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THE ROAD OF BONES RECAP


Silla Nordvig was on the run after the queen’s warriors killed her father while trying to capture her. Her father’s last words sent her to seek a shield-home in the city of Kopa, which required her to travel the Road of Bones. After only narrowly surviving the first leg of the journey, Silla climbed into a supply wagon, without realizing it belonged to the Bloodaxe Crew, who were on their way to complete a dangerous job in the town of Istré (just west of Kopa).


Upon discovery, Silla brokered a deal with their leader, Reynir “Axe Eyes” Bjarg, to help him obtain information from the Crew’s former leader, Kraki, in exchange for a ride partway. But in the process, Silla learned that Rey had been using a false last name, and she used his real last name (Galtung) to blackmail him into giving her a ride all the way to Kopa. Despite their antagonistic relationship, Rey revealed to Silla that the skjöld leaves she was taking for headaches were dangerous. When she decided to quit taking them, Rey supported her and kept her addiction secret.


Much to Silla’s surprise, the leaves had been causing her to hallucinate the little blond girl only she could see, and suppressing a big secret—she was one of the Galdra, a class of magic-wielders hunted and executed by Íseldur’s king. During a confrontation with the queen’s assassin, Skraeda, Silla also learned that she was Eisa Volsik, a princess thought to have been executed seventeen years prior, and that the girl she hallucinated was her older sister, Saga.


Meanwhile, Silla had begun a secret relationship with Jonas “the Wolf” Svik. When Skraeda tried to capture Silla, Jonas discovered that Silla had been hiding the truth of her past from him. He was hurt, but he agreed to help her. Then when the queen’s warriors again came for Silla, and Jonas’s younger brother was killed, everything changed. Jonas felt betrayed by her and used the skjöld leaves to drug her and hand her in to the Klaernar in Kopa.


When brought to Kommandor Valf of the Klaernar, Silla fought for her life, smashing his skull in with a statue and climbing out the window. She ran to the man who’d told her father of shield-homes, only to find him dead and Skraeda waiting for her. Silla and Skraeda fought, Silla at last killing the assassin. When Silla left the home, the Klaernar were waiting for her, and they chased her into the forest bordering Kopa.


Meanwhile, it was revealed that Rey was the smoke-wielding Galdra who’d been killing people along the Road of Bones. Upon entering a hidden passageway to Kopa to help Silla, he was forced to use his magic on a group of Klaernar. Unfortunately one escaped before he could kill them. Rey found Silla fleeing the others and pulled her into the bushes, shielding her from discovery.


Silla and Rey escaped Kopa together, Rey with the goal of reuniting with the Bloodaxe Crew in Istré, and Silla with a rough plan of going north to a place called Kalasgarde. At the end of The Road of Bones, Silla had not revealed her identity to Rey, much as Rey had not revealed his to Silla.


Meanwhile, in Askaborg Castle, Saga was summoned to a meeting with Queen Signe, where it was revealed Saga had spent a month without leaving her chambers. The queen informed Saga she was to rejoin them for meals and take her place at her betrothed’s side. As she returned to her chambers, Saga began to panic, and she fled into a secret passage before anyone could see her. While hiding, she overheard Signe and Maester Alfson’s conversation in the room beyond, learning that her sister, Eisa, was alive.





Prologue



Seventeen years ago


City of Sunnavík, Kingdom of Íseldur


It was a good thing queasiness had been trained from Ivar Ironheart as a child, because victory smelled an awful lot like blood and shit. The scent drifted on the wind as Ivar paced a path into the black sand beach. Behind him, Askaborg, his new castle, loomed over a fresh boatload of Norvalander thralls laboring to clear the corpses from Sunnavík’s streets. Before him, a woman was secured to the ruined pier as the tide flowed into the bay.


Frustration gathered in Ivar’s gut. He’d vanquished King Kjartan and had taken Íseldur’s throne for himself. He should be able to relax at last. But instead, this.


Ivar let himself remember the look in the Volsik king’s eyes as he’d told him he’d be blood-eagled while his people looked on. But even the memory of peeling the king’s flesh from his back, of cracking his ribs open and pulling the lungs from his body, did little to temper Ivar’s current irritation.


“Tell me!” he bellowed at the infernal, stubborn woman. “What is in this weaving, Galdra?”


But she only pressed her lips together. Strands of brown hair were plastered to her face, the tide swirling around her shoulders. How much longer did the woman have? Fifteen minutes? Ivar paced another lap into the sand.


Now that Íseldur was claimed, Ursir demanded Ivar set his focus on his next campaign—to raise strong sons. One to follow his Sea King ancestors and claim the next isle in Ursir’s name. The other to inherit Íseldur’s throne. But before he could consider any of that, Ivar had to ensure his Norvalander wife could bear him sons. Little Yrsa was a few years old, and while his iron heart warmed a few degrees in her presence, she was still only a daughter.


It was sons Ivar needed: strong, capable warriors to carry out Ursir’s Edict. Without sons, he was shackled. He’d done his husbandly duty; he’d even set aside his whores for two months now. Yet month after month passed with Signe’s bloods coming on cue. The maesters and midwives could find no physical deformities, but Ivar was growing impatient. If his wife was defective, he must know so he could find an alternative, and quickly.


Which was how Ivar had found himself standing in the doorway of a ramshackle home belonging to a Galdra woman. He was familiar enough with the magic-wielding warriors of Íseldur—the impossibly strong Blade Breakers and impossibly quick Harefeet. And of course the infernal Shadow Hounds, who’d slipped past Ivar’s lines and caused chaos in their war camps.


But he was told this woman was a different type of Galdra, with gifts of the mind. A Weaver, they called her. The rest, Ivar did not understand. Threads of the past, present, and future, she’d told him. A prick of his blood, and the Weaver could find his threads in the webwork of the world. Would weave them into a tapestry.


All Ivar drew from this talk was that the woman could glimpse his future. If he could only reassure himself he would father sons, Ivar could set his frustrations aside and begin his reign in earnest.


But it had all gone awry. The woman had taken his blood—had gone into a strange trance and worked at her loom. And after she had spent hours weaving a tapestry filled with bright colors, a black thread had appeared. The Weaver had recoiled—had turned to the king with a bloodless pallor.


“My apologies, Your Majesty. I cannot complete the tapestry today,” she’d said. “Might you return on the morrow?”


“You will finish the tapestry,” Ivar had growled, nodding at his chief hirdman. Magnus Hansson had stepped forward, drawing his blade and holding it to the woman’s throat. She’d swallowed then turned back to her weaving. And with that, she’d continued.


Hours later, when the Weaver had stepped away from her loom, Ivar had approached the tapestry.


At the top, he saw his past—the forests and fjords of Norvaland, a bear and a woman in white. It transitioned to his battle for Íseldur—battleaxes and berserker warriors, a crown made of claws. But at the bottom of the tapestry, where Ivar might have expected to see the blues of the ocean, or perhaps a Sea King’s prowed ship, was an angry mix of black and crimson. He stared at the piles of corpses—at the V-shaped pillars dripping blood. And at the top of the pile, a king.


There was no mistaking the king’s identity. Not with the long blond hair and the twin braids in his beard. The Weaver had seen his death.


Which is how Ivar now found himself pacing the beach, ravens screaming over the churning dark sea. Ivar could read a person well enough to know this Weaver had a greater understanding of the threads than she’d revealed. But the foolish woman refused to divulge any details.


He glared at the woman. Her lips were nearly blue, water lapping just below her chin, hands secured above her head. It would take but a single word for Ivar’s men to shoot through her binds, freeing her from her watery grave. But hours had now passed as the tide flowed into the bay, and this Weaver had not revealed a thing.


Why? Why would she choose death over the truth?


“Whatever knowledge she holds, she values it more than her own life,” he mused. Realization crystallized, and he whirled to Magnus. “This secret endangers someone she loves.”


Magnus tugged at the thick warrior’s braid cresting along his skull. “A child?” His keen eyes narrowed. “Shall I root out her kin?”


Wordlessly, Ivar nodded, then watched his hirdman’s broad back as he ambled into the streets of Sunnavík.


“He will bring me your child,” Ivar called to the woman, hoping Magnus had guessed right. “And then he will cut off parts until you share what you’ve seen in your threads.”


The corners of her mouth tightened ever so slightly, and Ivar knew he had her. “We shall start with the fingers. Slow, steady cuts. I’ll have my healers called to bandage the wounds. We wouldn’t want the child to bleed out too quickly.” The woman’s eyes flew open, and she didn’t even bother to hide her terror.


Foolish woman. Ivar shook his head.


“The screams shall be the worst part for you. They will carry clear across the water. They will fill the streets of Sunnavík, and all will understand what it means to cross their king.”


The woman’s mouth opened, then closed. She now had to tilt her head upward to draw breath. The tide’s pace had increased, and it wouldn’t be long until she was submerged completely.


“Do you know of Magnus Heart Eater? His skill with the knife is unmatched. He’s known for opening your chest while you still breathe. Pulling out the heart and eating it fresh.”


“Please,” she begged. “Please, take my life, but not that, please, anything but that.”


“The decision is in your hands, woman,” growled Ivar. “Tell me what you read, and I will spare your child.” He paused in thought. “I will order my men to shoot you down from that post, so you’ll be free to return to your kin.”


“Galdur!”


Ivar’s mouth snapped shut as he stared at the woman. Galdur—that strange Íseldurian magic.


“Explain,” he barked.


“You will—” She coughed out a mouthful of salt water. “You will meet your end by galdur’s hand!” she called out before a wave crashed into her, submerging her completely for a heartbeat.


Ivar’s brows plummeted, his iron stomach giving a single queasy lurch. Meet his end by galdur’s hand.


“What else?” he demanded.


“That is all,” called the woman. “There is nothing else. Free me!” she pleaded, not a moment before another wave struck her, salt water rushing into her lungs. More coughing. More spluttering. She fought against her binds with a ragged cry. “Free me!”


Ivar turned his back to her.


By the time Magnus returned, an unconscious child slung over his shoulder, the pillar was submerged, and a plan had solidified in the king of Íseldur’s mind.


“Kill the child,” said Ivar coldly, striding toward Askaborg, “and gather the Galdra. Things will be changing in this kingdom.”





PART 1



DUSK


DUHSK


1. The state or period of partial darkness between day and night; the dark part of twilight.


2. Partial darkness; shade; gloom.





CHAPTER 1



Two days west of Kopa


Silla Nordvig had once vowed no force in this world could draw her to the true north of Íseldur, but clearly she’d underestimated the gods’ twisted sense of humor. Because here she was, on a horse with Axe Eyes, heading for that very place.


The canyon’s black walls climbed up on either side of them as Horse walked beside a flat-bedded river. Nature had made a valid attempt to reclaim the space, moss and greenery carpeting the riverbanks and exposed ledges. But black volcanic stone dominated, the sheer canyon walls stark and raw in their beauty.


They’d ridden through the canyon for two full days now. The sun rose and set, the world moving on as though it hadn’t been smashed to pieces. But with each passing day, Silla’s spirits sank lower. It was starting to settle in—there would be no Kopa.


Instead, there was Kalasgarde.


Silla exhaled. Rey claimed to know people in Kalasgarde who could help her hide from the queen and Klaernar. He thought it would be safe for her. But Silla knew better than to hope; her foolish heart had been bruised too many times. The truth was, there was no place safe for her. Not now that she knew her true name.


Eisa Volsik.


Heir of King Ivar’s sworn enemy. Hunted by Queen Signe for her mysterious, wicked plans. Political pawn to those in power. Easy reward for those who were not. The name brought nothing but misery. Chest tightening, Silla clamped her hands around the saddle horn until her knuckles grew white.


Not her. Not her. Not her.


Silla drew in a long breath. Exhaled it slowly.


Kopa had been Matthias’s decision, and Kalasgarde was Rey’s. As the days wore on, the idea of choosing for herself grew in Silla’s mind. Perhaps there were better options for her than the northern wilds of this kingdom. A southbound ship leaving Íseldur had a pleasing feel to it. She could go to the Southern Continent or Karthia, perhaps. Anywhere she could fade into obscurity.


For the time being, Silla had resigned herself to Rey’s plan. Istré for now. It was easier not to decide for herself. A relief, if she was being honest. But between the black walls of the canyon, Silla had nothing but time to think. To remember their names.


Ilías Svik. Matthias Nordvig. Skeggagrim.


Good men, all dead because of her. Perhaps living was her punishment. To wake each morning with the anguish of their blood on her hands, with the ache of Jonas’s betrayal etched into her soul, knowing that Metta was in the Klaernar’s prison, suffering at the hands of her captors.


Certainly, Silla bore the bruises of Kopa—a beating so thorough that her eye had swelled up and her ribs ached with each slight movement. Even so, she couldn’t help but think she deserved far worse.


They rounded a bend, the canyon widening. The lower levels of the wall had eroded away in one spot, leaving a thin black spire topped with a wider rock.


“They call it Hábrók’s Hammer,” said Rey from behind her. “We will camp here tonight. There is an overhang there to shelter under. Plenty of grass for Horse …” Her mind drifted to the rumble of his voice along her back. It was impossible to keep their distance while on horseback, and in her exhaustion, she’d given up trying. Though she’d never admit it to anyone but herself, his presence behind her—a solid wall of warrior—was reassuring.


“Silla?”


She shook her head, trying to disperse the haze clouding her mind. Rey had dismounted and was staring at the small crescent-shaped scar at the corner of her eye.


Stop staring at it! she wanted to scream. This scar was her damnation. It had allowed those men near Skarstad to identify her; it had gotten her father killed. Silla turned her head, dismounting from Horse.


Over the past days spent traveling together, she and Rey had settled into a routine of sorts. Mindlessly, Silla removed Horse’s saddle and brushed her down, while Rey pulled supplies from the saddlesack and set up camp. By the time Horse’s coat gleamed and she’d wandered to a lush patch of grass, Rey had a fire roaring. As it happened, he was remarkably adept at kindling a fire, even from the wettest wood.


She sank onto the grass. Pulled at an errant thread dangling from her cuff. It was Rey’s tunic, as were the breeches belted around her waist. His clothing swam on her, but it didn’t matter. She’d burned the red dress Valf had put her in. If only she could burn the memories of his hand, clutching her neck while the other went to his belt.


Scream, dear. I do so enjoy it.


Rey’s voice diverted her thoughts. “Tomorrow we’ll travel past a village. I’ll stop and have a falcon sent north to the warriors who will fetch you.” He paused, eyeing her. “And we shall reach Istré after dark.”


Silla’s temples throbbed at the mere thought of Istré. Days now, it had been the two of them plodding through this canyon. Here, she’d settled into a numb existence. Not quite safe, yet not quite in danger: It was an in-between. But the words village and people had her survival instincts on edge, making her pulse beat erratically.


A weighted silence hung in the air, and Silla knew Rey was choosing his words. “You must eat more tonight, Silla.” He pulled a few strips of dried elk from his bag and offered them to her.


Silla stared at his outstretched hand. The thought of food made her stomach roil, and the thought of Kalasgarde was like an anchor tied to her, pulling her down, down, down. She felt lost and so very tired. Not just her body, but her bones.


Her soul.


But she took the dried elk all the same. Forced herself to bite into it. What she wouldn’t give for her skjöld leaves, to fly away from everything for a moment or two. Would there be an apothecary in Istré? Silla had lost all her belongings, sólas included. Rey, though … he kept coins in a pouch on his battle belt, others in the false bottom of Horse’s saddlesack. She could pilfer a few. Sneak off to the apothecary in Istré.


She was filled with self-loathing at the vile thought. Rey had saved her life in Kopa. She could not steal from him. But the longings were fiercer than she’d felt in days … weeks.


Without the leaves how could she distract herself from the gloom of her thoughts? Before, she’d had Jonas to help her escape. But like the leaves, he’d brought nothing but misery. All of the bandages for Silla’s grief were now gone, and gods, but it hurt.


Rey had busied himself sharpening one of his many daggers, but she felt the touch of his gaze on her skin. Silla glanced his way. With the fire’s flames reflected in his eyes, with that sharp jaw and the sprawl of his legs, the man looked like a malevolent god honing his blade. Utterly unbothered by anything. Impenetrable to human emotion. Brutally handsome.


Her eyes trailed across his broad frame and landed on his hip.


“May I?” she asked, nodding at the flask.


Rey hesitated before pushing to his full height and stepping around the fire. Crouching down to her level, he pressed the flask firmly into her palm. “Go easy,” he said, a groove deepening between his brows.


She wanted to reach out. Smooth the line away. Instead, she lifted the flask to her lips and took a large swallow. It burned a path down her throat, making her wince. Still, Rey stared at her scar so intently that she squirmed.


“Why do you stare at it?” she asked, blinking against the burn of the fire whiskey. “My scar?”


Rey seemed to shake free from his reverie. Running a hand down his face, for a moment he looked a little unsettled. “It reminds me,” he said, “of a life long ago.”


Silla puzzled over his words for a moment before helping herself to another gulp of brennsa. “Tell me,” she said.


Rey settled back across the fire, passing his dagger across a whetstone. “I prefer not to think of it.”


“Bad memories?” she asked, though of course he did not answer.


Tendrils of warmth unfurled in her belly, sending tiny vibrations all through her. Silla took yet another large mouthful of the fire whiskey, closing her eyes as it took effect. It was like a full-body exhalation, her tangled worries loosening, the burn of guilt soothed.


She lifted the flask for another drink.


“Silla.” Rey’s voice floated across the fire, carrying irritation and warning all at once. Silla, of course, ignored him. He wanted her to be responsible and sensible when all she wanted was to forget.


Pushing onto her feet, she arched her back in a stretch. She felt better already. Almost happy. “In a life long ago, I had chickens,” she said. The brennsa flowed through her with a silent rhythm that made her want to move. “And a swing. And I played a game. Do you want to play it, Axe Eyes?”


He scowled at her. The light from the fire caught his black curls, the warm brown of his curving cheekbone. Rey’s normally fastidiously trimmed beard hadn’t been touched in some time, and Silla considered that the past few days must have held their challenges for him as well. A better woman would offer to trim it for him—would try to lighten his burden.


A better woman was not her.


After taking another large gulp of fire whiskey, Silla coughed. It burned her throat, her lungs, her stomach, but she was learning to appreciate this kind of discomfort—it was one she could control. One she was choosing.


“Come now, Axe Eyes. Have fun with me.” Her hand reached out, and she longed for him to grab it. To let down those stern barriers he kept in place. After a moment, it became clear he had no intention of joining her. “Fine,” Silla muttered. “I’ll play by myself.”


Spreading her arms wide, she looked up. Darkness had fallen, stars spattering the sliver of sky above. Curious plants unfurled moonlight-seeking tentacles from coves in the canyon’s walls, their luminescence making it feel as though she were inside her own constellation. Warmth and euphoria glimmered through her body, and for the first time in days, everything felt so … easy. Staring at the stars, Silla began to turn. Her smile spread wide, her body growing light as a feather.


“Round ’n’ round ’n’ round we go.” Laughter spilled from her lips, and for the barest moment, Silla was free. She was a bird soaring through the skies, ready to fly away from it all. Faster she spun, until the stars and strange, glowing plants blurred together, and the ground grew unsteady.


Without warning, the flask was pulled from her grip, an arm wrenching her to an abrupt stop. Her vision continued to spin, and it was a moment before she could make out Rey’s furious expression. “What did you say?” he demanded.


The walls of the canyon with its living stars swayed, her mind growing slippery. This was what she’d needed. To drown in nothingness. For the currents of the drink to pull her into their flow. “A game,” she whispered, leaning into his arm. “From a life long ago.”


Rey was strangely quiet, and Silla forced herself to look at him. Again, he stared at her scar, his pulse throbbing furiously.


“What is it?” she asked.


“Sometimes I think”—he shook his head—“you remind me of someone.”


A curious feeling filled Silla, as though she was trying to recall something important. But it was gone in an instant, and Silla found herself being eased onto a bedroll, tucked into an alcove in the canyon’s wall.


She lay back on the bed, trying to steady her whirling vision. “Who?” she asked.


Rey crouched before her, but it was difficult to make out his shadowed expression. “A girl who liked to play spinning games,” he said distantly. “But she’s long dead.”


“Too much spinning,” groaned Silla, putting a hand to her forehead.


“I told you to go easy.”


A large, warm hand skimmed around her back, bringing her into a sitting position. Head swimming, Silla blinked. A waterskin was pressed to her lips, and cool water slid down her throat. But it only seemed to agitate the fire in her stomach.


“I cannot feel anymore,” she whispered. “I wish only to forget.”


Rey let out a long sigh, lowering onto the bedroll beside hers. She wanted to curl into his warmth, to surrender and trust in his strength. “Forget for a moment,” said Rey wearily. “I’ll be here.”


Silla wanted to weep at his words. How long had it been since she’d been able to truly let go? Her eyes slid shut, and she fell deep into slumber.


Silla woke to bright morning light and a throbbing skull. For one dizzying moment, she could not place her surroundings—the curving black stone overhead, the trickle of running water from somewhere nearby. The canyon, she remembered. She was tucked into the canyon’s alcove.


Sitting up, she found Rey, kneeling by the stream. He’d stripped down to a thin undertunic and his sleeves were rolled up to reveal thick, muscled forearms covered in tattooed coils. Transfixed, she watched him scrub his hands and forearms clean before scooping water over his hair and neck.


A life long ago—the words echoed in her mind, memories of the night before coming back in a nauseating rush. The way he’d stared at her scar. The girl she reminded him of, long dead.


Pain pulsed in her skull as she tried to wrestle meaning into these details. Hot, restless panic exasperated her hangover. Everything hurt, her mind swam, and all she could think of was how the one person who’d discovered her true name had taken less than a day to betray her.


Now she tried to reassure herself—Rey didn’t know who she was; it was only a queasy feeling brought on by the brennsa. But what if he did? Or what if he figured it out? Silla’s fingers found the patch of short, spiky hair left by Kommandor Valf’s blade.


Can’t, she thought, the decision growing more solid with each heartbeat. Can’t go back.


In that moment, Silla made herself a vow. She would never allow another to know her true name. She would hold it so tightly she strangled it from this world.


And no matter what it took, she would never end up in the Klaernar’s cells again.





CHAPTER 2



Rey’s long exhale misted the air, his body swaying with Horse as she trudged through the canyon. The bright morning sunlight slanted between the black walls, warming his face. Soon they’d reach the canyon’s end, climb back into the forest, and be another step closer to Istré.


Though his memory was fuzzy, Rey recalled a few villages along their route and had decided to stop at the first one. He must send a falcon to Vig and Runný in Kalasgarde, and Silla needed better attire than his oversized tunic and breeches.


Casting his gaze on Silla’s messy curls, Rey battled the urge to twist a tendril around his finger and pull it taut. His teeth clenched together.


She was too damned quiet.


Hábrók’s hairy arse. Rey could not believe it irritated him, but there was something unnatural about her silence. She should be pointing at the rock formations or humming incessantly. He’d never admit it aloud, but he’d grown to like the sound of her chatter. It uplifted him. Kept him from the dark places he so often retreated to.


And he couldn’t help but think of the night before. Round ’n’ round ’n’ round we go, she’d said. When she’d started twirling, when she’d spoken those words, it was as though Rey’d been sent back to another time. Back to those gardens.


A lifetime ago. Not to mention, the girl was long dead.


But Silla had curled into him. Had trusted in him enough to forget for a while. Why did this woman’s trust feel like a thing to be cherished? Like a sapling he yearned to shelter so it might grow stronger …


Rey gave himself a shake. Those were dangerous thoughts—ones he needed to rid himself of.


The canyon grew more and more shallow until at last they climbed back into the forest. The familiar scent of pine needles and loam filled his senses as they followed a narrow goat track through the woods. Wet foliage brushed against them, the path thankfully soon widening.


Why is the queen hunting her?


The question shouldered into Rey’s thoughts as it had a hundred times in the past few days. In the aftermath of Kopa, he’d asked Silla why the queen hunted her. But that look in her eyes—haunted and terrified—he’d never wanted to see it again. And so he’d urged her to tell him when she was ready. Rey knew well enough that some secrets were essential to keep a person safe. He wanted to respect her need for secrets. But the gods damned queen hunted her. The Klaernar were involved. Warbands and assassins had been sent after her. This was no small secret, and knowing some details could be a matter of life or death.


Again and again he ran over each strange detail he’d collected about the curly-haired woman who’d climbed into his supply wagon in Reykfjord. Like Rey, she was Galdra. There was the spinning game and the scar, just where hers had been. She’d led a sheltered life, as though she’d been hidden away from prying eyes.


It takes a small man to be ruled by fear, and a large one to show mercy. And anyone can see you are no small man.


The words she’d spoken to him on the Road of Bones flitted through Rey’s skull. At the time, he’d brushed them off as a curious coincidence, but now he wondered if it could be more than that. What if their fathers had known each other? It would fit with the girl’s identity …


No. Rey ground his teeth. The girl was dead. There had been a body. Everyone in this kingdom knew the gruesome details.


Unless she hadn’t died that day. What if she’d escaped the castle, hidden away for all these years before being discovered near Skarstad? He thought of her father—a supposed farmhand—killing six of the queen’s warriors before succumbing to his wounds. Considering each strange detail alone, it seemed an unlikely answer. But when they were all added up, no other explanation fit.


It was her.


Rey’s temples squeezed. It couldn’t be. It was impossible.


But the facts were piling up too high, and with each pound of his heart, the impossible grew ever more plausible. By some miracle, she hadn’t died that day. She was alive and had been sitting right in his wagon all these weeks. A feeling of wonder filled him, and Rey opened his mouth to say something. But he slammed it shut as a woven fence came into view, followed soon by a longhouse, smoke twisting up from it.


Rey drew Horse to a stop near a patch of grass. “We’ll stop here for a few minutes,” he told Silla, dismounting. He couldn’t keep his eyes from roaming her face, searching for similarities to the girl. But Rey’s jaw clenched as his gaze found the bruise on her cheek instead. “I think it best you stay out of sight. Draw your hood up and linger behind the fence. I’ll be gone only a few minutes to send word north.”


Rey had thought this place a village, but soon discovered it was merely a cluster of steadings. Thankfully, the old mothers were happy to allow Rey use of their falcon for the generous coin he offered. They also readily parted with boots and garments in Silla’s size. Rey found his gratitude waning as the old mothers pressed their unwed granddaughters forward, imploring him to stay the night. After sending the message to Kalasgarde, it had taken all his patience not to snap at the boldest of the granddaughters, who’d taken his arm and tried to steer him to the yard for a stroll.


“Married,” he’d barked, watching the women scowl at his ringless finger. “My wife is just there!” Exiting the home, Rey had tucked the garments under his arm and broken into a run. He was desperate to talk to Silla. To tell her what he knew … but his feet came to a sudden halt.


Silla was gone. As was his gods damned horse.


Anger quickly replaced his excitement. She’d fled into monster-filled woods while warriors combed the countryside for her.


“I know you’re more clever than this, Sunshine!” he bellowed through cupped hands. From the corner of his eye, he saw the women of the steadings gather in the doorway. “You don’t know how to ride, not to mention you’re on my gods damned horse!” He put two fingers into his mouth and let out a shrill whistle.


Hoofbeats and Silla’s frustrated cry soon met his ears. A moment later, Horse emerged from the woods.


“Other way!” begged Silla, pulling on the reins. “Horse, please!”


But Horse merely tossed her head, whinnying in greeting to Rey. He snatched the reins, then stroked Horse’s velvety nose as he glared at Silla. “No amount of treats will buy her loyalty.”


Silla’s gaze met his, flustered and guilty.


“Why are you running?” he asked in a low voice. Casting a cautious look at the women gathered in the longhouse’s doorway, he swung up on the saddle behind her and shoved the garments into the saddlesack. Rey urged Horse forward, and they rode in silence along the track until he judged they were far enough away not to be overheard.


“What has happened?” he demanded, lifting an arm to shield her from a low-hanging bough. “You no longer trust me?” Rey went over everything he’d said in the last day.


She’d tried to run, would have put herself in danger’s way, and, as a strange dry laugh choked out of her, the flames of Rey’s anger were fanned.


“Do you think this is funny?” he demanded. “Do you think it a game?”


“Not in the slightest,” she said with a sniffle.


Gods, but Rey hated her tears. His hands fisted tightly around the reins.


“You knew I’d come after you, as I did in Kopa,” he said with quiet violence as Horse stepped over a fallen tree.


Her shoulders sagged. “I just wanted chickens.”


“You cannot run into danger! This is bigger than your wants.”


Her entire body stiffened. “What do you mean ‘bigger than your wants’?”


Rey had planned to be gentle with the subject—perhaps coax answers from her gradually—but her attempt to flee had rattled him. She’d tried to put herself in harm’s way, and he felt himself coming unhinged.


“I know who you are,” he heard himself say.


She went stone-still.


“I know why the queen is hunting you.”


She tensed as though bracing for the words to come.


“Your scar. I was with you when you got it, Eisa.”


Rey’s words sliced into Silla’s skin. Her breath seized in her lungs as she realized she’d been right to trust her instincts—Rey knew who she was. And now she’d missed her opportunity to flee.


Your scar. I was with you when you got it, Eisa.


Her body trembled. He knew who she was, and Silla knew what came next. Jonas hadn’t even taken a day to turn on her. How long would it take Rey to do the same?


Now panic climbed through her limbs. Run, her instincts told her once more. But some sliver of logic reminded her Rey would only chase her down.


“You were trying to flee,” he growled.


“Please,” begged Silla, gazing longingly into the forest. “Let me slip into the wilds … let me vanish. I’ll take a ship south somewhere, and when I have the coin, I’ll ensure you get your reward … I swear it to you.”


Rey stiffened behind her. “You’re Eisa-gods-damned-Volsik, and you want to abandon Íseldur?”


The air between them vibrated with his fury, leaving Silla disoriented. Shouldn’t he be happy? He’d just stumbled upon the kingdom’s biggest bounty. Why was he so angry?


“You’re a Volsik!” continued Rey. “Don’t you understand what that means?”


Manacles, she thought. Another cell. Her choices taken from her.


“Please,” begged Silla. “You said you would not turn me in. You are nothing if not a man of honor.”


“This is bigger than my honor,” he grumbled. “And if you are incapable of making smart choices, I will have you bound to the saddle and carried to Kalasgarde by force.”


“Kalasgarde?” Surprise furrowed through her. “You don’t want a reward?”


Rey did not reply.


“Kalasgarde,” Silla repeated. She shook with relief. Not a cell. She wasn’t going back to a cell. Silla drew in a long breath. Let it flow slowly out of her. The trembling eased a touch, but the rest of his words finally sank into her. “You’ll force me to go to Kalasgarde?”


He was tense as a bowstring behind her. “I’ve done many unsavory things for this kingdom, and I shall do many more.”


“I can’t be Eisa,” she whimpered. It wasn’t a cell in Kopa, wasn’t Kommandor Valf, but he wasn’t listening to her, wouldn’t let her explain … “I cannot be her; don’t you understand?”


“Don’t you understand?” he flung back. “People died to protect your family. Ivar came for all Volsik supporters and killed them in the most vile ways.”


The burn of guilt was spreading through her. “Please,” Silla begged. “I must leave this isle. It is the only way to stop the bloodshed that follows me.”


“Or,” said Rey, “you could stand for your people. Do you not know what your existence would mean to so many? How much hope you could bring?”


“How?” cried Silla. “Don’t you understand I can barely be Silla? How can I possibly be her?”


“I understand nothing but your cowardice.”


It was just as she’d feared: The name would bind her, turn her into a thing to be used. Already her choices were being stripped from her, and her sense of self was vanishing into thin air. “You’re just like Jonas, taking away my choice.” She felt him flinch but continued. “But you said Kalasgarde, not Sunnavík, which means you don’t want the reward. So why, Rey? What are you playing at? Why are you doing this?”


She could sense him choosing his words. Forcing them past his teeth. “Because all the good people have died, yet still I breathe. I must honor them and their deaths. Make them mean something.”


“That’s what Jonas said.” Her voice trembled. “He handed me to the Klaernar so Ilías’s death would mean something.”


Rey stilled, hardly daring to breathe. “It is not the same.”


“Truly?” Anger rose in her, and she was relieved to feel anything beyond fear. “Or is that simply an excuse made by violent men to allow them to sleep at night?”


“Do not pretend you know a thing about me.”


“How can anyone know a thing about you, Reynir Galtung?” Silla spat. “You, who demand all my truths yet provide none of your own? You’re more guarded than Askaborg.”


The air was thick with tension. “You won’t be troubled by my presence much longer,” said Rey. His voice was cold, void of any emotion. “We will arrive in Istré tonight. You will stay in hiding. The warriors I’ve sent for are honorable. They’ll put you in touch with people—good, trustworthy ones who know best how to handle you.”


Handle me. Silla gritted her teeth. Anger festered in her stomach and burned through her limbs. She opened her mouth to protest but slammed it shut as Rey said, “There are wild things in these woods. Best we keep silent.”


Silla blinked back her tears. Tried to gather her resolve. But all she could think of was Kalasgarde.


It was nothing but another cold cell.





CHAPTER 3



Askaborg Castle, Sunnavík


Saga Volsik wore black to the Bear God’s service—the first she’d attended in over a month. It was practical, really. Though perhaps she should not worry; by now the washing thralls had grown quite adept at removing bloodstains from the clothing of the royals.


Her lady’s maid had woven one side of her hair into intricate Urkan braids, and Saga had completed the look with her favorite winterwing brooch. If she was to bleed for the Bear God, then she’d damned well do it wearing what she pleased.


And now she sat beside Princess Yrsa in Ursir’s House as the king’s favored nobles trailed in for the weekly Letting. The room was well lit, despite the lack of windows. Braziers lining the central dais both brightened and heated the room, while gold-foiled pillars reflected and amplified the light.


Outwardly, Saga projected an air of boredom. But inside, she was a mess. For a month, she’d managed to avoid this—the crowd, the spectacle, the helplessness of her situation. Saga felt like a leashed animal, trotted out for their viewing pleasure.


Look how well she sits. Look how well she bleeds. Such a good little pet.


Her fingers twitched in search of her charcoal and drawing board, desperate to quell her growing nerves. Days had now passed since Saga had overheard Maester Alfson and Signe’s conversation, discovering that Eisa—the little sister she’d thought dead for the last seventeen years—was alive. Not only had her foster mother known and not told Saga, but the queen had been hunting Eisa for months. It had been a staggering revelation, one that was still difficult to believe.


But as the days passed, with Saga waiting for a chance to do something—to do anything—to help Eisa, her nerves had only worsened. She could hardly sleep. Went through her days with a fog in her mind. Hours she’d spent in the hidden corridor behind Alfson’s study, waiting to overhear another conversation, but she had nothing to show for her efforts.


Overwhelm consumed her some days, her mind like a cup overfilled, spilling over the sides until all she could do was to fetch her charcoals and parchment and draw, draw, draw. It was the only thing capable of restoring balance to her mind—by taking her out of her head entirely.


But drawing was not an option now. Her eyes swept the room for at least the tenth time, marking each doorway in Ursir’s House. The main exit. The High Gothi’s doorway. The trapdoor under the rug at the back of the dais—unless they’d boarded it up.


She repeated these exits to herself over and over, reminding herself that she was safe. Not trapped. Yet she couldn’t shake the primal need to flee to the safety of her chambers.


Pulse pounding, Saga glanced to her right, where Princess Yrsa sat. Her emerald-green gown contrasted with her Norvalander white-gold hair and pale skin. Yrsa’s spine was straight, her lips curved into a demure smile, and her brown eyes shone, as though there was nowhere else she’d rather be. Saga opened her mouth to say something to her foster sister—to quell the strange tension hanging between them these days—but the words were nowhere to be found. Instead, her gaze returned to the bloodstained altar stone at the front of the room.


It was said that the Bear God gained strength from blood. This was what moved Urkan warriors to such violence in battle. The more blood they loosed, the more glory they were granted. But other less glorious methods—sacrifice of oneself or one’s belongings—could also gain Ursir’s blessing. Farmers often slaughtered the best of their animals during Ursir’s Spring Awakening to ensure a fertile growing season, while some Urkan warrior chiefs sacrificed the strongest of their human thralls before battle. But for the average citizen, the easiest way to gain Ursir’s favor was to take part in a Letting.


Gods, but she couldn’t do this. She needed to get to safety—back to her chambers. Pushing up from her chair, Saga prepared to flee the room. But as Queen Signe entered, accompanied by six bondswomen, any chance of leaving was extinguished. Numbly, Saga sank into her chair, resigning herself to her fate. She’d have to face this—would have to roll up her sleeve.


“Ursir shall be glad to see you, Lady Saga,” came a woman’s grating voice. Saga quickly identified the source as Lady Geira. As the High Gothi’s pious new wife, she was one of Signe’s most trusted confidants, and the pity in her eyes made Saga crave violence. Instead, she nodded curtly.


“’Tis a beautiful thing to recognize your own faults and move to correct them,” said Geira, toying with a set of keys strung from her neck. The bondswomen surrounding her clucked their agreement.


“Darling Saga,” came the queen’s clear voice. The women parted, and she stepped through, a crown of iron claws atop her white-blond hair. Saga stood, dropping her brow in deference to the queen. Signe took Saga’s gloved hand, stroking it gently. “I sought the High Gothi’s wise counsel on your behalf.”


Saga’s heart pounded.


“He believes an extra Letting should help in healing your … nerves.” Signe’s bondswomen nodded and murmured in collective agreement, Lady Geira the loudest among the bunch.


Of course the answer was blood. Low spirits? Give blood. Bashed your toe? Give blood. Fighting the plague? Most definitely, give blood.


Saga nodded blankly. The queen moved to her daughter, collecting Yrsa’s face in her hands. “Green suits you, my sweet girl.” Signe placed a loving kiss on each of Yrsa’s cheeks.


“Thank you, Mother.”


Signe settled into a chair beside her daughter, bondswomen in the row behind.


Saga swallowed back the burn of jealousy. She should be grateful that the queen had taken an interest in her health. Her foster mother was befuddling. Harsh and unyielding, and yet every so often, she sprinkled in small acts of caring. And Saga, like a starved dog, ate each small scrap up.


A hush fell over the room as Thorir the Giant entered, heralding the king’s arrival. With his bushy red beard and imposing height, the warrior was impossible to miss in any room. But in the flickering light of Ursir’s House, he seemed somehow more enormous than usual.


Following Thorir came King Ivar Ironheart. Though Ivar was several inches shorter than Thorir, his commanding presence was felt across the room. The king had shoulder-length blond hair streaked with gray, his beard styled in dual Urkan braids. And though Ivar’s eyes were cold and hard, they gleamed with satisfaction as they landed on Saga.


She shifted, looking away. There had always been a discomforting feeling in the king’s gaze. Rather than lustful, it felt … covetous. As though he looked upon a jewel he’d gained for his treasure hoard.


Prince Bjorn, Saga’s betrothed, came next. At age thirteen—nine years her junior—Bjorn had already gained his father’s height but was lanky and awkward as he loped after Ivar. Clad in a red tunic matching his father’s, and with his blond hair worn similarly, he was certain to be the king’s spitting image when he came of age. Saga did not begrudge Bjorn for her situation—he had no more choice in their betrothal than she. But she had watched warily as Ivar drew Bjorn further into his affairs—had noticed the hardening of his face and the cooling of his eyes. Saga spent a great deal of energy trying not to think of what kind of man her future husband would become.


But she’d survived this long by molding herself to their expectations, so Saga forced a smile at her husband-to-be.


The rest of the king’s retinue filed in after the prince, burly men with dour expressions, finding their seats in the warriors’ section. The last warrior of the bunch ambled into the room with a familiar gait, and as light revealed his face, Saga’s stomach lurched violently. Thin, cruel eyes were set in a windblown, ruddy complexion with a long, graying beard. She forced her gaze back to the altar stone, trying to quell the violent thrashing of her heart.


Magnus Hansson had returned from Reykfjord.


Saga dared not look, but she tracked the Heart Eater from the corner of her vision as he sat to King Ivar’s right, the pair bowing their heads in quiet conference.


She repeated the exits in her mind. The main exit. The High Gothi’s doorway. The trapdoor under the rug.


Thankfully, the High Gothi entered before she lost her wits entirely and fled. He was clad in flowing brown robes, and light caught the gold-embossed bear tooth strung around his neck. Several acolytes flanked him, one carrying a gilded cage, another tugging a leashed goat. Conversation quieted as they climbed the steps of the dais. The goat screamed loudly and dug its hooves in.


Thorir stood, hefting the goat with ease and setting it on the stone slab atop the dais before returning to his seat. The acolytes rushed to take Thorir’s place, pinning the goat down as the High Gothi faced the crowd and pulled a ceremonial dagger from the folds of his cloak.


“We honor you, Ursir, God of Gods, with the blood of our finest beasts.”


It was quick, bloody business. The Gothi murmured soft words while cutting the goat’s neck and collecting the blood in a golden bowl, then pouring the contents over the altar stone. They then repeated the process with a dove pulled from the cage.


The High Gothi launched into a sermon, but the words were lost to Saga. Instead, she stared at that altar stone—at the runes carved into its bloodstained surface. It told the story of Ursir—of how He’d defeated the Moonhound to claim the Great Forest and the wolf beast’s wife as His own. She couldn’t help but think of all the others raided and defeated by the Urkans, of all the daughters taken. It was all an endless cycle of violence, driven by the need for the Bear God’s blessing. The need for blood. The need to take.


At last, the High Gothi’s voice trailed off and the warriors’ section stood to begin the Letting. But the Speaker of the God raised a hand, quelling the hushed conversations around the room. Apprehension knotted in Saga’s stomach.


“Before we begin, I’m told one of Ursir’s daughters has come to us in poor health. Lady Saga, please join me on the dais so I might look upon your face.”


Saga’s body prickled as all eyes in the room turned toward her. Their gazes were like acid spilling over her, burning her skin, dissolving her bones. Saga swallowed and pushed to her feet. Took a step forward. She couldn’t feel her feet, couldn’t think. But she was doing it. Stepping up the dais stairs. Sitting in the chair. Looking at the faces of those who either pitied her or wished her dead.


The High Gothi was before her, dark eyes surveying her face. His stubby fingers prodded at her cheeks, turning her face this way and that. Squeezing her jaw, he pulled her mouth open and peered at her tongue.


“It is as I thought,” he proclaimed to the crowd. “Impurities have gathered in her body, feeding on her health.” The rasp of whispers gathered in the room. “I prescribe a heavy Letting to clean the blood and grant Ursir’s blessing.”


Saga wanted to rip herself out of the chair and run from the room. But their eyes were upon her, and the High Gothi was rolling up her sleeve and scowling.


“Ah,” he said, loud enough for the entire room to hear. “Her vein has healed!” He yanked Saga’s arm up, exposing her inner elbow to the crowd with unnecessary enthusiasm. A collective gasp filled the room as they peered at the freshly healed scars. “Proof of her halfhearted faith! Look what is wrought from frugality—ill health. What you give to Ursir, He will repay tenfold!”


The blood rushed in Saga’s ears.


“I see now. This is far worse than I’d thought,” said the High Gothi. “I fear I must change my prescription. A Grand Offering is in order.”


Saga tried with all her might not to think of what that meant. It did not matter how she felt about the matter. She must be good, pliable Saga who did what she was told. But inside, she kicked and screamed. Much like the animals, her blood would be taken, not given.


As an acolyte approached, Saga retreated into the folds of her mind.


She was not here.


No. Saga was running through the gardens, her younger sister squealing behind her. Birds chittered from the hedges, the scent of fresh foliage thick in the air. Eisa was turning ’round and ’round and ’round and falling over …


“There,” said the Gothi, as pain sliced into the crook of her arm.


She closed her eyes, and then she was lying on her stomach in the library, surrounded by tall shelves stretching toward the rafters. A fire crackled low in the fireplace, a cat lounging in Queen Svalla’s lap.


“Another cup,” murmured the Gothi.


Her eyelids fluttered, a glint of gold catching her eye—the gilded bowl, filling with a slow drizzle of her life force.


“Another cup.”


Wrath and judgment scraped across her skin. They watched her, waiting for her to shatter. Didn’t they know she was already broken? They’d taken her family, her castle, her kingdom, and now they’d taken her blood. What was there left to take? Surely they’d find it and take that, too.


Eisa. An ember buried deep within flared. Eisa needed her. But as the fourth—fifth?—cup of blood drained from Saga, her fight bled with it.


“She is pale,” murmured the acolyte.


“Another cup,” barked the High Gothi.


… It is what she has earned, flowed someone’s thoughts.


… She must pay in blood like her family, added another.


… She deserves every bit of punishment she’s earned …


The words throbbed in her skull, alerting Saga that her mental barriers had fallen and the thoughts of the crowd flowed freely to her. She could handle one, perhaps two people at a time with her Sense, but any more than that grew overwhelming.


More thoughts assaulted her. Saga knew she had to pull her barrier back into place—needed to keep her Sense at bay. Grabbing at the frayed edges, she wove together a shoddy barricade. It would have to do; she could manage nothing else.


The room swelled and rippled as her head lolled to the side.


“That will do.”


Her elbow was bandaged while the Gothi spoke to the crowd.


But Saga was spinning, turning, whirling, crashing. They watched her, all of them, as she stood. Stumbled.


Red flashed in her vision—the beard of Thorir the Giant as he scooped her up and carried her down the dais. The crowd was murmuring; braziers crackling; her heart thump, thump, thumping, too hard, too fast. And then Saga was placed back in her chair.


“You did well,” whispered Yrsa.


Saga blinked, biting back on the urge to laugh. Did well. Bled well. Submitted like a good little captive.


But as her vision swirled, she saw herself and Yrsa as girls—playing in the gardens and riding ponies through the royal forest. For a time, they’d almost been like sisters. But now there was only distance.


… My Little Bear has grown so tall …


A chill ran down Saga’s spine. Signe … she called Bjorn her Little Bear. Her mental barricades were still not intact, and it seemed Signe’s thoughts were drifting through a gap.


… and soon he shall be wed. I do hope we can restore Saga to health in time. I cannot help but wonder if Ivar chose the wrong sister. Blond hair is certainly not a measure of one’s strength …


Saga’s hands clasped tightly, her Sense widening, reaching toward Signe …


… and Eisa has certainly proven herself resilient. But we shall see how she fares against the Wolf Feeders. It shall be my first task today—to see to the letter …


Saga inhaled sharply, her barriers shredding through abruptly, inundating her senses with all the thoughts in the room at once. It was loud, a cacophony of noise that made it nearly impossible to snatch the fraying edges and weave barricades back into place.


Somehow, she managed.


Her gaze fell to her hands, Signe’s thoughts pinging through her mind. The Wolf Feeders. A letter. Today.


The Letting began, warriors and worshippers queuing through the room. Saga stayed in her seat, mind gradually clearing. The ember in her chest flared hotter, hope spreading through her. After days of waiting, the opportunity had arrived.


She needed to stop Signe; she needed to intercept that letter.


And as the bloodletting continued, a dazed smile spread across her face.





CHAPTER 4



Immediately after leaving Ursir’s House, Saga made her way toward the falconry tower. Askaborg consisted of a central keep and four branching wings, a maze of tunnels sprawling beneath. When King Ivar seized control, all loyal Volsik supporters were executed, including the help. Little did he know, knowledge of Askaborg’s tunnels had perished with them. And while the Urkans had found some of them, the vast majority were known to Saga alone.


But as she groped along the cold stone walls leading through the western wing, Saga couldn’t recall a single tunnel. Stars danced in her vision, her head throbbing viciously in the wake of her Letting. It was slow going through the corridor, but she made steady progress. Thankfully, there was little risk of encountering anyone. Deep in Askaborg’s western wing, this corridor was solely used to deliver correspondence to and from the falconry tower.


Despite her dreamlike state, Saga traced her path to the tower in her mind. Through the corridor. To the dead end. And then she could pass through the old defensive walls without setting foot outdoors.


Saga’s heart pounded with twice its normal vigor as it tried to fuel her body with what little blood it had left. The walls seemed to bend, and the floor was unsteady beneath her feet. Yet, despite the dizziness, she would not be stopped.


This was her chance.


She paused, bracing herself against the cold stone wall, grasping for a plan. Would Signe send a thrall or one of her bondswomen to the tower? And if Saga could intercept this person, could somehow obtain the letter before they posted it, then … what?


Then she’d read it. Burn it. But no. She’d surely be reported to Signe and quickly punished. Saga bit her lip, trying to think. But her heart was hammering, and she needed to lie down for a moment, or perhaps a day.


One step in front of the other. She would figure it out when she got there. Minutes bled together until, at last, she rounded a corner. Her feet stilled.


Ancient stone pillars bracketed the long, straight corridor. But the formerly solid wall of the dead end was now a mass of crumbling stone. Her heart pounded. The defensive walls had been her plan, but now they were entirely inaccessible.


Her gaze fell on the doors. Set perpendicular to the hall and located several paces before the crumbling stonework, the double doors led to Askaborg’s inner courtyard. And that, Saga realized with growing panic, was where she needed to go.


A noise sounded from beyond the doors, and Saga rushed toward the rubble, concealing herself behind an arched pillar.


The door groaned open, someone stepping through. A woman’s soft hum filled the air. Saga hazarded a glance around the pillar, taking in the woman’s muted-gray dress and long auburn braids. Slowly Saga lowered her barriers, letting her Sense stretch out.


… That new quill was quite splendid. I shall send a note of appreciation …


As the woman walked, the faint jangle of iron met Saga’s ears, and she knew the woman’s identity at once.


It was Lady Geira and those keys she kept tethered around her neck.


Saga’s heart crashed against her chest. How long had she taken to get here? Long enough, it seemed, for Signe’s letter to be penned and delivered to the falconry tower. Which meant Saga had scant time to intercept it. She counted the fading footfalls as Geira retreated down the corridor.


The moment it felt safe, she dashed to the doors. Stared at the iron latch.


The defensive walls were no longer an option. In order to reach the letter, Saga would have to cross the castle’s inner courtyard.


She’d need to step outdoors.


Nausea roiled in her stomach, her heart trying to beat free from her chest. Saga braced against the wall, repeating Eisa’s name in her mind as her gloved hand found the iron latch. Lifted it. Pushed the door open.


She looked across the grassy courtyard to the tower. Her heart was in her throat now, hammering faster than she had thought possible. Twenty steps. She could do it. She had to do it. But what if … what if she became cornered? What if she was seen?


Go! she urged herself. Surely it wouldn’t take long to select the right falcon—to affix a scroll to its leg? But a raven screamed from above. There had been ravens that day five years ago. She’d smelled the iron forge, the smoke of the fire. Had heard the sizzle of flesh and bloodcurdling screams.


The hand around her ribs squeezed tighter, tighter.


You should have been strung on a pillar next to them.


Her heart bucked wildly, the tower before Saga warping. Hand bracing on the oak door, she flinched as a breeze rushed at her. She would do this. But as she stared through the doorway, she saw it—
a lone bird taking flight from the top with a scroll attached to its foot.


A cry ripped free from deep in her chest, and Saga stumbled away from the door. She could have made it, would have made it, had she not succumbed to her nerves. And now she was too late.


“Eisa,” she whispered, eyes burning, as panic crashed over her. No tears. She would not cry.


Motion in her periphery caught Saga’s attention—a woman peering down at her through the tower’s window. Staggering backward, Saga tried to drive the raven’s cries from her skull. Punished! they screamed. Punished!


Saga’s vision went white, and she collapsed to the floor. She tried to breathe, but it felt as though her chest was caving in on her. How could she have thought she could simply cross the courtyard when she hadn’t stepped outdoors in five long years?


You deserve to be punished.


Gasping desperately, Saga saw death on the horizon. Would she drown on dry land, or would her heart give out first? The wild pounding was not sustainable …


Tap.


She blinked at the gentle pat on her shoulder.


Tap. Tap.


She focused.


Tap. Tap. Tap.


“Breathe,” came a deep voice, the commanding tone reassuring. The taps continued, firm and even, and she tried to ground herself with the sensation.


Closing her eyes, Saga followed the instructions and tried desperately to breathe. Her chest seemed to move up and down, but panic held a firm grip, and the room spun around her.


“Easy. Do not fight it. Go with it.”


The fingers tapped her shoulder with a slow, calming rhythm. Saga focused on the touch until all else faded away. There was only gentle pressure and the expansion of her rib cage—the courtyard, the ravens, her failure all ceased to exist. Air gradually returned 
to her body, the terror in her chest loosening.


As the wild pounding of her heart dulled, the hand lifted from her shoulder. Everything in her body seemed to have a pulse, and her chest seized with spasms of pain. Her eyes fluttered open, but the walls were still spinning. Where was she? How had she gotten here? And who was the stranger staring down at her? Saga’s eyes slammed shut.


“You fell,” said the man in heavily accented Íseldurian. “There is blood.” He paused. “You are all right, miss?”


“You’re not here,” Saga replied, squeezing her eyes tighter.


“Perhaps I am not understanding your language,” said the stranger with a nervous laugh. Of course the man was nervous—he thought her madder than a bag of marmots. “Tell to me where you are hurt? Where is blood coming from?”


Saga prodded her mental barriers, shocked to find them already lowered. Her Sense was exposed, and yet she could hear no trace of this stranger’s thoughts. Reluctantly, Saga pried one eye open. Looked up at the stranger. Her vision danced with lights, and she could not make out the man’s face, but she could immediately tell he had a warrior’s build.


Her heart resumed its thunderous beat, her mind screaming at her to flee. Danger! Escape! “I-I …” She glanced around in search of an exit, eyes falling on the opened door to the courtyard. “Door,” Saga blurted. “Please, can you close it? I’m … cold.”


The man moved away, and Saga pushed to her feet. Bracing an arm against the wall, she patted her hair—good gods, it was utter mayhem, pulled from her braid and strewn all about. She used it like a shield, pulling it around her face and peering at the man through her tresses.


He’d turned back to her, and she got her first glimpse of him. His skin was lightly tanned, his hair dark and wavy. But her eyes fell at once to his jaw—bare and angular, with a shallow cleft in the middle of his chin. To see a grown man’s naked chin felt oddly obscene. It was not smooth, like Bjorn’s boyishly unbearded chin. No, this was rough, textured with the coarse grain of regrowth. It was, decidedly, a man’s chin.


Saga frowned. In Íseldur, beards were revered—a sign of male potency.


“You’re not Íseldurian,” she murmured.


“Ochevidno,*” the man said with clear impatience. “Tell to me where you are hurt.”


Saga, you loaf-eater, stop ogling his chin. She blinked, gaze darting to his eyes. Worse. They were green as emeralds, framed with dark lashes and thick brows, pulled into a look of concern.


She forced her gaze to the roof above him. Roof. Beams. Cobwebs. All good, normal things.


“You are hurt?” demanded the stranger, his voice growing more impatient.


“No,” replied Saga, trying to shove some sense back into her skull. The man before her was decidedly large. Her eyes darted from the enormous hand braced against the wall back to his bare chin. Not Íseldurian, which meant …


“Are you from the Zagadkian party?”


“Zdravstvuyte,†” he said, his penetrating green gaze prickling her skin.


“Oh, gods,” Saga muttered, rubbing a hand over her face. Make a good impression, Signe had said. We must foster a good relationship with the Zagadkians. She dropped her hands. Tried for a smile.


“Why you are smelling of blood?” asked the man, his huge hand sliding over her shoulder, shaking her gently. Saga blinked at the man. Smelling? “You are bleeding. Where you are hurt?”


Saga looked down. Blood had trickled down her arm and was dripping onto the stone floor. Rolling up her sleeve, she found the bandage dangling loose. “I gave blood,” she said, trying to retie it one-handed. “For the Bear God.”


The man’s expression grew stony. “Let me,” he said, producing a fresh pocket linen. One hand slid around the back of her arm, cradling it gingerly, while the other pulled the strip of linen into place. He tied it deftly. “And that?” he asked, gesturing to the door.


“Blood loss,” Saga mumbled, hiding her flush behind her hair. Gods, but this was humiliating. “I-I thank you for your help.”


“Was not so much …” He put a hand to his forehead, mimicking fainting. “Was seeming more”—the man searched for the word, coming up short—“different. Bezumiye.‡” His brows drew together, making his green eyes somehow more piercing.


Saga rubbed her gloved hands together, unwilling to share any more than she must.


“Come, miss …” He looked at her inquiringly.


Saga opened her mouth in reply. But then the realization struck her. He didn’t know who she was. Telling this man her name would place Saga at the falconry tower. And if that was made known to the queen, it could make her suspicious of Saga.


“Árlaug,” Saga answered, thinking of her lady’s maid. “I thank you, my lord, for your help.”


The man smiled, and Saga’s head spun at the glorious sight. Soft curving lips. Shallow lines flanking them. Gods, the blood loss was truly getting to her.


“I am Rurik,” he said quickly, holding out a giant hand. “Kassandr Rurik.”


The name flowed from him, somehow soft and sharp all at once. Hesitantly, Saga slid her gloved hand into his, blinking as she felt the friction straight down to her toes. “Let me to”—he seemed to struggle with the words—“help you to your rooms.”


“I thank you for your assistance, Lord Rurik, but I’m afraid I must …”


The man uttered something in Zagadkian, slipping a steadying arm around her waist. “No, Árlaug,” he replied, his words as immovable as stone. “I will not allow it. You are alone and needing someone to catch you.”


Saga’s insides squirmed in discomfort. She needed to find the exits, but her only option besides the outdoors was to return the way she’d come. Weak from blood loss and from the crisis she’d suffered, Saga could scarcely stand, let alone reach her chambers in the northern wing. She tilted her head so that her hair tumbled over her shoulder, a barrier of sorts between the two.


“Kitchens,” she blurted, thinking of the passage in the back of the pantry. “That is, I work in the kitchens and would appreciate your assistance returning there.”


“I think you must rest, Árlaug,” he protested, leading her down the corridor. “You are not in condition for working.”


“I thank you for your concern, Lord Rurik,” she murmured, leaning against his sturdy form more than she ought to. “Cook will prepare a replenishing broth, and I’ll be back to rights.”


“Very well,” grumbled the man, clearly unconvinced. He began leading her down the hall. “While we are walking, tell to me about this place.”


“What do you wish to know?” asked Saga cautiously.


They passed an alcove, a polished granite bust glaring at them from atop a pedestal. Saga knew that in the alcove’s corner lay a hidden passage running beneath the castle, and she fought the urge to flee into the tunnel’s dark solitude.


“Who is this unsmiling man?” asked Rurik.


“That is King Harald the Hard, King Ivar’s father. He is ruler of—”


“Norvaland,” answered Rurik. “He is often visiting?”


Saga cleared her throat. She supposed a kitchen thrall would know such a thing. “He last visited when Prince Hávar was born.” She paused. “Two years past.”


“They are treating you well here?” he asked, studying her.


Saga felt faint under his perusal. “Y-yes, my lord.”


“But this”—he gestured to her arm—“they are often taking blood from you? From all workers?”


“Yes.” There was no point in lying, she supposed.


“And their … ward,” said Rurik. “Do you often see her?”


“Lady Saga?” asked Saga, clutching his arm tighter as the hallway spun before her.


“Yes.”


“She is … present.” Saga watched him through her hair, wondering why the man sought information about her. “I’m told she’ll soon be wed to Prince Bjorn.”


Rurik muttered something under his breath. “How old is this boy?”


“Thirteen,” replied Saga.


“And Printsessa Yrsa?”


“She’ll soon be eighteen, my lord.” They walked through the winding corridors, Rurik peppering her with questions about the various tapestries they passed. Much to Saga’s chagrin, the man was quite talkative and, it appeared, rather curious. By the time they arrived at the kitchens, Saga was exhausted from keeping up her guise as Árlaug.


“Thank you for your assistance, Lord Rurik,” said Saga, hastening into the kitchens before he could reply.


She leaned against the wall in the pantry for several minutes before she was ready to venture into the passageway. Not long after that, she was collapsing on her bed, utterly exhausted.


With an oatcake stolen from the kitchens in her belly, she felt her energy crawling back. An afternoon of rest and she should be back to rights. But as sleep closed in on her, the thing she’d walled away surged forth at last.


By now, the falcon was well on its way north. The Wolf Feeders would come for Eisa, and Saga had missed her chance to warn her. Had missed her chance to do something.


Twenty steps, perhaps less. Saga wanted to scream. Wanted to punch a wall. Wanted to pull her hair out. Long had she honored her need to feel safe by staying within Askaborg’s walls. Five years it had been since she’d set foot outdoors. Her affliction was merely a part of herself—a thing she worked around. But today, here, now, she saw it for what it was.


Hers was a cage with no bars.


Because of it, the Wolf Feeders were coming for Eisa. And there was nothing Saga could do.





*Obviously.


†Greetings.


‡Madness.





CHAPTER 5



Somewhere east of Istré


Silla and Rey trudged along the trail, growing ever closer to Istré. As the day progressed, the volcanic rocks mottling the forest slowly vanished, a familiar patchwork of northern lichens joining the moss.


Rey shifted in the saddle, trying to distance himself from Silla’s mass of curly hair. For the dozenth time that hour, he tried and failed to find the right words. They hadn’t spoken since her attempt to flee, and with each passing hour, his guilt gnawed more viciously.


You’re just like Jonas, taking away my choice.


He gritted his teeth against the burn of guilt as her words invaded his mind once more. Again, he’d spoken too harshly to her. He raked a hand down his face, wondering how he’d grown so unhinged. It wasn’t the recognition of her identity but her attempt to flee that had knocked him off balance. Rey had yelled at her. Malla’s tits. He’d called her a coward.


Her lack of self-preservation had been kindling to Rey’s anger, but her pleas to leave Íseldur were the winds fanning it higher. Eisa Volsik was alive but wanted nothing to do with this kingdom. The realization more than disappointed Rey. It enraged him.


It was a slap in the face to those who’d fought—to those who’d died—for her family. Silla had inadvertently picked at an old wound of his; it felt as raw and exposed as it had seventeen years ago. Dead, all of them. It was only him now, left to sift through the rubble. To find meaning in it all.


To seek vengeance.


And the woman lacked the common sense to keep herself alive. If Rey had to force her into the northern reaches of Íseldur for her own good, then so be it.


On they rode, but the closer Istré loomed, the higher Rey’s unease grew. Was it merely the prospect of reaching his destination after a full month’s travel from Reykfjord? The anticipation of tackling this challenging job without two of his Bloodaxe brothers?


Or was it something more?


Days now, Rey had been pushing memories of Kopa from his mind. Now he could think of nothing else but the escaped Klaernar he’d failed to kill at Kopa’s hidden entrance. It was a loose end Rey would normally have tied up. But there hadn’t been time.


And now it was too late.


As they neared Istré, Rey found himself glancing over his shoulder. The sun had set, though the cloud-cloaked skies meant an absence of moonlight and the slumber of luminescent forest plants. Ravens called out, and a wolf howled from the woods nearby.


“Grimwolves?” asked Silla, tensing.


“Could be,” said Rey, eyes searching either side of the road. “As we’re on horseback, they should not attack.”


Had it truly been a grimwolf? Rey rolled his shoulders, the strange sense of foreboding crawling through his body. Was it the eyes of wild things that had him reaching for his dagger?


Or was it merely their nearness to Istré, with its deadly mist and mysterious creatures the Bloodaxe Crew had been sent to deal with? Yes. That must be the reason for this strange apprehension.


They rode for several minutes until, at last, they rounded a bend in the road and the torchlit walls of Istré came into view. Silla shivered, drawing her new cloak tight around her.


Rey remained silent as they approached the closed gates, torches lighting sheep skulls and weathered shields mounted on the timber walls.


Istré.


His heart pounded. The trip north had been rife with troubles, and the job with the mist would be a challenge to tackle, but he’d made it, and in that moment, it was all that mattered.


Before he could stop her, Silla slid from Horse, rushing to the closed gates of Istré. “Oh, gods,” she muttered, pulling at something.


“What is it?” he asked, casting a look at the top of Istré’s walls. Where were the guards at this hour?


Her body had gone preternaturally still as she stared at something in her hands. “How? What?” Slowly, Silla turned, holding a birchbark etching.


The breath left his lungs in a sharp exhale. Rey’s body grew weightless, his mind spinning, as he stared at the image painted on the bark. As the threads of his fate unraveled before his very eyes.


Rey’s own face stared back at him.


Silla’s was beneath it. And below that were the words serving as the final stones on his burial mound.


REWARD:


Slátrari—ten thousand sólas.


Companion—twenty thousand sólas.


Must be brought in alive.





CHAPTER 6



Slátrari,” Silla read, looking at him in confusion.


Rey could not reply; he was too busy trying to wake from this nightmare. But each time he blinked, he was met with the damning image of his face paired with that name. Slátrari.


“The noticeboard calls you the Slátrari. They’ve made a terrible mistake …” Silla’s voice trailed off as she caught something in his expression. She took a cautious step backward, her hand reaching to where that damnable vial used to hang.


“No,” she murmured, taking another step back.


But his mind could not function. He could only stare at the birchbark etching and wonder how this troublesome woman could have climbed into his wagon and ruined his life so thoroughly.


“—the burnt corpses at the door to Kopa—”


His face was now linked to the name Slátrari, illuminating nearly a decade of work in the shadows to the entire kingdom. How long would this take to reach Sunnavík—for Magnus to realize that the leader of his favorite warband had been using him to collect information for the Uppreisna? How long would it take for the entire gods damned kingdom to be searching for him?


“—oh gods, oh gods—”


Rey’s vision tunneled as he fought the urge to scream—to drive his fist through Istré’s cursed gates.


“—you’re him. You’re the murderer—” Silla’s back hit the wall, her eyes wide with panic.


Rey knew that look well—the look of prey about to bolt. Gods, but she would do it again, wouldn’t she? Infuriated, he leaped from Horse, striding toward her while drawing his galdur to the surface of his palms.


“You,” was all he could manage. He was beyond words, beyond anything except the wrath burning through him. With an exhale, ribbons of ash peeled up from his palms.


“No!” she shrieked, stumbling on a loose stone and landing on her backside. Her eyes were wide, the pulse in her throat hammering. She scrambled to her feet. Turned.


And then Silla fled. Again.


“Too late,” Rey growled, his smoke swarming after her, sliding up her spine and hooking around her shoulders to halt her.


“Don’t kill me!” she begged, struggling against the hold of his smoke. Rey was practiced enough to maintain a light touch and not burn her.


His boots crunched on the rocky road as he stepped toward her. She writhed like a wild animal, trying to wrestle free. “In case it wasn’t clear, Eisa,” he said roughly, “if you run, I will come after you. If you cannot make smart choices, I will make them for you. And, Sunshine”—he tugged on his smoke, twisting her around to face him—“running into those woods is not a smart decision.” With that, he strode back toward Horse, dragging Silla like a leashed animal behind him.


“Why?” she spluttered. “Why would you kill those people? What will you do with me?”


He opened his mouth to reply but stopped short as something whizzed past his ear, embedding into the timber gates with a thwack. Rey’s warrior instincts kicked back in. Grabbing Silla around the waist, he threw her into the saddle and launched himself up after her. With a pull on the reins, he whirled Horse to flee.


Ten warriors blocked the roadway, arrows nocked in longbows.


Silla wailed, thrashing against him.


“Hush,” he growled in her ear, tightening his smoke’s grip.


Thankfully, with the glint of arrows trained on them, she stilled. Yanking on the reins, he turned Horse to retreat, only to face eight more archers, aiming straight at them. Panic flared inside him as Rey assessed the situation. Eighteen warriors he could handle, but if he maintained his smoke’s grip on her, he risked losing control and burning her …


“Do you want to live?” he whispered roughly. “If you do, your only chance is with me. Do you understand?” Slowly, she nodded. “Good. I will release you, but you must be still and silent. If we wish to escape, we must work together.” He eased his smoke away from her and was relieved she did not bolt like a frightened rabbit. Perhaps she’d finally realized the murderer she knew was a far better option than the warbands and monsters.


Rey assessed the archers before him—helmless and clad in boiled-leather armor. He recognized the wolf sigil etched on their breasts.


“Wolf Feeders,” he muttered.


Fool. He should have seen this coming. Should have known what came of loose ends. The lone Klaernar who’d escaped in Kopa … Rey should have chased him down. Now it was too late. He scanned the surrounding woods.


“You’re outnumbered, warrior,” said one archer. “Best to give yourself over.”


Without another thought, Rey drew more galdur forth, the warm familiarity of it calming his heartbeat. They knew his identity; he might as well give them a show. Rey hoped the reputation of the Slátrari had preceded him—fear was an equal weapon to any blade.


Silla whimpered as smoke hissed from his skin.


He assessed the situation while drawing from the pool of galdur nestled next to his pounding heart. Numbers. Weapons. Weaknesses. Escape. Not all battles must be won. It was counter to Rey’s nature to flee, but he had Eisa-gods-damned-Volsik with him. Had walked her straight into a trap.


Escape. If they could outrun these warriors … but they were two on one horse with eighteen arrows drawn on them, and the gods knew how many more on horseback in the shadows.


“I-I can startle them,” whispered Silla, much to his surprise. “M-my light.”


Rey glanced down, noting how she hugged her forearms against herself, muting the light that poured from her wrists—her fear must have primed her.


“You speak the truth,” called Rey to the Wolf Feeders. “We are indeed outnumbered. But I have a proposition for you.” He lowered his voice, whispering to Silla, “When they decline, unsheathe your light upon them.”


“Go on,” said one of the central archers, his arrow nocked.


“If you let us go, I will double the reward.”


A coarse laugh bounced off Istré’s gates. “You carry sixty thousand sólas on you, warrior?”


“I can get it within a fortnight. And it comes with a bonus: You won’t be roasted like a boar on a spit.”


“Bold words for a man surrounded,” said the warrior. “But we’re oathsworn to the queen. It is not personal, warrior. ’Tis merely business.”


With that, Silla wrenched her arms free, pure white light cutting through the darkness and straight into the eyes of the Wolf Feeders. The archers cried out in surprise and sent arrows spearing through the air without precision. Rey, meanwhile, expressed more smoke as quickly as he could, shaping dark, twisting tendrils that struck out with serpentine speed.


Bowstrings twanged behind him, and Rey lurched to the side in the saddle, his thighs pulling Silla with him. Arrows sang through the air, bare inches from his ear. One struck the scales of his armor at the wrong angle, deflecting harmlessly. His luck ran out after that. An arrow slashed through the seams in his lébrynja armor, sinking into the flesh of his shoulder.


Bellowing, Rey channeled his pain and fury into his galdur. A grim smile tilted the corners of his lips as his smoke tunneled down the throats of the archers before him. The hiss of searing flesh met his ears as he poured wrath and heat into it, sparing not an ounce of mercy.


It’s not personal, he thought grimly as their flesh blistered and burst, as they crumbled to the ground and tried to crawl away.


Silla made a sound of distress but somehow maintained enough clarity of mind to grab the reins. Horse tore down the road while Rey held his smoke in place. The screams of dying warriors chased them, gradually dissolving into silence.


But Rey knew the Wolf Feeders’ reputation well enough to know he’d seen a mere sliver of their plan. He glanced over his shoulder, his chest clenching down: Riders, twelve, perhaps fifteen, darting from the woods. He expected they had even more. Pulling his shield from the saddle hook, Rey swung it overhead just as arrows rained down upon them.


Quickly, Rey sifted through his options. His galdur required too much focus to manage while riding; best to save his reserves for later. A fresh idea took shape in his mind.


“Climb up,” barked Rey, hooking his shield back in place. “Pull the arrow from my shoulder.”


“Climb … up?” she spluttered.


“Stand in the saddle. I’ll hold you in place. Pull out the arrow, then climb behind me.”


Awkwardly, she stood, clutching his shoulders as he gripped her hips. Jostling with the movement of Horse, she looked over his shoulder, gingerly touching the shaft of the arrow.


“This is no time to be gentle!” he bellowed. “Pull it out n—” Rey unleashed a string of feral curses as she yanked the arrow free and flung it aside. Sucking a sharp breath in through his nose, he breathed through the pain. “Climb behind me and get ready to catch the arrows.”


“Catch … the arrows?”


“Now!” he growled.


Thankfully, something shook loose within her, and Silla edged around him, one foot on his thigh, the other on the saddle behind.


“This is madness,” she muttered. At that exact moment, Horse jostled to the left. Silla shrieked as her foot slipped from the saddle and she tumbled off Horse. Dropping the reins, Rey’s arm struck out, wrapping around her waist. He yelled in agony—the pain from the wound in his shoulder was knife-sharp.


Silla’s feet dangled freely from the side of Horse, the ground a blur beneath her. Rey’s eyes met hers as a bead of sweat rolled down his temple.


“Don’t drop me!”


“Would make my life easier,” he muttered. Muscles screaming in protest, he hauled her upward inch by painstaking inch.


An arrow hissed by his head, thudding into the earth; the thunder of hooves behind them grew louder by the moment. At last, Silla could grasp onto the saddle, kicking Rey as she clambered gracelessly up behind him and arranged herself with her back to his.


“Rey!” she cried out. “They’re gaining on us!”


“And so the fun begins.” Reaching down, he unhooked the shield and passed it to her.


“If you’re trying to put me at ease, you’re failing.”


“I was certain it was a lost cause when you watched those men burn.”


The unmistakable twang of loosed arrows met his ears, and Rey said a silent prayer to the gods she could keep him from becoming arrow fodder.


With a squeal, she shifted behind him, and he heard a series of thwacks as arrows struck the shield. He exhaled—they’d survived the first wave.


“Hang on tight!” He directed Horse off the road and into the woods. “Light!”


Thankfully, she understood his clipped commands and raised her free arm above his shoulder, twisting to illuminate his path. Rey smiled grimly—they were badly outnumbered, and he would take whatever advantage he could get. Horse darted between pine trunks, leaping over fallen logs and dried creek beds.


“Duck!” he barked, lying back and flattening her on Horse’s rump. They rode beneath a fallen tree, bark whizzing inches above his nose. Moments later, several Wolf Feeders cried out, horses screaming as their riders were knocked off.


“Light!” he called out, straightening in the saddle. And so they continued—Silla lighting their way, Horse expertly weaving between trunks and beneath logs, as they weeded out the Wolf Feeders one at a time. After several more long minutes in the woods, he directed them back out onto the open road. They’d lost all but two of the Wolf Feeders on their tail in the forest’s darkness, but Rey was not so naïve as to think there wouldn’t be others waiting in the wings.


“More!” Silla cried, confirming his suspicions.


“How many?”


She paused, counting. “Twelve!”


With a vicious curse, he urged Horse on. Silla shrieked behind him, hefting the shield up as another volley of arrows fell upon them.


“One of them is breaking off!”


Rey gritted his teeth, passing the reins to one hand and unsheathing his hevrít with the other. Two on one horse, they had no chance to outrun the Wolf Feeders. But if they each had their own mount, they could even the odds …


Ears primed, he listened as the hoofbeats grew louder, louder, until the rider was beside them. And then Rey made his move. With a swift swing of his leg, and a push off Horse, he launched himself onto the Wolf Feeder, burying his dagger in the warrior’s neck.


The man let out a cry of surprise as Rey shoved him loose. As the warrior crashed to the ground, Rey grabbed the reins, smiling once more at the yells from behind him.


“You arse!” came a cry, followed by a shriek—Silla, seated backward on Horse, was clutching the saddle blanket in pure terror as they careened down the road.


Glancing over his shoulder, Rey assessed their pursuers. About a dozen riders with quivers full of arrows, and it seemed Silla had lost their only shield. As another arrow whizzed past his ear, Rey traced the landscape in his mind. An idea quickly took shape.


Kicking his mount and whistling for Horse to follow with a screeching Silla, Rey drove them down the road with even greater speed. Without Silla’s light, it was difficult to make out the terrain, but his instincts sensed when the bridge came into range, and he readied himself.


Drawing from his source, Rey also pulled from the additional reserves tattooed on his chest until an exhilarating river of power rushed through his veins. With an exhale, he expressed, pulling thick ropes of smoke and weaving them together until a storm of ash and shadows churned wildly above him. Heat lashed down on him, embers crackling angrily, and when he felt the bottom of his source, Rey drove the smoldering tempest toward the bridge.


Ignite. Another arrow sang through the air, inches from his head. The soft crackle of embers met his ears, hooves pounding on timber as he galloped across the bridge, straight through the churning mass of smoke.


Leaping off his mount, Rey waited until Horse and Silla had crossed the bridge, then forced all of his power onto the wooden structure. He could feel the dry bottom of his source and knew that if this did not work, they’d be in grave trouble. But as he felt his magic catch—as he felt it begin to consume—a maniacal laugh escaped him.


The Wolf Feeders gathered on the opposite side of the bridge. In the firelight, it was difficult to see, but Rey remembered this gorge well and knew how perilously deep it went.


One of the Wolf Feeders was brave enough to attempt a crossing. Rey’s heart pounded with the force of hammer strikes as the warrior’s horse took one step, two. The horse reared as they neared the flames, throwing his rider. Screams bounced from the walls of the gorge as he plummeted down, down, down, and landed with a sickening crunch.


The bridge was now a blazing bonfire, illuminating the Wolf Feeders’ angry faces on the opposite side of the canyon. Glowering, they whirled their horses, riding off into the night.


And at last, Rey allowed himself to exhale. It would take them hours to bypass this canyon, which meant he and Silla would have plenty of time to vanish into the wilds.


Something struck him in the back. Turning, Rey took her in. Lit by the swirling light of her forearms, Silla’s eyes burned with rage.


“You wretch!” She slapped his chest. “You murderer!” She pushed him. “All those people on the Road of Bones—you murdered them all!”


Silla reared back as though to punch him, but Rey’s hands lashed out, wrapping around her wrists. With a yank, he pinned them in place at her sides, causing her to stumble forward, her chest colliding with his. Her breath hitched, but she quickly recovered, trying to shake loose from his ironclad grip.


She struggled against him, her rage palpable. “You killed them!”


“I saved us.”


It was difficult to think with bare inches separating them. With the light from her forearms, he could count each curving eyelash, trace the lines of her brows, the constellation of freckles across her nose.


“You burned them!” she shouted. “You brought them agony until their last breath—”


Rey tried to focus on her words. “You’re Eisa-gods-damned-Volsik,” he gritted out. “What would you have me do?”


“But all those people along the Road of Bones! How many were there?”


“It does not matter.”


“How?” she demanded. “How can it not matter? All I can think of when I look at you is the flesh melting off their faces—”


“You shouldn’t have watched.”


Silla stilled against him, and he sensed she was trying to gather herself. “Explain,” she pushed. “Explain it to me.”


Rey looked away, releasing her. His stomach burned. How could she understand when she wanted nothing but to flee this kingdom?


She made a sound of irritation. “How can you preach honor while murdering good men?”


He scowled. “There was nothing good about the men I’ve killed. Death, in fact, was too easy for them.”


She pressed her lips together, then continued. “And who decides this? What gives you the right to dispense justice as you see fit?”


“I do not decide it.” He sent her a look as hard as granite. “That is done by men far wiser than me. I am simply the blade.”


It was clear a thousand new questions had sprung into her mind, but Rey was done answering them. The reality of his situation was sinking in. The birchbark etching flashed in his mind, and a wave of raw fury consumed him.


“Fuck!” he bellowed. He picked up a branch and swung at a tree edging the road. Over and over, he swung the branch until it had shattered and nothing remained. Leaning forward, he rested his forehead against the tree’s trunk.


Rey’s likeness was now linked to the name Slátrari. Life as he knew it had just ended. Istré was no longer safe for him. The entire Kingdom of Íseldur was no longer safe for him.


A hard lump formed in his throat. There was only one place for him to go. One place where he’d be safe.


Turning, Rey glowered at the curly-haired woman staring at him with pure loathing.


“Well, Sunshine, it looks as though you’ll have company in Kalasgarde.”





CHAPTER 7



Kopa


Jonas Svik needed to punch someone. Or perhaps bed someone. But most preferably, both.


He needed something to remind him he was alive. Despite the raucous crowd in the mead hall, he’d never felt so alone.


Ilías had always loved the oddities of Íseldur’s north, and this place would have been no exception. Besides the obvious—the hall was crafted from volcanic stone, the hearths of polished obsidian—he’d appreciate the eccentric details the most. There were the garlands of bones dangling from the rafters, and light flared from a cage of flíta in the room’s corner. But the thing setting this mead hall firmly in Kopa was the pure abundance of dragons—carved into the pillars, painted on decorative shields, embroidered on the barmaids’ dresses.


With a sigh, Jonas took a long draught from his horn of ale. He’d come here to forget, but it seemed there was no amount of ale that could wipe his brother from his mind. Everywhere he looked were memories of Ilías—a flash of golden hair, the rumble of falling dice, a certain pitch of laughter. Should he turn, certainly his brother would be there.


“I got you!” Ilías would joke. “My most elaborate jest to date!”


Then Jonas would drag him into a headlock and trounce him as only an older brother could. Laughing, they’d settle on the bench, drinking and speaking of the farmstead, until they floated along on a warm wave of contentment.


Lies. His fingers found the talisman strung around his neck and smoothed over the interlocking triangles. His brother was gone; the sooner Jonas accepted it, the better off he’d be. But Jonas didn’t want to accept that his younger brother’s light had been snuffed from this world.


For a time, he’d thought he’d be able to move on from the tragedy. That if Ilías’s death had meant something, he could go forth with his life. And when Silla’s true identity had been revealed, it felt like he could see the threads of his fate clearly for once. Jonas needed only to turn Eisa in to the Klaernar, collect his reward, and retake what had been stolen from them all those years ago. He could reclaim his family’s lands.


Ilías’s death had made sense to him at last, and with that had come a measure of peace.


Yet here he now sat, plans in ruin, and even more bereft than in the days following Ilías’s death.


Jonas had lost his brother—his shadow, his better half. He’d lost the Bloodaxe Crew—better than most of the true kin he’d known in his life. And he’d lost her—the one he’d thought could change him. Could make him a good man.


And for what? Eisa had escaped, and now the Klaernar refused to pay his reward. Jonas failed to see how that was his fault—he’d delivered her right to them. They were the fools who’d allowed her to escape. Whispers had reached him—she’d killed their gods damned kommandor. A small corner of his heart had smiled at that, but he quickly stomped it down.


She deserved to be in a cell—deserved whatever brand of cruelty the Klaernar dished out. But like the serpent she was, she’d slithered free.


And Jonas was left with nothing. Utterly … nothing.


He should feel something. Sad or angry or … anything. Instead, there was this blasted numbness, as though he were trapped between life and death. After draining his horn of ale, he slammed it into the stand and gestured to the barmaid. As she swished over to him, he caught the hopeful glimmer in her eye.


“Hello, Jonas,” she purred, replacing the empty horn with a fresh one. “Thirsty tonight, are we?” She trailed her fingers along his shoulder. “Do you hunger for anything?”


He sighed. In a moment of weakness … desperate to feel something … he’d taken the barmaid to bed. The woman had been eager to please him, and yet it hadn’t been enough. She’d mewled like a cat in heat, her every move so … wrong. Jonas had been forced to flip her on her stomach so he could imagine it was her he fucked.


And even then, there was no pleasure to be found. It was an empty, joyless thing. He’d been relieved just to kick the woman out.


Another thing she had ruined for him.


“Just the ale,” he growled, shaking the barmaid’s hand free. Scowling, she retreated.


Jonas drank deeply, eyes surveying the crowd in search of a worthy foe. Who would challenge him enough to wake his battle lust? Who would slake his need to feel alive?


A burst of laughter a short distance down the long table caught Jonas’s attention. A group of warriors, four strong, heads bent in a less-than-quiet conversation. Drunk, clearly, but they had the look of battle-hardy men.


“Heard it was a draugur, rose from the dead.”


“Draugur don’t roast a man like a spring rabbit,” barked a second man, slamming his ale down. “Galdra, it was—one of those Ashbringers. Burned more’n twenty Klaernar without breakin’ 
a sweat. Look, ’ere’s the etching.” The man rummaged around in 
his sack, then pulled an item out and flattened it on the table. “Says ’ere, reward: slátrari—ten thousand sólas. companion—twenty thousand sólas. must be brought in alive. Pretty thing, she is.”


“She’s one of ’em!” chimed in a third man. “One of ’em Galdra. Heard he freed ’er from the Klaernar. Helped her escape the city.”


Jonas knew in an instant who they spoke of. Anger roared to life deep in his chest. So she’d had help to escape the Klaernar, then? Curiosity prickled through him, and he found himself rising. Found his feet moving toward the group of warriors.


They scowled at him as he approached, snatching the birch bark away from his eyes. “What you want, warrior?” asked a bald man with a scar running from forehead to chin.


“Might I have a look at that?” asked Jonas, nodding at the drawing.


“You want them sólas for yerself, huh?” asked the man’s companion—red-bearded, with thick biceps. “What if we don’ feel like sharing?”


Jonas fished in his pocket, then tossed a handful of sólas onto the table. “For your next round.”


The bald man hesitated, then gave his companion a curt nod. Scowling, the warrior passed the birch bark to Jonas.


He stared at it. Blinked to clear his vision. But there was no mistaking who stared back at him from the etching.


Jonas’s vision tunneled as he stared into the eyes of Reynir Bjarg.


Below, the name slátrari.


First came denial. It was impossible. Not his good, honorable headman. Rey, who had always demanded honesty from his Crew. Five years Jonas had known the man. There was no way his Bloodaxe brother was Galdra, let alone the gods damned Slátrari.


But below Rey’s likeness was her. Curly hair. Large, dark eyes. That tiny scar on her cheek. The spawn of Myrkur, who chewed people up and used their bones to pick her teeth clean.


Doubt crept in. Jonas allowed himself to consider the possibility. Allowed himself to remember the accounts of the Slátrari chasing them all the way north. All those evening walks Rey liked to take. And then there was the morning the Bloodaxe Crew had chosen to fight for Silla on the Road of Bones. When Silla’s lies had been exposed to the Crew, and Rey—who held honesty above all else—had deflected their questions. Had protected her.


Wouldn’t that confounding incident make sense if Rey, too, was Galdra?


Jonas’s grip on the etching tightened, the voices in the mead hall growing muffled. More secrets. More lies. Did no one in this kingdom value honesty?


I was dishonest for my own safety, Silla had told him. But what about Ilías? Who had cared for his safety? Not Silla, when she’d withheld the truth about who hunted her. Not Rey, when he’d led them into that battle, unprepared.


Nausea burned in his gut, but his anger was hotter, hungrier—it consumed him.


“All right, pretty boy?” asked the red-bearded warrior. “You know the pair?”


“No,” replied Jonas numbly. He was beginning to realize he’d never known either of them at all.


Long had Jonas yearned to feel something, but the fresh knife in his back was too painful to bear. It hurt to breathe. Hurt to think.


He couldn’t feel this. Needed to forget.


Jonas drew his fist back.


Smashed it into the red-bearded warrior’s face.


The mead hall erupted.


And as the battle thrill coursed through him, at last, Jonas felt something tolerable.





CHAPTER 8



Sunnavík


Saga’s back ached. As she sat in the hidden passageway, her ears were primed for conversation beyond the cold stone wall, as they had been for hours. To pass the time, she’d brought her drawing board, and her charcoal raced across the parchment.


The man’s nose was straight, his eyes piercing, but the scar on his cheek and the golden hair knotted at his crown made it clear he was a warrior. Her gaze settled on the pendant hanging from his neck, etched with three interlocking triangles. Saga frowned. There was something unsettling about the man, despite his handsomeness, despite the hint of a smile. She felt as though she knew him, and yet she could not place him.


The light guttered, and she glanced at the torch. It had burned nearly through, and she was down to her last one. That gave Saga … thirty minutes more before she’d be engulfed in complete darkness.


With a sigh, Saga set her drawing board aside and touched the torches together. The pitch-soaked cloth caught at once, and light spilled into the corridor anew. She leaned against the wall, head thunking back. How long had she been here?


It didn’t matter. She would stay here as long as it took to discover Eisa’s fate. Had the Wolf Feeders captured her? Was she shackled in a boat bound for Sunnavík? The hours passed with no answers, and the gnawing in her gut only worsened.


Using her Sense to listen in on Signe’s thoughts during meals had proven disastrous. She could manage, at most, two threads of thought at a time. So the great hall, filled with dozens of people, had quickly overwhelmed her. Instead, Saga had returned to the passageway in which she’d originally overheard Queen Signe and Maester Alfson converse. She’d lost count of how many days she’d spent in this secret corridor, ear pressed to the wall. Though she’d also freed her Sense, the thick stone impeded her gift for reasons she did not understand.


Saga had quickly realized it was Maester Alfson’s study beyond the stone wall, and it was him she most often heard. So far, she’d discovered nothing but the maester’s irritation at poor test results of some sort and his fondness for pickled herring.


There’d been no word from the north—no mention of the Wolf Feeders. Days passed with nothing to show for Saga’s efforts save for yet another dress coated in dust. What had happened to Eisa? Why hadn’t Saga heard any news?


Staring at the shadows dancing along the roof, Saga tried not to let her worry get the best of her. But it was looking like yet another fruitless day.


It was impossible to keep the images from invading her mind’s eye. Her little sister, running through the wilds of the north, hunted by the Wolf Feeders. Little Eisa, caged like an animal—forced to come south against her will.


Anger festered in her veins. Saga could not allow this to happen. She was the older sister. She had to protect Eisa. But the longer she sat here, the worse these nightmare visions got. She needed to clear her mind before she went mad. With a long exhale, Saga pushed to her feet and began beating the dust from her skirts.


“Alfson!”


Saga froze, a prickle of recognition rushing down her spine. That was Signe’s voice. Heart pounding, Saga pressed her ear to the wall.


The muffled sound of a slamming door. “Your Highness.” It was Alfson.


“What have you to say of this?” barked the queen.


Silence stretched out, and Saga forced herself to breathe. Alfson mumbled in a low voice, and she pressed her ear tighter to the wall. “Arrow struck one target … bridge burned … targets escaped while we bypassed the gorge …”


Saga’s heart quickened. This had to be Eisa. Had she escaped the Wolf Feeders and slipped into the wilds? Elation filled her at the prospect, making Saga so buoyant she might float to the roof.


“Well?” demanded Signe, and Saga forced in a calming breath.


Alfson cleared his throat. “I assure you, Your Highness, they came highly recommended.”


“Not recommended enough!” Glass shattered beyond the wall.


Signe’s anger was like a quiet storm, always held between carefully placed words. Knowing that Eisa had caused the queen’s loss of control brought a malevolent smile to Saga’s lips.


“’Tis a positive sign that one of them was wounded,” said Alfson.


“Wounded, not captured. Not on a ship bound south!”


“They are the best trackers in the kingdom, Your Highness. We must be patient.”


“You well know I have plenty of patience, Alfson. It is incompetence I cannot tolerate!”


Alfson’s low reply was difficult to hear, and Saga’s ears strained. “The girl is cunning,” he said. “And her companion … he’s Galdra. Used to concealing himself. Unafraid to spill blood, and it seems he’s quite adept at it.”


Saga’s heart was dancing in her chest. Eisa had a companion—someone to help her, perhaps to keep her safe. It eased the worry in her gut.


“What do you suggest?” demanded the queen.


“We must get into their minds—think like them. Were you in their place, what would you do?”


Silence for a moment, then, “I’d hide until the search died down.”


“The north is vast,” said Alfson. “Hundreds of villages.”


“It is an impossible task!” exclaimed the queen.


“Not impossible,” replied Alfson. “A challenge, to be sure, but not impossible. Let us consider the pair. Based on what we know, does Eisa have knowledge of the north?”


“No,” mused the queen. “But this Slátrari … what of him?”


“Precisely, Your Highness,” said Alfson. “Her companion is the key to finding Eisa.”


“His likeness has been spread throughout the north,” said Signe. “Someone knows this man.”


“It will take some time for the etchings to reach each remote village in Nordur,” said Alfson. “In the meantime, I suggest we change our tactics. Seek information rather than capture. We will learn how this man thinks. Which connections he has.”


“Let them grow comfortable,” said the queen. “Lay out the noose. And when they least expect it, pull it taut around their necks.”


“According to this message, the Wolf Feeders are trekking through the eastern wilds of Nordur and will send an update when they reach Völfell,” said Alfson.


“How long will that be?”


“Difficult to say,” said Alfson. “Perhaps a week? This will give us some time to gather information about the man. Here is what I propose, my queen: Have the Black Cloak spread word in the northern cities that we now merely seek information. And when someone comes forth, have Geira pen a letter with this information and send it to the Wolf Feeders to narrow their search.”


Saga reeled. Geira. Her mind returned to the queen’s bondswoman, returning from the falconry tower. It seemed Lady Geira was involved in more than delivery of correspondence. With a shake of her head, Saga tried to refocus.
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