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FOR RUTA, GENTLE AND FIERCE WITH BOTH HEART AND PEN.
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PROLOGUE


She’d never seen fire as an enemy, not until it crept like a snake along the grass to where she lay bleeding, not until it struck. And even then, Lotta didn’t scream from the pain.


She screamed for Ansa, though. Screamed until the smoke choked off the sound. Her tears dried to a salty crust as she fought to keep her eyes open. Though she had no strength to rise, her fingers clawed in the blood-soaked dirt beneath her as she watched one of the monsters sling her daughter over his massive shoulder.


Only two days ago, she had resolved to hide Ansa forever and keep her safe, even if the priests from the city came calling with offers of copper piled to the thatched eaves. As soon as that red flame mark had appeared on Ansa’s right calf, Lotta had known what it meant. When her brother’s family had visited from the city yesterday and brought word of the Valtia’s death, it had only confirmed her fear. She’d heard the fantastical tales of how the Saadella, the heir to the Valtia’s magic, was chosen. She knew the Saadella lived in luxury at the Temple on the Rock. Many parents would give anything to see that kind of life for their child.


But once the Saadella became the Valtia, possessing the infinite fire and ice magic that sustained the Kupari people, the girl’s life would not stretch far into the future. And she would never have children. Would never know love. Would never see her parents again, not once they handed her over to the elders. She would belong to the people and the priests until the day she died.


Lotta hadn’t been able to bear the thought of giving Ansa up.


Now she was losing her all the same.


The raiders had come up from the water like demons, ax blades gleaming, the sweat on their grime-smeared faces glinting in the torchlight as they set fire to the outbuildings nearest the dunes. Grabbing his pitchfork, Anton had shouted for Lotta to take little Ansa and flee for the north woods, but they hadn’t had a chance. Anton had been cut down not five steps from their cottage, and Lotta hadn’t made it much farther.


Ansa, though . . . she had grabbed her father’s knife and slashed at her enemies. Tears streaming down her face, shrieks bursting from her throat, she had dodged between legs, jabbed at soft spots, squirmed away from grasping hands, and sliced at thick-knuckled fingers. A tiny five-year-old exacting a blood toll from vicious barbarians. Even as Lotta’s blood flowed fast and sure from her wounds, she’d felt triumphant at the sight of her daughter’s speed, her ferocity. That was Ansa. She could never be stopped.


Until the one with the yellow beard caught her. She scratched at his laughing face and kicked at his chest as he hoisted her up. The monster called to one of his fellows in his throaty, garbled language, smiling until Ansa sank her teeth into the back of his hand.


He grunted and dropped her. Lotta’s faltering heart leapt even as pain devoured her. But then Ansa threw her head back, and her ice-blue eyes took in the devastation around her, the cottage in flames, the screaming pigs being herded toward the shore, the demons plundering her world. . . . Don’t see me, thought Lotta. Keep running.


But Ansa’s gaze caught and held. And the sight of her mother, burning and dying, seemed to freeze the little girl where she was.


Yellow Beard scooped her up again. Ansa wailed, her skinny arms outstretched. “Mama!”


I love you, Lotta thought as the darkness closed in. Never stop fighting.


One day you will be powerful enough to kill all of them.


One day you will avenge us.
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CHAPTER ONE


As the spray from the Torden kisses my face, I trace my fingertip along the four notched scars that decorate my upper arm, and then along the space below them, where soon there will be more. By the time the sun rises tomorrow, I plan to bleed all the way down to my elbow at least, and hopefully my wrist, though that might be too ambitious. I glance at Sander, to my left, dark hair, dark eyes, dark heart. He already bears kill marks down to his forearm, one at the bottom still new and scabbed over, earned from a reckless lone attack on wandering travelers a week ago.


He smirks when he sees me looking. “Down to my knuckle by morn,” he says. “Catch up if you can.”


I scowl at him, widening my stance to keep my footing as the longship rolls into a trough. The black sails are full, lightening the load on the oarsmen and pulling us along at a ferocious speed. The collision of bow and wave jars my bones, but the last thing I want is to fall on my face in front of Chieftain Lars, who is squinting into the distance as if he can already see the Kupari peninsula. Both his arms carry over fifty parallel silver notches, from shoulders to the tip of his middle fingers. He has five on each cheek, too, beneath his eyes and above the edge of his beard. The marks of a true warrior.


Someday, I think. With those marks, no one would dare question whether I belong.


But today I will settle for holding my own. “If you can manage that many kills today without getting killed yourself, Sander, I’ll be happy to cut you.”


Sander leans down as if he wants to emphasize the difference in our heights, to remind me of the relative smallness of my body. My heart quickens, not with fear, but with triumph. He, like so many other men, doesn’t realize how dangerous it is to give up the advantage of reach, to put himself within my strike range. It would be so easy to pull the knife from the sheath on my forearm and jam it into his exposed throat. He of all people should know better. Instead, he merely looks amused. “I’ll do the same for you, Ansa, unless you’re afraid I’ll slice too deep. Your skin seems rather thin.”


I laugh. “And yours is as succulent as lamb, if I recall correctly.” Quick as a darting fish, I reach up and flick the base of his ear, where the smooth, soft drop of his lobe once hung.


Until I bit it off.


He grimaces, and his fingers close over the handle of the ax at his side. Thyra steps between us and elbows him. “What did you think you were going to get in return for goading her? Isn’t the result always the same?”


He rolls his eyes. Thyra stands up straighter. “Either focus on what’s coming or take another turn at the oars.” She cuts her gaze to me as a gust off the lake blows her short light brown hair away from her forehead. “You too. Maybe take a breath before attacking.” Her lips twitch. “For once.”


I force the corners of mine downward, though all I want to do is smile when she looks at me. “Oh, I’m focused—on getting as many kill marks as I can.”


“Is that really all you think about?”


“No, of course not. I think about the copper and silver I’ll plunder too.” I think about having so much that I will never want again.


“Those people have no idea what’s coming for them,” she mutters. “But there are rumors of a—”


I hold up my hand. “No matter what’s waiting for us, I’m ready.”


“Let’s hope so.”


“You doubt me?” My gaze drops to the lean curve of her upper arm, where she bears three marks, one of which is rightfully mine. A forbidden gift to protect her; a secret that binds us.


She shifts so I can’t see the marks on her skin, but her blue eyes are warm as she says, “I never doubt you, Ansa. Only fate and all mortal-made plans.”


So like her. “Don’t let him hear you say that,” I murmur, nodding at Chieftain Lars’s back. Thyra glances up at her father. Our chieftain is now in low conversation with Einar and Cyrill, his war counselors. Their cloaked shoulders are so broad that they block my view of the carved wolf head that juts from the prow of this mighty vessel. Ours is the lead, but the others, nearly one hundred fifty in all, sprawl behind us on either side like a massive flock of lethal birds. With a crew and a half on each, enough for all of us to have a break from the oars for part of the journey, we are a force of more than four thousand, tribes gathered from all parts of the north and united under Lars. Nowhere in this world is there a more dominant or deadly army, and we will cut through any Kupari resistance like wolves in a fat herd of sheep.


Not for the first time, I am confused as to why Thyra does not take more pride in all of this.


She will be chieftain one day. The only other rightful claimant to the chair—Lars’s brother Nisse—was banished in shame this past winter. Thyra is our future.


She sees my frustration, I think. Something defiant and bold flares behind her eyes. “I wish us nothing but blood and victory,” she says, her voice taking on a commanding edge that I envy and crave at the same time.


“Blood and victory,” I repeat.


“They call us Soturi, I hear,” she says. “Cyrill told me it means ‘warrior’ in their language.”


I suppose Cyrill would know. He has a Kupari slave in his household. “That’s nice. I’m happy to hear it doesn’t mean ‘dung eaters.’ ”


She gives me a half smile, and I stare at her face. She’s a few inches taller than me, but on my tiptoes I can match our heights and bring us close. After she pushed me away the one time I tried, though, I won’t do it again.


I so want to do it again.


“Skiff ahead!” shouts our lookout, his voice nearly lost in the wind as he calls down from his perch high on the mast.


“Probably a fishing vessel,” calls Einar, the braids of his beard swinging as he turns to Lars. “It could warn them we’re coming.” He glances over and winks at me, and I grin—he’s been like a father to me, and he’s the only one I will claim. My real father was not strong enough to protect me, and on bad nights my dreams are haunted by his vacant eyes and bleeding body. He is always deaf to my screams.


“Do we know the size of their militia?” Cyrill asks, pulling me from unwelcome memory. “None of our raiders have encountered them.”


“Whatever they have, they can’t match us. A warning won’t matter,” Lars rumbles.


Thyra frowns, and I bump her with my shoulder. “It won’t,” I say. “Think of the stories from Vasterut.”


She rolls her eyes. “And I’m sure tales of Nisse’s easy conquest were not exaggerated in any way.”


I bite my lip. Nisse now occupies the throne of Vasterut after his takeover of the southern city-state just before the spring. Though I meant only to offer confidence, mentioning him was probably a mistake. There are rumors he was plotting to assassinate Lars, since he could never best him in the fight circle. Thyra knows more, but she refuses to talk to me about it. One morning we simply woke up to find that Nisse had fled in the night, banished from the tribe. Lars allowed him to leave with those loyal to him, perhaps because he couldn’t bring himself to slaughter his younger brother, perhaps to prevent us all from killing each other. With so many tribal groups gathered and sides to take, it would have been costly. Nearly one in five left with Nisse, including his only son, Jaspar. There’s a pit in my stomach every time I think of him, though I haven’t uttered his name in months. We all assumed he and all the rest of them were walking to their deaths in the dead of winter, so when news of Nisse’s easily won victory and riches reached us, it was as good as a challenge for Lars.


Winter is coming once again, and Lars has told us we will spend it warm and fat and rich.


“Have you heard the stories of the witch queen of the Kupari?” Thyra asks quietly, moving close and raising goose bumps with the soft puff of her breath in my ear.


I shake off the tingles. “You doubt stories from Vasterut, but you’re willing to believe those wild tales?”


Her tanned cheeks go ruddy. “I didn’t say I believed them.”


“Good.” We’ve all heard stories about the source of the Kupari wealth and supposed strength. Not an arsenal, not an army—a witch. “But if she tries to use her stinking, evil craft on us, she’ll end up with her head on the end of Lars’s spear.”


Thyra gives a curt nod. “She might anyway. The suspicion of witchcraft is enough.”


“That little boat is definitely running,” says Cyrill with a laugh. Standing at the front next to Lars and Einar, he leans on his spear, and its deadly-sharp tip gleams like a beacon. “I think it’s going to be hard for us to sneak in unnoticed.”


He gestures grandly at the warships in formation behind us, and the warriors all around me guffaw. So do I, louder than the rest. My blood sings as I feel their strength, the simple aliveness of us. I am so proud to be among these men and women. I wasn’t born a Krigere, and I have spent the last several years trying to make people forget that. What should matter is my spirit, my willingness to fight. We all bleed red, as Lars always says, and I trust that he means it.


Thyra is smiling, but not laughing like the rest of us. And I can’t help it—I grab her shoulders and shake her a little. “Come on!” I say, still chuckling. “Don’t tell me you’re not lusting to stick your blade into one of their fat merchants. Easiest kill marks you’ll ever earn.”


“Are those the only things that make a warrior?” she says under her breath.


Annoyance spikes through me, and I grab for the hilt of her dagger. Her fingers close over my wrist, hard. “Careful,” she says in a rough voice. “Not here. Not now.” There is something like a plea in her eyes.


It makes me want to push her. I want to replace that plea with fire. Thyra is not an eager fighter like I am, but when she commits, she is a thing of absolute, cutting beauty, and I hunger for the sight. I reach for her weapon with my other hand, and she catches that one too, right as I grasp the hilt. She presses my wrist to her side just as Sander leans over to watch.


“Well, you told Ansa to focus,” he says with a sly glint in his eye. “And her focus is never better than when it’s on you, Thyra.”


With a near-frantic glance at her father, Thyra shoves me away so abruptly that I nearly stumble onto the front row of oars.


My cheeks burning, I right myself. “Say that again and I’ll gut you, Sander.”


He starts to step around Thyra to get to me. “Go ahead and try, you scrawny little—”


“Enough,” roars Lars, turning on us like a bison ready to charge. “Dorte, Keld—take a break. Let these two cubs burn off some of their bloodlust on the oars.”


Einar gives me an exasperated look. “Can you at least try not to kill someone until we make it ashore?” he asks, though he looks like he’s about to laugh.


“I’ll try,” I grumble.


Dorte and Keld, who have been huffing away with their backs to us, lift their oars while the others keep at it. I march over and take Dorte’s oar, even though my break isn’t supposed to be over until the sun sinks to quarter-sky. I don’t want to hit the shore fatigued, but whining about it is unthinkable. Einar would probably throw me overboard himself for the sheer shame of it.


Dorte squeezes my arm with her scarred fingers. “By nightfall you’ll show him what you’ve got,” she says as she looks at Sander out of the corner of her eye.


“Assuming I let him live that long.”


Letting out a harsh laugh that crinkles her weatherworn face, she lifts my elbow, examining the four kill marks. “I hope you’ll give me the honor of making one of the new cuts after you’ve tallied your total.”


“If you let me do the same.”


She winks. “Maybe even two.”


I plop onto the bench and place my callused palms over the skin-warmed wood of the oar. The simple, easy confidence Dorte has in me nearly makes me forget Sander’s insult and Thyra’s shove. Nearly, but not quite. I glance over my shoulder. Thyra’s standing by her father now, her back to me, her posture stiff.


I face the rear again, telling myself not to look at her. Not to care what she thinks, not to worry about her. Frustration fuels each pull of the oar. Beads of sweat prick my forehead and glisten on the fine coppery-gold hairs of my arms. I hear the Kupari favor copper; I wonder what they’ll think of me, the flame-haired warrior who will descend upon them like a starving wolf.


I’m not fooling myself. The sight of me does not inspire fear.


But it should. Anyone who has entered the fight circle with me knows it. Especially Sander, though he’ll never admit it. I glance over to see him glaring at the vast array of ships following ours, the hard muscles of his arms taut. “Keep up, runt,” he barks, reminding me of my task.


My back aches as I push the oar forward to match the pace of the lead oarsman and pull it to my stomach at the same time as everyone else. I treasure the cool breeze off the Torden and concentrate on becoming one with the others, as we all move in time like the flex of a horse’s powerful loins. I’ve never rowed this distance before. Some of the warriors around me have; a few have made the journey at least a dozen times. Each time, they brought back livestock and tools the like we’d never seen. Each time, they gave us stories of a land so rich it practically bleeds copper. A few times, they’ve brought back slaves who wailed about how their witch queen, who they call the Valima or the Voltana or some such ridiculous name, will save them. Avenge them.


Surprise, surprise, she never did.


I hope I can be there when Lars marches into her throne room, when she begs for his mercy. He won’t offer it. If you want to live, you must earn the privilege. I learned that lesson at a very young age.


I peek over my shoulder at Thyra again, and I blow out a long breath as I take another stroke of the oar. I want her to turn around and look at me, to punish me for provoking her. I want her to charge at me, take me down right here on the deck. Pin me. Dig her hip bones into mine. I want to feel her strength and know she’s willing to do whatever she needs to. I want to bring the violence out of her, even if it means bleeding at her hands. I’d paint it on her skin, swirls of red to harden her spine and awaken her thirst for violence. It has to be in her. Lars is the greatest warrior the Krigere have ever produced, and Thyra’s mother might have been an andener, a nonfighter, but she was a skilled iron smith who could fix any blade and would slice anyone who wasn’t willing to barter fairly for her services.


Thyra carries this ferocity somewhere inside her; I know she must. She’ll be a magnificent chieftain one day if she can summon it. My heart squeezes as she runs her hand along the hair at the back of her head. I cut it myself, just a few days ago, and she returned the favor. We’d let it grow a bit in the summer months, when the air grew too hot to ride out to raid, when we snuck away mornings and found a pretty spot among the dunes to tussle and eat the salted meat and biscuits we’d stolen from camp. In those moments, alone, no eyes on us, Thyra would touch me, just a hand on my back, or a brush of her fingertips to move my hair out of my eyes. Unnecessary, unbidden, but so, so wanted. She gave me hope. She made me wish.


Until I tried to make that wish reality.


I’m still trying to figure out if she pushed me away because she doesn’t feel the way I do, or if she simply wishes she didn’t. I think about it way too much, in fact. Especially because it’s pointless.


We can’t be together. We’re both warriors now, but we are not the same status. I was a raid prize three times over, passed from one victor to another. I have no idea where I came from, only the memory of flames and blood. My history is so violent that some say it explains the red mark on my right calf, shaped like a burst of flame. I don’t deny it. I usually add that it also explains how I survived—I am made of fire and blood myself, and it is why I fight so well. I have scrapped and killed for my place in this tribe, because without one, I have nothing. I am nothing.


Thyra, on the other hand . . . she is the daughter of a great chieftain, bred for war. She needs an andener as a mate, one who will keep her blades sharp, her fire stoked, her stomach full, her wounds bound, her bed warm.


One of us would have to lay down her weapons so the other could fight. It is forbidden and foolish to do otherwise—no warrior can survive without an andener to support him or her, and both of us must choose one soon to establish our own households now that we’ve reached our seventeenth year. Sander already did—a raid prize like me, taken from deep in the north. He was still able to win the heart of Thyra’s sister, Hilma. He hasn’t been the same since she died near the end of the winter season, taking their unborn son with her.


As for me, I’ve fought too hard for my status to give it up, but the thought of Thyra’s skin against mine, of taking care of her and having her take care of me, makes it tempting. My heart skips as I glance over my shoulder yet again to find her looking at me, as if she felt the stroke of my thoughts.


“Three more skiffs ahead!” shouts the lookout. “Coming this way!”


“Are you certain?” Chieftain Lars calls. “Coming toward us?”


“Moving quickly!”


Still rowing, I turn as far around as the motion of the oar will allow. The water is piercing blue beneath the clear sky and bright autumn sun, and it’s possible to make out a few specks on the horizon. I even think I can see the distant shadow of land several miles behind it.


“Closer now,” calls the lookout. “Definitely approaching fast.”


“Odd,” says Einar. “They’re coming against the wind.”


“Maybe it’s their navy,” Dorte suggests, drawing a laugh from the rest of us. I check to see if Thyra’s joining in, if for once she’ll shed her seriousness and just enjoy herself.


She flinches and wipes her face, then looks up at the sky.


“Did a bird get you?” I grin at her, hoping to ease the tension between us.


Her brow is furrowed as she turns toward me. “Raindrop.”


The oarsman in front of me tilts his head to the cloudless expanse above us. “Not sure how you came to that.”


I tense as I feel a drop on my cheek, and another on my arm. A shadow passes over the boat, like a hand closing around the sun.


“What is that?” the lookout says, his voice cracking with alarm.


“All oars rest!” shouts Lars. I turn around and face forward as he peers at the sky.


We halt our rowing, our ship still cutting through the waves, blown by a sudden, fierce gust of wind that fills our sail nearly to bursting. Behind and around us, I hear captains in other boats calling for their oarsmen to lift their oars from the water and wait. In the space of a few minutes, the sky has changed color, from blue to purple to a faint green, and now clouds are bursting from nothing, swirling with the wind around a dark center. “What’s happening?” I whisper.


“Freak storm,” mutters a warrior behind me. “Bad luck.”


“Skiffs still approaching fast,” our lookout shouts.


I squint ahead to see the three silhouettes much closer than they were before—impossibly, they seem to have covered at least a mile in the last few minutes. The prow of the lead boat is grandly decorated, a column of copper that shimmers as lightning flashes within the clouds above. I don’t understand—is this their navy? Just three tiny skiffs? And—


A deafening crash makes me yelp as rain lashes at my face. Thyra grabs her father’s arm to stay upright. Our boat roils with a sudden wave, followed by another.


I blink rain out of my eyes—the foreign skiffs are even closer now, and I gape at the one in front. The copper column isn’t a prow decoration, I realize. It’s a woman, skin white as winter, hair as red as my own. Her dress billows in shimmery folds behind her as she raises her arms.


It’s the last thing I see before the lightning stabs down from the sky like a Krigere blade, slicing the world apart.
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CHAPTER TWO


I am thrown from my bench as our lookout’s scream is silenced. The sail explodes into flame, a flare of orange heat above me. Warriors shout in fear while our ship is tossed by violent waves. I claw my way back to my position, knowing by the grunts around me that others are doing the same. My head is pounding and my ears are ringing.


As the white glare clears from my vision, I stare. Not at the chaos all around me, but at the woman in the skiff. She stands serenely at the prow, a coppery crown on her equally coppery hair. Her vessel and the other two accompanying it are floating on a patch of completely calm water, in a clear ray of sunlight in the distance. I swipe rain and bits of ice from my face, unable to comprehend the sight.


When my hands fall to my lap, she’s still there. Arms upraised, looking up at the sky as if it were a dear comrade. On one of her wrists is a thick copper cuff that glints red in the sunbeam.


“It’s her!” shouts Einar, his voice strained as he clings to a rigging. Bits of fire from the burning sail rain down around him, mingling with icy rain. “The witch queen!”


“Starboard oars row!” howls Lars. “We’ll give her a Krigere welcome, storm or no.”


I spin in my seat and plunge my oar into the water, along with all the oarsmen on my side of the boat. We’re not completely together, but our efforts are enough to bring the ship around, so that its bow meets the waves head on. We’re perhaps a hundred yards from the witch and her peaceful patch of the Torden, but the waves are pushing us back.


“She’s doing this,” Cyrill shouts. “She’s calling down the storm! Look at her!”


I crane my neck, as does nearly everyone else on the ship. How could a person cause a storm? And yet there she stands in her circle of sunlight, untouched by the gale, the arm graced by that copper-crimson cuff aimed at the sky. She’s slowly twirling her fingertip—while the clouds above match the motion.


“All oars, row!” Lars bellows.


“You’re going to ram her?” Thyra asks, shrill and shaken.


I close my eyes at the sound of her voice. She’s right behind me. I could reach back and touch her, but I keep rowing, letting out a war cry that is answered by all my fellow oarsmen. Love for our chieftain beats fierce and proud inside me. No matter what happens, he fights. We will follow him into eternity. Nothing can stop us.


“We’ll crush her,” Lars shouts. “Row! R—”


His powerful voice is silenced by a sickening crack, a wave of heat, and a shuddering convulsion that throws me onto the oarsman in front of me. Thunder crashes around us as lightning brightens the sky, and I turn to the piercing sound of Thyra shrieking for her father.


The entire bow of our ship is on fire, the carved wolf engulfed, a blackened mass slumped over in the inferno.


It’s Lars.


Thyra’s back is pressed to my bench. Her blue eyes are wide, reflecting the flames devouring her father. Einar and Cyrill are sprawled in front of her, dazed and singed.


For a moment, there is a kind of hush, warrior cries smothered by a stunned realization that our chieftain is gone. My hands move on their own, reaching. My fingers skim along the soft, chilled skin at Thyra’s throat, my fingertips slipping beneath the edge of her collar, offering strength. Comfort. Her palms cover the backs of my hands, pressing my flesh to hers for a moment. But only a moment.


I feel the instant she transforms. Her muscles tense, and heat flashes across her skin. She squeezes my hands and pushes them away as she shoves herself to her feet and turns to all of us. “You heard him,” she shouts as the flames of our ship rise high behind her, the smoke billowing into the sky. “Row!”


My adoration for her is like a blade through my heart. I whirl around and gouge the churning Torden with my oar. But a massive wave hits my back a moment later, water to my chest that nearly pulls me from the bench. Dorte screams as she’s washed over the side and into the seething lake. Steam hisses as the fire behind me is extinguished. Thyra stumbles forward and clings to me as the lake tries to take her, too, so I wrap my arm over hers and try to row with one hand. I’m not strong enough, though, and the handle hits my chest. It knocks us both backward as the wave recedes, and I end up on the deck next to Thyra.


There’s no one up here but us. Einar and Cyrill have also been washed away. A roar to my left draws my gaze to a massive waterspout shooting up from the deep, swamping two warships as it rises to lick the sky. The Torden is raging now, waves the size of large hills tossing our mighty ships as if they were toys. The hoarse cries of horror and fear drive the terrible truth home—this is an enemy we were not prepared to face.


“Row!” shrieks Thyra, still clinging to me. “If the witch controls the storm, we have to destroy her before she destroys us!”


“All in,” roars Sander. “Blood and victory!”


“Blood and victory,” echo the others, though I hear the cracks and strain of their cries. As I push myself up, I see several of our oarsmen and warriors are gone, carried overboard by the wave that put out the fire. Our burned bow rises as we’re rolled by yet another. Thyra’s fingers curl into my tunic for balance as she sits up on her knees and yells for everyone to give it all they’ve got. We’ll be swamped if we don’t. I need to get back to my bench, but I don’t want to leave her alone up here. If the black water rising above us is our death, I want to go down with her in my arms.


We manage to make it over the crest of the wave and slide heavy and chaotic down into the next trough. Before we do, though, I catch a glimpse of the witch. “We aren’t far,” I call out to Thyra as needles of ice begin to rain down, slicing at our skin. I shield my face as our oarsmen battle the Torden, each back hunched as ice pricks at their flesh. Our beleaguered crew carries us up and over two more behemoth waves, the frigid water pushing at us from all sides.


And then we crest another wave, and she’s right there. The witch queen watches us calmly, waiting in her little boat, on her tiny patch of smooth water. She’s only twenty yards away, if that.


Thyra twists away from me and draws her dagger. She stumbles forward and cocks her arm back just as the witch queen’s pale eyes meet mine. The witch’s head tilts suddenly, as if in cold curiosity. Her eyes narrow. I feel her gaze inside me, a hand grasping for my heart, fingers slipping on smooth, pulsing muscle. The water around us suddenly calms, though the storm still rages behind us, all our ships caught in the jaws of the mighty lake.


Thyra gets her feet under her, preparing to hurl her dagger. She is devastatingly accurate at this distance, but I feel a flutter of uncertainty, like the wind has whispered a warning in my ear.


The witch’s eyes slip from mine to hers. And in that moment, I know what will happen. As Thyra’s body tenses for the throw, I hook my arm around her waist and fling us into the narrow space between rowing benches, just as a bolt of lightning slams into the deck where she’d been standing. A strange metallic scent fills the air and the prow begins to burn anew.


“Stay down,” I snap, grabbing the dagger from her hand.


Thyra is struggling beneath me. “How dare you!” she screams. “This kill is mine.”


I shove her against the planks beneath us. “She took your father only minutes ago, along with his war counselors. If she strikes you down too, we’ll have no chieftain at all. Stay alive and lead!”


I bend over her as the waves begin to toss us again. My lips graze her cheek. “Besides,” I say, “I’m a much better swimmer.”


“What?” yelps Thyra.


Before she can stop me, I wrench myself up and stagger back toward the burning bow. Through the smoke, the witch’s face shines white and fearless. Her eyes are like chips of ice. Raw hatred for her burns inside me, hotter than the flames eating our ship. Witchcraft is an abomination—unnatural and evil—and she is clearly steeped in it. If I can’t kill her, she’ll kill all of us. If my death is the price of victory, I’ll happily pay it.


Just as we slide into a trough, I rip my cloak from my neck, clench Thyra’s dagger in my hand, and dive off the side of the ship, praying I clear its hull. I hear my name called just before the water closes in around me, shocking me with the cold. My lungs beg for air as my body tumbles in the dark, swirling deep. Panic washes over me. I can’t find the sky. My fingers clutch the dagger, and I flail, desperate to fight my way back to air. A flash of lightning below my feet tells me I’m upside-down, and I buck and kick for the green, flickering vortex above me. My face bursts to the surface and I gasp, frantically kicking to stay afloat. My weapons—knives in my boots and strapped to my arms—aren’t heavy, but the collective weight of them and my clothes is pulling at me. But I’m close enough to the witch that the waves aren’t massive, not like they are deeper inside the storm.


As I try to get my bearings, a wave hits our ship from the portside, causing it to falter. From here, I can see the damage, the broken mast and burned, shredded sail, the charred bow, the prow gone, half the oars either washed away or dangling useless next to empty rowing benches, all the shields stripped from the sides by the hungry Torden. Thyra’s clinging to my bench and screaming orders, still trying to get our crew to ram the witch, but they can’t control it. They’re at the mercy of the gale and the waves. Right there, so close to me and yet out of reach. Fury warms my chilled bones, and I stroke hard to bring myself around again, to get the enemy in sight.


There she is. Watching our defeat with a tiny smile on her face. She’s enjoying this.


I grit my teeth and swim as hard as I ever have. I can see the wall of light that separates the witch and her boats from our peril. Only a few yards away. Before she even knows I’m there, I will lunge up from the water and slice her legs. As she falls, I will plunge Thyra’s blade into her gut. Let’s see her make it rain when she’s drowning in her own blood.


These happy, savage thoughts drive me through the water, every muscle alight with determination. I am barely aware of the cold until a burst of warmth encloses me. The darkness peels back, and I am in her column of light. The water here is smooth, no waves to slow me down as I am coming at her flank. Her skiff is three strokes away, and she doesn’t see me.


A bald, black-clad man in one of the other skiffs shouts, “Valtia!”


I jerk around to see him raising his arm, his chubby finger pointing straight at me. My eyes water as the air around me warps with heat and the lake turns scalding. Hissing with pain and twisted up with confusion, I kick away, desperate again for the icy feel of the storm. This water is cooking me. I face the sky, my legs pumping.


The witch turns and looks down at me as I wriggle like a speared fish. Her brow furrows. Her face is oddly cracked, the whiteness chipped away in places to reveal rosy skin beneath. The sight reminds me of my purpose, and I lunge for the hull of her skiff even as my flesh begins to blister. It doesn’t matter, as long as I take her down before I die.


My raw, red hand clutches at the bow of the skiff. With her copper-decorated arm still raised to the sky, the witch stares into my eyes. She doesn’t look scared. One corner of her mouth is still quirked up in a tiny, victorious smile, but I swear, there is a completely different kind of war within her pale blue gaze.


Another bald, black-robed man sitting at the stern lazily swishes his hand at me and speaks to the witch in the odd, trilling language I recognize as Kupari. He sounds undisturbed. Like I’m no threat, merely an inconvenience.


Hate is my fuel. My right hand raises the blade above the surface of the lake as I strain to escape the searing water, to heave myself into the boat and draw blood.


But the witch merely considers me as I struggle, looking pensive. “You’re wrong. She’s not a boy,” she says softly, almost to herself.


I am caught by the sound of her voice—and the fact that I understand what she said. Like her gaze before, her voice reaches inside me, and this time, I feel when it takes hold, when it squeezes. My chest is filled with a feeling I cannot name, so powerful that it robs me of my will. I cannot possibly kill her. I cannot harm a hair on her head. My mouth drops open and the dagger falls from my upraised fist.


The black-robed man barks at her, trilling words gone harsh and hateful, lips pulled back from his teeth. I think he’s telling her to kill me.


The witch looks over her shoulder at her dark companion. “I . . . can’t.” She sounds as puzzled as I feel.


He spits a few more words from between his bared teeth, and a ball of flame bursts from his palm.


I don’t have time to be surprised. The witch whirls around again, and before I can blink, she pushes her palm toward me. A cold wave rises beneath me, ripping me from the side of the skiff and bearing me upward, away from the boat. I catch one more glimpse of her pale face and the glimmer of her crimson-copper cuff before I am plunged back into the jaws of the storm. A bitter wave crashes over me, sending me tumbling head over feet, helpless and lost and sure of only one cruel thing.


I have failed.
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CHAPTER THREE


I am tossed up, sucking in a gasping breath, to see ships aflame and sinking, bodies all around me, emptied of the noble spirits who once resided there. The lake pulls them down, aided by the weight of their axes, their helmets, their cloaks. When I am forced deep by another swell, the lightning above reveals a lake full of thrashing arms and legs.


And me, clawing for air, battling the storm and my own despair. Surrender is weakness. I swim for one of the few longships still floating, only to watch a thick bolt of white lightning cleave it in two, sending warriors flying into the air with flames to cushion their fall. Another wave hits me, this one square in the back, pushing my face into the water and drawing my legs up, sending me into the depths yet again. Something hard slams into my head, a splintered mast or a rowing bench, maybe, lacing the water with my blood. My mouth opens in a gasp, and I inhale the Torden, which burns my lungs as my entire body revolts. Blackness rims my vision and then closes in.


The thought flashes in my head—Give up. It’s done.


But I remind myself: A Krigere is granted passage into heaven only after a victory, or if she dies fighting. Though my only enemy right now is the lake, I will battle it until the end.


I stroke and kick and convulse. My fellow warriors do the same. The water invades and conquers, and as I struggle, I see so many of my brothers and sisters lose the fight. I know my time is coming too, but I don’t—


The wind calms so quickly that it’s like a heavy blanket smothering a campfire. The waves sink into the depths. The heavy, violent clouds swirl into nothing. The tempest folds in on itself like a melting ice crystal, and then it’s gone. I blink up at the sun. Its beauty makes my eyes burn, and I let out a bemused croak of a laugh. I float on my back as the elation that comes with life after the certainty of death gives way to a completely different kind of understanding. Somehow I know to keep my eyes on the sky. If I gaze on the world as it is now, it will be the fatal, crushing blow. The silence alone is evidence of the totality of our destruction.


I should let the water take me. Sometimes wounds bleed too much. A warrior can die in victory on the battlefield if she fought to the end, if she gave all she had. And I did. I gave everything, including the chance to die in Thyra’s arms, to look at her face one more time. Surely I can simply let go now . . . ?


“Ansa!”


One word, one cry, one voice pulls me back from the brink.


“Ansa! Answer me or I swear I’ll cut your throat.”


I turn my head. Thyra paddles toward me on a large scrap of hull, her face smudged and dripping, her eyes bright with horror. Sander is behind her. He is bleeding from a gash on his temple, the blood staining his jaw and dripping into the collar of his tunic, but he still looks strong as he steers the makeshift vessel with a broken oar. Cyrill is draped across the middle, half his blond beard singed away, his formerly handsome face a mess of black and blisters.


I reach for Thyra’s outstretched hand, so grateful that she’s alive that I can’t find my words. She clutches my shaking, scalded fingers and drags me up, and Sander lays down his oar and helps her pull me onto the raft. I clamp my teeth together to keep from crying out. It feels like I’m about to shed my skin, and right now, I wish I could.


While Thyra leans over me, Sander says, “We can’t take on more weight. We’ll sink.”


She nods, then touches her forehead to mine, her palms on my cheeks. “Don’t you ever try to steal my rightful kill again,” she whispers harshly, but then she plants a hard kiss on the top of my head.


“I’m sorry,” I say, my voice as broken as the rest of me. “I failed you.”


She lets out a strained chuckle as she sits up and looks around. “We all failed.”


Wincing, I push myself up on one elbow. We’re floating in a sea of bodies and debris, beneath a rich blue sky and the sinking early autumn sun. A cool breeze ruffles my hair, but that’s not what sends the cruel chill down my back. Not a single ship survived. In the distance, I can see a few warriors on another section of splintered hull, pulling a limp body onto their platform. But even as they succeed, a section of it dips, and all of them slide into the lake. They let out feeble cries as they struggle to climb back to safety. “We have to try to make it over there,” Thyra says.


“Are you addled?” snaps Sander. “We’ll be lucky if we don’t meet the same fate.”


She glares at him. “There were thousands of us on these waters. And we have andeners at home waiting for word—and protection.”


Sander laughs. “Protection? Thyra, look around. We’re dead.”


“Not yet,” she says, and begins to paddle toward the other survivors, her eyes scanning the waters for others.


Next to me, Cyrill moans. I put a hand on his back. “Keep breathing. Keep fighting.”


“Blood and victory,” he says weakly.


My throat tightens. “Blood and victory.” But I know Sander’s right. We’re corpses with heartbeats. I peer at the horizon. Three tiny specks are receding into the deep blue. “There they are. The witch and her dark minions.”


Thyra pauses in her paddling, drawing her soaked arms up from the lake. The fading sunlight glints off her silvery kill marks. If her gaze were an arrow, it would strike true and lethal. “For a moment, I thought I had the target,” she murmurs.


It’s as good as an accusation. “And if you’d stood your ground long enough to throw the dagger, you would have ended up just like your father,” I say, coughing at the strain of so many words.


“And here I thought your dearest wish was to see me kill,” she whispers.


“How did you know the danger?” Sander asks. “You pulled her away just in time.”


“Instinct, I suppose. The witch had just struck Lars down the same way. I could see her looking at Thyra.”


“You could see her that clearly?”


I turn to Sander, annoyance burning at the back of my tongue. “So could Thyra. We were close.”


“If we’d had enough oarsmen, we might have been able to ram her,” he says bitterly.


Another accusation. “We never would have reached her. She wouldn’t have allowed it.”


He arches an eyebrow, pure suspicion. “If you really thought that, why did you swim for it? Or were you just jumping overboard to save yourself?”


My brow furrows, and I look to Thyra. “The ship came apart only a minute after you went over the side,” she says quietly.


Sander’s gripping the oar as if he’d like to hit me with it. “Did you know that by instinct too? We needed you on board!”


I rip one of my knives from the sheath at my wrist, but Thyra grabs my arm, which makes me hiss with pain. “Stop it now, both of you,” she barks. “If you knock us into the water, I’ll kill you before you have a chance to drown.”


“So many dire threats, Thyra,” drawls Sander. “You actually expect us to believe them?”


Thyra’s eyes go wide at his insolence. He’s never dared speak like this to her. No one has. But her father is dead now.


She strips my knife from my grip and has it pointed at Sander in an instant. “I said to stop it.” She stabs the blade into the wood of the hull, leaving its hilt bobbing only inches from Sander’s knee. “Though I choose not to shed blood often, it doesn’t mean I won’t.”


“I’m just wondering what Ansa was really doing while our entire crew was battling the storm.”


Thyra opens her mouth, probably to threaten him again, but it snaps shut as I murmur, “I made it all the way to her skiff.”


Cyrill stops his moaning and turns his head to look at me. My cheeks burn as I gaze after the three black specks on the horizon. “I nearly had her, but the water . . . somehow, they turned it hot.” I show them my raw, red arms and hands. “And one of her attendants had fire in his palm.”


Sander rolls his eyes. “You’re both addled.”


“Our world was just destroyed by a witch-brewed storm,” Thyra says in a flat voice. “What’s more addled than that?”


Sander leans forward. A drop of blood from his chin lands on Cyrill’s sodden tunic. “The fact that Ansa’s still breathing. If she got that close to the witch, how is she still alive?”


All of them stare at me again, and I fight a strange fluttering inside me at the memory of the witch queen’s face, the way she was looking at me before the end. “I don’t know,” I mutter. “I tried to strike, but then . . .” I swallow my next words, and they taste like shame. I dropped my weapon for no good reason. I had the chance and the strength. I might have been injured, but not severely. If I had lunged, I could have sunk that blade into her thigh. I was that close. But my heart went soft all of a sudden. And if I admit that, I might lose the thing that is most important to me in this world, more important than my own life.


Other warriors’ respect.


“A wave caught me and pulled me away,” I say quickly, realizing I have been silent for too many seconds.


“Why didn’t she bring a bolt from on high to cook you in the water?” Sander asks. “Since that seemed to be her strategy for eliminating threats.”


“Again, I don’t know.” Except . . . I don’t think she wanted to kill me. Her attendants seemed to want her to do exactly that. The one in her boat, with the fiery hands, was going to do it himself. Instead of striking, though, she summoned the wave that bore me away.


She saved me.


The thought turns my stomach, and I lean over and retch into the lake, giving it back some of the water I gulped down as I drowned. I press my forehead to the soggy hull and listen to Cyrill’s wheezing breaths, not wanting to raise my head and see how my three fellow warriors are looking at me. My skin is hot and cold at the same time, and hard shivers are making me tremble. A spot on my leg throbs, then sends icy bursts of sensation up my thigh. Startled, I shove the edge of my boot down my calf.


“Are you injured?” Thyra asks.


I stare down at my red birthmark, which is now pulsing hot, and shake my head as I pull my boot back up to cover it. “It’s nothing.”


Thyra curses. “They’ve disappeared.”


I slowly raise my head and look out on the watery battlefield. The only sound is of gulls crying above us. Some of them have descended on our dead. The warriors we saw slide off their own improvised raft are nowhere to be found. Sudden fury rushes through me, and I yank my knife from the hull. I reel back to throw it at one of those hateful birds and nearly pitch into the water, but Sander brings up his oar and slaps me hard between the shoulders, sending me down with a huff on top of Cyrill. “Cursed to survive with only three baby warriors as my allies,” he says with a moan.


“Quiet, Cyrill,” Thyra says, command in her voice. “Your eyes would be in a gull’s stomach if not for us.” But she squeezes his shoulder, and he offers a weary smile.


“What now?” asks Sander. “If there are others who made it through, they’ve drifted too far for us to find them.”


Thyra stares out at the gently rolling waves, which are indeed carrying our dead and the remnants of our invading force further out into the Torden. “We go home,” she says.


Sander laughs. “It took us nearly half-daylight to get here, and that was with the wind at our backs and twelve pairs of oars!”


He brandishes his broken oar, but Thyra rises on her knees with threat in her eyes. “And what would you prefer to do, Sander? Lie down like a weakling and let the Torden sing you to sleep?” She snatches the oar from his grip before he can think to stop her. “Take your spot next to Cyrill, then. Lie down and rest.”


“Hey, don’t cut me from the same cloth as this cub,” Cyrill rumbles. He tries to push himself from the planks, but then groans and sinks back down. “If I wasn’t so broken, I would help you row.”


She grimaces. “Stay where you are.” I hate the look in her eye, the worry and despair she’s trying to hide. The twist of her lips and the bright sheen on her eyes—this is how she looked as she stood over the fallen, weeping old man in that coastal village during the summer’s eve raid. When her hand shook, when she said in a broken whisper, I will risk my father’s wrath. This man has done nothing to warrant such a death, and when the sight of her hesitation and shame made me draw my own blade and plunge it into his side. Though it is forbidden, I gave her the kill mark—her father had told her not to come home without a new one.


Like then, I cannot help but save her. I grab a floating plank from the water and hold it like a paddle. As Thyra plunges her broken oar into the Torden, I do the same, and together we move the raft, the shattered hull of what used to be a great warship, a few feet closer to home. The wind pushes my hair off my forehead as I glance over to find her looking at me in a way that warms me from the inside.


Red-cheeked, Sander snags himself the blade of another broken oar and joins us. He’s at the “prow” of our unsteady little vessel, and so he sits on his knees and reaches forward, drawing the flat blade straight back toward the jagged edge before pulling it up again. The three of us paddle in silence as the sun dips at our backs and the sky turns dark once more, this time with night. Stars wink from the safety of the outerworld, mockingly cheerful as we slowly pull ourselves closer to our home shore in the northeast. The moon lights our way, showing us nothing but black waters all around.


Thyra is the first to notice that Cyrill’s spirit has departed for eternity. She stops midpaddle and presses her fingers to his neck, then bows her head. “Stop for a moment.”


Sander sits up and tosses his oar blade down next to him, rolling his shoulders and wincing. “What is it?”


“Cyrill’s gone,” I say unsteadily. I let out a shuddering breath and brace my palm on the planks. The birthmark on my leg is throbbing steadily now, to the point of pain. I can’t tell if it’s hot or cold, only that it burns. Thyra gives me a concerned look, and I wave her off. “I’m fine.” I think I am, at least. The shivers haven’t stopped, even though I’m sweating. Perhaps it’s the scalding I took in the water. I’ve had fevers before, but it hasn’t felt like this. Something inside me has gone unsteady and brittle, one collision away from shattering.


“We have to get rid of him,” says Sander. “We’ll be lighter if he’s gone.” He reaches over and plucks Cyrill’s dagger from the sheath at his side, and I feel a pang of memory. Just last night, his beard dripping mead, his mouth split into a drunken grin, Cyrill drew that very blade and joked about how he’d ram it into the guts of any Kupari who stood between him and the twenty fine horses he planned to own before the invasion was done. His andener, Gry, laughed and kissed him, her fingers twisting in his beard, her joy and pride and love so big that all of us could feel it.


“Put that back,” I say quietly, wishing I could stop shaking. My mouth suddenly feels too dry, like I could drink the entire Torden and still be parched.


“Why?” says Sander. “It’s an excellent blade, and it’ll do me a lot more good than it will him.”


“It’s his,” I snap. “And a warrior is buried with his weapons.” If he’s not, he goes to the heavenly battlefield unarmed and shamed.


“We’re not burying him, Ansa—you see any dirt around here?” shouts Sander, his voice breaking, his fingers white-knuckled on the hilt of Cyrill’s dagger.


“He died with honor!”


“Stop it, both of—” Thyra begins.


“Death is pathetic, no matter how it strikes, and Cyrill died helpless and wounded and weak,” roars Sander.


“Like Hilma did?” I ask quietly.


Sander hurls his broken oar blade at me, but I duck and snatch my dagger from the planks. Its edge reflects the moon. My palm is so sweaty that I almost drop it, though. “Stop letting your grief twist you up, Sander. Cyrill earned your respect in life, and I won’t let you take it from him now!”


“How will you stop me, runt? You look like you’re about to join him.”


“You first.”


Thyra yelps as Sander strikes with Cyrill’s dagger, but I draw a second blade from the sheath along my calf. I block his strike with the back of my forearm, the impact rattling my teeth but forcing Sander to catch himself with his other hand to keep from falling into the lake. Taking advantage of his stumble, I straddle Cyrill’s back to slide my blade up against Sander’s throat. “Drop it,” I growl, my teeth chattering. It feels as if someone’s sunk a red-hot brand into my calf, and it’s all I can do not to groan.


“Do it.” Sander smiles as the blade bites his skin, and he leans forward to show he isn’t scared. His dark eyes are full of rage and challenge. “Do it before I rip this knife from your grip and cut you open.”


I am shaking so violently now that I can’t hold the blade steady. Sander is grinning. “We’re all going to die,” he whispers, even as his smile crumples into a grimace. “Do you think she’ll be waiting for me?”


Thyra reaches for Cyrill’s dagger, still locked in Sander’s grip. “Sander—”


“Shut it, Chieftain,” Sander snaps, his eyes glittering.


Our eyes are locked. He is past caring, past respect, past hope. Suddenly, the urge to kill him is almost as powerful as the massive, tremulous thing inside me that has been growing by the minute, taking me over. Sander used to be full of light and life, and now he courts death like he wants it for his new mate. I brace to make the cut before I fall apart, but Sander rears back, perhaps because his body wants to survive even though he has lost his will to live. But his weight and the sudden movement sends the other end of the hull rising into the air. As Cyrill’s body starts to slide, I dive for the higher edge while Thyra tumbles off the other side. With a splash and a cry, Sander goes into the lake too, and Cyrill’s body promptly lands on top of him. The hull splashes back flat onto the water, soaking me. I hear Thyra begin to shout at Sander, but a roaring fills my ears, deafening me.


I gasp as something monstrous in me stretches and spreads its wings, drawing its talons along my ribs. My red mark throbs once more, wrenching a cry from my mouth.


“Thyra,” I say. Or, I think I say it. I’m not sure the sound ever leaves my mouth. An unseen force flips me onto my back and slams me down against the hull. My eyes open wide, but I’m blind, everything white. It feels like a giant’s hand has descended from the sky and is holding me down. My heart is beating so fast that it’s one long, painful squeeze. Panic and terror flash so hot inside me that I’m burned. Has the witch queen returned for us? For me? Is this her final victory?


My backbone bows, my chest and hips rising while my shoulders and legs stay pinned. I can’t control my body at all. Fire bursts inside my mind, followed just as quickly by knives of ice that slice away my thoughts. I’m in a cage of flame and swirling snow, extremes that rip me apart and knit me together again, over and over. The feeling of being torn down my center is unbearable, but the force inside me is so huge that it cannot be denied or contained. It grows and grows and makes its home in my chest, crowding out everything I thought I was. Tears turn to ice crystals on my cheeks, then sizzle on my skin. The pain goes on and on. Now I’m the one who craves death as a mate.


The feeling goes as quickly as it came, dropping me limp onto the planks with a sudden thunk. My head cracks against the wood. My eyes blink open.
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