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TO EVERY WOMAN WHO’S HAD HER OPINION DISREGARDED BECAUSE SHE LACKS A CERTAIN APPENDAGE; WHO’S HAD HER PASSION BRUSHED OFF
AND BEEN DEEMED “TEMPERAMENTAL”; WHO’S BEEN
TOLD TO SMILE, AS THOUGH SHE NEEDS TO
CHANGE HERSELF TO PUT OTHERS AT EASE.


I PUT ALL OF MY FEMININE RAGE INTO THIS ONE
FOR YOU.
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AUTHOR’S NOTE


The Ashen Series takes place in a dark fantasy world and is intended for mature (18+) readers.


This book in particular deals with a domestic abuse survivor living with a disability (above-elbow amputation), has a scene depicting animal death, and includes explicit, open-door sex scenes.


A full list of content warnings is available at: https://demiwinters.com/trigger-warnings/


Please also note that a glossary and pronunciation guide are provided at the end of the book.
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Expand / collapse Extended Description

A black-and-white map of the Kingdom of Íseldur. Central to the map is the Sleeping Dragons mountain range. To the north, Kalasgarde sits at the most northern point, just above the Nordur Lands. On the north-eastern tip of land lies Kunafjord. The Hvíta river leads from Kunafjord, flowing to the Sleeping Dragons, and the town of Kopa lies along the river’s path. To the east of the Sleeping Dragons, are the towns of Skutur, Kiv, Hver, Svarti, Reykfjord, and Skarstad. The Road of Bones lies between Skutur and Reykfjord. In the west sits the Western Woods, above which is Istré. South of the map are the towns of Svaldrin and Sunnavík. The Southern Bogs can be found at the most southern point of the map.













RECAP


Hekla “Rib Smasher” is a member of the Bloodaxe Crew, a group of viking mercenaries who specialize in hunting monsters. Other members of the crew include Reynir “Axe Eyes” Bjarg, and brothers Jonas “the Wolf” and Ilías “No Beard.” After meeting with Magnus Hansson, King Ivar’s chief hirdman, the Bloodaxe Crew sets off on a quest to reach the town of Istré and rid it of the deadly mist terrorizing its citizens.


According to reports, the mist has the sound of a beating heart; it emerges from the woods and leaves missing people in its wake. The Klaernar—King Ivar’s specialized warriors—were sent to help. But the Klaernar’s corpses were soon found secured to pillars with vines, and a symbol was written in blood, over and over.


In The Road of Bones, the Bloodaxe Crew leaves for Istré but soon discovers a stowaway in their wagon—Silla Nordvig, on the run after the queen’s warriors killed her father. Though a secretive person, Silla integrates herself within the Bloodaxe Crew and becomes quick friends with Hekla. As a domestic abuse survivor, Hekla insists on teaching her self-defense.


But after the Bloodaxe Crew agrees to protect Silla from the queen’s warriors, Ilías “No Beard” falls in battle. Silla’s lover, Jonas—the older brother of Ilías—feels betrayed. After drugging Silla, Jonas hands her over for a reward. Reynir “Axe Eyes” Bjarg, leader of the Bloodaxe Crew, goes to rescue her, leaving the Crew under Hekla’s command.


In Kingdom of Claw, Rey is forced into hiding with Silla. He writes to inform Hekla that his old friend Eyvind Hakonsson will arrive with his retinue to help with the job. Now Hekla and the rest of the Crew—Gunnar and Sigrún—are in Istré, grappling with Ilías’s death while trying to complete their task.












CHAPTER ONE



One week before the end of Kingdom of Claw


Istré


Hekla silently cursed herself as she peeled away from the warm firm body wrapped around hers. There was an art to extracting oneself from a bed companion—an art Hekla had never needed to learn. She had rules for dealing with her paramours, after all: No soft sentiments and no spending the night. But above all else, Hekla never allowed a man to have power over her.


Now she’d pay the price for breaking her rules. Hekla refused to consider how this man had convinced her to spend the night, not while contorting her body to slide out from under his heavy arm. Her bare feet hit the floor, and Hekla’s chest swelled with victory. But the incoherent mutterings coming from the bed made panic spiral inside her. There was movement behind her, and Hekla braced herself for the man to awaken. But he simply rolled onto his back and stilled.


Releasing a long exhale, she slunk from the bed. Her first thought was that she was utterly naked and without her prosthetic arm. Her second was that brigands must have broken into the room. Bleary-eyed, she blinked at the chaos before her. A chair overturned near the hearth, fur rugs bunched and jumbled about.


The grandeur of her paramour’s chambers was startling in the light of day. Between the twin hearths on either end of the room and the enormity of the bed in which her companion currently snored, she wondered how much such lodgings had cost him. But Hekla gave herself a mental shake and began the painstaking process of fishing her tunic and breeches from the detritus in the room. Where in the gods’ sacred ashes had her arm gone?


Pulling her tunic over her head, Hekla tried to piece last night’s events together. It had been the first of the Winter Nights, a celebration honoring the end of the harvest season, and the whole of Istré had gathered in the mead hall. Hekla had been in a sour mood. Her reasons were twofold: First, Istré’s local chieftain had gone forward with the celebrations despite the threat of a murderous mist. And second, the blockhead had refused her participation in the festival’s fighting games.


Instead, Hekla had watched Istré’s locals stumble around the ring, knowing she could best them all while blindfolded. It had been a frustrating night indeed; that was, until she’d found an outlet for said frustrations.


Hekla glanced over her shoulder at the sleeping man. An assortment of shining black braids spilled across his angular cheekbones and jaw, his full lips buried in a neatly trimmed beard. A memory flashed in her mind of those lips pressing kisses up her sternum. She whipped away from him with a shaky breath and resumed searching for her missing arm.


She’d been reckless to lose track of it.


A sharp sound split the air, and Hekla’s hand went instinctively to her dagger. It took her a moment to realize it was only the man’s snores. He rolled once more, but she sensed he’d soon awaken.


Where was her gods-damned arm? She considered leaving without it. She could write to Axe Eyes. Have him arrange the production of a new one. The Tailor still had her measurements. Hekla could continue this job one-armed until a replacement was found.


It was at this moment that a gleam caught her eye—her arm, buried beneath a rug near the hearth. And with that, another unwelcome memory surged back. An expanse of golden skin as the man lay on that rug, clutching her hips while Hekla rode him …


She forced the thought aside and snatched her prosthesis before edging toward the door. Hand on the door latch, Hekla couldn’t resist one last look toward the bed. But as she glanced his way, her companion’s dark eyelashes fluttered.


With serpent-quick speed, Hekla dashed through the door. She didn’t dare breathe until she reached her own chambers.


“Open up, Fire Fist!” Hekla bellowed, pounding her left fist against Gunnar’s door. “The crew from Kopa is here and we’re to meet them this morning!” She paused, waiting for any sign of life in the room beyond. As expected, only silence met her ears.


With a sigh, Hekla rested her forehead against the door, sorrow and worry mingling within her. Ever since Ilías’s death, Gunnar had been a shadow of himself, preferring to stay enclosed in his rooms. Hekla had done what she could to help him through his grief—had brought him food, drawn him baths, and even urged him to speak of his sorrows. And while she’d been content to pick up the slack so Gunnar could grieve in peace, today was different.


Hekla had returned to her chambers to find a note beneath her door. It seemed Eyvind bloody Hakonsson had arrived in Istré to take over the job with the mist, and he was three days early. Had Hekla known she’d be expected at the arse crack of dawn, she wouldn’t have partaken in such late-night activities.


“Come on, Gunnar,” Hekla pleaded, thunking her head against the door. “Let us go down for the daymeal. Meet Hakonsson and his men. Then you can return to your chambers.”


A floorboard groaned, and the door cracked open, revealing Gunnar’s tall, broad frame, clad in a rumpled tunic. His skin, normally a vibrant, deep brown, was ashen. New lines were carved beneath his eyes and into his brow. He looked, to put it mildly, like he’d aged a decade since Ilías’s death.


Hekla schooled her face to hide her reaction.


“Let us get through this,” said Gunnar blandly, closing the door behind him and pushing past Hekla.


With a relieved exhale, Hekla trailed behind him. She wished she could find the right thing to say to Gunnar—to bring back the jovial Fire Fist who loved puns and pocketing everyone’s sólas at games of dice. But everything had changed since that day on the Road of Bones. They’d lost No Beard that day, the Wolf and Axe Eyes soon after. Never in a hundred years would Hekla have guessed she’d be holding the Bloodaxe Crew together in the absence of Axe Eyes.


For the hundredth time, she thought of the birch bark missive nailed to Istré’s gates—the one with Rey’s and Silla’s likenesses etched upon it. Slátrari, it said, beneath Rey’s face. Hekla had laughed it off at first. But as the days stretched on without Rey’s arrival in Istré, she considered the facts. On the Road of Bones, Rey had shielded Silla from having to reveal the reason the Klaernar sought her. For a man who valued honesty above all else, it had seemed puzzling at the time. But now that Hekla considered it, wouldn’t this out-of-character behavior make sense if Rey, too, were Galdra?


Galdra, perhaps, but the Slátrari? The murderer prowling the Road of Bones, burning people alive? That was entirely another matter. She wanted to look into his eyes and demand answers. But the knowing place inside Hekla told her to trust in his character. The Rey she knew was calculating. Strategic. And though he was gruff and cold on the surface, below that, Hekla knew he cared deeply for others. There was not a chance he’d murdered those people for fun; if he was, in fact, the Slátrari, there would be a good reason for the killings.


She sighed. The facts were what they were. Hekla had stepped in to fill Axe Eyes’s role, and in the early days, she’d felt a sort of exhilaration. As a woman in a mercenary crew, she’d never thought such doors might be open to her. Though the circumstances were grim, she’d been eager to fill the role of leader of the Bloodaxe Crew.


That was until it became clear that Istré’s chieftain had no interest in working with her. Loftur the All-Wise had brushed aside her every suggestion. In fact, the loathsome man barely tolerated her presence. It had been a shocking discovery for Hekla, who’d grown used to Rey’s mindful consideration. He’d always allowed each member of the Bloodaxe Crew to voice their opinions.


Now Rey’s friend from Kopa would arrive with his retinue to take control of the job, and Hekla found her eagerness rushing back. Perhaps this was the change they needed to convince Istré’s hardheaded chieftain of what needed to be done. As Hekla and Gunnar descended the inn’s stairs, she felt like a weary warrior, bolstered by an ally sweeping onto the battlefield at the last hour.


They passed through a short corridor into the adjacent mead hall. The Hungry Blade was quiet at this hour, candles flickering serenely in iron chandeliers, while morning light crept beneath the window coverings. But remnants of the previous night’s celebrations were clear with the stale mead and sweat hanging in the air. The chaotic state of the room was a match to the chambers Hekla had recently vacated. She passed the slumped form of Onund Ale Drinker and winked at the exhausted-looking barkeep, Halldora, who hauled a kettle of róa across the room.


Sigrún seemed to materialize from thin air, touching Hekla’s elbow gently. Light caught the scarred flesh climbing from beneath Sigrún’s collar and across the side of her skull, her ash-blond hair flipped to the opposite side of her head, displaying the burns without shame.


Another memory jostled forth. Sigrún had been with her the night before, though only briefly. A group of strangers had entered the mead hall, and Sigrún had vanished into the shadows, not to be seen for the rest of the night. Flighty did not begin to describe Sigrún’s behavior since Ilías’s death. The petite warrior was as skittish as a squirrel.


“Are you well?” Hekla asked, signing the words as she spoke them.


Fine, Sigrún signed back, her gaze hard as she stared across the room.


Hekla followed her line of sight, gaze settling on the group of warriors seated at the far end of a long table. Their heads were bowed in quiet conversation, and Hekla felt a moment of apprehension. But she pushed it aside, reminding herself that these men were the reinforcements they badly needed. Shoulders back, she strode across the hall to greet them.


One voice lifted above the others, and Hekla’s blood flamed hot in recognition. Loftur the so-called “All-Wise,” village chieftain and official pain in her arse. Tall, with gray streaks in his blond beard, the man, Hekla guessed, had seen near fifty winters. Loftur lounged in the high chair like a king on his throne.


Hekla’s smile turned brittle as she took in the warriors gathered around Loftur. All this time, she’d thought she could not get through to the man because she was not an Istré local. But as she watched him speak amiably with the warriors from Kopa, she suddenly understood.


Not a single pair of tits among them.


Feigning a casual air that she most certainly did not feel, Hekla strode across the mead hall, Gunnar and Sigrún flanking her.


“Ahh.” Loftur’s steely brown eyes met hers. “Here comes the Bloodaxe Crew now.”


The warriors surrounding him shifted, watching her in silence.


Which one was Eyvind Hakonsson, trusted friend of Axe Eyes and a much-needed ally in her plight with Loftur? Hekla waited for one of the men to stand and introduce himself. But as they turned back to their róa in a less-than-warm welcome, Hekla scowled.


She knew nothing of this Eyvind, save that he was second heir to House Hakon. While everyone knew of Jarl Hakon, and his heir, Atli Hakonsson, Eyvind himself remained a mystery. She folded her arms over her chest, trying to quell her rising irritation. But then Hekla thought of Rey’s letter—of how he’d vouched for Eyvind as a competent leader.


She opened her mouth to ask which of these men was Eyvind, but the mead hall doors banged open. The men at the long table shot to their feet, and Hekla turned to find two men striding into the hall. Squinting at the figures backlit by the intense morning light, Hekla’s eyes fell first upon the stout man with an impressive, grizzled beard. He was dressed in the finest armor Hekla had ever seen, emblazoned with the dragon sigil belonging to House Hakon. But as her gaze flitted to the taller figure, a crimson cloak streaming behind him, her heart lurched.


She knew that cloak. “Ah, you’re all here!” She knew that voice.


The figures approached, and Hekla felt the strangest sort of detachment—as though this was not happening before her very eyes.


But then, the inevitable happened: Their gazes locked. The man’s hazel eyes widened only a fraction. Soft lips—lips she’d tried to forget—parted. He passed a hand over the intricate warrior braids woven along the sides of his skull—braids that Hekla had caressed the night before.


Her paramour recovered before she did. “Well met.” He thrust a large hand out. “I’m Eyvind Hakonsson.”












CHAPTER TWO



The Night Before


The sun crawled toward the horizon, the musky yet sweet scent of the harvest hanging in the air. The smell stirred a thousand memories within Hekla: her father’s deep voice, singing the reaping song as he cut back the barley; her grandmother’s stories as her crooked fingers worked the distaff. Hekla’s family farm in Midfjord had been much farther south, the air less crisp than it was here in Istré. But the smell of the harvest was exactly the same.


Istré’s beleaguered farmers would be reaping the barley this week before settling in for an uncertain winter. But tonight, at their chieftain’s request, they’d gathered in the village square with the rest of the townsfolk.


Arms folded over her chest, Hekla observed the Winter Nights celebration. The dais at her back, with its three V-shaped pillars, was typically used for the Klaernar’s executions. But now it hosted a group of grizzled warriors pounding a rhythmic beat on their drums. Braziers illuminated the whole of the square, including the hazel staves marking the borders of a fighting ring. Booths had been erected by vendors, the scent of flatbreads and roasted chicken drifting in the air. Horns of ale were passed about, and the crowd was in good cheer.


Hekla’s head was already hazed with the ale she’d consumed in frustration at the Hungry Blade mead hall. This celebration was a mistake, but Loftur “the Unwise”—as she’d taken to calling him—refused to heed her warnings. It was bad enough the man blocked her every attempt to investigate the deadly mist stalking the outskirts of Istré. But watching these people celebrate the Winter Nights with such danger lurking nearby did not sit right with her.


There had been no sign of the mist tonight, but Hekla glanced at Istré’s stockade walls, her nerves buzzing. She ought to have kept a clear mind, yet weeks of frustrations had frothed inside her. And Halldora, barmaid at the Hungry Blade, had been no help.


“You deserve some fun,” she’d said with a wink, pressing horn after horn of ale into Hekla’s hand. Hekla suspected the ale was a show of gratitude from Halldora. Upon her arrival in Istré, Hekla had immediately spotted the telltale bruises on Halldora’s cheek. When at last she’d managed to corner the barmaid in private, Hekla had passed her a bag filled with coins.


“Bury it somewhere safe. And if ever the time feels right to leave him, you’ll have a choice in the matter.”


Halldora’s dark eyes had brimmed with tears at the gesture, and Hekla had been unable to reveal it was what she’d once wished someone would do for her. It was more than coins. It was more than escape. It was acknowledgment. I see you, the bag said. I understand. Hekla wished she could do more—wished she could make true change in this kingdom to better the lives of women.


For now, she had to content herself with observing the fighting matches in Istré’s town square, and gods, but they were difficult to watch. Alf the Slender succumbed to the sheer girth of Onund Ale Drinker, and he to the vise-like grip of Istré’s blacksmith. Their fighting was messy and uncoordinated, any skill they might possess muddled by the vast quantities of ale they’d consumed. Hekla’s limbs itched to leap into the ring, to show them how a true warrior fought. And perhaps she selfishly wanted to dispel Loftur of any preconceived notions he had of women in the fighting ring. But Hekla restrained herself. Betraying Loftur’s orders would not win the man’s favor. And so she reached for another horn of ale and downed it swiftly.


The blacksmith ambled from the ring, tipping a splash of his drink into the brazier’s flames. Many of the locals had boldly made similar offerings—bits of chicken and beef, crudely carved weapons, and ale. Memory told Hekla such offerings were tailored to the old god Sunnvald’s preferences, which had her scanning the crowd for tattooed faces. Should the King’s Claws see such overt devotion to the old gods, Hekla suspected the monstrous mist would be the least of Istré’s worries.


A new brawl was set to begin, the blacksmith against—


—a stranger.


Annoyance jostled through Hekla. To enter the tournament, one needed Loftur’s approval. How had this newcomer gained entry into the games when she, who’d been trying for weeks to gain the blockhead’s trust, was denied?


Hekla ground her teeth together, examining the stranger. Light from the brazier illuminated the man’s pompous red cloak and cutting olive cheekbones. Some women might swoon over a pretty face like that, but Hekla liked a little grit to her men. To her surprise, as the stranger stepped into the fighting ring, she could tell each step was laced with power.


As the brawl began, Hekla could immediately tell the mysterious warrior held himself back. He let the blacksmith tackle him to the ground. Allowed him to land a few blows before rolling the blacksmith onto his stomach and wrapping an arm around his neck. The blacksmith pounded the ground, granting victory to the stranger, and the crowd roared. That was the precise moment that ale sloshed from her neighbor’s cup right down the collar of Hekla’s lébrynja jacket.


She’d officially seen enough.


Scowling, Hekla retreated from the festivities, the crowd’s cheers chasing her through the darkened streets of Istré.


The night was clear and dark, stars spattered across the skies as Hekla laid a blanket down on the riverbank. Entering through barred culverts under Istré’s defensive walls, the river snaked right through the town. This particular curve in the river was favored by locals for bathing, but given that every citizen was now gathered in the square, Hekla had it all to herself.


For a moment, she simply sat on the blanket, letting the quiet of the night surround her. But soon the thoughts slunk out like wolves from the darkness. Why did Loftur block her every move? How could she convince him to work with her, rather than against her? Was it simply that she was a woman, or was there more to it?


Her questions shifted to irritation, and Hekla began to argue with the chieftain inside her head, trying to force logic into his thick skull. How could he expect the Bloodaxe Crew to defeat the deadly mist without being allowed to enter the woods, and why did he hold these infernal celebrations despite the ever-present threat? But even inside her mind, Loftur was as immovable as a mountain; no matter what she said or did, Hekla could not seem to get through to him. The man’s refusal to listen was maddening!


The spilled ale on her neck was suddenly unbearable. Hekla shot to her feet and yanked off her lébrynja jacket. After tossing it on the riverbank, she moved to pull off her undertunic.


A twig snapped behind her.


Years of training had her drawing her blade without a heartbeat’s hesitation. Hekla held still as death, eyes surveying the shadowed brush for any sign of movement. And after a moment, there it was.


There he was.


The stranger’s red cloak drifted behind him as he ambled out of the bushes and onto the riverbank.


“This bank is taken,” said Hekla, the point of her sword angled toward him. “Find another one, warrior.”


Emotions played across his face—shock, then amusement, before settling into a look of haughty indignation.


“I think not,” he said, strolling past her sword point, completely unbothered.


A week’s worth of Loftur’s disregard caught up to Hekla in a rush. It was one man too many brushing her aside when she could gut him like a fish. With a growl, Hekla charged after the man. Grabbing his shoulder, she whirled him around. Her sword tip now dimpled the tender skin of his throat.


“I said find another riverbank.”


“And I,” said the man, “declined.”


She saw his tell—the flare of his pupils—but his speed caught her by surprise. As her sword was knocked aside, Hekla knew she was right. The man had been holding back in Istré’s fighting ring. But her opponent did not know that Hekla had surprises of her own. She ducked, throwing her shoulder into his abdomen. His soft oof filled her with satisfaction as momentum carried the pair of them back toward a prickly willow bush.


Somehow, the warrior diverted their course, bringing them down on the soft riverbank instead. In a dizzying move, he twisted until Hekla’s back hit the sand.


“And here I thought Istré would be dull,” drawled the warrior from where he straddled her hips. “The first night and already I’ve a vixen beneath me.”


“I’m no vixen, you braying ass,” she spat. “Best you learn that.”


Hekla brought her head crashing forward. The warrior reeled back in time to avoid a broken nose, but his distraction was enough for Hekla to wrench them sideways, rolling until the man was pinned beneath her.


Moonlight slanted across his tanned skin, and Hekla finally got a look at the man’s eyes.


“Hazel,” she muttered. “Of course.” The man truly was obscenely pretty. Cheekbones that could cut glass. Glossy black hair, twisted into braids with such complexity it hurt her skull to even consider. And those eyes, trained on … she looked down, trying to determine what he was looking at. Her undertunic hung low, giving him a view straight down it.


“If your aim was to distract me, consider me distracted,” he said, staring unabashedly at her breasts. The irritating man simply lay there, making no attempt to remove her from his body.


“Watch yourself, warrior,” she growled. “I’ve anger to spend and have been looking for a target.”


Those hazel eyes snapped to hers, then narrowed. “Why did you not join the games? You’re more than an adequate opponent.” His gaze drifted downward once more. “From what I can see.”


With a huff, Hekla pushed off him and yanked her undertunic up.


“Fight me,” said the warrior, hopping to his feet.


She surveyed him, left hand itching to pummel his pretty face. But now she knew he was a worthy opponent. Hekla thought of Axe Eyes—of how fiercely she missed their morning sparring sessions.


She eyed the warrior. There was no doubt he was one of the most handsome men she’d ever laid eyes upon, a fact that made her insides writhe in discomfort. Her husband, too, had been handsome, though it had only served as a tool to conceal his vileness. Hekla forced her gaze over his shoulder.


“What do you get out of it?”


“I get to fight a true opponent.”


“Hmm. Not much enjoyment in holding back against Istré’s citizens, is there?”


The man’s eyes brightened. “The fact that you’ve a keen enough eye to notice tells me you’ll be a worthy adversary.” He reached for the buckle of his battle belt. It fell to the ground with a thunk that Hekla felt in the pit of her stomach.


She itched to do the same. Weeks stuck in this hovel; weeks with her every move shackled by Loftur; weeks without her sparring partner. Hekla had kept with her morning routines but felt herself slipping. She needed an opponent. Someone to give her the challenge she craved.


“Very well,” she said, reaching for her own belt.












CHAPTER THREE



Present Day


Hekla stared at Eyvind Hakonsson’s outstretched hand, blood roaring in her ears. How could she not have realized—that ridiculous red cloak, the elaborate, fussy braids, the splendor of his lodgings—it all seemed so obvious now. Gods, she was careless to have thrown out all her rules—to think that she might have a moment’s freedom without consequences.
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