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FOR LYDIA—HERE’S TO THE EPIC JOURNEY, ALL THE CHEESE WE CAN EAT, AND ALL THE LAUGHTER WE CAN STAND


[image: Image]


CHAPTER ONE

Ansa

On the first day of new spring, we march out through the gate of Vasterut and turn to the west, toward Kupari. My new wool cloak hangs in thick folds down to my calves, and I have a shining set of daggers strapped to my forearms and sheathed at my side. I think that I look fearsome and sure, the type of person who can sit on a throne without inspiring laughter.

Then I think the same thought again, because I didn’t quite believe myself the first time, and when that doesn’t carry me all the way, I remind myself that I have time to practice being queenly before we get there.

With that in mind, I keep my head high as I wave to the Vasterutians who have come out to cheer our departure. They seem elated, and why wouldn’t they be? We were the barbarian invaders, the fearsome marauders, and now we leave their city as a tribe without a homeland. Through their patient scheming and alliances with the Korkeans and Ylpesians, they brought us low, but together we defeated the evil of Nisse and drove his son and heir, Jaspar, away—along with hundreds of rogue warriors. The Vasterutians treated Thyra and those of us who were loyal to her with respect after that, but it was always clear what they really wanted.

Our absence.

Thyra catches my eye and gives me a wry smile as the Vasterutians’ shouts of joy rise to the heavens. “It’s clear they are missing us already.”

The humor in her voice, the morning sunbeams glinting gold in her hair, the easy affection on her face—all of it melts my tension. “Yes, I expect they’ll enter a period of mourning now.”

I look over my shoulder, up the hill to the walled tower fortress where I spent the last several months. Halina might be watching us from one of those windows. Like all the rest of her people, she is relieved and triumphant to see the Krigere finally clear out of her city, but I like to think she will also miss me and Thyra, just a little. She certainly enjoyed laughing at me, both before and after she knew I was a destined queen.

Behind me and Thyra, our warriors stride forward, their steps certain and strong. Thanks to our hosts, who in their eagerness to be rid of us were generous with the food and supplies we would need for our journey, Preben and Bertel and all those who traveled with us from the north have lost the hollowness in their cheeks. As we prepared for this march, they trained and rested in equal measure to regain their vigor.

Just outside the wall, our andeners have camped. The nights remain cold but the days are warmer now, and we agreed to move them out of Vasterutian homes so that the rightful owners could return, in exchange for help building this temporary city outside the city. Now there are tents sprawled across the grassy hills and spreading all the way to the dunes by the shore of the Torden. Our andeners have many skills and know how to fend for themselves as long as they are not being raided or attacked, and for now, we must leave them behind. It is safer this way.

Their cheers are of a different tone and tenor than those of the Vasterutians. In their shouts, I hear desperate pleas, searing hope, and delicate but growing faith. Not in me—in Thyra. She’s their chieftain. I’m just her war counselor. We haven’t explained the other things I am just yet—only our small band of senior warriors knows that—for fear it would be more confusing than reassuring. But as I pass close to Gry, Cyrill’s widow, whose belly is swollen with the baby of one of Jaspar’s traitorous warriors, her hands go white-knuckled over her children’s upper arms, and she yanks them back. Thyra gives her a sharp look, but the widow’s chin rises in defiance. A few others withdraw from the side of the road to avoid me, too, including Aksel’s mother—and she stares hard at me and spits on the grass at her feet as our procession reaches her.

Something tells me she has long since realized that I am the one who killed her son. If I thought it would help, I would explain that he tried to kill me first in a warped effort to avenge his father, who died after challenging Thyra’s chieftainship, but I already know it won’t change a thing. To her I am a monster. An enemy.

I don’t call Thyra’s attention to Aksel’s mother because I don’t want to raise the memory for her. My murder of Aksel nearly tore us apart, and I will do anything to keep us from being separated again. When I glance at her, though, it is clear that Aksel’s death is not on her mind. She’s looking toward the boundaries of the camp and biting her lip. “Did you go over the plan to guard the camp with the watch group?” she calls over her shoulder.

“Twice, Chieftain,” Bertel replies, shielding his eyes from the sun as he looks toward his own andener, a stout woman with skin as pale as his is dark. He jokes that together they are time itself, night and day made one. I believe that is his way of saying he loves her, and I can see it in his face when he catches sight of her. “Alfrida told me to assure you they have a plan. If there is a raid, the Vasterutians will offer them safe haven.”

“Good,” Thyra says. “And the signal?”

“Lantern flashes by night, red flags by day. The Vasterutian sentries will watch over both the camp and the road that leads to the forest.”

Thyra’s smile returns, but this time it’s grim. “And they’ll protect our families, because if they don’t, they know we’ll exact a price in blood.”

Bertel tears his gaze from his mate and nods at Thyra. “For that we’re thankful, Chieftain. It makes it possible to leave them.”

“We’ll send for them as soon as we can,” I say, wishing my heart weren’t skipping at the thought of what we’ll have to do to ensure that future. “You’ll be reunited before you know it.”

“When that happens, a group of us would like to ride as escort and guard,” Preben says, clapping a scarred and calloused hand over Bertel’s thickly muscled shoulder. “We don’t want the andeners and children to travel without protection.”

“I will grant that request,” Thyra replies, her eyes on the horizon now, where the distant black line of the Loputon stretches from the lakeshore as far south as can be seen.

Somewhere in that forest, our enemies hide. Jaspar and his seven hundred warriors, well-armed with stolen weapons and well-nourished from months of thieving food from the mouths of the Vasterutians. He has Elder Kauko at his side or in his possession, and the old man is full of magic and cunning. He also has over a hundred horses and a few hundred andeners who, with the right materials, can forge weapons, craft armor, and heal wounds. With so many people and animals, one would think that it is impossible to be secretive about one’s whereabouts, but Kauko’s magic made it possible. Vasterutian scouts lost the trail at the edge of the Loputon, when they encountered a blizzard so massive that it nearly took their lives.

Sig told me it was a sign that Kauko has only grown in power, most likely the effect of drinking a bowlful of my blood. The scarred fire wielder lurks on my other side, wearing a light cloak with the hood pulled up to shield the back of his neck from the morning sun, which is already making him sweat. He, too, has grown stronger over the past weeks. Now that the elder is gone, Sig seems calmer and slightly less unhinged. His Krigere has improved as well, so he has been able to tell us more about what we might face when we arrive in Kupari. But as the time of our departure neared, he became quieter and more withdrawn, disappearing for hours at a time without telling anyone where he was going. His furtiveness explains Thyra’s frown whenever her blue-eyed gaze finds him.

We need him, though, and she knows it. Swords alone will not be enough in Kupari, and only Sig truly understands the place—and the magic that seems to ooze from the land, finding its way into the veins of its people. Sig is an expert wielder, though he suffers because he only has fire and no ice to balance it. As for me . . . I have both ice and fire, so much that I am supposedly infinitely powerful. Except instead of balancing each other, these two elements inside me seem to be at war, with my body as the contested territory, my skin as the battlefield. My fingers stroke the bloodred runes of the cuff of Astia, which is wrapped heavy and snug around my right wrist. It somehow acts as a peacemaker. I have not taken it off since the moment Sig put it on me.

I’m scared of what will happen if I do.

Our steps are rapid and certain as we snake our way along the road to the west, leaving our cheering andeners behind. After an hour of hiking, the laughter and jovial conversation fueled by the joy of being in the crisp open air fades to quiet murmurs and low rumbles of uneasiness. And by the time the black of the forest turns emerald green in the afternoon light, all I hear are footfalls on packed dirt, the occasional clink of iron bits and weapon blades, and the cries of the seagulls that dive and swirl above our heads. We tread a path wide enough for five or six warriors to stand shoulder to shoulder or three horses to pace, and in all that means we have perhaps fifty rows.

We are not an overwhelming force, but we’re hoping we won’t have to fight anyway. We’re hoping my claim to the Valtia’s throne will be enough. If the pretender who currently occupies the temple is willing to give it up, we’ll have a new home for the four thousand andeners we had to leave outside the protection of the Vasterutian walls. But if that impostor queen tries to cling to her power, then we will have a battle on our hands.

It’s not about me having my throne. Honestly, I’m not so sure I want it. It’s about the Krigere having a homeland—something we lost in waves, first when the Kupari Valtia decimated our warriors and ships, then when Jaspar forced the rest of us to march south in an attempt to merge our tribe with Nisse’s traitorous band. Now we are small in number, more vulnerable than we’ve ever been, but Thyra thinks we have an opportunity. She wants us to remake ourselves as an independent people, to live and thrive without raiding, without killing. I have come to believe in her vision of our future. I’m determined to make it reality and lay it as a gift at her feet. I glance over at her and barely resist the urge to kiss a drop of sweat from her temple. It is hard, sometimes, to be this close to her and not touch her. Even now, as we lead a procession of our only surviving warriors toward an uncertain fate, my fingers twitch for the feel of her body and my eyes stray to her.

As two warriors, we should not be paired. But I know what I want, what I’ve always wanted when it comes to her. I want my chieftain safe, happy, and victorious.

And I want to spend every single night of the rest of my life in her arms.

“The boundary of Kupari,” Sig says, his accent thick. It curls around the words, softening their edges. “Just within the tree line.”

Thyra squints. “I didn’t think it extended so far south.”

Sig nods. “Do you want to rest your head on Kupari soil tonight, Valtia?”

Every time I hear that word these days, my stomach drops. “That’s up to the chieftain.”

Thyra laughs quietly. “Once we cross into Kupari, we’ll be in your domain.” Then she leans toward me and whispers, “My queen.”

Her breath sends a cascade of shivers across my chest and down my spine, drawing me taut as a bowstring. I let out a nervous laugh just to dispel some of my sudden unsteadiness. “How I wish I had a few subjects to hunt down some fresh meat and cook it over a roaring fire tonight. But I think I’ll have to fend for myself.”

“We’ll have plenty of time before sunset, and it’ll give us a chance to explore the edge of the forest.” Her throat moves as she swallows. “I’m not sure I want to lead everyone in there before we’ve scouted.”

“Jaspar and Kauko,” Sig says. He is sweating in earnest as his eyes rake the boundary between meadow and forest.

Thyra grunts in agreement as he names the threat. “There are so many places to hide, and they have weeks of practice now.”

The sun hangs at midsky over the trees by the time we reach the edge of the wood. Our warriors begin to make camp, breaking into groups of ten or twelve and straying along the edge of the forest to gather kindling and branches. We have rations that don’t require cooking, but the warmth will be welcome when the chill hour of midnight comes. We are not moving with stealth—there is little point. And we are much more powerful than we look; Sig and I can burn the entire forest to the ground if we need to.

Once again, I rub my palm over the cuff. The hum of its ancient power, one only I can hear, seems to be growing louder as we near the land where we were both created. Up to this point, it is my ally, my shield. With it, I have been much steadier.

I want to believe that the cuff is strengthening me, but the closer we get to the edge of the Loputon, the shakier I feel.

“Are you all right?” Thyra asks quietly as I shed the rolled bundle of weapons, rations, and blanket that I’ve been carrying on my back. We’re only fifty yards or so from the forest now, and setting up our own little camp with Sig, Preben, and Bertel. The latter two are helping the others manage our horses and Sig has wandered off, and so we are as alone as we’ve yet been today. Perhaps that’s why she reaches over and touches the backs of my hands.

They’re trembling. So much so that I cannot unbuckle the strap around my blanket. I drop the bundle and wipe my palms on my breeches. “It’s nothing.”

She gives me a look. “After all we’ve been through, you don’t get to say that to me.”

I run my hands through my short hair, and they come away damp with sweat. “I think perhaps I’m just nervous. We don’t know what we’re facing.”

“That is almost always true these days.”

“But there is so much at stake!”

“Also very true, at all times.”

“I’m not sure of myself,” I snap, turning away. “I’m so tired of not being sure.”

“But you said the cuff—”

“It helps.” For some reason, though, my whole body is thrumming with an energy I haven’t felt before. “Maybe I’m just hungry and tired and nervous. Nothing a good night’s sleep won’t fix.”

Thyra has gone still, and her blue eyes are locked with mine. “It’s me, Ansa,” she murmurs, and then she strokes my cheek. “I can tell something is happening to you.”

I wince and hug myself as a burst of frigid wind ruffles our hair. I don’t know if that was me or just the weather. It feels like it could have been either. I give her a pleading look.

“I knew this wouldn’t be easy for you,” she says. “This is the land of your birth. Our people ripped you away from all of this. Returning is not as simple as putting one foot in front of the other.”

“You understand very well.” I put a hand on my stomach. “Maybe that explains why I feel like the ground beneath me is about to shift right out from under my feet.”

She chuckles. “Maybe we should keep your feet moving, then. Shall we gather wood?”

I raise my eyebrows. “I could keep you warm tonight, if you like.”

She moves a little closer. “I’d like that very much. But I don’t feel like sharing you with Preben and Bertel.”

I laugh as we start to walk, and heaven, it feels so good. “Then I suppose we should scrape up some kindling.”

When we reach the shade of the trees, she takes my hand, lacing her fingers with mine. “As we enter Kupari, I want you to remember what I said to you a few weeks ago.”

We are weaving our way through dense brush, brambles scraping against the leather of our boots. “We’ve said many things to each other over the last few weeks.” My tone is light, but my voice wavers.

“You know very well what I’m talking about. Maybe the Kupari impostor will back down quickly, but maybe she won’t. People in power tend to want to stay that way.”

“But to the Kupari, we are the stuff of nightmares. It could work in our favor.”

“Not if we want to make our home here.” She pulls an errant twig from her hair. “We must try to keep the peace. What we do not want is what we faced in Vasterut.”

Nisse and his rogue tribe may have conquered the Vasterutians on the surface, but beneath their skin, in the thick silence in the streets, there was mutiny brewing, seasoned with incredible determination. They never really surrendered and were only biding their time. “Agreed. But once they recognize me as the—the V-Valtia—”

Thyra smiles as I falter. “I look forward to the day you truly understand what you are. Then you will rule us all.”

I shiver. That strange unsteadiness has set my heart galloping. “I d-don’t want to. You will always be my chieftain.”

“I will not always be anything, Ansa. Nothing lasts forever. And we don’t know how things will change in this new land.”

I stop, leaning against a tree because it feels solid and safe. “I don’t deny that. But I will always be your wolf.”

She puts her hand over mine and moves near enough to nudge my nose with hers. “I think I am the luckiest chieftain in the history of the world, then. Although”—she looks around—“we might be in Kupari now. Sig said the border was just inside the tree line. Maybe you are the ruler here.”

When her lips touch mine, the smoldering heat inside me jumps to full flame in an instant. I can feel her smiling against my mouth, and the taste of it is sweet on my tongue. Somewhere in the branches above us, a bird trills, and in this moment I cannot think of a more joyful sound. As if they can feel my soaring mood, an entire flock of winged creatures suddenly explodes into flight, screeching to the heavens. Thyra chuckles and cups my cheek. “We’re unsettling the entire wild wood.”

I laugh, but it seems to be true—I can hear the sudden rustling all around us, claws scrabbling in the underbrush, which waves and bounces as creatures flee. “Perhaps Kupari forest creatures are simply polite and want to offer us priv—”

A deafening crack silences that happy thought, and the ground beneath us drops. We land in a hard sprawl, Thyra’s head colliding with my breastbone and knocking the breath out of me. Nausea and panic churn in my gut as the entire forest pitches, branches lashing and snapping and raining down like sharpened pikes. One slams down on Thyra’s leg, and she cries out, a sound that echoes inside the chambers of my racing heart. I throw my arms around her and roll, shielding her with my body as the world falls apart.
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CHAPTER TWO

Elli

The first day of new spring brings new fears—but so have the many days leading up to it, and so that doesn’t make it special. It happens to be the birthday of my Saadella and heir, though, which makes it very special indeed. I will do everything within my meager power to keep my own cares from touching Lahja.

I rise early and dress myself. On ceremony days I allow my handmaiden, Helka, to assist, but most of the time I take pride in doing everything alone. It is not how things have traditionally been done, but I am not a traditional queen.

Technically, I am not the queen at all. But only me, Raimo, and Oskar are in on the secret.

I am in Lahja’s chambers, enjoying a midmorning feast of sweet buns with jam and butter, laughing as she licks her sticky fingers, when Raimo pokes his grizzled head in. I know he’s there before I see him, because Lahja jumps up and runs to him, jammy hands waving. “I want the dancing fire,” she calls.

I rise from the cushions, grinning as Janeka, her handmaiden and older sister, hooks an arm around Lahja’s middle just before she collides with the old man. “You must clean your hands,” she clucks. “Remember who you are!”

Lahja frowns, her coppery curls bouncing around her face. “I never forget. I’m the Saadella, which means people must do as I want.”

“Oh, darling,” I murmur as I reach her. “It really means you must do what the people need.” I kneel next to her and stroke my hand down her back. “But today?” I lean forward and kiss her freckled nose. “Today it definitely means we must all do as you want.”

Still smiling, I look up at Raimo, but as soon as I see his expression, concern rides a cold trail up my back. “Are you ill?”

On his best day, Raimo is a stooped old man with a long scraggly beard, tufty hair around his ears, a spotty dome of bald head, stringy arms, and knobby hands that always clutch a walking stick—but he is nevertheless spry and hardy. Today, though, he blinks as if his eyes sting, and his mouth works as if he’s swallowed a bite of tainted meat.

When Lahja peers up at him, though, his face splits into a wrinkled smile. “Not at all.” He holds out his upturned palm, and a flame immediately appears, twirling and undulating in a shape that resembles a dancing child. My Saadella shrieks with joy and matches the movements of the flame, spinning in a circle while her skirt flaps around her ankles and knees.

She doesn’t notice Raimo sweating and shaking, and that is a good thing. I step between them and scoop her into my arms. “You look so lovely when you dance! How would you like it if Kaisa came in and played you a tune on her kantele?”

“Oh! Yes! She must do that!” Lahja is a giggling ball of sweetness as I carry her deeper into her rooms.

I give Janeka a steady, commanding look as I hand the serious young woman her wriggling younger sister. “I will send for Kaisa. Will you entertain Lahja until then?”

She casts a glance toward the corridor, where Raimo leans against the stone wall, then nods and pulls a silly smile onto her face. For a moment, my heart twists—she reminds me of Mim, who would have done anything to keep me happy and warm and healthy during all the years she took care of me. I swallow back the sudden sorrow of missing her, the poignant memory of her beautiful face, as it looked when she stood right where Janeka stands now. So when she says, “Of course, my Valtia,” I merely wave and turn away so she will not see the glaze of tears in my eyes.

“I will be back later to dance with you,” I call over my shoulder to Lahja, my voice strained but brisk.

“You must do what I say today too!” Lahja replies.

“Yes, I must,” I say, smiling once more. “Because today you are the queen!”

And with that I walk quickly to Raimo, the cares of the world dropping onto my shoulders once again. “Tell me,” I say as I take his arm and guide him into the hallway. As I do, I feel the tingle of ice and fire along my palms, and it does nothing to allay my fear—he’s usually in complete control of his magic.

“I’m just a little off today,” he says. “But given my age, I believe I have a right to be.”

I chuckle. He’s hundreds of years old and has cheated time like a street thief. “Like few others do.” And as for those others . . . two are dead now, and one lurks in places unknown, probably planning his next attack.

Still holding Raimo by the arm, I walk slowly down the corridor. “Where is Kaisa? Shouldn’t she be with you?”

“She’s my new apprentice, not my nursemaid,” he says, his mouth working again, his face drawn into a grimace.

I wave at a passing acolyte and tell the boy to fetch Kaisa from wherever she might be tucked away today. She’s grown stronger and more confident in her magic, but she’s a quiet, gentle soul who prefers to practice her skills when no one is watching—whether it be her ability to wield ice and fire or her gifts for playing chiming tunes on the kantele. Raimo acts like he resents having an apprentice, but he usually finds it hard not to smile when she’s around.

We reach the magnificent domed chamber of our Temple on the Rock. “Oskar will be here soon,” Raimo says.

“What?” It comes out of me as a kind of surprised yelp. My hand strays to my hair.

Raimo laughs. “Elli, you do realize Oskar has seen you on the verge of death, yes? I can say with certainty that you look much better now. Besides, the boy is so utterly besotted that he will hardly care that your hair is in dire need of Helka’s special brand of magic.”

I give him a sour look. “That doesn’t make me feel more confident.”

“Do you really fear he will be disappointed by how you look? He’s been in the outlands for two weeks, among bears and outlaws. Even on your worst day, you smell a lot better than either.”

He’s right. It’s just that I see Oskar far more rarely than I would like, and therefore would prefer to look my best during those times. “You are full of compliments. Do you know if he brings news?”

“Not yet. He simply sent word that he was coming.” Raimo glances down the massive steps of the temple and into the white plaza, which is still pockmarked and scarred from the battle that took place here two months ago. “But the news of a few days ago still troubles him. It troubles me, too, if I am honest.”

My eyes stray to the copper inlay that winds through the walls of our grand temple. “Are they sure it is the last?”

“We’ve known the copper was running out. Mine after mine has turned up nothing. The Pimea mine was the last one giving up any ore at all. They will continue to dig and scrape, but they’ve found nothing for nearly a month, and now the snowmelt and ground water is running into the empty veins. The miners had to clear out.”

“What does this mean for us?” My fingers run over the coppery thread that gilds my dress. For Kupari without magic, the copper we have steadily mined for the last few hundred years is our wealth, our leverage, our safety. Everyone knows it. But few know the other half of the truth—for those with magic, copper is the source, the beating heart, the origin of that power.

“We have ton upon ton of smelted bars in the catacombs,” Raimo says. “Enough to give us time, I hope.”

“And to make us a more tempting target, perhaps. For desperate Kupari and invaders alike.”

He squeezes my hand, letting me feel the tremor in his fingers. “Which is why all of them must continue to believe you are the true Valtia.”

I hold my head high, though the weight of my secrets threatens to crush me. It’s not that I mind the responsibility—I will bear anything if it means my people can be safe and happy. It’s the constant pretense, the constant fear of discovery. It’s the fear that whenever Raimo or Oskar are elsewhere, I have no one who can even help me cast the illusion that I have any magic at all, let alone infinite amounts of it. “But Kauko, wherever he is, knows the truth. So does Sig.”

There was a time when I thought Sig might become a friend, or at least an ally. But after what I did to him, and how I left him in the hands of the man who had already tortured him and sipped at his blood, I would not be surprised if he hates me more than Kauko does.

“But perhaps they are dealing with their own travails now. It’s possible they didn’t even survive after escaping the rubble.” Raimo reads my skepticism and shrugs. “Yes, I don’t believe it either. Sorry.”

I gesture out over the plaza, toward the town square. “I’m finding it grimly amusing that Kauko and Sig are the least of our problems right now. Since we don’t have the Valtia’s magic to ensure the food supply, we’ve got to figure out how to store up for next winter, and that might be particularly difficult if the Soturi decide to invade.”

“Strange rumors from Vasterut these days.”

“We should have cultivated our relationship with the Vasterutians when we had the chance.”

“We? Ha! We had no chance at all, thanks to the elders. They thought we’d be fine, an island unto ourselves.”

And so they turned away any offer of alliance and rejected any pleas for help. Now we have no friends to come to our aid should the Soturi barbarians invade, and it seems almost certain they will. A month or two ago, when Oskar investigated fires along the western lakeshore, he found bands of fighters from Korkea, who were headed east through the Loputon toward Vasterut. And rumors from Vasterut itself indicate the Soturi force left there a few weeks ago. We just don’t know where they are. And we’re too isolated to find out.

“Perhaps instead of trying to train our own fighters, we should have offered the Korkeans and Ylpesians goods in exchange for protection,” I say. “Maybe we should have tasked Oskar with that instead of sending him to build a militia of wielders.”

Raimo scoffs. “Magic is still our best weapon for the war that stalks us. The Suurin will fight alongside the Astia to save the Kupari.” He looks down at his tremulous hands. “I know the prophecy was right. I know I was right.”

He sounds less certain than he ever has, perhaps because one of our Suurin has disappeared. But also—“You never told me what the prophecy said about the Valtia,” I say quietly.

His watery eyes rise to the domed ceiling of the temple. “Because the stars are veiled when it comes to her fate.”

“She’s alive, though. And she’s out there somewhere.” Otherwise, surely Lahja would have inherited her magic. “I think she will save us all.”

He grunts. “At this point, I think we have to conclude she is far from here, and perhaps we will never know what became of her.”

“I will never conclude that.” Because without her, I am only half of what I am supposed to be. I feel the emptiness inside. It gnaws on me in the darkness as I try to sleep.

Raimo sways on his feet, and I put my arm around him. “Maybe I should have a rest,” he admits. “Something is not right with me today.”

I wave over an acolyte, who bustles forward with his head bowed. “Take the elder to his chamber. Do not leave until he is safely in his bed.”

Raimo grumbles something about being treated like a child but leans gratefully on the unusually peaked-looking acolyte as they begin to walk away. I remain standing in the center of the domed chamber, turning slowly in place, remembering how we fought to wrest this temple from the elders, how we fooled everyone into believing I had a right to it. And yet, I would give it up in an instant if she were to walk up the steps of the white plaza, carrying the magic I was raised to believe would be mine someday.

The clip-clop of horse hooves draws my eyes downward, and my breath catches as I recognize the broad shoulders of the rider. “Oskar,” I whisper, and it takes all my restraint to keep from flying down the steps to reach him. Instead, I turn and walk to my chambers with my heart hammering. Helka rises from her embroidery as I enter. “The Ice Suurin has arrived,” I tell her. “I will meet with him in here. Please arrange for a meal to be served on my balcony.”

She glances at my hair. “May I . . . ?”

Oskar and I are secretive about our relationship. It is a thing we like to keep for ourselves, tucked into this room, away from all our fears and responsibilities. But my handmaiden knows all. It is written in her tender smile as she reaches for me.

I nod, grateful. “Do what you can, Helka.”

Within a minute she has me looking less haphazard, and then she’s off to do my bidding. I pace my room in an effort to dispel my nervous energy.

“Elli.”

I whirl around at the sound of his voice. And this time, I do run to him, my arms outstretched. His face is smudged with the dust of the road, and long strands of his dark hair have escaped the tie, but to me he is perfect. He gives me a tired smile as I approach.

As soon as my hands find his skin, I know something is wrong. His cheeks are covered in icy sweat, and he’s shaking. “Oskar—”

He puts his hands out, reaching, and together we help him get to a chair, which he sinks into. “It was a long ride,” he says.

I step back from him, eyeing him from head to toe. “Your hands are trembling.” I look out the window, to where the blue water of the Motherlake glints under the sun. “You shouldn’t be this cold.”

I move to stand between his knees and lay my palms on his cheeks again. He sighs as I draw some of the frigid magic from his body, and leans so his forehead rests on my chest. I wrap my arms around his head and hold him there, letting my power pull on his. He gives it up willingly, as he always does these days. I am his haven and relief. “Tell me what’s going on.”

“I don’t know.” His voice is muffled, but I feel the chill of his breath even through the fabric of my dress. “I’m just off today.”

I frown. “Off,” I murmur.

“Yes. I’ve felt a little shaky since I woke up. Dizzy, even. And I . . . I had to walk some of the way because I was afraid of freezing my horse.”

Something barbed is turning in my chest. A fear I don’t want to rise to the surface. “Raimo is off today too.”

Oskar leans back so he can look up at my face. “Have you checked with any of the apprentices or acolytes?”

“Some of them did seem a little more pale than usual. Why?”

“Because Veikko and Aira felt strange this morning too.” His hands close around my upper arms. “Are you all right?”

I treasure the concern in his gray eyes. “I am as I always am, Oskar.”

He smiles. “My Elli.”

“Yours,” I whisper, leaning down to kiss his cold lips. I inhale his icy breath and savor the frosty sweetness of his mouth. He groans and tilts his chin up, sliding his arms around my waist to pull me closer. I am worried and churning, but being this close to him blankets my thoughts with pristine snowfall, making everything silent and beautiful. My hands rake through his hair as a fire in me burns that has nothing to do with magic at all.

Oskar gasps and his fingers claw at my back. “What—”

That is all he has a chance to say before our world splinters.
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CHAPTER THREE

Ansa

The shaking doesn’t stop. I have no idea how much time passes before it occurs to me that it might never stop. But as soon as the thought enters my mind, I know I have to get Thyra out from under this legion of wooden spears that waves and cracks over our heads. With the ground rolling like waves beneath my feet, I lurch onto my hands and knees over her, and then shove myself up as I clutch her hand. She’s right there with me, her eyes round and her face white as foam on the Torden, but when I shout that we have to run, she goes in exactly the right direction.

We stumble and stagger and bounce off swaying tree trunks. When I hear a whistling sound above my head I throw my hand out, sending a blast of wind upward and blowing the toppled pine away as if it were a twig. My fingers sting with magic, and Thyra digs her fingernails into the back of my hand, maybe fighting the pain of it.

She doesn’t let go, though, not until I feel the tremors of terrible magic inside me and tear my hand from hers. Still, she stays close, as we trip over branches and blunder through brambles while the earth roars its ferocious displeasure. I nearly sob with relief when waning daylight comes into view between the trees, and we cover the last hundred yards with speed born of desperation and terror. I can hear the horses screaming. I can tell from the grimace on Thyra’s face that she can as well, and that we’re both thinking of our warriors, the few hundred left out of the thousands we had this time last year, and all of them could have been swallowed under a mountain of dirt by now for all we know. She might be the chieftain of an extinct people.

When we burst into the open, though, tripping over our own faltering feet, our warriors are alive, if not well. And as we stagger toward where they are clustered around the panicking horses, the earth shudders once more and goes quiet, leaving my ears ringing with the contrast.

I fall to my knees, still feeling the shaking inside my bones. Sweat drips from the tip of my nose and runs down my arms and spine. Sickness curdles inside me and I retch onto the stiff grass.

“Chieftain,” shouts Bertel.

I raise my head to see the white-bearded warrior pull Thyra from the ground. Her slender fingers clutch his tunic as he steadies her, but she’s already twisting in his grip. When she sees me, she shoves Bertel away. “I’m fine. Help Ansa.”

When he moves near, I hold up a trembling hand. With ice and fire spiraling along the bones of my arm, I flinch away from his touch. “D-don’t,” I stammer. “Give me space.”

He backs off as a deadly heat warps the air around me, stinging my skin. I lower my head and breathe, remember the one useful lesson the evil elder taught me—I will never be steady inside if I don’t breathe.

“Any wounded?” asks Thyra.

“No, except one of the horses. Broken leg.”

“Shame. But I’m thankful that is the extent of it. I’ve never felt anything like that in all my life, except . . .” She sighs.

She’s thinking of the witch-made storm on the Torden, I know it. The one that killed her father and nearly all our best and strongest. “I didn’t do this,” I say in a low voice.

“Ansa, look at me.”

I raise my head at the authoritative voice of my chieftain to find her giving me a hard look.

“I know,” she says.

“I . . . don’t think it was quite as bad out here,” Bertel says, caution in his deep voice. “We could see the ground moving and the entire forest pitching, but out here it was more of a rumble. We could stay on our feet.”

We all look toward the forest. I can see damage there. Large swaths of trees leaning, as if all of them snapped at once, but the woods are so dense that many of them had nowhere to fall. To the northwest, I see a curl of black smoke, but it is dozens of miles away. The air feels heavy, laced with uncertainty. My magic burns inside, and I am still breathing, breathing, breathing as I slowly sit back.

Just inside the trees, something moves. A few warriors shout a warning, and I glance over to see a few draw their hunting bows. But as soon as I see the flash of white blond in the light, I shout, “It’s Sig!”

He walks as if he’s had far too much mead, and the air around him bends with heat. His lanky form is loose as he approaches. He is wearing pants and boots and nothing else.

“Ansa,” Thyra says, her voice low. “He doesn’t look good.”

I wipe my face against my sleeve and squint at him. “He looks like I feel.” My voice cracks. My mouth is so dry. I wonder if the hot breeze I’m now feeling against my cheeks is coming from him or from me.

“Ansa,” Sig calls, his voice shredded.

I rise, waving off Thyra’s assistance. Focusing on each step, I walk toward Sig. He has scrapes and cuts along his bare arms and the side of his scarred face, and sweat pours from his body.

“Ansa,” he says, this time more quietly, and the uncertainty in his voice strikes a jangling chord inside me.

Two steps nearer, and I realize his eyes are glowing. “Sig.”

His head tilts back as he looks up at the sky. His chest is heaving. His hands rise from his sides. I yelp as two enormous balls of flame sprout from his palms. The sound that explodes from his throat is agony and rage and horror all in one. It stabs into my ears, making them pop with pressure. Instantly, my magic rises to protect me, but my eyes clamp shut immediately against the wave of heat.

I open them again as I hear crackling.

And then a scream. “The woods!”

They are on fire. Smoke blocks out the sun.

Sig has collapsed in a circle of blackened grass, his skin steaming. I lunge toward him, drawing on my ice magic and wishing for a cool wind to keep his brain from cooking inside his skull, assuming it’s not too late. As a searing wind spirals around us, it carries the panicked voices of our warriors to me once more, and I turn to see the flames creeping toward them as they frantically pull their clothes and tents from the ground.

No. Begging the ice inside me to take over, I act on instinct, throwing my arms out and harnessing the air around me. Icy flakes of snow melt on my brow. Crystalline shards of white creep along the grass like an army of ants.

“Ansa, stop,” Thyra calls.

I flinch and cough as I inhale a lungful of smoke. As if reacting to the fiery pain inside my body, the ice pushes outward again, and now everyone is shouting and screaming. A body plows into mine, breaking my focus on the ice and the cold. I catch a whiff of Thyra’s warm scent, and terror cuts through me. “Get off!”

“Calm down,” she shouts. “You’re about to freeze us all where we stand!” Her whole body is shaking and her teeth chatter.

“Get off me,” I yell, bucking beneath her. Doesn’t she remember I’ve killed this way before? Even the cuff of Astia on my wrist can’t fully harness this magic—but it is the only thing protecting her from me now.

Her warm, steady hands slide under my tunic. I hold so still, scared to exhale, scared to move lest I harm her. She lies across me, curled around me, and my heart rattles in its cage as she kisses my cheek. “Don’t,” I whisper.

“I’m going to let go of you now.”

“It cannot be soon enough.”

She releases me, and I can breathe again. As I rise, I look over at Sig, who is slowly sitting up. Behind him, the still-smoking forest is glittered with frost, no flames to be seen.

His eyes meet mine, and in them I see the grim realization. Together, we might have killed every person within a mile. That we didn’t seems more a result of luck than anything else. He winces as he clumsily gets up. His trembling fingers run along the slick skin of his arms, and he looks down at his palms as if trying to read a message there.

“What just happened?” I ask him.

“I don’t know,” he mumbles. “Something is . . . I can’t . . . I have to . . .” The muscles of his arms and back go tense, and for a moment I think he’s going to be sick, but then he starts to run toward the woods.

“Sig,” I shout, starting to jog after him. “Wait!”

“Let him go, Ansa,” Thyra snaps. Her fingers close around my arm and she points to the ground, where a line of fiery footsteps marks his path. His pale form disappears back into the trees again a few seconds later, leaving me with my hands outstretched.

Thyra stomps out a few wisps of flame. “He’s out of control.”

I glance at the melting ice that stretches across the space between me and the Krigere warriors, who remain huddled some distance away, shuffling uneasily through the tall meadow grass. “And me?”

“You have the cuff,” she says briskly.

Our eyes meet. We both know it isn’t enough. “You tackled me to get it to stop.”

“I did what was necessary.”

“You understand I could have killed you?”

Her gaze is so steady. “Our warriors were about to be consumed with fire and ice. I preferred not to leave another two hundred widows in Vasterut.” Her jaw clenches when she sees mutiny in my expression. “Ansa, I told you. Warriors before chieftain. Before me.”

I flatten my palm over the deep hum I still feel in the copper cuff. “Something is wrong,” I murmur. “Sig was trying to tell me as much.” I search the tree line for him, but as white as his skin is, he’s still hidden well by darkness.

“When the earth shakes, everything is wrong,” Thyra says. “There may be other temblors. We have to be ready.”

I laugh. “Ready? How do you propose we ready ourselves for the moment the earth turns to water beneath our feet?”

“We stay out of the trees for the night, for one. We’ll march through tomorrow, quick as we can.” She nods toward the warriors. “Let’s go build our fire. I’ll get a few of the others to gather kindling.”

I turn toward our warriors, who look jittery and worried, especially when they glance my way. “No.”

“What?”

“I’ll sleep by myself tonight.” I point to a clump of bushes a few hundred yards to the south.

“Don’t be stupid.”

My fists clench around magic trying to burst from my palms. “I don’t know why, but I’m not right today. Sig wasn’t either. And both of us are dangerous. I’m guessing that’s why he ran—he didn’t want to hurt any of us.”

“He’s never struck me as the selfless type. But there seems to be no question that he’s dangerous and out of control, and we’re better off without an unstable warrior.”

I bite the inside of my cheek. “Sig has seemed saner in recent weeks than I’ve ever known him to be.”

“But now we’re almost back in Kupari, the place where he was scarred and burned by the impostor queen and her helpers. Who knows what it’s doing to his mind?”

A warm breeze ruffles my hair, matching the unsteady flutter of fire inside me. “And who knows what it’s doing to me? I’m just as dangerous as he is, if not more so—cuff or no cuff.”

Anger flashes across Thyra’s face, and she strides forward. She takes my face in her hands before I can escape, and then her lips are on mine, just for a moment, hard and cool. She doesn’t seem to care that the others could see us if they cared to look. She doesn’t even glance in their direction. When she releases me, her brows are low and her mouth is tight. “I won’t order you to sleep next to me tonight.” She takes a few steps back. “But you know where to find me if you get chilled.”

She pivots and walks toward the hillock where Bertel and Preben have seated themselves, keeping a watchful eye on the forest. I am aching to follow her, but instead I head in the other direction. I need to put distance between us in case I lose control again. Turning my focus outward, toward managing the basic needs of my body, I snap twigs off the bush and gather more wood from the outer edges of the forest, careful not to stray too close to the dripping, charred mess. The smell of smoke fills my nose and turns my stomach.

My first footsteps into the land of my birth were met with its efforts to tear itself to shreds. I know it was an unhappy coincidence, but I can’t help but feel like I’m not wanted there, like something deep inside the earth feels my presence and is howling. It preys on all my fears—perhaps Kauko was wrong. Perhaps I was never meant to rule here. Perhaps I shouldn’t be here at all.

I sink into a squat in front of the little pile of wood nestled into a hollow I carved into the dirt. As soon as I wish for flame, it springs to life, and I hold my breath in an effort to avoid setting the entire meadow on fire. I stare at the results of my magic and wonder if I should do what Sig did—run far and fast, before I kill someone accidentally. I had thought I’d moved past it, but today has raised my fears and doubts like swells in an early winter storm.

A gust of breeze carries the sound of laughter to me. Now that the darkness has fallen, all I can see of my fellow Krigere is the glow of their fires a few hundred yards away, but I can hear their voices if I strain. I hear worry. But I also hear hope.

Two hundred of them marched away from their andeners and children this morning, only because of that hope—for a new homeland for our people, a safe place to rest our heads and raise our young ones. Our kind have been decimated. Our entire way of life has changed. All we have left now is this plea to heaven that there is a future for us in Kupari.

And I seem to be the key to securing it, if it is to be had at all.

“I can’t run,” I whisper. I can’t go anywhere until I’ve done everything I can for them. I promised Thyra, and she needs this from me.

I tuck my trembling hands into my armpits, holding everything still. I have to rest. I have to sleep. In the morning, surely this shaky uncertainty will have passed, and I will be right again.

I cannot bear to think of what will happen if I’m not.
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CHAPTER FOUR

Elli

Oskar’s arms clamp around me and we’re falling as a roar fills my ears. I scream and cling to him, my hands finding the skin of his throat. His body shudders as chunks of the ceiling pummel his back. Rage and horror flood my lungs as I hear him gasp with pain.

I will not let this happen.

With Oskar braced above me, I pull on his magic with all my strength, directing it outward. Panic bites at my focus, shredding its edges, but I fight to control the ice as it pours through me with the chaotic force of an avalanche. My head snaps back as I feel it burst from me as a blizzard. I fight to channel its fury and have the fleeting thought that Oskar has grown more powerful—and his magic has grown sharper, an edge that kills with precision as well as strength. It’s fighting to wrest itself from my grip as the floor beneath us cracks and buckles. Oskar curses and holds me so tightly that I cannot breathe. Spots float beneath my closed eyelids, bursts of white and yellow on black black black. . . .

“Elli, please!” Oskar’s voice rings with need and pain.

I claw my way toward the sound of it, swimming up through a frigid ocean of icebergs and frozen slush that fills my ears and mouth. The magic shivers, vibrations that roll along my bones. When I finally reach the surface, I arch and cough. My eyes blink open. Oskar is above me, his face framed with white. His body shakes like he’s having a fit. His teeth are gritted. “Please,” he gasps. “Stop.”

My eyes focus on our surroundings. We’re surrounded by ice, pristine and smooth. I am crushed beneath his weight and do not feel cold at all. But Oskar’s face is ashen, and pain is etched into the line of his clenched jaw.

He is freezing to death.

Terror jars my heart, sending it into a gallop. I wriggle to free my hands, but it’s not easy—Oskar weighs twice as much as I do and his full weight is on me as ice presses to his back. His scent makes me ache even now, wood smoke and earth and pine. He is past talking; even his eyes are mute with pain. He has no fire inside him to warm his skin, no heat to keep his blood from freezing. The certainty of his agony pulses into my muscles, and I wrench my left hand free. My scars shine silver in the gleam of sunlight on ice as I press my hand against our icy coffin.

I don’t know if this will work, and if it doesn’t, my love is going to die on top of me, possibly killing me slowly with his weight. I close my eyes again, but this time it is a different kind of pull, like taking a giant breath. This time, I don’t try to shove the magic out around me—this time I inhale it, sucking it into the vast empty space inside me. The three remaining fingers of my hand dig into the frigid walls, feeling it give way to my power, oblivious to the cold. It’s made from magic, and I am immune to it.

“Oskar, I need you,” I say, my voice barely a wheeze. “Can you push up, maybe get to your knees?”

My clothes are soaked with the melt, but my skin merely tingles. It doesn’t even raise goose bumps. But Oskar’s breath fogs as his muscles tense, as he tries to do as I’ve asked. I whisper encouragement in his ear as I continue to siphon the deadly magic into my body and hold it there, keeping him safe. His skin is gray, and a terrible moan escapes his mouth as he arches his back.
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