stone archways to the shimmering brass doorplates and crimson tapestries bearing House Hakon’s dragon sigils—it all made Hekla’s face twist in distaste.


Her bones were weary, yet her blood ran hot in the wake of her confrontation with Jarl Hakon and Istré’s chieftain, Loftur. She’d had enough of Loftur to last a lifetime. To think he still thought himself in the right when he’d fallen for the mist’s trickery, and all of Istré’s citizens had nearly paid for it with their lives.


She supposed relaying the news to Rey and Jarl Hakon had gone about as well as she’d anticipated. At the very least, Istré’s problems—Íseldur’s problems, Hekla corrected—were out in the open. The poisonous mist was a danger to every citizen in this kingdom. If left unchecked, it would spread and grow more powerful; it would feast on every human and creature in this realm and Turn them draugur.


The serving woman paused before a door, drawing Hekla from her dark thoughts. “Your chambers, miss.”


With a nod, Hekla entered the room, then paused. Her gaze bounced from the ornate chandelier, shimmering with dozens of candles, to the luxurious bed with crimson silk spilling from an utterly ridiculous canopy. A fire burned in an enormous obsidian fireplace to her right, fur-lined benches and chairs arranged around it, and at the back of the room, glass-paned windows stretched nearly to the roof.


“I think there’s been a mistake.”


The serving woman looked about nervously. “No, miss, this is the room His Lordship ordered readied for you—”


“Which ‘Lordship,’ exactly?”


“Why, the second jarl-in-waiting. I’m sorry, miss, if ’tis not to your liking—”


Though her insides prickled with irritation, Hekla did not want the serving woman to get caught in this mess. She forced a smile to her face. “No, no. It is lovely. My thanks.”


But as the woman curtsied, it took every ounce of Hekla’s willpower not to snort. Curtsied—to her? Thankfully, the woman departed, leaving Hekla alone in the monstrosity of a bedchamber. So Eyvind bloody Hakonsson was behind this. Did the fool truly think he could win her forgiveness with palatial living quarters?


A squeal from behind her had Hekla whirling toward the open doorway. And then, she was running; was wrapping the curly-haired figure in a single-armed embrace. Hekla wasn’t usually fond of hugs, but in the aftermath of everything, this one felt better than ever.


“You’re really here—” The muffled voice made Hekla realize her sooty lébrynja jacket was pressed against Silla’s fine gown.


Reluctantly, Hekla released her friend, but held her at arm’s length. “Look at you!”


Gone was the wild hair and homespun apron dress. Silla’s glossy curls were interspersed with small, silver-cuffed braids, and her gown looked made of silk or some fine material like it. Silla’s cheeks flushed pink, her emerald skirts rippling like water as she shifted. “I feel like a child playing dress-up,” Silla whispered loudly.


“No, you look lovely. Gods, I am so glad you’re safe, Sil—er—Eis—”


“I’m still Silla, in private at the very least.” The fierceness in her friend’s voice made Hekla breathe a little easier. She might look a little different, but some things, it seemed, remained the same. And Silla’s warm reception told Hekla that beneath it all was the optimistic and caring woman she’d met on the Road of Bones.


Hekla grinned. “Silla, then.”


“Hekla, I’m so sorry—”


But Hekla only held up a hand. “Do not apologize, dúlla.”


She and Silla hadn’t parted on good terms. Ilías had been freshly buried and the truth of Silla’s situation brought to light. Back then, Silla’s withholding of details had felt like a betrayal. But time had given Hekla new perspective. She knew what it was like to be a woman in a man’s world. Safety was never a thing to be taken for granted, and trust was a hard-earned thing. And it hadn’t escaped Hekla’s notice that the moment Jonas had learned Silla was Eisa Volsik, he’d handed her in for a reward. It made complete sense why Silla would keep the name hidden, even from her friends.


“You were only trying to survive.” Hekla’s tone made it clear she would accept no argument.


Relief washed over Silla’s face, and a thousand questions sprang to Hekla’s mind—had Jonas truly drugged her and given her over to the Klaernar? How had Silla escaped from her cell? And did both she and Rey truly have Galdra powers? But it felt like too much for this moment—a thing to ease into.


“I hope you can learn to trust me with your secrets,” Hekla said instead. “Istré … put a lot of things into new light for me.” Such as the fact that Galdra, including Silla, Rey, and Eyvind bloody Hakonsson, existed in far greater numbers than she’d ever thought.


Silla nodded, then drew her to the benches near the fireplace and grinned like a cat. “I cannot believe you’re sitting across from me. Tell me everything, Hekla. What happened in Istré? Why did Loftur—what an absolute arse—take a swing at you? And Hekla … who is Eyvind?”


Hekla did not like the way Silla had spoken the name “Eyvind,” nor the mischievous glint in her dark eyes. Inwardly, she cursed Hakonsson for playing the protector when Loftur had come at her. Had Hekla not proven to him already that she was no damsel?


“Where do I start?” Hekla ran a hand down her face. “The part where Istré’s chieftain, Loftur, blocked my every attempt to investigate the mist? The part where he kept his kin—kin Turned draugur by the mist, might I add—chained up in a barn? The part where I took Axe Eyes’ replacement to bed—”


“What?” Silla leaned forward eagerly. “That part!”


The serving woman returned to the chambers, setting a tray of refreshments down before them.


“Our thanks, Eilif,” Silla said to the woman. “How fares your sister?”


“Oh, far better, Your Highness,” replied Eilif, bowing low. “She’s sewing a token of her appreciation for you.”


Silla waved a hand. “It is not needed. To know her condition is improving is enough for me.”


Eilif ducked her head once more, then departed the room. Hekla quirked a brow. “What was that?”


A flush stained Silla’s cheeks. “I had some medicinal herbs prepared by Ashfall’s healer for Eilif’s sister.” She folded her arms over her chest. “Do you know, I’ve been told it’s unseemly for me to know the names of those serving me?”


Warmth suffused Hekla as she stared at her old friend. “Gods, but I missed you, Silla.”


Silla’s smile was warm and wide, and for a moment, the two simply grinned like fools.


But the scent of róa called to her, and Hekla poured a steaming cup for them each. When she handed one to Silla, there was a mischievous look in her friend’s eye. “I believe you owe me a salacious story, Rib Smasher.”


Leaning back on the bench, Hekla sighed. “I took Eyvind bloody Hakonsson into my bed, but I swear to you, Silla, had I known who he was, I’d have stayed far away. The man wasn’t due to arrive for three more days!”


Silla quirked a brow. “And?”


An exasperated breath escaped Hekla. “And then I had to pretend I did not know him, lest his warriors think I was trying to earn some sort of favor. Taking the crew leader to bed is a quick way to lose the respect of your fellow warriors.”


Silla looked ready to protest, but Hekla continued.


“Do not think too much of it, Eyvind is a serpent. As it turns out, he’s betrothed to some woman named Liv—”


“Liv?”


At the note of recognition, Hekla eyed her friend. “Do you know her?”


“Liv is one of my so-called ladies-in-waiting but—” Silla chewed her lip, clearly perplexed. “She’s never once mentioned a betrothal.”


Hekla mulled this over for a moment, then swiftly changed the subject. “And Gunnar must have knocked the wits from his skull, because the eelhead asked for my hand in marriage!”


“What?” Silla sat forward, róa sloshing onto her fine emerald gown. “Porridge,” she muttered, blotting it with her sleeve, then giving up. “And what did you say to Gunnar?”


“I am not proud of this.” Hekla stared at her steaming cup, unable to meet Silla’s gaze. “I asked for time.” She ran an irritated hand along her braid. “Gunnar suffered from dark moods after Ilías’s death and had only just returned to himself. I cannot be the one to send him back to the gloom.”


Silla’s eyes shone with compassion. “I see.”


Hekla sighed. “Istré was a complete, utter mess.” And then she told Silla everything—how she’d grown frustrated with Loftur blocking her investigation and Eyvind’s restrictive rules. How she’d stormed into the woods and been caught in the mist. How a squirrel-turned-grimwolf had rescued her and had then taken to pestering her to “free his mistress.”


And Silla, in turn, told Hekla of Kalasgarde—how she’d learned how to express her galdur and had battled a giant serpent. How Jonas and a battalion of Klaernar had showed up and trapped them with an avalanche. Silla’s voice faltered when she reached the part about her mother’s bargain, and how a fragment of the god of chaos now lurked within her.


A month ago, gods and bargains gone awry were merely things of myth and story. But Hekla had seen too much in Istré. Now she didn’t question a single word that came from her friend’s mouth.


Silla’s gaze had grown distant, a solemn air settling over her. “I can … sense Him inside me, and yet ever since Svangormr Pass, He only slumbers. I would hope that He’s lost interest in me, but that would be too easy. And the longer He’s silent, the more restless I get. I can’t help but feel a sense of anticipation … like He is only biding His time.” As Hekla’s brows raised, Silla forced an overbright laugh. “I’m certain I’m reaching,” she said breezily. “Besides, it is only temporary. We search for a cure, and soon, we’ll find one. I can just feel it.”


“Dúlla,” said Hekla on a heavy breath. “That’s a lot to weather.”


“Yes, well, thankfully I’ve not had to weather it alone,” Silla continued. “And while we search for a cure, we’ve agreed that it’s best to keep the details quiet. Jarl Hakon thinks Eisa ought to solidify her place at court before adding in such … complications.”


Hekla opened her mouth to ask why Silla referred to Eisa as though she were someone else, but decided against it.


“Which means more lies. I suppose it’s only temporary. Soon Saga will come back to us and take her rightful place as queen.” Silla sighed, flopping back. “Ashes, but a lot has transpired since we’ve last seen each other.”


“Aye.” Hekla’s arm throbbed where no limb existed—the phantom pains that had once plagued her seemed to have returned on the ride back from Istré. Exhaustion was weaving itself into Hekla’s bones, her cravings for a bath and a long nap growing.


But her gaze caught on Silla, who watched her carefully. “Hekla, there is more.” Silla chewed on her lip, wrestling with something inwardly. “Something unexpectedly wonderful happened in the shield-home—”


Curiosity prickled Hekla’s skin, but before Silla could continue, the door to the chambers burst open and people filed into the room. Hekla leaped to her feet and rushed at a startled Axe Eyes, throwing her left arm around him and slapping him on the back. It seemed she was a hugger today.


“You’re a sight for sore eyes,” she said, drawing back. Trying to hold the Bloodaxe Crew together in Istré had been empowering, yet utterly exhausting. Hekla was glad to hand the reins back over to Axe Eyes.


“As are you.” Rey’s lips twitched, and he nodded at her. That singular expression was worth more than Hekla could explain—a smidge of the old amid so much new. “Istré has long been on my mind. I am sorry I could not be there with you and that things went badly. But I am glad to see you whole and hale.”


Movement behind Rey caught Hekla’s eye. Eyvind Hakonsson sauntered into the room, freshly bathed and dressed in a fine-spun tunic that looked far too good on him. His once-glorious black hair was now singed and smoothed back, and the burns on his sharp cheekbones reminded Hekla of how he’d risked everything to save her from the explosion in Istré’s town square. An ache bloomed in her chest, and she forced her gaze away.


How could he have hidden this Liv from her all this time? Her anger at Eyvind’s deception was a low simmer, but the anger she directed inward burned far hotter. What Hekla could not bear to tell Silla was that she and Eyvind had grown close. That she’d convinced herself that perhaps they could be more than a mere roll in the furs. Thank the gods she’d discovered his betrothal before she did something wholly humiliating.


“They’ve set you up in a palace!”


Gunnar strolled into the room, his locs woven into a thick braid, and his beard neatly trimmed and oiled. He greeted Hekla with an unexpected kiss to the cheek that had her reeling back, her gaze accidentally locking with Eyvind’s. Those hazel eyes smoldered, a muscle in his jaw twitching, and Hekla quickly refocused her glare on Gunnar.


We have much to discuss, Gunnar’s amused look seemed to say.


She opened her mouth with a sharp reply, but a group of warriors she did not recognize entered the room.


“This is Runný, Kálf, Hef, and Erik,” Rey introduced. “Galdra from my hometown who’re now on queensguard duty.”


Hekla shook each of their hands. Gods, this was strange. Not only being surrounded by Galdra, but being in the presence of a queen—even if Silla did not think of herself as such.


Thrand, Eyvind’s second in command, led Eyvind’s retinue into the room and closed the door behind them. Suddenly, Hekla’s chambers didn’t feel quite so large.


“Right!” boomed Rey, and conversations among the twenty or so warriors died a swift death. Silla sidled up beside him, and together they waited for the other warriors to gather around. “We’re here to discuss Istré. There is more to it than many of you know. I am not certain if my letters reached Istré at the end, but I’ll repeat the information for all present.”


A feeling of anticipation settled over the room.


“I believe—” Rey cleared his throat, and Silla slid her hand into his, squeezing gently. Hekla’s brows drew together.


“We believe—” Rey ratified with a strange expression so near to a smile that Hekla nearly fell over.


We?


“—that Rökkur is coming. It is a thing of legend long lost. The twilight of our days.”


Murmurs rippled through the room, but Hekla was too busy examining Silla and Rey’s joined hands. When last she’d parted from them, they were constantly at each other’s throats. Rey couldn’t wait to rid himself of Silla. But then he’d gone after her when Jonas had taken her.


Something unexpectedly wonderful happened in the shield-home, Silla had said. Could it be? No. There could not be a more unlikely pairing than these two.


“Rökkur,” continued Rey, “is said to begin with frost and end with fire. We believe the long winters we’ve suffered for the last several years fulfill the frost part of the legend. And we believe that when the Sleeping Dragons awaken, we shall have fire. Yet all that lies between is unknown.”


“While we were in Kalasgarde, an enormous serpent entered our realm through a crack in the earth,” Silla chimed in. “Rey’s grandmother is a Weaver. A type of Galdra able to weave the threads of past, present, and future into a tapestry,” she added helpfully for Hekla and the other non-Galdra in the bunch. “Harpa wove a tapestry with four images: a serpent, a dragon, a tree, and a queen.”


An ominous prickle ran down Hekla’s spine.


“The serpent makes sense to us,” continued Silla. “And the dragon—surely that is the one called Kraugeir. He who sleeps among the slumbering fire mountains. But we wonder—could the tree refer to Istré? Harpa said that dark creatures would emerge from the deep-rooted woods of the west. Surely, she’s referring to your job in Istré?”


“Perhaps.” Goosebumps formed on Hekla’s skin at the sound of Eyvind’s voice. “I’m afraid we know little of the mist.” She felt the touch of his gaze like a caress. “Hekla,” he said thickly, “knows it best of all.”


There seemed to be hidden meaning in those words—an apology, perhaps, for all that had transpired in Istré. Hekla’s jaw shifted as she tried to drive such thoughts away.


After a moment, she straightened her spine and looked at Axe Eyes. “What we know of the mist can be listed on one hand.” She lifted a finger on her left hand. “The mist emerges with the sound of a beating heart coming from somewhere distant in the forest.” She lifted a second finger. “Any creature—beast or man alike—entrapped in the mist is Turned draugur.” Except me, she did not say. Hekla added a third finger. “It is repelled by fire and moonlight.”


“‘It’?” asked one of the Kalasgardian warriors—Kálf, if Hekla recalled correctly.


A fourth finger rose. “We believe the mist is alive.”


This caused a chorus of whispers to whip up among the gathered warriors. “What do you mean?” someone called out.


Hekla shivered, thinking of the way the mist had spoken to her through one of its enthralled draugur. “It is strategic and cunning. It manipulated Loftur. Convinced him he could earn Sunnvald’s blessing by holding a feast on the double black moon, which proved to be a trap. The double black moon was when the mist’s power was unrestrained and it could fully escape the woods.”


The silence in the room was absolute. For the thousandth time since she’d begun working on this job, Hekla cursed Loftur. He’d hidden the truth from her. Had barred her from entering the forest. They could have known so much more about this enemy had she been allowed to investigate. Instead Istré had burned to the ground and now, apparently, the mist had grown stronger.


“Rey defeated the serpent, and we killed many of her hatchlings. Does that not prove that Myrkur’s creatures can be vanquished?” Silla’s voice was small in the large room, but it was like a sudden summer breeze, lifting the mood in an instant.


“Aye,” said Rey, squeezing Silla’s hand, then turning back to the group. “You’ve been there, Hekla, you know this thing. What do you suggest?”


Hekla met his gaze, warmth again flooding her chest—she’d forgotten what it was like to be listened to and respected. After a moment of stunned silence, she spoke. “We need more men and replenished supplies. And we need to go into those woods.”


“Before,” said Rey, looking from Hekla to Gunnar and Sigrún, “you did not know the true nature of what you faced. Your hands were shackled by rules and restrictions. You made the best of what you had. We shall return to Istré armed with numbers and knowledge.”


The group settled on the benches surrounding the hearth, and they began to plot the details of the mission. Though the thought of returning to Istré had been demoralizing at the start of the hour, by the end, Hekla was reinvigorated. She was eager to face down this foe and vanquish it for good.


Eventually, warriors all around stood and prepared to leave. From the corner of her eye, Hekla spotted a lone figure seated at the bench. It was Silla, staring listlessly at the fire as flames danced in her glassy eyes.


“Dúlla?” Hekla’s left hand clasped Silla’s wrist, intending to rouse her friend from her daze. But her fingertips met ice-cold skin, and when Silla’s blank eyes locked onto hers, Hekla gasped.


In that instant, she knew it was not her friend looking back at her at all, but something altogether other. The hairs on her neck lifted as Hekla reached back out. Tapped Silla gently.


Silla’s head jolted forward, and she seemed disoriented. “Oh! The meeting has ended.” She glanced around the room. “I must have fallen asleep.”


Hekla observed her. “You seemed wide awake to me.”


Silla’s brows furrowed. “Oh, no. I’m certain I fell asleep. How embarrassing.” She offered a smile, but it fell as she took in whatever was revealed on Hekla’s face. “What is it, Hekla?”


“I’m not sure,” Hekla answered honestly. She searched her friend’s face for any hint of the presence that had lurked behind her eyes, but there was nothing to be found. Hekla shook her head. A cautious smile spread across her lips as she helped Silla to her feet. “I think,” said Hekla, “I need a bath and a very long nap.”


Silla yawned in agreement.






Chapter 4


Kovograd, Zagadka


Kassandr Rurik braced against the whip’s stinging lash. Wildfire raced across his bared back, and he jerked against his leather restraints. Within him, his beast snarled and lunged, desperate to be let free. But that’s what his father wanted, and Kassandr would not give him the satisfaction of losing control.


His father and half brother had gathered in the red room, a smaller, more intimate setting than the grandiose great hall, to witness this special punishment. As its name would suggest, the room was red, from the hand-painted walls to the carved, arched roof. Between the flickering light from the hearth and the dozens of candles lit about the space, the room seemed to glow. But Kassandr could think of nothing but blood.


A dais was located on the west side of the room, where his father, the high prince of Zagadka, sat with Kassandr’s half brother Oleg. While the high prince watched Kassandr’s whipping with stern displeasure, Oleg seemed to revel in it, drinking wine from a jeweled goblet, and snacking on grapes imported from the Southern Continent.


Avoiding his father’s disapproving eyes, Kassandr focused his gaze on the three arched windows behind the man. Their frames were carved with red swirls and botanical patterns, reminding him he was back in Zagadka. Kassandr used this comfort to keep his mind from the fact that he was clad in naught but his breeches, his wrists cuffed to twin posts.


But it was impossible to forget Kresimir with the whip at the ready, pacing restlessly. The whip dragged across the floorboards, and Kassandr decided that anticipation of the next lash was a punishment all of its own.


As he gazed out the window, a russet leaf drifted by. The Autumn Crone’s reign was ending, with Father Winter’s stirrings felt in the timber flooring beneath Kassandr’s bare feet and in the dank, chill air. Despite this, Kassandr’s back was aflame. He shifted, trying to relieve some of the pressure from his wrists, but no position brought him comfort. That was the point of this, after all.


Again, Kassandr’s beast yowled, urging him to burrow down within himself, away from the pain. But he couldn’t go there now, not without handing control to the raging beast inside him. And that would mean they won.


“Tell me again, son, why you think yourself wiser than me?” The fury in his father’s voice had been a slow-building storm throughout this ordeal, and now it neared its crescendo.


“They took Nostislav.”


Kassandr’s throat was so scratched from bellowing that he scarcely sounded like himself. It was maddening, this game they must play. Did his father truly think Kassandr’s answers would change? No matter how many strips of flesh Kresimir’s whip tore from his back, they would remain the same.


While Kassandr described Nostislav as “like a brother,” the truth was far more complicated. The love Kassandr held in his heart for the man was far from brotherly. And though Nostislav had never shown any inkling of returning his affection, Kass had never given up hope that one day, that might change. But no matter how one-sided Kassandr’s longings might have been, when Nostislav was taken, it hadn’t been a question. Kassandr would do whatever it took to get him back.


To return from Íseldur without Nostislav was the worst sort of pain. At the very least, he had answers. Nostislav was buried in the place called Svaldrin, Magnus had told him. It was little consolation that Kassandr had torn the vile man’s throat out a few minutes later. It was too easy a fate for those who’d killed Nostislav.


And yet Kassandr hadn’t returned from Íseldur empty-handed. He’d returned with a chilling understanding of precisely what fate Zagadka would suffer should they remain complacent. After the time he’d spent in Íseldur, Kassandr understood—Zagadka needed allies; it needed to ready itself for the inevitable. Sooner or later, King Ivar would come for them.


But more than all that, he’d brought her.


The brush of air against his blazing back had Kassandr bracing against the whip’s brutal onslaught. His roar of pain echoed off the red walls as his vision bloomed white. Heaving for breath, Kassandr fought back his beast as it lunged and snarled within him.


Kill, it growled. Kill. Kill!


“Do you know”—the high prince’s voice pierced through pain’s veil—“we have received a letter from Íseldur. From King Ivar himself.”


His beast faltered at that, and Kassandr’s brows drew together.


“He accuses us of treachery. Of playing at diplomacy while plotting his death. Did you know that, my son?” The fury in his father’s voice broke free in the last few words.


“We did nothing of the sor—” Kass’s breath seized in his lungs as Kresimir’s whip tore across his back. The beast inside him raged, clawing at its cage. But Kassandr allowed the pain to engulf him, unwilling to grant them victory.


“We must send the girl back,” came Oleg’s nasal voice. Kassandr longed to sink fangs into his half brother’s flesh. Of course Oleg would side with their father—he’d made no secret of just how unsuited he thought Kassandr as the heir.


It was not supposed to be like this. The throne was meant for Kass’s older brother, Radomir. In truth, Kass would have abdicated were it not for Oleg, who shared his father’s belief that Zagadka could remain safe by keeping to the old ways. They had no interest in modernizing, nor in gaining allies. But Oleg did not know what Kassandr did with new, frightening certainty—there was no hiding from these Urkans. They would come, and the only question was, would the Zagadkians stand and fight, or would they flee?


“We will not send Saga back—” The whip cracked against his back, cutting through Kassandr’s words as easily as his flesh. Pain screamed through him, becoming his world, and his beast shoved with increasing desperation. How much longer could he keep it at bay?


Sucking in a breath, he forced out, “We must do what is right.”


“When have you ever done what is right, Kassandr?” Oleg, again, the spite so evident in his voice. “You do only what pleases you. You see a pretty thing and you take it for yourself, with no concern for the safety of your people.”


Despite Oleg’s words, Kassandr was unshaken in his choice. Taking Saga had been much like chasing after Nostislav—he felt down to the marrow of his bones it had been the right thing to do.


“The Urkans will come for us,” Kassandr argued, bracing as his beast threw itself against his rib cage. “Who better to have by our side than the one who was raised by them? Think of the knowledge she—”


“King Ivar thinks Zagadka tried to kill him!” exclaimed his father, rising to his feet and beginning to pace.


“If we send the girl back,” said Oleg, “we might prove our innocence. Perhaps with an extra boatload of grains; a tribute of ore and silver. Let us try for peace before we resort to violence.”


The rage of his beast melded with Kassandr’s own. “You are no fool, Father. The Urkans will come for us now, or they will come for our children. Better we die fighting than throw our descendants to the wolves.”


Silence followed in the wake of his bold words, but Kass could sense his father’s anger gathering. Even Kresimir paused in his pacing, as though readying himself for the high prince’s wrathful order.


“It seems my son has not learned his lesson!” bellowed his father. “He shows no remorse for bringing danger to our doorstep. Another ten lashes, Kresimir.”


Boots thudded, and Kassandr managed a single deep breath before losing himself to the whip’s fury. His beast yelped and howled, snapping its jaws and gnashing its teeth. He was so lost in the pain, he could not find his way through it. The slavering beast grew louder, stronger. Tattoos pulsed and stretched out along his bare arms, and Kassandr knew he was losing the battle to his beast. But the whip suddenly stilled, leaving him disoriented.


Before he could question why Kresimir had stopped, her scent hit his nostrils, so potent it was dizzying.


Saga Volsik’s Íseldurian rang through the silence. “Oh, I … I must have the wrong room.”


Kassandr blinked, trying to claw his way back to himself.


Mine! howled his beast, ceasing its thrashing.


He was strung to a pole, his back a pulpy mass of hot agony, and Kassandr winced. She’d followed the clues he’d left for her—the mention of the red room when last they’d met; the strategically lit torches leading her straight here. Saga must have discovered her unlocked door; that her guards were not at their usual post. But he hadn’t meant for her to find him like this.


“Excuse me,” she said tremulously, and the door clicked shut.


Kassandr gritted his teeth as he tugged against his restraints. Had she left?


But the door swung open once more, determined footfalls striking the floor. “No. I—I cannot leave him like—” Saga sighed in frustration and tried again. “You must release him. Let him see a healer.”


“What does she say?” asked his father in Zagadkian.


“She tells you—to release me,” was Kassandr’s broken reply.


His father’s laughter was like knives in his skin, and Kassandr could feel Saga’s apprehension. It had taken much courage for her to leave her rooms and reach this place, and now, because of Kassandr’s poor planning, she’d be further distressed. His beast let out a plaintive wail. He longed to comfort her. To let her know the ruination of his back was nothing he hadn’t faced many times before in his life.


“What is happening here?” Saga pressed on as Kassandr interpreted for his family. A man with ordinary hearing might think her unaffected, but he heard the racing of her heart, the quickness of her breaths.


“Deceivers must be punished,” spat Oleg, “and this man’s deceptions are deeper than the ocean.”


“Saga Volsik,” said the high prince blandly. “I have wanted to meet you for many days now.”


Kass interpreted for Saga. Her breaths were shallowing, and though he could not see her, Kass could hear the gentle tapping of her fingers against her palms. Inwardly, he smiled, glad to have taught her this useful trick. “I cannot—” Saga protested, and she made to leave again.


Kassandr’s heart gave a heavy lurch, but his keen hearing picked up on the moment she paused in the doorway with a breath of resignation. “I will meet with you once he’s freed.”


“You are not in a position to argue, girl,” warned his father after Kassandr interpreted.


Protect, hissed his beast, now reduced to a needy, restless creature.


Kassandr had ordered Rov to follow Saga, and knew his friend would be lurking beyond the doorway, yet he did not like the thought of Saga facing his father and Oleg alone. He yanked against his restraints, the iron rings clanking in the quiet room.


The silence stretched on, and he prayed to all the seasonal gods that she found that fire she’d shown Kassandr on so many occasions. As the high prince let out a long-suffering sigh, Kass’s smile spread. His Saga was so brave. So fierce. She’d needed no prayers from him.


“Release my son,” ordered the high prince.


Kresimir scowled as he freed Kassandr’s hands from the leather restraints, no doubt irritated he’d been robbed of the pleasure of drawing out the beast. Kass’s knees buckled, and he landed hard on all fours, hair falling over his sweat-slicked brow. After several deep breaths, he pushed to his feet, then limped to a wooden bench set before the dais.


Perched in the seat to his father’s right, Saga Volsik was clearly uneasy. Her fingertips tapped furiously, her complexion wan. This … was not ideal. A moment of doubt struck Kassandr. Had he pushed too much, too soon? But time was a luxury he did not have. And as Saga’s eyes met his, her uncertainty quickly morphed into a scowl. Good. There were the embers of her fire.


Her gaze drifted to his father, and Kassandr tried to see him through her eyes. With his impressive height and broad shoulders, the high prince still cut an imposing figure. But his once-dark hair was now shaggy and gray, and he increasingly relied on his walking staff. To Kassandr’s dismay, the lines around his father’s eyes were deeper than before he’d stowed away on that Íseldur-bound ship.


Oleg had their father’s dark hair and green eyes, but lacked his height. Instead, he took after his mother’s shorter, more stocky line. Oleg wasted no time in calling for an Íseldurian interpreter, lest Kassandr mistranslate anything Saga said. The pulse at the base of Saga’s throat told Kass she was deeply uncomfortable, yet thankfully currently not in the grips of her panic. He wished he’d been better able to prepare her for this moment—because what he needed right now was Saga Volsik, rightful queen of Íseldur.


The moment Oleg’s ruddy-faced interpreter entered the room, the high prince wasted no time in addressing Saga. He pulled a piece of parchment from his jacket and unfolded it carefully. “The Urkans think we joined your attempt to murder King Ivar,” he said in a deceptively calm voice. Perhaps he, too, had noticed Saga’s nerves—the way she flinched when the interpreter’s words reached her ears. “They have ordered we send you to them. Tell me, what do you think of this?”


“It was not my intention,” his Saga replied stonily. “I-I am sorry it looks that way.” She shot an icy glare at Kassandr.


“I won’t apologize for bringing you to safety,” Kassandr told her in Íseldurian, ignoring his father’s scowl as his words were interpreted. “But Winterwing, I need you to tell him what Ivar will do.”


Saga’s pulse thrummed faster, her fingers resuming their taps. “I f-fear that is bad news, Sire. If Ivar believes you tried to kill him—” She swallowed, her gaze darting to Kass then quickly away. “—the Urkans will be honor-bound to seek revenge.”


Kassandr’s chest warmed as the interpreter conveyed this in Zagadkian. This was what his father needed to hear. Zagadka needed to ready themselves for war.


“Father,” said Oleg, eyeing Saga with clear disdain. “How do we trust in her words? She is a stranger.”


Kassandr’s beast opened one eye and growled as Saga’s shoulders tensed. He wished to shelter her—wished she need not expose herself like this—but she must understand what was at stake.


Saga met Oleg’s gaze, resigned. “Your fate was sealed the moment you stole me,” she replied. “Though I know Zagadka played no part in the explosion, if Ivar believes it, he will come for you.”


Oleg pushed to his feet, taking a threatening step forward. “We did not steal you.” He gestured at Kass. “It was this fool of a man who does not think with his head!”


As Saga recoiled, Kassandr’s beast grew lethally quiet.


“Perhaps we should not return her to Íseldur!” Oleg shouted, spittle flying from his mouth. “Perhaps we should enact justice on King Ivar’s behalf! String her from the walls! When the Urkans come, they will see where we stand. A tribute in grains and silver will appease them. Keep peace in our lands.”


If Kassandr hadn’t just spent two hours using all of his will to hold his beast at bay, perhaps he’d have been able to prevent what happened next.


Oleg took another step nearer to Saga, and Kassandr’s beast erupted with pure primal rage that caught him by surprise. Tattoos struck forth, claws bursting from his knuckles. Sharp spines broke the skin along his back. The beast took hold of Kassandr, and he lost himself to the frenzy.


As Kassandr lunged at Oleg, Saga leaped to her feet with a scream that only heightened his beast’s anger. In an instant, Oleg shifted into his gray lupine form, absorbing his brother’s bulk and rolling them across the dais. His father shot to his feet, shouting in anger, but it was all in vain. Oleg would have her killed, would string her from the walls. Dodging a powerful lashing paw, Kass buried his fangs in his brother’s shoulder. Oleg howled and the taste of copper flooded Kass’s mouth.


Kill, snarled his beast, jaw clamping harder as he shook the wolf. Protect. Kill!


Claws raked across Kass’s chest, but the pain was nothing compared with the ever-present burn of his back. Kass and Oleg raged on, rolling across the floor. Kass heard his father’s furious bellow, but it was so distant from the need to destroy Oleg.


Time grew slippery when Kass was in a frenzy, but at some point, Kresimir produced the snare. It wrapped around his throat and tightened until he could not breathe. Kresimir yanked on the pole, heaving Kass away from Oleg. Incensed, his beast lunged against the snare, jaws snapping. He needed to finish what he’d started. Needed to show Oleg he could not touch her.


“Enough!” bellowed the high prince, but there was a distinct note of victory in his voice.


Immediately, Kassandr was filled with the shame of having lost control, before Saga, of all people. His gaze roamed, finding her backed into the darkest corner of the red room, eyes wide and fingers tapping furiously.


You’ve frightened her, he thought in despair.


His beast whimpered, ceasing its fight at once. Slowly, Kass’s humanity grew stronger, at last seizing control from the creature. With a shudder, he shifted back into human form, uncaring that his breeches were torn and barely hanging from him.


“You think with the wrong body part, brother,” Oleg growled, his eyes yellow with the remnants of his wolf form. “And your actions will doom us.”


Kass swallowed against the snare’s sharp bite at his throat.


“Kassandr,” snapped his father, displaying his full, towering height. “Your actions have dishonored me. Oleg is right—you have brought danger to the kingdom. You will go to the golden oak and make an offering to the four gods.”


Panic filled Kassandr’s chest. The golden oak was three days’ travel each way. In any other circumstance, he would not argue against his father’s decree, but this meant leaving Saga in Kovograd.


“But, Father—”


The high prince held up a hand and turned to Saga. Kassandr was glad to see she’d emerged from the shadows, that the pulse in her throat had calmed ever so slightly. Still, he did not like the fear in her eyes as she glanced his way. Today had gone all wrong, and Kassandr knew he was to blame. He’d pushed her too hard. Had lost control, and in doing so, had only fed her fears.


“You, Lady Saga,” his father was saying, “will write a letter to King Ivar, accepting full responsibility for the attempt on his life. And you will assure him Zagadka played no part in it.”


Kassandr’s heart felt heavy as iron as the interpreter relayed his father’s words to Saga. He tried to find solace in the fact that the high prince had not agreed with all of Oleg’s plan, yet he could not help his disappointment that Saga had not convinced his father to raise arms.


Saga could not hold the high prince’s gaze as she answered in Íseldurian. “I will do it. But I ask you, Sire—no—” Her voice wavered, and she shook her head. “—I beg of you. Please, I must return to Íseldur. My sister is in danger. I must help her.”


“After you write the letter,” said the high prince, “we will discuss it.” And with that, the high prince strode from the room. As he watched his father leave, Kassandr’s chest grew tight with worry. He could not bring Saga with him to the golden oak—not with her struggles with the outdoors. But how could he leave her in Kovograd?


As though summoned by Kass’s thoughts, his half brother laid a hand on his shoulder.


Kass glared into those yellow-tinged eyes.


“Do not worry, brother,” said Oleg. “I will look out for the Lady Saga in your absence.”






Chapter 5


Kopa, Íseldur


Rey stared across Ashfall’s sparring grounds as he leaned against the armory building. The chill wind scraped across his cheeks, carrying the promise of more snow. It had been a constant thing in recent weeks, making him feel as though winter had lasted an eternity, when in truth they’d yet to celebrate the Shortest Day. Not that he’d be in Kopa to join in the celebrations, given they’d depart for Istré tomorrow.


The very thought of it caused unease to burn in his gut. For so long, he’d been certain of his place in this world, and had been content to be a weapon in the Uppreisna’s arsenal. But everything had changed in Kalasgarde. Frightened together, they’d vowed. How did they do this together, when Rey was being pulled to Istré, and Eisa Volsik was needed in Kopa?


Pushing such thoughts aside, Rey adjusted the wolf’s pelt wrapped around his shoulders, gaze drifting to where Hekla and Silla stood at the edge of the sparring grounds. The tightness in his chest eased as he laid eyes on Silla. Each time he saw her, it was like finding a coveted belonging he’d lost a long time ago. Like his head was in the clouds, but his feet were on the ground. How unsettling it was that a person could have such an effect on him.


Today, determined to embody Eisa Volsik, Silla had opted for a thick, fur-trimmed cloak over heavy woolen skirts, her hair artfully styled into complicated braids. But he saw the envious way she now eyed Hekla’s lébrynja armor and wondered if she regretted her choice.


Hekla handed Silla her wool-wrapped blade, and Rey watched in amusement as Silla moved through the attack routines he’d taught her under the shadow of Kalasgarde’s mountains. Her skirts inevitably grew tangled, and she grumbled as she righted herself. Her exasperated expression tugged at his heartstrings, but he ought to have seen it as a warning. It wasn’t until she turned on her heel and stormed around a stack of hay bales that Rey knew she was up to something. He was halfway across the yard, ready to chastise her for leaving his field of view, when she reappeared with the elegant furred cloak draped over—her own set of lébrynja armor. His feet faltered and he rubbed his chest in relief.


Rey shook his head at himself. He was a gods damned fool for this woman. But as he studied her newly donned armor, he soon grew perplexed. Had she worn it under her gown? Hekla hooted in delight and pulled Silla close, the pair conversing in low tones.


Reluctantly, Rey returned to his post by the armory building. He tried to ease the jagged beat of his heart. But when it came to Silla, he was always on alert; always watching for danger. How could he not be, when she’d been hunted so relentlessly? All it would take was one misplaced blade; one sly arrow.


Silla reclaimed the wool-wrapped blade, and Rey watched as she worked through the routine once more. Seeing her clad in her lébrynja made Rey’s blood heat. It was impossible to forget their morning sparring sessions in Kalasgarde. His body certainly remembered the feel of hers as he’d adjusted her hips and the grip on her sword.


Silla’s movements were fluid, the wool-wrapped blade arcing through the air with confidence, and pride bloomed inside his chest. She was strong—capable of defending herself. He had to trust in Silla and in himself for teaching her to the best of his abilities.


He forced his gaze elsewhere, lip curling when it landed on Atli Hakonsson sparring with his retinue. The burn in his stomach had him quickly moving on until he found a black-clad Sigrún facing off against Runný.


Earlier in the day, Sigrún had approached Rey and apologized in handspeak for her “shameful failures” in Istré. As Rey blinked, dumbfounded, Sigrún had explained that old fears had gotten the best of her, but she would not let it happen again. She’d stroked the scarred flesh on her cheek, and Rey tried to put the details together. Istré had gone up in flames, and Sigrun’s marks looked an awful lot like burn scars. The petite woman had never spoken of her injuries, and Rey had never asked. But now he felt the need to put her at ease.
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